Nothing But The Best #3

“The Last Word”

Hebrews 1:2; 2:3-4


Some people love to have the last word.


If they are in a discussion or argument, they will not let it go until they have the final say. And if you happen to get two of this type in the same conversation…look out!


This evening we are going to consider “the last word” in a different context. We began last week our in-depth study of the book of Hebrews, and we didn’t get much past the first verse! The opening verse reads, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways…” In our message entitled, “The Past Word,” we focused our attention on the fact that God has spoken, and in the times prior to the writing of Hebrews, His message was revealed by nature, recorded by the prophets, and resounded by angels. This past communiqué we know as the Old Testament or the Hebrew Scriptures. The Old Testament is fully true, having been “God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16) through the human instruments who spoke and wrote as they were “carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). These Scriptures are valuable for us today, providing the background and foundation for the New Testament. But, as we saw, God’s message to man was delivered “piece-meal,” in small portions that could be understood at the time, and progressively building on prior revelation. In this sense it was incomplete, a promise anticipating a future fulfillment.


That fulfillment came in the person of Jesus Christ, as seen in Hebrews 1:2, “but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.” The Hebrew Scriptures formed God’s past communiqué; the New Testament provides God’s present communication. The Old Testament was the past word; the New Testament is the last word. Before God spoke through servants (prophets and angels) but now, the author of Hebrews argues, God has spoken through His Son, the perfect communicator. What was partial and promissory in the past is now final and fulfilled. The promise was anticipated by believers before Christ came; now that He has come, the promise is appropriated by believers through Christ.


For this message, I want to concentrate on this present communication, and next week we will look at the perfect communicator. This study will deal with what we call the New Testament, while the next will consider Jesus Himself more closely.

God’s Present Communication (1:2; 2:3-4)


As in the previous sermon, I want to bring into our consideration a verse from the beginning of chapter one and another verse (or two) from the beginning of chapter two that complete the thought. Putting together Hebrews 1:2 with Hebrews 2:3-4 we read,

In these last days he has spoken to us by his Son… This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will. 


First and foremost, God’s present communication was voiced by the Son. The first four books of the New Testament—known as the Gospels—spotlight the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. Those who have a red-letter edition of the Bible will find most of the red print in these four books, distinguishing the words of Jesus from the rest of the text. He is not just a mouthpiece of God as the prophets were, He is God speaking!
 (Interestingly, though, there is more about Christ’s ministry on earth is the letter to the Hebrews than in any other New Testament book outside the gospels.
)


John highlights this communication in the prologue of his gospel,

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God… The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth… No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known (John 1:1, 14, 18).


John’s identification of Jesus as the “Word” (logos in Greek) corresponds nicely with Hebrews’ introductory words. (I’d bet that if the author of Hebrews had read the gospel of John, he might have “borrowed” the whole logos idea for his letter!) God has spoken, and in His last word He has spoken not merely with words but by the Word. Kenneth Wuest observes,

The term “Word” in the Greek is not the usual word speaking of a part of speech, that is, a word in a sentence, but one which means a word as setting forth a concept, an idea in its complete presentation.


With this in mind, we see that Jesus is both the Message and the Messenger.
 We often think of Jesus coming to earth in order to save mankind by dying on the cross, and that is correct, but that is not the only reason He came. The Word—God the Son, the second Person of the Godhead—became flesh in order to make God known, according to John 1:18. He came not only to deliver us from sin, but to declare God’s message once and for all. That means that what Jesus Christ has to say is the most authoritative word the world has ever heard. This message did not originate with the apostles, it did not come to us by means of prophets, it came through the Lord himself; He spoke it.


As we saw previously, there is a finality to this communication that was not true for God’s past communiqué. Hebrews 1:2 speaks of “these last days,” a phrase repeated often in the New Testament, meaning that the final chapter of history has begun. God’s message by His Son is His last call to repentance, His last call to reconciliation, His last call to righteousness.


Second, God’s present communication was verified by the spectators. This is seen in Hebrews 2:3, “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him.”  Jesus had returned to Heaven, so those outside Palestine during His earthly life and ministry would have no firsthand experience with Jesus. How could they know that what was said about Jesus was accurate? Maybe these sayings and activities attributed to Jesus of Nazareth were all embellished or fabricated outright. Who is to say He even existed at all?


Some of you may know that my middle name is Fitzgerald. I was named after the 35th President of the United States, John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Growing up with an interest in history as well as the commonality of my middle name, I had a fascination with the life of President Kennedy. But I had no firsthand experience with the man myself; I was born ten months after he died. I had to depend on other’s memories and experiences to know about him.


But if someone should say to me, “That’s a bunch of baloney! I don’t believe there ever was a man named John Fitzgerald Kennedy who became President of the United States. Somebody’s pulling your leg—that’s all made up!” I could simply go to my parents, who saw and heard Kennedy in person during his presidential campaign in 1960. This was no figment of their imagination; they had firsthand experience.


In the same way, the message of Jesus Christ was verified by those who had firsthand experience with Jesus Himself. One of them, the apostle John, begins his first letter with these words:

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard… (1 John 1:1-3).


Over and over John appeals to his personal experiences with Jesus—he had seen Him, heard Him, touched Him. And we are not dependent upon one or two or even a select few who encountered Jesus personally; Paul mentions in 1 Corinthians 15:5-7 of more than five hundred persons—including himself—who had physically seen and heard Jesus after His resurrection. He adds in verse six, “most of who are still living,” in case his readers wanted to check it out for themselves! Stedman adds,

This is an unimpeachable argument. Any court in the land will accept evidence if it is confirmed by enough eye witnesses. Here is the evidence of Christianity confirmed to us by numerous eye witnesses who were there and wrote what they saw and heard and did.


Notice that the author of Hebrews does not include himself with the eyewitnesses. He was not one of those who traveled with Christ during his earthly ministry. He was not one of the disciples. Now this does not make the gospel any less real to the writer, nor should it make it any less real to us.
 Two of the four gospels—Mark and Luke—were written by men who fit in this same category, although Mark may have been around as a child for a few of the events near the end of Jesus’ life and ministry. But they relied upon those who were eyewitnesses, as well as the inspiration of the Holy Spirit as they wrote.

So these people, both the author and the audience of the letter of Hebrews, were “second generation believers,” having been won to Christ by those who had known Jesus during His ministry on earth.
 Yet there was not the slightest doubt as to the truth of what they believed. The Greek verb translated “confirm” (bebaioō) was a legal technical term in that day, giving the sense that “the saving message was guaranteed to us.”
 
Peter, also an eyewitness of Jesus’ words and works, writes in 2 Peter 1:16-19,

We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. 


Once again, the firsthand testimony of the early disciples verifies the teaching of Jesus. Like John, Peter claims to have seen and heard Jesus in person, and notice in verse 19 the impact that such experience has on God’s past communiqué: “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain.” Not only does their experience verify the truth about Jesus; it also proves the integrity of the prophets of years past!


Finally, God’s present communication was validated by the supernatural. This is spelled out in Hebrews 2:4, “God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.” The synonyms “signs,” “wonders,” and “miracles” provide a full picture of these supernatural events, showing how and why these took place, and the effect on those who witnessed them. Don’t try to separate these into distinct categories. Miracles are always attesting signs and attention-getting wonders. It is not that some are signs and others are wonders. Every miracle is a sign, a wonder, and a demonstration of supernatural power.

The word “miracle” is generally defined as “an extraordinary event manifesting divine intervention in human affairs.”
 In the original language it carried the connotation of “mighty works,” pointing to the superhuman power necessary to pull off such feats. The Greek term translated “﻿miracle﻿” is dunamis, which is often translated “﻿power﻿” (this is the root for our word dynamite). Miracles reveal the power of God over his creation. This describes the “how” of miracles. These were no slight-of-hand magic tricks, but mighty demonstrations of a power beyond human strength. A miracle is nothing less than an act of God. When God does something exceptional, it shows his power. Miracles demonstrate power that God and he alone possesses.


The term translated “signs” (sēmeia), was a word used often in John’s gospel to designate miracles. This puts emphasis on the meaning of the miracles. They were not pointless displays of power but rather pointed beyond themselves.
 Here we see the “why” of miracles. None of the miracles Jesus or the apostles did was merely to impress the crowd or even to improve the quality of life for someone. When pressed to perform a miracle just to entertain a crowd or even an individual (such as King Herod in Luke 23:8), Jesus refused. But each miracle He did spoke loudly. Each wonderful work fit into the larger revelation of God’s truth. When Jesus healed people, it signified victory over the curse of sin. When He turned water into wine, it signified the blessing of His kingdom. When He walked on water, it signified that He had power over nature.
 Signs were a visual communication of divine power.


“Wonders” (from the Greek teras) speaks of the effect miracles had on those who witnessed them. The onlookers “marvelled” and were “filled with wonder.” Those who saw these could not believe their eyes. What they witnessed defied logical explanation. It is this wonder-producing aspect that usually comes to mind when we think of miracles. Yet in the New Testament this was far from being the most important aspect, for they never use this term by itself when they speak of Christ’s miracles. They always link it with some other word, commonly in the expression “signs and wonders.”
 
In a miracle God gets our attention. If miracles were commonplace, as some fringe groups in Christianity claim, such occurrences would not be wonders. Only when something is exceptional do we see it as a wonder.


It has been popular in more recent times to regard the miraculous in the Bible as mythological, and attempts have been made to “demythologize” the New Testament, notably by Thomas Jefferson in the “Jefferson Bible” and liberal theologian Rudolf Bultmann. Yet F. F. Bruce makes a good point: “The New Testament writers (including our author at this point) would not have appealed to the evidence of these miraculous manifestations if there was any possibility that their readers would reply that they had never seen or heard of such things.﻿﻿ They were matters of common knowledge and widespread Christian experience, and the reference to them here is calculated to restore the readers’ faith in the gospel as God’s authoritative message.”
 We can accept these miraculous events in the Bible as authentic. 


The fourth validation of God’s present communication is called “gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.” This phrase is difficult to interpret. The word used here for gifts is not the usual New Testament word for spiritual gifts (charismata), but the more general word for “distributions” (merismoi). This places the emphasis on the strength and sovereignty of the Spirit (“according to His will”) rather than on the human instrument used.
 These gifts of God are just that…gifts that cannot be demanded by men, or claimed in answer to prayer, because God has never promised them to everyone.
 When it comes to the supernatural, we must allow God to be God, not a genie in a bottle that can be mastered or manipulated to meet our desires.


As we wrap up our study this evening, let’s summarize what we have learned about God’s present communication, meaning the New Testament. Hebrews tells us that God “has spoken”—a completed, once-for-all action—never to be added to nor taken away from. This revelation was voiced by the Son, verified by the spectators, and validated by the supernatural—all of which adds up to the fact that our Scriptures are reliable and relevant to our lives. The Old Testament is the past word; New Testament is the last word; and together they form God’s Word.


The question once again is simple: Are we listening? As 2 Peter 1:19 puts it, “We have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.” 


God has spoken. Let’s listen up!
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