Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times #5

“An Anchor for the Soul”
Hebrews 6:17-19

These uncertain times have a way of shaking us to our core. We are creatures of habit, we crave the familiar and comfortable, and when our world gets turned upside down, we begin doubting things that we once held as certain.

This is especially true in our faith. When things go well, we smile and say, “Praise the Lord!” But when things don’t make sense, we wonder what God is doing—or if He is in charge at all! It is in these times we need to fortify our faith with the truth of the Word.

In the past several weeks we have seen that God is unchanging in His person, His precepts, His promises, and His passion for us. This morning I want to focus on God’s unchanging purpose, and our main text is found in Hebrews 6:17-19,

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.
Let’s take a closer look at God’s unchanging purpose.

The Eternal Character of God’s Purpose

First we see the eternal character of God’s purpose. Paul speaks of God’s “eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord” in Ephesians 3:11. The author of Hebrews refers to “the unchanging nature of his purpose” in verse 17. As we have seen previously, since God is changeless, His Word is changeless as well. We can trust His precepts and His promises because they do not change. The same can be said of God’s purpose.

What does the word “purpose” mean? Webster defines “purpose” as “something set up as an object or end to be attained; intention.”
 This is very different than the word “reason,” defined as “the thing that makes some fact intelligible,” or “cause.”
 The Expository Dictionary of Bible Words says of the original term, 

Boule is a strong term, indicating God’s fixed intention. That which is his purpose stands utterly fixed and cannot be changed by any action of others…. When used of human beings, the word has a weaker force, expressing an intention or plan that may or may not be achieved.

Proverbs 19:21 declares, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” The Lord’s own words are recorded in Isaiah 46:9-11,

“Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me. I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please. From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a far-off land, a man to fulfill my purpose. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I have planned, that will I do.”
Later in the same book, the Lord states in Isaiah 55:10-11,

“As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” 

God is God, and whatever God wants to do, He gets it done. His purpose will prevail.

As if that were not enough, the author of Hebrews states that God went one step further regarding His promise:

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie…
This idea of an “oath” comes from the legal terminology of the day. The verb rendered “make…clear” usually has the sense of “show” or “demonstrate,” but in this legal context it conveys the idea of giving proof. We could refer to it as God’s “sworn affidavit.” Furthermore, the Greek verb mesiteuō, or “confirmed,” which appears only here in Scripture, can be used for a person who mediates a dispute or a witness and a guarantor of a legal matter.

Now, to be clear, there was no necessity for an oath; God could have left it at a simple promise. The promise was enough, but it is guaranteed by the oath.
 Why did God swear an oath at all, then? He did it for us. This is a divine concession to human need. In His gracious understanding of man’s need for evidence that cannot be refuted, God makes it doubly convincing. The unchangeable character of the Creator has already been made clear, and now the focus falls on the unchangeable character of his purpose. The oath, although adding nothing to this conviction, does nothing to detract from it. His word would still have been true without the oath.

Verse 18 refers to two “unchangeable things” that should convince believers that God’s promises are worth trusting. First, God’s purpose is unchangeable. It is in His nature to remain steadfast. Our God is not flaky, unreliable, or unpredictable. What He has determined to do, He is both able and willing to accomplish. Second, God’s promise, expressed as an oath, is unchangeable. The moment His promise is spoken to His people, they can immediately begin to count on it without wavering. Why? Because “it is impossible for God to lie.”

Before we move on, I think it is important to point out to whom and for whom God confirmed His promise with an oath. Verse 17 mentions “the heirs of what was promised.” This can scarcely be Abraham or the other patriarchs. The promise in question could not be fulfilled in their days. The oath, of course, gave them certainty, but the fulfillment of the promise could be seen only in later times and this prepares us for the “we” of the next verse: the oath had reference to the days of the writer and his readers (and we may add, to ours).
 What was true for Abraham is true also for his seed. The “heirs” is a comprehensive term for the true children of Abraham and is not exclusively a reference to the people of Israel. Jesus, when addressing Jews who claimed to be Abraham’s children, said in John 8:39, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would do what Abraham did.” The apostle Paul identified the heirs as “those who share the faith of Abraham, for he is the father of us all” in Romans 4:16. The heirs of the promise are distinct from the natural descendants of Abraham—the Jews.

“So what?” you may ask. “Why should I care?”

Here’s why. History is not cyclical but linear. There are those who claim that things just move in circles—that what has been will be and what is has already been. They’ll tell you there is no meaning, no significant movement toward a climactic purpose. History, they assert, is like the stairs on an escalator that circle endlessly around, always moving but never really arriving anywhere. The Bible teaches, however, that history moves in a straight line to an appointed destination. This is what we call God’s unchanging purpose.

The Extensive Content of God’s Purpose

Next I would like to move to the extensive content of God’s purpose. We have established that His purpose is eternal and unchanging, but what is His purpose all about? We see a hint of this in Ephesians 1:11-12,

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.

Notice that God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.” God does nothing randomly or frivolously. Everything comes together in God’s divine purpose. 

But verse 12 gives us a glimpse into what that purpose entails: “in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.” First and foremost in God’s unchanging purpose is that He receives glory. His purpose is much larger than our safety or satisfaction; it is ultimately that He receives the glory.

How will God receive glory? In a word, reconciliation. God will ultimately be glorified as He reconciles His fallen creation to Himself once again. God created all things perfect, but sin corrupted everything. Instead of destroying His creation and starting over, however, God purposed to reconcile His creation to Himself—including sinful humanity. We see this in Colossians 1:19-23,

For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant. 

Also in 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 we read, 

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

Perhaps the greatest passage on this reconciliation is found in Romans 8:19-30,

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. 

We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. 

In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will. 

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.
Notice the promise in verse 28: “In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” We are an intricate part of God’s eternal purpose! What is that purpose? The reconciliation of creation to God. While this is a global purpose, as seen earlier in the text, it is also very personal. God’s purpose is that we be “conformed to the likeness of his Son.” God is glorified when He takes sinful people and redeems them, transforming them into the image of Christ. How does He do that? Verse 30 explains: He calls us, He justifies us, and He glorifies us. In other words, God saves us (in the past), God sanctifies us (in the present), and God will perfect us (in the future). We will look into these more in detail next week as God’s unchanging plan for our lives.

The Enduring Comfort of God’s Purpose

Finally, returning to our text in Hebrews 6, we see the enduring comfort of God’s purpose. Picking up in verses 18-19,

God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.
The purpose of all this is to give encouragement to God’s people. There are now “two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie”—the promise and the oath. The double assurance leaves no room for doubt. The divine purpose is plainly linked with the people of New Testament times, not just the ancients, for it is “we” who are to be “greatly encouraged.” We “have fled,” which points to the truth that Christians are people who have forsaken the illusory security of worldliness. They have run away from that security and have committed themselves to the God who has promised and sworn that He will give blessing.

They “take hold of the hope” that is offered to them and this hope is described as “an anchor for the soul” in verse 19. The anchor secures the ship; it prevents it from drifting where wind and tide might take it but where the captain does not wish to go. Hope gives firmness and security to Christians. It anchors us so that we do not drift here and there with the crosscurrents of this world. In all that we do we are sustained by hope, that hope which is firmly grounded in the promise and the oath of God.

We can take comfort in these words! We can say with the psalmist in Psalm 57:2, “I cry out to God Most High, to God, who fulfills his purpose for me,” or Psalm 138:8, “The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me; your love, O Lord, endures forever—do not abandon the works of your hands.” 

Sometimes we are tempted to doubt. Doubts are question marks that often punctuate what should be clear statements of theological fact or unquestioned imperatives of moral truth. For those who are immature in their faith or who have grown sluggish in responding to spiritual things, doubts can drive them into despair. But they don’t need to! 

What do we do when the storm clouds roll in and cast shadows of doubt over the landscape of our lives? When on stormy seas, the tendency is to focus on the wind and the waves rather than on the Lord. That was Peter’s problem when the Lord had called him to walk with Him on the turbulent water. When Peter took his eyes off Jesus—the Forerunner and Anchor in the midst of the churning sea—he began to sink in fear.

Amid the storms of our own lives, God gives us an anchor for the soul. When doubt says, “Only a fool would believe these things,” remember: “It is impossible for God to lie.” When doubt tells you, “God has abandoned me,” remember “the unchanging nature of His purpose.” Even though the circumstances around you may continue to pummel you with painful blows, you can have a quiet confidence that God has an eternal purpose, that He’s in control, and that your soul is anchored firmly in Christ.

As Paul writes in Philippians 2:13, “…it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” Through all of earth’s change and recasting runs the eternal purpose of God. Through the endless resettings of this life, with its shifting lights and shadows, runs the unchanging purpose of God, which far away in eternity He willed for us. Happy is the person who cherishes such a faith!
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