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Personal

J[rom John W, Ritenl:auglz

Why Hebrews Was Written

Part Seven

heauthor’ sexhortationinHebrews13:1-13 heart be established by grace, not with
makes this appeal to the members of God’s foods which have not profited those who
church: have been occupied with them. We have

L et brotherly love continue. Do not forget
toentertain strangers, for by so doing some
have unwittingly entertained angels. Re-
member the prisoners as if chained with
them—those who are mistreated—since
you yourselves are in the body also. Mar-
riage is honorable among all, and the bed
undefiled; but fornicators and adulterers
God will judge. Let your conduct be with-
out covetousness, be content with such
things as you have. For He Himself has
said, “1 will never leave you nor forsake
you.” Sowe may boldly say: “TheLorp is
my helper; | will not fear. What canmando
to me?’ Remember those who rule over
you, who have spoken the word of God to
you, whose faith follow, considering the
outcome of their conduct. Jesus Christ is
the same yesterday, today, and forever.
Do not be carried about with various and
strange doctrines. For it is good that the

an altar from which those who serve the
tabernacle have no right to eat. For the
bodies of those animals, whose blood is
brought into the sanctuary by the high
priest for sin, are burned outside the camp.
Therefore Jesus also, that He might sanc-
tify the people with His own blood, suf-
fered outside the gate. Therefore let us go
forthtoHim, outsidethecamp, bearing His
reproach.

The author of Hebrews tells us in his own
words at the end of his highly instructive but
largely ignored treatise why he concludes as he
does. In chapter 13, he encourages Christiansto
pursue purposeful, practical, and loving conduct
that would produce unity among the brethren
within the church as well as bring God glory
before the world. He concludes that we are to
conduct ourselvesinthismanner beforeall while
supported by our relationship with Jesus Christ
under the New Covenant.

FORERUNNER
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Why Hebrews Was Written

A Summary

The following summary is sufficient for those who
know some of the background for the writing of the
epistle to the Hebrews:

Despite strenuous Jewish objectionsto particular
doctrinal positions and violent persecutions against
the churchin Judea, Christianity istheonly religion
intheentireuniverseled by aspiritual High Priest of
the very highest qualifications and character. This
High Priest experienced life as a human being, but
Heisnow and forever seated at the right hand of the
throne of God in heaven. The writer urges us to
move forward without hesitation under His |eader-
ship, as there is no one better in all of creation to
serve.

Christianity has always existed because it is the
way of life practiced by the Creator God. All other
religions are but futile attempts to dethrone Him
and substitute away of lifethat empowers people
to live as they please. Jesus own countrymen
strenuously resisted His teaching—though true in
every point—to the point that they murdered Him,
but the Father resurrected Him. Jesus carried on
through the apostles whom He had chosen and
taught, and the Jews persecuted the apostles asthey
had Jesus. Other Jews, however, were converting
to Christianity. Thus, despite the persecutions,
Christianity continued, even thrived, within the
church of God.

However, some Jews fellowshipping with the
church objected to Jesus as the clearly acknowl-
edged High Priest within the New Covenant and
to circumcision not being required under it. Their
arguments eventually had to be met due to their
dividing the unity of the fellowship, as Acts 15
describes. During the Council of Jerusalem, the
issuewasdecided. It took several decades, though,
beforeaformal position-paper could be produced
within the church. This need was met by what has
been titled, “The Epistle to the Hebrews,” the
great work we have been examining closely in
this series.

Within its subject material are two major points:

First, the author highlightsthe qualifications of this
great, towering Personage who holds this vital of-
fice, making Himindispensableto thesal vation of all
of God'’ s sanctified ones.

Indispensable? Absolutely! Jesus Himself tells
us in John 15:5: “I am the vine, you are the
branches. Hewho abidesin Me, and | in him, bears
much fruit, for without Me you can do nothing”
(emphasis ours). His statement is blunt and unam-
biguous. For us to produce behavior and attitudes
that bring honor to God, we must have a steady,
living relationship with Jesus. Weneed Him asmuch
asabud needsabranch to producefruit. If wefail
to glorify God, what good reason would motivate
Him to put us in His Kingdom? Therefore, a
stable relationship with Christ is necessary for
our salvation. Hedesiresto give us many wonderful
things.

Second, the book of Acts records the history of
the times as Christianity began and grew. The
cultural turmoil of theday and regionfocused largely
on the forming Christian church. This fact spawns
two sub-points: One, God never intended the Old
Covenant and all its attendant features to last
forever. He never intended the Judaism of the day
at all. Heannounced theNew Covenantin Jeremiah’s
time, six centuries earlier, long before Jesus Christ
appeared as a human being, preached the gospel,
and founded Christianity among men to make its
mark on the world.

Two, in the transition following the Promised
Seed'’ s resurrection and the outpouring of the Holy
Spirit, church members needed explicit, uniform
instruction from on high to confirm the direction
Jesuswanted thedaily religiousoperationsof Chris-
tianity to proceed and for spiritual growth to take
place in the members’ lives. Just as Leviticus con-
tainsdetailedinstructionfor thedaily spiritual activi-
tiesunder the Old Covenant, so those under the New
Covenant needed guidance about what they should
do day by day.

Thoseof usinthetwenty-first century need daily
instruction every bit as much as those under the
Old Covenant. Mankind’'s carnal makeup has not

“Let brotherly love continue.
Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing

some have unwittingly entertained strangers.”
—Hebrews 13: 1, NKJV
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changed one iota since Adam and Eve. The epistle
to the Hebrews contains that instruction so that
those who have made the New Covenant with God
can make the necessary adjustments to regulate
their lives, liveby faith, glorify God, and maintain
their relationshipwith Christ while preparing for the
Kingdom of God.

Before proceeding more deeply into the actual
text of the epistle, and at the risk of repeating
material already covered, we need to resolve afew
items concerning its production. Doing so may help
some understand its vital lessons more clearly.

Who Wrote He]:)rews?

The following lengthy section may reinforce the
beliefs of those of a conservative mind on the issue
of Hebrews' authorship, something only God knows
for sure. The apostle Paul, who signed hisnamein a
variety of waysto thirteen other epistles, did not do
so at the end of the one to the Hebrews. No one
knows the solution to this mystery with absolute
certainty either, but the Bible provides some strong
indications.

Thus, the answer to thisriddle varies, tending to
follow one of two general paths. If theresearcher is
more modern and liberal, his conclusion tendsto be
that the apostle Paul did not author it. His main
objection—avalid one—isthat the Bible makes no
authoritative statement regarding Hebrews' author-
ship. The more conservative researcher, especially
one who leans toward evangelical beliefs, usually
declares the apostle Paul to be the letter’s author
based on several compellinginferencesthat together
make hisauthorship wholly probable.

In their commentaries, liberal researchers often
citeonly Il Peter 3:2, 15in combination with | Peter
1:1-2 as supporting Paul’ s authorship:

* That you may be mindful of thewordswhich
were spoken before by the holy prophets, and
of the commandment of us, the apostles of the
Lord and Savior. . . . And consider that the
longsuffering of our Lordissalvation—asal so

our beloved brother Paul, according to the
wisdom given to him, has written to you. (11
Peter 3:2, 15)

* To the pilgrims of the Dispersion in Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, elect
according to the foreknowledge of God the
Father, in sanctification of the Spirit, for obedi-
enceand sprinkling of theblood of JesusChrist.
(I Peter 1:1-2)

In short, Peter confirms that Paul wrote to “the
Dispersion” (Diaspora) of Jewsin central and north-
ern Asia Minor. These passages are probably the
most persuasive, internal, biblical evidence of Paul
writingto Jewish Christians. Otherwise, there seems
to be no historical proof that Paul may have written
Hebrews. These two passages are meager proof.
Peter himself is not a strong candidate for its
authorship, as his evangelizing was not wide-
spread, nor did he write extensively (at least we
have no record of it).

Acts9:15 addssome support to Paul’ sauthorship:
“But the Lord said to him, ‘Go, for he [Paul] is a
chosen vessel of Mine to bear My name before
Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel.’” The
book of Hebrews certainly fallswithin Paul’ s areas
of assignment from Christ, but its writing styleis
somewhat different from his other epistles. It
lacksthe normal, pedestrian roughness research-
ers expect of the style Paul used in his other
letters.

Some Greek scholars have described the writing
in Hebrews as “elegant,” the best-written among
all New Testament epistlesin terms of quality of
grammar. At its beginning, it is organized as a
treatise, a formal and systematic account of a
subject, and reads as though it were a classroom
lecture at a college. However, it ends as a personal
letter from a church pastor, as Paul’s epistles
usually do. Somethink it was written by Luke or
someone else close to Paul—even Priscilla has
been suggested, but that idea is probably off the
mark.

“l am the vine, you are the branches.
He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit,

for without Me you can do nothing.”
—John 15:5, NKJV

FORERUNNER
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Why Hebrews Was Written

The following lengthy quotation is excerpted
from An Exposition of Hebrews by Arthur W.
Pink, aconservative Scot and aprolificwriter. As
a young minister, he immigrated to the United
States and spent around twenty-five years
pastoring churches in the Carolinas. He then
returned to his homeland and continued writing
for about another twenty yearsbeforedyinginhis
nativeland. Heleft thefollowing evidence, which
shows that Pink was quite thorough and 180°
removed from the conclusionsof liberal commen-
tators of our time.

To begin with, note its Pauline characteris-
tics. First, anumerical one. Thereisastriking
parallel between his enumeration in Romans
8:35-39andinHebrews12:18-24. Intheformer
he draws up alist of the thingswhich shall not
separate the saint from the love of God which
isin Christ Jesus. If thereader will count them,
he will find they are seventeen in number, but
divided into aseven and aten. Thefirst seven
aregiveninverse35, thesecondtenin 8:38, 39.
In Hebrews 12:18-23 he draws a contrast
between Mount Sinai and Mount Sion, and he
mentions seventeen details, and again the sev-
enteen is divided into a seven and a ten. In
Hebrews 10:18, 19, he names seven things
which the saintsare not “come unto” ; whilein
Hebrews 10:22-24 he mentionsten thingsthey
have“comeunto,” viz., toMount Sion, the City
of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, an
innumerable company of angels, the general
Assembly, the Church of the Firstborn, to God
the Judge of all, to the spirits of just men made
perfect, to Jesus the Mediator, to the Blood of
sprinkling. Compare also Galatians 5:19-21,
wherethe apostle, when describing the“ works
of the flesh,” enumerates seventeen. So far as
we are aware, no other Epistle writer of the
New Testament used thisnumber seventeenin
such a manner.

Again; thetermswhich he used. Wesingle out

one only. In Hebrews 2:10 he speaks of the
many sons which Christ is bringing to glory.
Now Paul is the only New Testament writer
that employstheterm “sons.” The others used
adifferent Greek word meaning “children.”

For doctrinal parallelisms compare Romans
8:16, with Hebrews 10:15, and 1 Corinthians
3:13withHebrews5:12-14, and who can doubt
that the Holy Spirit used the same penman in
both cases?

Note a devotional correspondency. In He-
brews 13:18, the writer of this Epistle says,
“Pray for us.” In his other Epistles we find
Paul, morethan once, making asimilar request;
but no other Epistle-writer is placed on record
assoliciting prayer!

Finally, it isto be noted that Timothy was the
companion of the writer of this Epistle, see
Hebrews 13:23. We know of no hint anywhere
that Timothy wasthefellow-worker of anyone
else but the apostle Paul: that he companied
with him is clear from 2 Corinthians 1:1,
Colossians1:1, 1 Thessalonians 3:1, 2.

In addition to the many Pauline characteristics
stamped on this Epistle, we may further ob-
servethat it was written by one who had been
in “bonds” (see Hebrews 10:34); by one who
washow sundered from Jewish believers(Heb.
13:19)—would not thisindicatethat Paul wrote
this Epistle while in his hired house in Rome
(Acts 28:30)? Again; here is a striking fact,
which will have more force with some readers
than others: if the Epistle to the Hebrews was
not written by the apostle Paul, then the New
Testament containsonly thirteen Epistlesfrom
his pen—anumber which, in Scripture, isever
associated with evil! But if Hebrews was also
written by him, this brings the total number of
his Epistles to fourteen, i.e., 7 x 2—seven

(continued on page 15)

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?
Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine,

or nakedness, or peril, or sword?”
—Romans 8:35, NKJV
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Reacly Answer

“Be reac[y a/ways to give an answer . . .” 1 Peter 3:15

Unity and Division:
The Blessing and the Curse

Part Five: The Curse of the LLeaven of the Pharisees

“And let the peace o][ God

rule in your lzearts, to which

a/so you were called in one

Zvody; and be tlzanle][u/. 7
—Colossians 3:15

In the last article, we looked at each of the twelve
cursesissued to thoseindividual s standing on Mount
Ebal. Inthisfinal article, wewill discusstheimplications
of these curses—and of the entire Ebal/Gerizim inci-
dent—for the church of God today.

A theme cutting across aimost all the curses de-
serveshighlighting: They all, except for perhapsthelast
one, focus on hidden or secret sins, ones committed—
at least metaphorically if not literally—under cover of
darkness, under the counter. Revelation 7:5-8 makes
thiscommonality vital to usbecausethere, God linksthe
designation of the twelve tribes (that is, their names)
to the 144,000 sealed saints, 12,000 per tribe.

This linkage, which is spiritual, is germane to the
division of tribeson Gerizim and Ebal.

In Luke 12:1-2, Jesus Christ warns His disciples—
and us—to stay away from hypocrisy: “Beware of the
leaven of the Pharisees, which ishypocrisy. Nothingis
covered up that will not berevealed, or hidden that will
not be known” (emphasis ours throughout). 23

Christ iswarning us against being hypocrites, being
two-faced. We do this when we say one thing but
practiceanother. Hypocrisy includes* playing church,”
all the while harboring unrepented sin, persistently

FORERUNNER
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Unity and Division: The Blessing and the Curse

cloaked sin, secret sin. The hypocriteleadsadouble
life, asit were, amock life, appearing to be blessed,
though all the while under a curse for hisfailure to
renounce all and follow Christ without reservation.

Total Commitment to the Truth

Jesus’ statement in Luke 14:33 is applicable here:
“[A]ny oneof youwho doesnot renounceall that he
hascannot beMy disciple.” Thenarrativeof Ananias
and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11 provides a dramatic
illustration of thefact that Godwill not accept duplicity
in His church. Partial commitment to the truth is not
enough. In the case of this ancient couple, He judged
“the secrets of men by Christ Jesus”#without delay,
stopping thelieliterally dead in itstracks.

Although unstated in the account, Ananias and
Sapphira likely coveted the status and reputation
they would receiveif God’s people cameto believe
they were“big” contributors. With Satan’ sprodding
(verse 3), they (Sapphiraisfully complicit; verse 2)
hatched the deceitful plan to sell some property and
donate part of the proceeds for the use of the
brethren. In reality, they conspire to mislead the
church leadership (and ultimately, the brethren at
large) into thinking that their generous gift com-
prised the entire sale price of the land, when in fact
they had surreptitiously “kept back” aportion of the
proceeds for their personal use. Their level of sac-
rifice for the needs of the church was not what they
led othersto believe.

Had God not intervened to abort their plan, they
would have lived lives of hypocrisy for who knows
how long, daily “ practicing” thelie(Revel ation 22:15)
that they had “given all” to God. Without question,
they would have lived the same sort of burdensome
livesendured by Joseph’ s brothersfor decades after
their clandestine treachery toward their younger
brother (see Genesis 37:23-36), as they feared ser-
endipity every moment—a slip of the tongue, the
development of an unwelcome and unforeseen cir-
cumstance, the vengeance of God, anything which
might suddenly reveal the truth to their father, ex-
posing them as the rogues they really were. Theirs
was a skulking lifestyle—the way of life of any
hypocrite, analogousto perpetually wearing amask
or adisguiseto hidethereal self, pretending tobeone
person, all the while being another.

Hypocrisy Brings a Curse

But that is only half of the nasty story. Sir Walter
Scott well wrote, “Oh, what a tangled web we

AUGUST-DECEMBER 2019

weave, / When first we practice to deceive.”® The
hypocrite, enjoying thebenefitsof hisduplicity (such
as wealth, status, etc.) becomes desperately com-
mitted to maintaining thefacadeat any cost, doing all
that becomes necessary to keep the charade going,
lest he suffer financial, social, or emotional losses
that his carnality could not accept. The cause of
perpetuating the lie comes to enmesh his spirit. The
myth becomes master.

So it was that the Bible’s archetypal hypocrites,
the Pharisees, became consumed with destroying
Jesus' status with the people, ultimately obsessed
with killing Him. In John 3:19-20, Christ pulls no
punches in speaking to the Pharisee, Nicodemus,
stressing the ubiquity of the situation:

Thisisthecrisiswe' rein: God-light streamedinto
the world, but men and women everywhere ran
for the darkness. They went for the darkness
because they were not really interested in pleas-
ing God. Everyone who makes a practice of
doing evil, addicted to denial and illusion,
hates God-light and won't come near it, fear-
ing a painful exposure. (The Message)

This “[running] for the darkness” is the type of
lifestyle Revelation 22:15 describes with the term
“loving and doing falsehood” (Disciples Literal
New Testament). The Easy-to-Read Version re-
fersto people living thisway as those “who love to
lie and pretend to be good.” God will have none of
that!

Such peoplefind themsel ves separated from God,
having no access to the New Jerusalem. God, ca-
pable of “discerning the thoughts and intentions of
the heart” (Hebrews 4:12), handily distinguishes
reality fromappearance. WithHim, illusionisimpos-
sible. He cannot be fooled. Ultimately, the mask
dropsto the ground as all is revealed.

Onefinal note about Ananiasand Sapphira: Luke
does not specify the amount of money they held
back. Was it 5% of the sales price or 20% or 50%?
Wedo not know, and it doesnot matter! A lieisalie.
Thereareno“littlewhitelies.” A lifeof duplicity can
develop around any lie, big or little. It will always
bear the same fruit, however.

Looking at the underlying commonality of the
Ebal-curses—that they focus on secret sin—we
may conclude that the six tribes on Ebal represent
those church memberswhom we could call “wolves
insheep’ sclothing,”¢inwhom God findsunrepented
sin, individualsliving asecret life, closeted in some
way, hypocrites.



Conversely, we may conclude that the six tribes
atop Mount Gerizim symbolize those people in
God'’ s church who exhibit sincerity and wholeness
of heart, unwavering commitment to keeping the
principleinherent tothe Feast of Unleavened Bread—
and, by extension, living their entire lives—"not
with theoldleaven, theleaven of malice and evil,
but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and
truth” (I Corinthians 5:87).

Those on Gerizim, unlike their fellows on the
Mount of Cursing, represent individuals who break
their bread with “singleness of heart” (Acts 2:468),
fully committedto abandoning all sin, no matter how
stubbornly closeted it may have been at one point
in their lives, no matter how tenaciousitsaddiction,
no matter how much carnal pleasureit might bring.®
On Gerizim stand, symbolically, those of God’'s
people who, recognizing the damnation of the cha-
rade, havefirmly rejectedlivingadouble-life. Those
who so shun sham and find no pleasure in the mask
really do stand on the Mountain of Blessing!

Postscript: Expect the Unexpected

One final observation serves as a coda.

One of the characteristics of the judgment-lead-
ing-to-divisionmodel weidentifiedinPart Twoisthe
element of surprise. When God judges His people,
dividingthemintotwo groups, thelineof divisioncan
be quite special—special in the sense of abnormal,
extraordinary, or atypical. That line of division can
be very much unfamiliar to us. The reconfiguration
God effects through the division process may |leave
us, well, just plain bewildered. God doesnot always
do what we expect Him to do. This element of
surprise can catch us off-guard, unprepared for

End Notes

what comes next.

In the case of the Gerizim/Ebal division, for
example, God arranges the tribes differently than
Hedid earlier. Themapping of thetribesin Numbers
2, which describes their spatial arrangement in
camp, does not at all match the arrangement of the
tribes on the mountains. Likewise, the mapping of
thetribesin Numbers 10, which describes the order
of march in the wilderness, the way the people
walked every day, doesnot at all match thearrange-
ment of the tribes on the mountains.

Numbers 2 and 10 describe normalcy: A secular,
everyday arrangement. A profane one, if you will.
However, Deuteronomy 27 describes an arrange-
ment germaneto therenewal of the Covenant. And,
aswe have seen, the Gerizim/Ebal arrangement has
profound spiritual meaning for usin God’ schurch. It
is congruent with any number of prophecies, even,
aswe saw in Part Two, the Olivet Prophecy. There
is nothing at all profane about the Ebal/Gerizim
incident.

Thisthought givesthelietoaclaim, floated all too
often by somein God’ schurch, that God will divide
His peopleinto two groups—oneto go to the Place
of Safety, the other to go through the rigors of
Jacob’ s Trouble—along corporate lines, along fa-
miliar, everyday lines—oneswerecognizeso easily
today. The example of Deuteronomy 27 suggests
otherwise. Expect the unexpected, knowing that
God iseven now watching, evaluating, and culling.
We need to be wise, like five of thevirgins, lest we
become caught off-guard. Remain alert and true to
God, so that, no matter into what congregation He
hasplaced ustoday, wewill end up tomorrow onthe
right mountain—Mount Zion.

—Charles F. Whitaker

1 Of all the sons of Jacob, only Dan’s name does not appear in
the Revelation 7 catalog. The complement of twelve tribes is
made by the tribe of Joseph, which is mentioned twice under
the names “Manasseh” (verse 6) and “Joseph” (verse 8).

2 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations of Scripture are from
the English Standard Version.

3 Compare | Corinthians 4:5:

Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time,
before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things
now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes
of the heart. Then each one will receive his commenda-
tion from God.

4 Romans 2:16.
5 Marmion, Canto vi.
6 See Matthew 7:15, where Christ warns that false prophets

may “come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous
wolves.” See also Matthew 10:16.

7 It is noteworthy that Paul, writing in Hebrews 10:18-25 of our
ability to enter the “holy place” with confidence, includes the
admonition to “draw near with a true heart” (verse 22). The
word true there can also mean “sincere” and is so rendered in
any number of modern translations. It is the adjective alethinos,
(Strong’s Greek Concordance #228), appearing 27 times in the
New Testament. The translators of the King James Version
render it with the adjective “true” ubiquitously. The first appear-
ance of alethinos is in Luke 16:11.

8 Worldwide English Bible.

9 It may be this characteristic of total abandonment of sin
(except for occasional slips, of course) which at heart defines
those who are walking in the spirit, as Paul mentions in
Romans 8:1-11.
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Prophecy Watch

Cleansing God’s People

The Bible contains the record of one extended family of people
and its checkered history with God. The book of Genesis reveals
the beginning of Israel through the fathers, and Exodus shows
their first faltering steps. Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy
define what God required of them —namely, for them to be holy.
Joshua through II Chronicles contain their many adventures
and misadventures as they continually turned from God.

God also inspired seventeen prophetic booksin the
Old Testament to instruct His people, to correct
them, and to warn them. These books were penned
mostly before their captivity, but several were
written after the Babylonian captivity of theKing-
dom of Judah.

The book of Haggai is one such post-exilic
work. The immediate application of the prophecies
contained therein is the work on the Second
Temple, but they incorporate definite dualities
with end-time events. Of notein thelast two proph-
ecies of Haggai—which we will investigate—is
God's desire to bless His covenant people, even
when they do not deserveit. What we will seeis
that God blesses to improve the condition of His
people, especially spiritually.

Haggai received the last two prophecies on the
sameday. Haggai 2:10 and 20 identify that day as
thetwenty-fourth day of the ninth month, whichis
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called Kislev (or Chislev). Kislev falls during
November and December on the Gregorian cal-
endar, near the beginning of winter. This date—
Kislev 24—iseasy tofind onthe calendar because
it is always the day before the Jews celebrate
Hanukkah on the twenty-fifth of Kislev. These
propheciesin Haggai were given on, and refer to,
the previous day.

Historically, thisdate has been highly significant
on several occasions. It was on Kislev 24 that the
Templewasfreed fromitsdesecration by Antiochus
IV (“Epiphanes’). The cleansing of the Temple
began that evening, which, sinceit was after sunset,
was technically Kislev 25. That is the origin of
Hanukkah.

A lesser-known fact isthat it was also on Kislev
24in1917, during WWI, that Britishtroopsliberated
Jerusalem from the Ottoman Empire. We can see
that thisisasignificant date in Jerusalem’ s history,



and considering the dualities of these prophecies, it
may be significant again.

AN UNCLEAN PEOPLE

Thefirst Kislev 24 prophecy concerns the unclean-
ness of the covenant people and God’s response:

Onthetwenty-fourth day of the ninthmonth, in
the second year of Darius, the word of the
Lorp came by Haggai the prophet, saying,
“Thus says the Lorp of hosts: ‘Now, ask the
priests concerning the law, saying, “If one
carriesholy meat inthefold of hisgarment, and
with the edge he touches bread or stew, wine
oroil, orany food, will it becomeholy?’’” Then
the priests answered and said, “No.” And
Haggai said, “ If onewhoisunclean because of
a dead body touches any of these, will it be
unclean?’ Sothepriestsanswered andsaid, “ It
shall be unclean.” Then Haggai answered and
said, “* So is this people, and so is this nation
before Me,” says the Lorp, ‘and so is every
work of their hands; and what they offer there
is unclean. And now, carefully consider from
this day forward: from before stone was laid
upon stone in the temple of the Loro—since
those days, when one cameto aheap of twenty
ephahs, there were but ten; when one came to
the wine vat to draw out fifty baths from the

press, there were but twenty. | struck you with
blight and mildew and hail in all the labors of
your hands; yet you did not turn to Me,” says
the Lorp. ‘Consider now from this day for-
ward, from the twenty-fourth day of the ninth
month, from the day that the foundation of the
Lorp’s temple was laid—consider it: Is the
seed dtill in the barn? As yet the vine, the fig
tree, the pomegranate, and the olive tree have
not yielded fruit. But fromthisday | will bless
you.”” (Haggai 2:10-19)

It is important to remember what came before
this. Approximately 42,000 Jews had just returned
from the Babylonian captivity that had lasted sev-
enty years. Haggai 1 concerns God stirring up the
people to rebuild His destroyed Temple. The ac-
countin Ezrashowsthat, after getting thiskick-start
from God in Haggai 1, Zerubbabel and Joshua did
everything precisely as Moses had instructed. The
priests were consecrated correctly, an altar was con-
structed, and the proper offerings were made, all
according to God’ sspecifications(seeEzra3:2; 6:18).

In Haggai 2:16-17, the same primary complaint
appears as in Haggai 1, and the same necessary
reactionfrom God. The peoplewerelookingto their
own affairsrather thanto God and Hiswill for them.
In Haggai 1, they were more concerned about their
housesthan about the proper worship of God (verses
4,9).InHaggai 2:17, God saysthat the people were
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not turning to Him.

In both cases, God crippled their productivity.
They were putting forth the effort, and there was no
end of activity, but they produced little. God was
cursing thework of their handsto get their attention.
Their effortsto build wereinvainsince God and His
will for them were not their top priority.

We see, then, a humbled people returning from
captivity, anewly consecrated L evitical priesthood,
anew altar, and the beginnings of a new Temple—
yet God still declaresthewhol e nationto beunclean.
Because the people are unclean, all the works of
their handsare al so unclean, including the sacrifices
and offerings.

TRUE REMOVAL OF SIN

The fact is, under the Old Covenant, there was no
way tobespiritually cleansed. God providedinstruc-
tions on how to be ritually clean, but the Old
Covenant did not provide a means to remove sin
fromthepeople. Theblood of bullsand goats, though
required, could not take away sin (see Hebrews
9:11-22). They could only point to thefuture, perfect
Sacrificethat could cleanse them of sin and prepare
apeoplefor their Savior (Galatians 3:19, 24). Thus,
if they followed God's instructions, they could
achieve alevel of ritual cleanness or holiness (set-
ting apart), but their sinscould not betruly cleansed.

Through a series of questions that Haggai asks
the priests, God pointsout that uncleannessistrans-
ferable, but holinessis not. Defilement or impurity

“I struck you with
blight and mildew and hail
in all the labors of your hands,
yet you did not turn to Me . . .”
HAGGAI 2:17

can spread from an object to a person to another
object, but purity and holiness cannot. Holiness is
personal andindividual.

Thisprincipleisespecially interesting in light of
what was happening at the time. The people and the
leaders were finally in the process of building the
Temple, the dwelling place of the Holy God. It

AUGUST-DECEMBER 2019

contained many objectsthat were also holy, aswell
as the Most Holy Place. However, even the pres-
ence of God could not, by itself, make the people
clean. To make them clean, it would take some-
thing more than just having the Temple nearby,
withall of itsholy objectsand eventhe Shekinah—
the glory of God.

This prophecy has a curious ending. It does not
contain a call to repentance, except perhaps by
implication. God says that His people are unclean,
that the presence of something holy cannot make
them clean, and that they had not turned their hearts
toward Him. Then He suddenly says that from this
day forward, He would bless.

In most other placeswhere God beginslisting the
transgressions of His people, He concludes with
something that sounds alot morelike acursethan a
blessing. Yet here, His blessing seems to be as a
consequence of their sinful state. It isnot areward
for their condition, but rather, Hisblessing will bea
means to bring them out of it. His blessing is the
solution to their wayward hearts and their general
uncleanness.

God does not specify explicitly what the blessing
will bein thisfirst prophecy, thoughverse19 (“Is
the seed still inthebarn?”) hintsat it. Certainly, it
was a blessing to have a Temple again to restore
the proper worship of God. On later dates, it was
also a blessing to have the Temple liberated and
cleansed, and it was likewise a blessing to have
Jerusalem freed from the Ottoman Empire early
in the twentieth century. But these are all lesser
applicationsof the blessing that wastruly needed.
Verse 19 will become clearer after examining the
next prophecy.

RIGHTEOUS LEADERSHIP

The second Kislev 24 prophecy, found in Haggai
2:20-23, spells out a readily identifiable blessing:
righteousleadership:

And again the word of the Lorp came to
Haggai on the twenty-fourth day of the month,
saying, “Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of
Judah, saying: ‘| will shake heaven and earth.
| will overthrow the throne of kingdoms; | will
destroy the strength of the Gentile kingdoms. |
will overthrow the chariots and thosewho ride
in them; the horses and their riders shall come
down, every one by the sword of hisbrother. In
that day,” saysthe Lorp of hosts, ‘| will take
you, Zerubbabel My servant, the son of



Shealtiel,” saysthe Lorp, ‘and will make you
like asignet ring; for | have chosen you,” says
the Lorp of hosts.”

This prophecy contains, among other things,
the fulfillment of the gospel of the Kingdom of
God. God is describing the time when, as it says
inRevelation 11:15, “ Thekingdoms of thisworld
have becomethekingdomsof our Lord and of His
Christ.” It is the time when the divine Stone
strikesthe Gentile kingdomson thefeet, and they
are all blown away and consumed by God's
Kingdom, as Nebuchadnezzar saw in his dream
(Daniel 2:35, 44-45).

God will shake heaven and earth, asis described
by the Sixth Seal (Revelation 6:12-13) and whichis
also mentioned back in Haggai 2:6 (see also Mat-
thew 24:29, 35; Mark 13:25; Luke 21:26; Il Peter
3:10). At that time, I srael and Judah will bereunited
with each other, and more importantly, with God,
who will be ruling from a liberated and cleansed
Jerusalem. At the time God gave this prophecy,
the Jewswerestill living under the shadow of the
Gentile Persian Empire, so it held great hope for
those hearing it.

Verse 23 singles out Zerubbabel, and though
there may be several lesser fulfillments of this, itis
vital to recognizethereal, ultimate fulfillment. The
name Zerubbabel means “seed of Babylon” or
“planted in Babylon.” He became the governor of
Judah after the Babylonian captivity. As a scion of
the Davidic line, he was also part of Jesus' lineage
on Joseph'’s side (Matthew 1:12-13).

Zerubbabel was indeed a prominent figure in
what God was working out, but we must keep in
mind that the Onewho ultimately fulfilled hisrole
is Jesus Christ, the epitome of arighteous ruler.
In the same way, the ultimate fulfillment of
Joshua'srole as High Priest is also Jesus Christ.
Zerubbabel iscalled God’ s servant, but sois Christ
(Matthew 12:18; John 13:16; Acts 3:13, 26; 4:27, 30;
Romans 15:8). Zerubbabel was chosen, but so was
Christ (Matthew 12:18; Luke 23:35; | Peter 2:4).
Zerubbabel received God’ sseal, but so did Christ
(John 6:27).

Just as God chose Abraham and promised to bless
all nations through him, Isaac over Ishmael, Jacob
over Esau, and Judahto bring forth the Messiah, so
God chose Zerubbabel and his Descendant—his
most important Descendant—to be His signet or
signature ring. God set His seal on Zerubbabel,
but more importantly, He set His seal on
Zerubbabel’s holy Descendant, the Messiah.

A BLESSING IN WINTER

When God takes note of Judah’s uncleanness,
and her disastrous focus—idolatry—His prom-
ised blessing will be the means by which He will
turn those things around. He will restore Israel’s
and Judah’slands and cities to them, and He will
give them the definitive Governor and the ultimate
High Priest. Zerubbabel and Joshuaarejust types
of what will be fulfilled later by Christ.

“In your seed all the nations of
the earth shall be blessed.”
GENESIS 28:14

When we understand this, we can go back to
Haggai 2:19 and better understand the imagery: “Is
theseed still inthebarn? Asyet thevine, thefigtree,
the pomegranate, and theolivetree have not yielded
fruit. But from thisday | will blessyou.”

Recall that Kislev 24 is in the winter, a time of
short daysand long nights. Farmers have compl eted
their harvesting, and everyone hopes that they have
stored away enough to last until thevines, trees, and
crops begin producing fruit again. Remember, also,
that this particular harvest was probably sparse
because of God’s curse upon their crops.

Winter, evenin agood year, isnot usually atime
of blessing. Itisoften adifficult time, oneof making
use of the blessings that came in previous seasons.
Nevertheless, God chosethisspecific date, whichin
some years could even be the shortest day of the
year. He chose this bleakest of times to start His
blessing—a blessing whose highest fulfillment will
be found in the work and sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

Thisscenario setsup anintriguing possibility. We
know that Jesuswas born sometimeinthefall. If we
count back nine monthsfrom thefall, wearrive at a
datein winter. Isit possible, then, that Kislev 24 is
the date when the power of the Most High God
overshadowed Mary and caused her to conceive the
Messiah (Luke 1:35)?

Verse 19 contains a curious play on words that
may support thispossibility. A questionisasked, “Is
the seed still in the barn?” The word translated as
“seed” is also rendered “child” or “posterity.” Re-
member that Zerubbabel means “ seed of Babylon,”
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but also recall that when God tells Abraham, “In
your seed all the nations of the earth shall be
blessed” (Genesis 22:18; 28:14; emphasis ours
throughout), the Seed to which He refers is Jesus
Christ, forty-two generations later (see also John
7:42; Romans 1:3; Galatians 3:16, 19).

Haggai 2:19 describes a time when the seeds
from the previous harvest are not in the barn be-
cause they have been planted, but it is before any
fruit was produced. It could also, then, describe a
Child who has been conceived, but not yet born—
and through that Child the blessing on Judah and
Israel, the church, and eventually, the entire world
would come. Again, thisis speculation, but Jesus’
conception on thisdate could be another application
of what God means when He says, “from this day |
will bless.”

However, regardless of whether this speculation
iscorrect, we seethat Godisincredibly activeinthe
livesof Hispeopleand quitewilling to shake heaven
andearthtobless. Y es, God givesphysical blessings,
but the far more meaningful ones are not material
in nature.

APEOPLE CLEANSED

The book of Haggai exposes the people’s problems
to be apathy to God and His purpose aswell astheir
uncleanness. God knew what His peoplelacked, and
Hepurposedto giveittothem. These propheciesare
designed to be an encouragement that God will act
on behalf of His people, even when they are flawed.
In fact, He acts on behalf of His people especially
when they areimperfect because Heiscommitted to
perfecting them (see Hebrews 13:20-21).

God promisesto cleanse I srael and Judah from
all their iniquity—and not just to be near them in
the Temple. Zechariah 3 is particularly apt, for
Zechariah was another post-exilic prophet and
contemporary of Haggai. While Haggai addresses
Zerubbabel the governor, Zechariah’s vision in
chapter 3 concerns Joshua the high priest, an-
other type of Christ. Zechariah 3:3-5, 8-9 fore-
tellsacoming national cleansing that takes place
by divine decree and the coming of the
BRANCH—the Messiah—rather than through
animal sacrifices:

Now Joshuawas clothed with filthy garments,
and was standing before the Angel. Then He
answered and spoke to those who stood before
Him, saying, “Take away the filthy garments
from him.” And to him He said, “See, | have
removed your iniquity from you, and | will
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clothe you with rich robes.” And | said, “Let
them put a clean turban on his head.” So they
put aclean turban on hishead, and they put the
clothes on him. And the Angel of the LORD
stood by. . ..

“*Hear, O Joshua, the high priest, you and your
companions who sit before you, for they are a
wondroussign; for behold, | am bringing forth
My Servant the BRANCH. For behold, the
stone that | have laid before Joshua: Upon the
stoneare seven eyes. Behold, | will engraveits
inscription,” saysthelL oro of hosts, ‘ And | will
remove the iniquity of that land in one day.’”

Similarly, in portionsof Jeremiah and Ezekiel,
God promises to give them a new heart, a heart
that is faithful to Him rather than inclined to its
owninterests. Hewill givethem His Spirit, which
will cause them to walk in His ways, and He will
make an everlasting covenant of peace with
them. Notice:

e And | will causethe captives of Judah and the
captives of Israel to return, and will rebuild
those places as at the first. | will cleanse them
from all their iniquity by which they have
sinned against Me, and | will pardon all their
iniquities by which they have sinned and by
which they have transgressed against Me.
(Jeremiah 33:7-8)

* For | will take you from among the nations,
gather you out of all countries, and bring you
into your own land. Then | will sprinkle clean
water on you, and you shall be clean; | will
cleanse you from all your filthiness and from
al your idols. I will give you a new heart and
put a new spirit within you; | will take the
heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a
heart of flesh. | will put My Spirit within you
and cause you to walk in My statutes, and
you will keep My judgments and do them. . . .
| will deliver you from all your uncleannesses.
I will call forthegrainand multiplyit,andbring
no famine upon you. (Ezekiel 36:24-27, 29)

e “Then say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord
Gopb: “Surely | will takethechildren of I srael
from among the nations, wherever they have
gone, and will gather them from every side
and bringtheminto their ownland; and | will
make them one nation in the land, on the



mountains of Israel; and one king shall be
king over them all; they shall no longer be
two nations, nor shall they ever be divided
into two kingdoms again. They shall not
defile themselves anymore with their idols,
nor withtheir detestabl e things, nor with any
of their transgressions; but | will deliver
themfromall their dwelling placesin which
they have sinned, and will cleanse them.
Then they shall be My people, and | will be
their God. . . . Moreover | will make a
covenant of peace with them, and it shall be
an everlasting covenant with them; | will
establish them and multiply them, and | will
set My sanctuary in their midst forever-
more.”"” (Ezekiel 37:21-23, 26; see also
|saiah 44:22-23; Jeremiah 50:19-20; Ezekiel
16:62-63; 36:33; Daniel 9:24; Micah 7:18-29.)

Jacob’ s descendants have bright days ahead of
them, eventhoughweknow they will first gothrough
Jacob’s Trouble because of their uncleanness and
unfaithfulnessto God (Jeremiah 30:7). However, if
Godhasintervenedinour livesthrough Hiselection,

these tremendous blessings that He has promised to
the nations of Israel and Judah have already been
given to us! Through Christ’s sacrifice and our
baptism, we have already been made clean. We
already have a High Priest who intercedes for us
whenever we repent and seek forgiveness. We have
already been given a measure of the Spirit that
produces holiness and thus the means to develop a
pure heart. We have the means to prioritize cor-
rectly, turn to God, and seek to be like Him.
Assignificant as Kislev 24 is—and it is signifi-
cant, if for no other reason than that it is mentioned
fivetimesin onechapter, directly or indirectly—and
assignificant asit may be againin the future, we do
not need to wait for winter for God’ s blessing. God
has and is already blessing us. But He is not just
blessing us with these things for our sakes. He is
blessing those whom He has called so that, through
thecleansing, our High Priest, and the Holy Spirit—
all of whichwealready have, alongwiththepureand
clean hearts we are developing—our lives may be a
testimony to I srael and Judah of what Godiswilling
to do for His covenant people.
—David C. Grabbe

Personal

(continued from page 6)
being the number of perfection and two of
witness. Thus, a perfect withess was given by
this beloved servant of the Lord to Jew and
Gentile!

In the last place, there is one other evidence
that the apostle Paul penned the Hebrews'
Epistle which is still more conclusive. In 2
Thessalonians 3:17, 18 we read, “ The saluta-
tion of Paul with mine own hand, which isthe
token in every Epistle, so | write, the grace of
our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all.” Now,
if the reader will turn to the closing verse of
each of thefirst thirteen Epistlesof thisapostle,
itwill befoundthat this“token” isgivenineach
one. Then, if he will refer to the close of the
Epistlesof James, Peter, Johnand Jude, hewill
discover a noticeable absence of it. Thus it
was a distinctive “token” of the apostle Paul.
It servedtoidentify hiswritings. When, then at
the close of Hebrews we read “grace be with
you all” the proof is conclusive and complete
that none other than Paul’s hand originally
wrote this Epistle. . . .

Wlly Hebrews Was Written

Should it be asked, Why isthe apostle Paul’ s
name omitted from the prefaceto thisEpistle?
athreefold answer may be suggested. First,
itisaddressed, primarily, to converted “He-
brews,” and Paul was not characteristically
or essentially an apostle to them: he was the
apostleto the Gentiles. Second, the inscrib-
ing of his name at the beginning of this
Epistle would, probably, have prejudiced
many Jewish readers against it (cf. Acts
21:27, 28; 22:17-22). Third, the supreme
purpose of the Epistleisto exalt Christ, and
in this Epistle He is the “Apostle,” see He-
brews3:1. Thereforetheimpropriety of Paul
making mention of his own apostleship.
(Author’s original emphases.)

When Was Hebrews Written?
To Whom?

Like the other epistles, Hebrews is undated. But
internal evidence suggests that, since certain state-
ments are written in the present tense, the Temple
was still standing, and sacrifices were still being
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offered onitsaltar. Most commentators conclude
that it was written by the mid-ap 60s, or at the
latest, beforethe Templefell to Roman armiesin
AD 70.

Thetitlegivenatthetop of itsfirst chapter inmost
Biblesreads, “ TheEpistletotheHebrews.” Notruly
reputable researcher claims this title isinspired or
even present on the original manuscript. However,
these facts do not imply that it is entirely wrong
becauseit isareasonable conclusion from evidence
within the Bible itself. The author wrote to Hebrew
or Jewish people.

What Are the Epistle's Theme

an(l C}laracter?

A themeisawork’s primary idea, which the author
develops as thoroughly as possible; it is the chief
reason for the document or speech. Hebrews'
theme—the contrast between the old approach to
God and the new, superior one—strongly suggests
that the epistle was primarily intended for a Jewish
audiencesince only they had actual experiencewith
its subject matter and illustrations. Most Gentile
converts had little background in its contents be-
causethey were generally unfamiliar with Levitical
practices.

The epistle’ s theme can be best understood in
light of the cultural and religious upheaval in
Judea due to the clear superiority of Christianity
over Judaism, beginning with its central figure.
At Christianity’s core stands Jesus Christ, its
High Priest. He far exceeds, not only all high
priests who had gone before, but He al so surpasses
literally everybody, including angels, patriarchs,
kings, and prophets, regardless of the office they
had held within God’s purpose. Virtually every
chapter in the epistle pays homage to the Hebrew
leaders of old, but they in no way measure up to
Christ.

The author of Hebrews asks hisintended readers,
Jewish converts to Christianity, to compare the
old with the new. If they were honest, they could
see the astounding difference between what they

had given up—Judaism—with what they had
gained by choosing to live by faith in Jesus Christ.
He, His way of life, and His promises are far
superior to Judaism.

The author proves the superiority of Christ over
the prophets, angels, Moses, Joshua, Aaron, and the
entireritual of Judaism. He exhibits His superiority
over the entire panoply of saints listed in Hebrews
11. In doing so, he makes adistinct statement about
the preeminence of Christ over everything and any-
one that came before Him to do God’s work. In
comparison to Him, who is Reality, all others are
little more than misty shadows.

Hebrewsfeatures acouple of key terms: “ better”
and “greater.” They appear regularly within the text
inreferenceto Christ and Christianity. Also, readers
are encouraged to look forward rather than back—
to the world to come, toward a salvation yet to be
revealed, to the coming Redeemer, to the coming
city of God, etc.

Everywhere the reader turns, heis drawn toward
oneoverriding reality: Despitetheir God-given sta-
tus, the Temple, the priesthood, the sacrifices, and
the Old Covenant were all but shadows, symbols.
Through Christ and His eternal giftsand purposes,
Christianscan now deal with far superior spiritual
realitiesleadingto full inheritance of the Kingdom
of God.

As for the epistle’ s character, that the author is
unknown isitsfirst and most apparent feature. The
author’ sanonymity allowsthereader tofocusonthe
main character, Christ. It also contains no opening
salutation identifying its addressees, implying it is
useful and necessary for all.

Its most valuable asset may be that the letter
opens the High Priesthood of Jesus Christ to full
view. The reader learns just how vital He is to
salvation, aswell asall theindispensablework He
has done and continues to do for the called. The
author first mentionsHim in Hebrews 1:3, seated
at the Father’ sright hand, and in doing so, setsan
immediate, emphatic tone for the whole letter.

Hebrews focuses on Old Covenant teaching
more frequently, thoroughly, and powerfully than

“If then you were raised with Christ,
seek those things which are above, where Christ is,
sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on

things above, not on things on the earth.”
—Colossians 3:1-2, NKJV
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any other New Testament epistle, allowingthereader
to see God'’s purpose for both, as well as to make
accurate comparisons between them. Within its
teaching appear strong warnings against apostasy,
the most frequent in the New Testament. It appeals
to the brethren to remain faithful and steadfast even
amid persecutions and theincursions of falseteach-
ers. Theauthor emphasizesheavenly realitiesrather
than thenatural focusof most people, the earthly and
carnal, to raise the reader’s sights to the more
worthwhilegoal.

Finally, theauthor himself callsit merely a“word
of exhortation” (Hebrews 13:22), althoughitisalso
a warning and an encouragement. Overall, it is a
positive exposition of God’ sgraciousprovidencein
the Person of Jesus Christ.

Covenants Are Important to Salvation

In 2018, | finished along series of sermons on the
covenants God made with those He sanctified,
primarily the Patriarchs and the people of Israel.
He instituted another one immediately following
Christ’s death and resurrection, in which the call-
ing of Gentiles—non-Israelites—wasan essential
addition.

Covenants are essential to our spiritual well-
being. God’ soverall intentioninmaking covenantsis
to provide specific, binding instruction about what
Hedesires of those called and living by faith within
His purpose. This is especially important to us
because we are already on the path toward the
completion of His purposein our lives.

Recall the author’s conclusions to his epistle in
Hebrews 13. We see that he is not looking for
qualitiestheworld extolsand for which they reward
with praise, prestige, and even riches. Instead, he
seeks to encourage his readers to continue to de-
velop personal |eadership in terms of character and
attitude molded and shaped in God’'s own image:
practicing brotherly love, extending hospitality,
aiding persecuted brethren, maintaining marriage
vows, etc. Those attributes bring glory to God,
pleasing Him. They are intrinsic parts of the

teaching contained within the covenant He makes
with us.

A review of afew basic functions of covenants
will set them firmly in mind and help usto under-
stand the New Covenant. Much of the Bible's
recording of both biblical and worldly history
revolves around three covenants: the covenant
God made with Abraham, the one He made with
Israel inthewilderness(commonly called the Old
Covenant), and finally, the one the epistle to the
Hebrews calls “a new covenant” and “a better
covenant.”

The simplest definition of a covenant is nothing
more than “aformal agreement between parties to
accomplish amutual goal.” Throughout the world,
such contracts are commonly used in business for
establishing and guiding the specific obligations of
each party involved. Covenants are the primary
way in which the Bible formally assigns overall
responsibilities within the relationship between
God and Hispeople. To amorelimited extent, they
also serve as a general guide for all humanity,
providing abasic awareness of itsobligationsto the
Creator.

Converted church members gain a substantial
advantage in having clearly assigned and defined
responsibilities within a covenant. It removes all
doubt about their obligationsto God and fellow man
inaccomplishing the purpose God hascalledthemto
achieve with Him. Yet, if the called would follow
God by keeping His commandments as He does, a
formal covenant would perhaps not even be neces-
sary!

The most basic requirement is that no covenant
with God excludes this absolute obligation: Cov-
enants with God—including the New Covenant—
always require the keeping of His commandments.
It does not matter if they are literally stated or not.
Why? Because God’ s overall purposeisnot just to
pay for sin but to eradicate it altogether in His
people. However, even the best of us do not do this
aswell as we should. History shows that humanity
has never demonstrated a willingness to set and
follow such a high standard.

“Because the carnal mind is enmity against God,;
foritis not subject to the law of God,

nor indeed can be.”
—Romans 8:7, NKJV

FORERUNNER

17



Personal

Why Hebrews Was Written

Only the converted—those genuinely living by
faith—will set their mindsto accomplishthistower-
ing objective. Itisaseriousbusiness. Evenascarnal
mindsarefixed on earthly things, the converted mind
must be fixed on heavenly thingsto accomplish this
lofty goal (Colossians3:1-2). Such resolve can only
be established within a converted individual’s
heart. The unconverted person cannot do this be-
cause his carnal heart is always at war against God
(Romans 8:7).

Another, always-present standard isthat all cov-
enants made with God are between unequal part-
ners. Godisthesovereign Creator whoinitiatesthe
covenants. He makes our obligations clear, and
He blesses when we fulfill them and penalizes
when we break them. He is actively involved. The
language of God’s covenants gives a distinct
impression that He is conferring a good thing
upon men. In them, His voice is transcendent.
There is no bargaining with God; He sets the terms
of the covenants. His promises and rewards for
obedience are always generous but also require
thoughtful, faithful devotion.

Why do the obligations within God’' s covenants
seem so demanding? It is partly because the agree-
ment isbeing madewith God. TheFirst Party inthe
contract is no ordinary fellow human, and that
makesthe covenant intimidating. Dealing by faith
with Him is daunting because there can be no
fudging whatever on anything. Heisawaysfully
aware.

Attached to thisfact isthe overwhelming won-
der that helpsproduce arealization of the purpose
of the covenanted relationship. In accepting it,
we literally become part of God’s personal Fam-
ily. We must never forget that, though the stan-
dards seem so high, they are never unreasonable
and always fall within what we can accomplish.
Why? Because God is sensitive about |osing any
of us.

The twenty-first-century Christian can easily
strugglein attempting to understand the epistleto
the Hebrews because its subject matter is so tied
to the Old Covenant and its rituals. Even those

who attend a church regularly may have church
pastorswho are unfamiliar with the intricacies of
the Old Covenant. They may also be somewhat
ignorant of the history of God’ srelationship with
the Israelites. Thisisundoubtedly true of Chris-
tians of this world, who have written off the
Israelites as cut off from God and “lost.” For
these reasons, their preachers rarely teach from
Hebrews. A sort of stand-off ignorance of the
epistle prevails in the mainstream churches.

It is interesting that, when the author con-
cludes his declaration of our Savior’ s significant
involvementinthehistory of Israel and now inthe
church, he does not sound awar cry, charging us
with the responsibility of storming the battle-
ments as Christian soldiers. He could havewritten,
“Let’s go save theworld!” or “Be zealous and take
the gospel to all nations!” Instead, he exhorts us to
engage in the mundane responsibilities of daily
Christian conduct—all thingsthat arewell within
the capabilities of every converted person. What
he asks of us can be done.

| hopethat wecometo seeHebrewsasagoldmine,
averitabletreasure-troveof spiritual richescontain-
ing, among other things, an overview of thousands of
years of the occasional appearances of our Creator
and Savior to men and women and of His actions
in support of the purpose Heisworking out. That
same purpose is being worked out in our lives.
Hebrews 1-2 are exhilarating regarding the future
placed before us.

We must not allow the epistle’s many fervent
exhortationsto drift through our mindswithout heed-
ing their appeals. As the author writes in Hebrews
2:1, “Since all thisis true, we ought to pay much
closer attention than ever to the truths that we have
heard, lest in any way we drift past [them] and slip
away” (The Amplified Bible).

InChristianlove,
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“Since all this is true, we ought to pay much closer
attention than ever to the truths that we have heard,

lest in any way we drift past [them] and slip away.”
—Hebrews 2:1, The Amplified Bible
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Rebels With a Cause

For generations, outraged or marginalized citizens
of the world have occasionally resorted to some
form of civil disobedience to air their grievances
publicly against the established order.

History is replete with the passionate protests of
genuinely marginalized adults. However, amore mod-
ernpictureof the“ civilly disobedient” isthat of aless-
marginalized but overwrought college student
demanding an over-idealized solution to a trendy,
complex issue. Take, for example, the Occupy Wall
Street movement or the anti-nuclear protests of the
past decades.

However, as our agitated world lurches forward
intoafrightfully uncertain future, particularly from
an economic perspective, weightier issues are in-
spiring people—young and old alike—to take to the
streets.

Since the fourth quarter of 2019, we have wit-
nessed frequent, passionate, and often violent demon-
strationsinthestreetsof Brazil, Chile, Egypt, Ethiopia,
France, Germany, Greece, Haiti, Hong Kong, India,
Irag, Lebanon, the Netherlands, Russia, Spain, Tibet,
Turkey, Ukraine, the United States, Venezuela, and
Zimbabwe, among many others.

Not only are the causes more weighty, but the
frequency and intensity of the protestations among
the many angry movements are increasingly destabi-
lizing society at large.

CNBC Journalist David Reid, in hisrecent online
article titled, “ Almost 40% of the world’s countries
will witness civil unrest in 2020, research claims,”
citesdatafrom astudy by V erisk Mapl ecroft, asocio-
economic and political analysis firm, that indicates
nearly forty percent of all nations—75 out of 195—
are experiencing rising levels of civil unrest.

Though the details behind all the unrest are as
varied as the countries, there are common cores of
causality: growing economicinequality, socio-politi-
cal animus, and surging nationalistic pride.

Since the Great Recession of 2008 and 2009, a
growing number of people around the globe find
themselvesin dire financial straits, living anxiously
from paycheck to paycheck, if they areworking at all.
Many approach retirement with nothingtofall back on
but anemic government programs and forced auster-
ity. Meanwhile, usually with governmental blessing,
the rosters of the hyper-rich multiply along with the
respective segments of the global economy that cater
exclusively to their extravagant desires and whims.

At the same time, even more social and political
pressures are mounting throughout the world as di-
verse cultural, religious, generational, and political
ideologiesclash.

In Hong Kong, the streets are teeming with ideo-
logueswishing to prevent the creeping authoritarianism
of mainland China. In France, a pension crisis has
many fearing for their retirement security. Small
hikesin publictransportationfaressparkedtheriotsin
Chile. The Muslim minority of India seeks to gain
clout against a hostile, Hindu majority. Iragis are
protesting to rid their country of lranian political
influence. Venezuelans are marching for their very
lives against a powerful socialist regime that has
destroyed the country’s economy. Americans seem
intent upon civil war, spurred by animus against the
administration of Donald Trump and the upcoming
presidential election. Virtually every nation hasexpe-
rienced some degree of LGBTQ and climate-change
protest madness.

If thereisabottomlinetoall of this, it woul d appear
that the 2020swill be adecade of growing instability,
crisis, and attack on the established order, thelikes of
which could easily distress and distract all Chris-
tians—particularly those who are overly anxious.
Therefore, we need to exercise discernment (M at-
thew 24:4; | John 4:1) while gathering and sharing
news, being especially cautious not to fall for—or
engage in—rumor and specul ation, which promiseto
be rampant (Matthew 24:23; Proverbs 15:14).

Althoughimmediateresolutionsfor the coregroup
of troubling issuesseem unlikely today, history shows
that civilization has a way of adapting and moving
on. Unfortunately, it tends to move toward other
troubles that will one day dwarf those we are
experiencingtoday.

Eventually, a series of criseswill set off an aston-
ishing succession of prophetic events such as the
world has never seen. Aswise Christians, we should
pay attention to these disconcerting developments
while also maintaining a safe distance and per-
spective—to avoid experiencing or causing unneces-
sary anxiety (Matthew 24:6). In this way, we can
concentrate our greater energies on overcoming our
worldly wayswhile devel oping astronger relationship
with God, our only shelter from the coming storms
of the end.

—Joseph B. Baity
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Excellence in Character

Part Two

If a person thinks of something often enough, he will come to the point where he cannot stop thinking
about it. His thoughts become locked in and focused to the point that he will not be easily distracted
from them, and his behavior will begin to reflect those thoughts. It is therefore essential for our
character growth to discipline our thoughts, setting them on admirable, commendable things—those

excellent things of God—that define a distinctive standard of character for living a praiseworthy life of =
moral excellence and obedience to Him. . _':"_

A common word used to describe moral excellence is “virtue.” Webster’s New Universal Unabridged
Dictionary defines virtue as “general moral goodness; right action and thinking; uprightness; rectitude;
morality.” According to Webster’s Dictionary of Word Origins, the Romans derived the noun virtus from
their word vir, “to denote the sum of the excellent qualities of men, including physical strength,
valorous conduct, and moral rectitude.”

The Bible expends a great deal of space to define and emphasize God's standards of virtue against
which all Christians should measure their lives. God even defines His saints as “the excellent ones, in
whom is all My delight” (Psalm 16:3). Herein, we continue our study on excellence in character.

1. How does the Bible define and portray virtue? Ruth
3:11; Proverbs12:4; 31:10; || Peter 1:5; Philippians 4:8;
Mark 5:30.

ComMENT: In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word
chayil can be translated as “virtuous,” and it is used to
refer to strength, force, power, valor, and worthiness
(Ruth 3:11; Proverbs 31:10). The New Testament ren-
ders two Greek words into English as “virtue.” The
first, arete, means “excellence or valor” (Il Peter 1:5;
Philippians 4:8). The second, dunamis, refers to the
remarkable and miraculous power of God (Mark 5:30;
Luke 6:19).

Whether denoting amighty force or power (11 Samuel
22:33; |1 Chronicles 26:13), an admirable or prai sewor-
thy character trait (Ruth 3:11; Proverbs 31:10; Il Peter
1:5), or the immeasurable capacity of God’'s grace,
goodness, and might (Il Corinthians 12:9; Hebrews
11:11), these words indicate a gold standard of excel-
lence, something all Christians should aspire to and
revere.

2. What specific virtues does the Bible list? Galatians
5:22-23; | Timothy 6:11.

ComMENT: TheBiblehasseveral listsof virtues. Perhaps
the most noted and quoted isfound in Galatians 5:22-23
asthefruit of the Spirit: “love, joy, peace, longsuffering,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-con-
trol.” Within these excellent character traits, we dis-
cover the virtuous mind and nature of our Creator. We
glorify Him when we, asmembers of the Body of Christ,
display these virtues, and our efforts remind the world
of the infinite power and beauty of His moral character.
Moreover, our virtuous acts serve to separate us from

amorally unhealthy and impure world.
The apostle Paul also encourages Timothy to pursue
another special list of virtuoustraitsin | Timothy 6:11.
Someof thislist overlapswiththefruit of the Spiritwhile
adding the virtues of righteousness and godliness.
3. Is discipline a virtue that God wants us to develop?
Philippians 4:8-9; Colossians 3:2; || Corinthians 10:5.
ComMENT: In Philippians4:8, Paul encouragesthereader
to discipline his mind with virtuous thoughts:

Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, what-
ever things are noble, whatever things are just,
whatever things are pure, whatever things are
lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there
is any virtue and if there is anything praisewor-
thy—meditate on these things.

As Paul builds toward his uplifting conclusion in the
epistle to the church in Philippi, he urges the members
to focus their thoughts on truth, nobleness, justice,
purity, loveliness—all of which further define the abso-
lute moral excellence of God. The apostle emphasizes
the benefits of a mind disciplined with noble thoughts,
enabling a person to concentrate on God’ s very nature,
empowering the good fruit of Christian virtue to be
produced (Philippians4:13). By doing so, Paul declares,
“My God shall supply all your need according to His
riches in glory by Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19).

In our next issue, we will conclude our study of
excellence in character by focusing on the relationship
between virtue and good works.

—Martin G. Collins




