A Worship Tour through Hebrews (10:1-39 [esp. 19-25])
In 2004 Tod Bolsinger piggy-backed on Hilary Clinton's use of an African proverb and wrote a book called, "It Takes a Church to Raise a Christian." He sets out his agenda:

The change we most yearn for is available to us only through the Triune God who transforms his people within the divine community, the church—The People of the Table. I believe and want to convince you that ‘it takes a church to raise a Christian.’”

This summer we have been exploring Hebrews asking questions about corporate worship. The danger in this focus is that we would isolate corporate worship from the rest of what the church does. This morning, I will try to make the case that the worship service is vitally united to everything else in believers’ lives and the life of the church as God's family. Before I jump into Hebrews 10 with that goal in mind, I owe you a preview of the rest of the summer. We have today and two more Sundays left in this series. We have four chapters to cover (10-13). If we take 11 and 12 next week (August 8), that leaves the last chapter (Ch 13) for August 15.

That morning we will try something a bit different. We will not just study Chapter 13. We will begin to live it out together. I asked the elders and they have agreed to try something that we are calling Shepherd Sunday. There's a note about it in the bulletin but here are more details to help prepare for it. The idea flows out of several verses in Hebrews 13.

Hebrews 13:7 Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.

Hebrews 13:17 Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.

Hebrews 13:24 Greet all your leaders and all the saints....

The common phrase in these verses is "your leaders." The leaders of a local church are called elders.

Acts 14:23 And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed.

Elders are men who meet specific qualifications (1 Timothy 3, Titus 1, 1 Peter 5) and take responsibility to work hard for the well-being of God's people.

Acts 20: 17 Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the church to come to him. 18 And when they came to him, he said to them.… Acts 20:28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.

The word "care" in the ESV is the word “shepherd.” Elders lead by caring for God's people like a shepherd cares for his flock. Hebrews 13:7 indicates that they do this by speaking God's word to them. 13:17 teaches that these leaders give an account. They know the sheep well enough to gauge their spiritual well-being and direct them how to follow the Chief Shepherd. Leaders answer to Jesus for how they care for his people. The people submit to an elder's leadership so as to make the responsibility of giving an account a joy. Finally, 13:24 directs the church to greet her leaders. This hints that they are well-known and well-loved. It is my conviction that most of the people who worship with Grace Baptist do not know any of the elders well. Very few have heard an elder (besides me) speak the word of God. There is not enough of a relationship to make a greeting anything more than superficial.

Shepherd Sunday begins to address such deficiencies in our church life. On August 15 we will meet here in the worship center for the start of our service. We will sing God's praise and give our offerings. After a brief time of instruction, we will divide into eight groups, one for each elder. Groups will reassemble in one of the large classrooms around the building. Elders will lead by instructing from the Bible, in sharing at the Lord's Table, in praying together, and in discussing issues related to the well-being of our church. We will not have Bible Hour classes but there will be regular nursery. Families will stay together for the worship and fellowship in both the large group session and the smaller group time. The goal of this effort is to increase the personal, heart to heart, face to face ministry to the people of this fellowship from the elders whom the Holy Spirit has placed over her. My request is that you prepare for August 15 so that the elders will rejoice to spend this time with you and not find it a burden. 
This morning I ask you to turn to Hebrews 10. I do not intend to read the whole chapter but focus on vv. 19-25. Let me give you an overview so that you see where these verses fit. This overview appears in the bulletin at the head of the sermon notes column.

Overview of Chapter 10

Summary of Major Truth (1-18)

The first 18 verses summarize what we have studied for several weeks. He restates why Jesus is better than any person or system, past or future. He argues for the finality and superiority of Jesus. You don't have to go back to something else. You don't have to look for someone else. Worship Christ. Trust your life to Him. Live for Him.
Obedient Response to This Truth (19-25)

Then like Paul and other NT writers, the author issues instructions about how to respond to this truth. "Therefore" in v. 19 is a lot like "therefore" in Romans 12:1 or 2 Peter 3:17 or Ephesians 5:1. We will read these verses in a moment.

Solemn Warning against Refusing This Truth (26-39)

The third section warns those who refuse to accept and obey this truth. It is a solemn passage. I direct you to my earlier message at the website on Chapter 6 for the approach I presented to these warning passages. Give your attention now to vv. 19-15

Hebrews 10: 19 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, 20 by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful. 24 And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.

This whole paragraph is about the church gathering for worship. The phrase "not neglecting to meet together" refers to the whole paragraph. I don't expect listeners to accept my conviction blindly. Look at the evidence. "Let us" appears three times. The phrase stands in the first person plural. It is possible to hear him saying, "Let's each of us do these things individually." But the context argues that he is urging the church to come together. He refers to the local church collectively as "brothers" (19). From the human perspective, the brotherhood includes all those who have professed faith and joined with the local church. The writer has been relying heavily on the imagery of the OT Day of Atonement, a gathering of the people to the temple for worship. Jesus here is the great priest over the house of God (21). “House of God” is the familiar description of the local church as a family, not just a collection of unrelated individuals.

1 Timothy 3: 14 I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15 if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.

The second main command of this paragraph involves holding a confession (23). “Confession” means to speak the same thing as God about something. From the early days of the church a confession of the gospel was something spoken in a worship service. There is also reference to one-another activity here, stirring up to love and good works and encouraging (24-25). Granted that these go on outside of a worship service but it is in worship that the church publically displays herself as a one-another community. Finally, there is the obvious reference to meeting together (24). P.E. Hughes in his commentary on Hebrews insists that the term, 
"should be understood as simply the regular gathering together of Christian believers for worship and exhortation in a particular place -- a practice that first took place daily (Acts 2:46) but subsequently weekly, on the first day of the week (Acts 20:7, 1 Corinthians 16:2)."

If we accept that Sunday is the primary day for corporate worship, then I maintain that vv. 19-25 offer us a Sunday Schedule. They outline the day that the New Testament calls the Lord's Day. I organize that schedule around the three major commands of this paragraph: Let Us Draw Near; Let Us Hold Fast; and Let Us Consider. I offer this schedule with the hope that as God’s people follow it, we would demonstrate the value we place on corporate worship and the Lord's Day. I admit upfront my obvious hypocrisy in these matters. I would find greater joy in the Lord if I took more seriously the things about which I preach. We could know the same delight that God promised his OT people who were bound to keep a Saturday Sabbath.

Is 58:13 “If you turn back … from doing your pleasure on my holy day, and call the Sabbath a delight and the holy day of the Lord honorable; if you honor it, not going your own ways, or seeking your own pleasure, or talking idly; 14 then you shall take delight in the Lord ….”

My hope is that in our homes and lives corporate worship would be the heart of Christ's day, the right start for a new week, and the foundation for all we do as the people of God in this world.

Sunday Schedule

Let Us Draw Near

The first command comes in v. 22: "Let us draw near." It is a call to worship. But the sentences around this command involve Preparation. So the first item on the Sunday schedule is preparation. Individuals and families prepare themselves to draw near in worship. Preparation involves confirmation of the gospel. We have confidence to enter God's presence because Jesus has shed his blood for the forgiveness of our sins (19). We have confidence to enter God's presence in worship because Jesus has provided the new and living way to God. His body on the cross was ripped just like the curtain in the temple. He opened to us what before was closed (20). We have confidence to enter God's presence in worship because Jesus prays for us there (21).

Only a believer has this kind of confidence. Corporate worship is not for unbelievers. It is for believers to gather in God's presence, to draw near. The only way to do this is through Jesus Christ. Each Lord's day, we preach the gospel to ourselves. We prepare for worship by reminding ourselves that the only way we draw near to God is through personal faith in Jesus Christ. Parents, Sunday morning (or perhaps Saturday night) is an excellent time to review the gospel. Keep it before your children. Call them to personal faith and repentance even if they have already made a profession. If you are here this morning and do not know Jesus personally, you are not prepared for worship. You may be in attendance at a worship service but you are not drawing near to God. Preparation for worship requires: personal rejection of sin and a personal embrace of Jesus as Lord and Leader of your life.

Those who know Christ this way prepare for worship as v. 22 describes. We have the full assurance of faith. The gospel strengthens our assurance that we belong to God. We confess our sins. V. 22 speaks of our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience. We confess any sin for which our conscience declares us guilty. We ask God to reveal any sin that would hinder worship. We gather in the confidence of our baptism. Worshipers are those in v. 22 whose bodies have been washed with pure water. Leon Morris writes, 
The washing of the body with pure water is surely a reference to baptism.... But the thing that distinguished Christian baptism from the multiplicity of lustrations that were practiced in the religions of the ancient world was that … baptism was the outward sign of an inward cleansing, and it was the latter that was the more important.

Baptism is not an optional upgrade to basic Christianity. It is necessary preparation for Christian worship. If you profess to know Christ and have not been baptized, let me urge you in the spirit of Hebrews. Let's do it. For those who have been baptized, we come to worship with a clear conscience before God. Peter writes in a tone so consonant with the writer of Hebrews:

1 Peter 3:21 Baptism … now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God….

Coming to worship reaffirms our baptism commitment to follow Jesus Christ. The second item on the Sunday schedule is simply Approach. Let us draw near. It is a word of invitation. The Jewish audience in the first century would have found it strange to be welcomed into the presence of God. The high priest only approached once a year. And he stayed in that holiest place only as long as necessary. He did not prolong the encounter. Under the New Covenant, we approach with confidence and delight. Here at Grace Alan chooses a song to begin worship that includes an invitation to approach God. It is usually bright and bold. When we enter into the worship service with vigor we are both expressing our confidence and encouraging others to approach. Come, let's worship. I urge you to arrive early for the service so that as we sing the call to worship you can join in the invitation. One writer imagined Christians coming to worship as the prodigal son who has returned home coming to the feast prepared to honor him.

"Abba, Father!" we approach Thee

In our Saviour's precious name:

We, Thy children, here assembling,

Now the promised blessing claim.

From our sins His blood hath washed us;

'Tis through Him our souls draw nigh;

And Thy Spirit, too, has taught us,

"Abba Father!" thus to cry.

Once as prodigals we wandered,

In our folly, far from Thee;

But Thy grace, o'er sin abounding,

Rescued us from misery.

Thou Thy prodigals hast pardoned,

Loved us with a Father's love;

Welcomed us with joy o'erflowing,

E'en to dwell with Thee above.

Clothed in garments of salvation,

At Thy table is our place;

We rejoice, and Thou rejoicest

In the riches of Thy grace.

"It is meet," we hear Thee saying,

"We should merry be and glad,

I have found my once lost children,

Now they live, who once were dead.

With proper preparation we approach with joy and confidence.

Let Us Hold Fast

The second command is “let us hold fast the confession.” A confession, as mentioned above, is a verbal statement of truth to which the confessor has made a personal commitment and of which he has personal knowledge. For the Christian, the confession is the gospel, who Jesus is and what he has done. It is his death and resurrection. In its most basic form the Christian confession is "Jesus is Lord." 

1 Corinthians 12:3 Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus is accursed!” and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit.

The Corinthian church was used to hearing worshipers affirm this creed "Jesus is Lord" as a part of corporate worship.

Romans 10:9 because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.

In specific reference to the confession here in Hebrews 10:23 Simon Kistemaker writes, 
"The content of this confession is the expectation that Christ will fulfill all the promises he has made and that all those who profess the name of Christ possess these promises.

So the third and fourth actions on our Sunday schedule are: Proclamation and Affirmation. The content of the confession must be proclaimed. This is what the writer of Hebrews has been doing though his sermon. The confession here is about hope and hope is about the better promises which he has been describing in Christ. Christian worship involves proclaiming the promises of the gospel. We do this when we read Scripture. We do this when we call on these promises in prayer. We sing the promises. We hear them expounded in sermons. We proclaim again and again (v. 24), the one who promised is faithful.

Beyond proclamation by a few, Christians affirm faith in the promises by actually speaking the confession out loud. Earlier in the series we recited the Apostles' Creed to do this. We do this when we participate at the Lord’s Table. We do it when we sing the promises. We sang this morning,
EARLY

My hope is in the Lord Who gave Himself for me,

And paid the price of all my sin at Calvary.

No merit of my own His anger to suppress.

My only hope is found in Jesus' righteousness.

And now for me He stands Before the Father's throne.

He shows His wounded hands and names me as His own.

His grace has planned it all, 'Tis mine but to believe,

And recognize His work of love and Christ receive. 
For me he died; for me he lives. And everlasting light and life he freely gives.
LATE
I once was lost in darkest night

Yet thought I knew the way
The sin that promised joy and life

Had led me to the grave

I had no hope that You would own

A rebel to Your will

And if You had not loved me first

I would refuse You still

But as I ran my hell-bound race

Indifferent to the cost

You looked upon my helpless state

And led me to the cross

And I beheld God’s love displayed

You suffered in my place

You bore the wrath reserved for me

Now all I know is grace.

One way that worshipers over the centuries have held fast to their confession is by adding "Amen" to something that is proclaimed. This used to be more common in Baptist services. I would not complain at all if it were revived in an authentic and meaningful way. So there is Proclamation and Affirmation at the Heart of Worship. Finally, the third command:

Let Us Consider

"Let Us Consider." V. 24 defines what we are to consider. As we draw near and hold fast we consider how to stir up others in the church to love and good works. Notice that we are not specifically told to stir up others to love and good works. It is assumed that this will happen. But we are told to consider how to do this. Consider means, "to think about carefully, envisage, think about, [and] notice."
In worship God's people have time to think seriously about how to live in this world. The sermon is a time to meditate on how God's truth moves me to stir up my brothers and sisters to love and good works. This takes serious thinking. It is not automatic. I need God's truth to define what is truly loving and good. Our world confuses us about both. I need to consider how to embody God's truth in my own life before I stir up others. I cannot lead others to places where I am not willing to go myself. I need to consider how to stir different people by different means. A Christian woman will stir up her husband differently than she will her good friend. We fellowship with people of different ages and life situations. Stirring each one takes careful thinking. So the fifth activity on our Sunday Schedule is Application. We consider how we will interact with others in the church based upon the gospel promises and commitments that have been proclaimed. We prepare to stir up. Then comes the time when we actually do the stirring up. Call this activity Encouragement. It begins when we sing to one another 

Colossians 3:16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.

It continues as the services ends. It flourishes in fellowship after the service. It is central to our church covenant. It can occur in committee and business meetings after worship. It thrives in small group meetings that flow out of corporate worship. We have a number of healthy small groups in this church. In them, Christians stir up and encourage one another to love and good works. Later this month On August 22 we are hosting a desert reception for all those who are looking to join a small group. We are lining up trained leaders to start new groups. The reception will start at 6 p.m. Childcare is provided. Come and meet the leaders and engage in this stirring up ministry.

What a glorious way to spend the Lord's Day. Prepare for worship. Approach God with brothers and sisters who have also prepared. Hear the gospel promises proclaimed and affirm them together. Consider carefully how to apply the gospel to life and then take time to encourage others as they do the same. It takes a worshiping church to raise a Christian. Worship and service joined together on a day set aside for Christ's honor. I encourage the practice for our joy and the blessing of many people. Amen.
