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[What follows is the transcript of a sermon. It was originally intended to be heard, not read, so the tone is more conversational
than academic. It has only been loosely edited, so forgive any grammatical, syntactical, or spelling errors. If you have questions
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Take your Bibles and turn with me to Hebrews, chapter 1. Feel free to use the table of contents to find it.
It’s a book toward the end of the Bible, which can be found in the pew Bibles on page .

Today we begin a new series on the book of Hebrews. I can’t think of a better way to describe what this
book (and, by extension, series) is about than a scene in the New Testament known as the transfiguration.
On that particular day, Peter, James, and John had accompanied Jesus up a mountain where they saw
something spectacular. Appearing before them was Moses and Elijah (who had long since departed from
this earth) speaking to Jesus. Upon seeing this, Peter speaks up, noting that it is a good thing that he came
along because he can make three tents, one for Jesus and his conversation partners. All of the sudden a
cloud overtook them and a voice came saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased;
listen to him.” The disciples fell on their faces in terror. When they finally looked up they saw only Jesus.
In the words of A. W. Pink, “The glory associated with Moses and Elijah was so eclipsed by the infinitely
greater glory connected with Christ, that they faded from view.”' That’s what Hebrews is about—the
absolute supremacy of Christ.

Richard Phillips writes,

“The Epistle to the Hebrews was written because of...[a] kind of pressure. Then, as now, faith in
Jesus came at a price. You could not be a Christian without carrying a cross and suffering at the
hands of the world. Therefore, it had to be worth it to believe on Jesus Christ. This is what the
writer of Hebrews wanted to impress upon his readers...he directs us to the supremacy of our Lord.
He knows that if we perceive Jesus in the marvel of his person and his work—as God’s Son and as
our Savior—then instead of doubting or trembling in fear we will respond with words like those
from the great hymn: ‘I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep that
which I’ve committed unto him against that day.””

The title of the series is “The G.O.A.T.” As strange as that may seem, it has something of a double
meaning. [ won’t explain it all yet, but the gist of it is expressed in the series graphic. On the one hand, “the
G.0.A.T.” is a figure of speech that is quite common today in some circles (e.g., Sports Radio). It’s an
acronym that stands for the “greatest of all time.” So, for example, someone today might say, in reference
to NBA basketball, “Lebron James is the Goat.” Those people would be wrong, of course, because
everyone who knows anything knows that Michael Jordan is the goat (i.e. the greatest basketball player of
all time). Do you see how this works?

In sports or entertainment, these things can be highly subjective. But when it comes to Christ, the writer of
Hebrews wants to make it clear in all of our minds that there is no one greater that Jesus Christ. That is the
main point of this book. He will labor to show us that Christ is greater than this, and Christ is greater that
that, and Christ is greater than these, and greater that those...That’s the book in a nutshell. So in the
modern lingo, we might say that Christ is the “Greatest of All Time,” the G.O.A.T.



But the series title fits in another way as well, because one of the things that we will discover is that Christ
offered Himself up on the cross as a sacrifice for sin. And the imagery we find in Hebrews relates to the
Old Testament’s Day of Atonement, the priest would offer up a goat for the sins of the people (really two
goats, each with a different function). Out of this ritual comes the term “scapegoat,” because that goat is
said to have borne the people’s sin on their behalf. This whole ritual, from the High Priest, to the goat, to
the blood, and so on, is fulfilled in Christ. And the writer of Hebrews is going to show us how.

Christ is our scapegoat. And Christ is the greatest of all time. My prayer is that this journey through the
book of Hebrews will impress those two realities on our hearts. It has changed my life. It has helped me
understand the Old Testament and the work of Christ as much, if not more, than any other part of God’s
Word. For these reasons, this is one of my favorite books in the Bible and one I’ve dedicated a lot of
doctoral work to understanding.’ This book is not for “the theologically faint at heart” but it “is for those
whose endurance will be richly rewarded with a remarkable portrait of Christ.”* May that prove to be each
of us.

Being that this is our first sermon in the series, some background comments are in order. Hebrews is
considered a letter, though you wouldn’t guess that based on the way it begins. Typically New Testament
letters follow the standard form of their day, introducing the author and intended recipients in a brief word
of greeting. Hebrews doesn’t begin that way. It does, however, end like a first-century letter. It’s probably
best then to view Hebrews as a sermon that was circulated as a letter in the early church. This conclusion is
quite common.

Scholars don’t do well with anonymity though, so it’s not surprising that there’s been a lot of speculation
surrounding the authorship and destination of this letter. Over the centuries that these things have been
debated, the most common suggestions for authorship tend to be Paul, Luke, Apollos, or Barnabas.

Paul is suggested because the letter is very consistent with Paul’s theology and the final chapter mentions
Timothy, who was one of Paul’s protégés (13:23). However, Pauline authorship seems unlikely for a
number of reasons. We have a lot of his letters in the New Testament, so we know his style and Hebrews
doesn’t bear much resemblance. We don’t find the typical features of his letter openings, his common
emphasis on apostolic authority, or the language he tends to use when talking about the same subjects.’ So
while the theological content and conclusions of Hebrews are very consistent with Paul’s own, the style of
the letter as a whole doesn’t seem to favor him as the author.® Still, since Timothy is mentioned, it is likely
that the author was someone connected to Paul.

Luke was connected to Paul. But Luke was also a Gentile. For this reason, some find it unpalatable that a
Gentile would write a book marked by such an intimate familiarity with Judaism, especially one that at
times is critical of Jewish temple practices. He’s certainly capable of the advanced Greek style present in
the letter (cf. Luke-Acts), but some have wondered if an audience that was likely predominately Jewish
would have been receptive to such a letter coming from a Gentile like Luke? Still a decent case can be
made for Luke as the author, even if it’s not airtight.’

If I’m not mistaken, Martin Luther was the first to suggest Apollos was the author.® In Acts 18, Apollos is
described as “a Jew...an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures...instructed in the way of the Lord”
and as one who “spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus” as he “powerfully refuted the
Jews in public, showing by the Scriptures that the Christ was Jesus” (Acts 18:24, 25, 28). That’s exactly
the kind of man we would expect to have written Hebrews, given its content. But is that enough to



determine that he’s the author? Of course not. Someone highly esteemed in the early church like Apollos
may have written the letter, but, since we don’t know anything of his writing or preaching style, it’s hard to
come to the conclusion that he was the author. It’s possible that he was, but it’s impossible to know for
sure.

Another popular suggestion has been Barnabas.” Not only was he one of Paul’s close companions, but he
was also a Levite, so he was from the Israelite tribe associated with the Jewish priesthood. Since that
priesthood and the rituals they carried out are prominent topics in this letter, we could easily imagine
Barnabas being well suited to write on their relationship to Christ. Furthermore, Hebrews describes itself as
a “word of exhortation” (13:22) and Barnabas’ name means “son of exhortation.”'’ It’s an interesting
theory, but once again, is highly speculative. At the end of the day, we simply do not know who wrote the
letter. All suggestions are, at best, merely educated guesses."!

It’s also difficult to establish with any precision to whom the letter was originally addressed. It will be clear
to us all as we go along that the audience primarily consisted of Jewish Christians tempted to walk away
from Christ and go back into their former Judaism,'? but it’s hard to say much more than that about their
identity. Most commentators have suggested that these Jewish Christians were located either in Palestine or
Rome, for reasons we don’t have time to get into this morning."® In fact, that’s about all the time we have
for background today.

The rest of this sermon and all of next Sunday we will consider the opening sentence of the letter that lays
the theological groundwork for what follows. You heard me right—two sermons, one sentence. To be fair
though, the opening sentence in Greek amounts to four verses (and broken up into 3 sentences) in our
English text. I’ll read all four verses this morning, but we will consider just the first two with our remaining
time. Follow along as I read, beginning in verse 1. This is God’s Word...

“Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, ° but in
these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through
whom also he created the world. > He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of
his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins,
he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, * having become as much superior to angels
as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs.” (Hebrews 1:1-4)

As I said, this is one very eloquent and elaborate sentence in Greek. I’ll show you some of the beauty of the
sentence next week (Lord willing), but for now I’ll simply say that there is one main clause that everything
else in the sentence serves as commentary on. The main clause is “God...has spoken to us by his Son...”"*
That’s what this sentence is about and that’s what this whole book is trying to explain, namely, what God
has communicated “by his Son.”

Before we get to what God has communicated, it’s worth pausing for a moment and just reminding
ourselves of the fundamental truth that God is a speaking God.'> We don’t have to figure out who God is.
He has taken the guesswork out of the whole affair. God has communicated to us and He has
communicated Himself to us. He has not remained silent. He’s outspoken. As one preacher put it, “He is
not an idea to be thought about. He is a person to be listened to and understood and enjoyed and obeyed.”'®
The question for us is will we actually listen to what He has said?



If we don’t, we can know nothing about Him. Here again Phillips has wise words for us,

“By definition, God is beyond the realm of our senses, from which all our self-gained knowledge
has to come. Therefore, if God is there and wants us to know him—if he has an answer, a plan, or a
salvation—he is going to have to speak to us. And he must speak in a way we can understand.
Therefore, there is nothing more important, nothing more essential, than what Hebrews says in its
very first verse: ‘God has spoken.”"’

Don’t miss how vital that reality is and how dependent we are on God for knowledge of Him. The writer of
Hebrews grasped this and so he comes right out of the gate rejoicing in the fact that God has spoken and,
better still, He has spoken “by his Son.” I love the way Raymond Brown puts this in his commentary: “In
Christ God has closed the greatest communication gap of all time, that which exists between a holy God
and sinful mankind.”"®

You guys are a bit to quiet to suggest that you get how amazing this is! Let’s dig a bit deeper and maybe
you will wake up. To help us grasp how blessed we are, the writer of Hebrews contrasts how God has
spoken in days gone by and how God has spoken to us. There are four contrasts in verses 1 and 2. Here’s
the first one has to do with timing...

LONG AGO IN THESE LAST DAYS

The thing to note here is when “the past” turned to the “the last days.” The dividing line is Christ. When
Christ arrived it was the turn of the age. So as we enter into the Christmas season it’s good to remember
that when Jesus arrived on earth He was inaugurating “the last days.” People sometimes come up to pastors
and ask questions like, “Do you think we are living in the last days?”’ I have to be careful how I answer
that. The answer is yes. But what [ mean by “yes” is not usually what they think I mean. When the biblical
writers use language like “last days,” they tend to use it as a description of that period of time that stretches
between the first coming of Christ and His second coming (still in the future). That’s quite a bit different
than many of you have been conditioned to think from many of the popular end-times, fiction books out
there. But the writer of Hebrews isn’t saying anything unusual for the New Testament. He even adds the
word “these” so there’s no mistaking that we are living in the “/ast days” from his perspective. We are
living in the days when all those “end time” prophecies are fulfilled in the person and work of Christ.'” In
Paul’s words, “the end of the ages has come” (1 Corinthians 10:11).

Next notice the contrast between who received the revelation in each age...

LONG AGO IN THESE LAST DAYS
GOD SPOKE TO OUR FATHERS GOD HAS SPOKEN TO US

When the author refers to “our fathers,” he is referring to the people of God in the past.”’ The contrast is
between God’s people under the Old Covenant and God’s people under the New Covenant. We will have a
lot to say about that as we progress in the series, so don’t worry if that sounds confusing at the moment.



What God spoke to the fathers, those Old Covenant folks, has been preserved in the Scriptures. Think of
this as a reference to the Old Testament. The contrast is between two stages of divine revelation. The
Christian Scriptures begin in Genesis, not Matthew. As important as the New Testament is we must
remember that “the Old Testament cannot be ignored, for it provides us with the theological and
redemptive-historical context for understanding the gospel.”*' Hebrews will prove what I tell you all the
time, the better you know your Old Testament, the better you will understand the New.

But the reverse is also true. The author reminds us that it was in fact God who spoke to our fathers. So, just
like them, we are legitimately hearing the voice of God when we hear the Old Testament (or the New
Testament, for that matter).”” This is why whenever we pause and read the text that the sermon will focus
on I always pause and remind you that what I am about to read is “the Word of God.” These aren’t just
words. These are words in which we can actually hear the voice of the living God. Never forget that.

And yet the Old Testament, spoken to the fathers, was incomplete. It contains revelation that progressively
develops™ as you move from one page to the next and that revelation doesn’t culminate until Christ is
revealed in the New Testament.** So, as F. F. Bruce, one of the most important biblical scholars of our
lifetimes, has carefully noted:

“Divine revelation is thus seen to be progressive—but the progression is not from the less true to
the more true, from the less worthy to the more worthy or from the less mature to the more mature.
How could it be so when it is one and the same God who is revealed throughout?...The progression
is one from promise to fulfillment...”*

So then, the Gospel of Jesus Christ, seen most brilliantly in the New Testament, “is the long-awaited
conclusion that fulfills all promises and realizes all types and shadows of the Old Testament”.*® It’s not that
the Gospel is not in the Old Testament. It is. But you might say that we can see the Gospel “in bud” in the
Old Testament and we see it “in bloom” in the New Testament.*’ Therefore, it’s equally valid to say that
you will understand your Old Testament better when you understand the New.”® Hebrews will demonstrate
this as well. So I agree with Al Mohler, the President of Southern Seminary, “In order to live faithfully
before God, we must not only read the Old Testament, but also learn to read it rightly in relation to

Christ.”*

I’ve tried to model this during my tenure here. And it’s one of the reasons we have had a pretty equal split
of sermons between the Old and New Testaments and why, when I’ve preached from the Old Testament,
I’ve always taken the time to help us understand it in light of the person and work of Christ. All Scripture
does, after all, point to Him and His Gospel. If you hang at Southern Oaks long enough, that should be
pretty hard to deny.

The third contrast has to do with the instrument God used to communicate...

LONG AGO IN THESE LAST DAYS
GOD SPOKE TO OUR FATHERS GOD HAS SPOKEN TO US
BY THE PROPHETS BY HIS SON

We should notice what the author didn’t say. He didn’t say that in the past God spoke to us by the prophets
and in these last days he has spoken to us by apostles. If he had said that it would be true, of course, and



indeed he will say something similar to that in the next chapter (2:3-4).”° But here he is emphasizing a
different truth. At the climax of God’s communication, He chose not to send a mere prophet. He sent His
own Son.

Kent Hughes tells the story of an unbeliever who was wrestling with the idea that knowing God seemed
impossible.

“His thinking was that as Creator, God created us in the same way as a dramatist creates his
characters and that the gap was so vast between God and man that men could no more know God
than Hamlet could know his author-creator Shakespeare. But as the man thought further, he realized
that his analogy suggested just the opposite: for Shakespeare as creator could make it possible.
Extending the analogy, Shakespeare could, in principle, write himself into the play and dialogue
with Hamlet. The ‘Shakespeare’ [character in the play] would of course be both Shakespeare and
one of Shakespeare’s creatures. It is an imperfect analogy, but God...did write himself into life in
his Son, making the ultimate communication.”"'

The unbeliever in question was C. S. Lewis, who describes the evolution of his thought on this in his
autobiography, called Surprised By Joy.””

Even before the Son is described in what immediately follows in Hebrews, we are left with the distinct
feeling that there is something greater about God’s communication in these last days. Why? Because there
is a “clear qualitative difference” between a son and a prophet. And furthermore, in the next verses the
author will begin to show that the Son shares in the divine nature. He’s second person of the Trinity.”> He
is God in the flesh. So if God has spoken to us by His Son, then He has given us the greatest possible
revelation of Himself that can be given to sinful humanity.** There is no greater word to be communicated,
than, in the language of the Apostle John, “the Word [who] was God” (John 1:1).

John Piper captures the idea well:

“The word that God spoke by his Son is the decisive word. It will not be followed in this age by any
greater word or replacement word. This is the Word of God—the person of Jesus, the teaching of
Jesus, the work of Jesus.”*

936

Concerning this “final and decisive””” word, Martin Luther, the Protestant Reformer said this:

“If the word of the prophets is accepted, how much more ought we to seize the gospel of Christ,
since it is not a prophet speaking to us but the Lord of the prophets, not a servant but a son, not an
angel but God.”’

But perhaps no one said it better than John the Baptist when He pointed us to Jesus:

“He who comes from above is above all. He who is of the earth belongs to the earth and speaks in
an earthly way. He who comes from heaven is above all.” (John 3:31)*®

And, finally, the superiority of God’s communication by His Son is seen in one more contrast...



LONG AGO IN THESE LAST DAYS

GOD SPOKE TO OUR FATHERS GOD HAS SPOKEN TO US
BY THE PROPHETS BY HIS SON
MANY TIMES AND MANY WAYS ONE DECISIVE WAY (Implied)

This final contrast is partially implied. The author says that God’s former communication came at various
times/parts” and in various ways, but, unlike the other three statements, this one has no counterpart. Why?
Because it’s implied. The author expects us to fill in the gap and thereby see his point. God speaking by
His Son is so much greater that it doesn’t require the same multifaceted expression as we find in the Old
Testament. In the Old Testament God communicated through prophets, signs, writing on a wall, angels,
songs, a still small voice, a cloud, a burning bush, and even a donkey (just to name a few examples). That
last one I think about regularly. It reminds me that, if God wanted, He could use a donkey to do my job
every week. That’s how dispensable I am. Don’t clap at that! I’m just saying, it’s a humbling story, that’s
all. I can’t even look at a donkey without tearing up anymore.

But in all seriousness, it is pretty encouraging to see the multiplicity of ways God has communicated.
Why? Here’s how one preacher answers that question:

“Because we all know that some of those portions and ways are hard to understand. If God had only
spoken in one portion or one way and we couldn’t get it, we would be very frustrated and very
disadvantaged. But God has not done it that way. He has spoken in many places and times and
portions and in many ways. So if you have difficulty grasping his word in Leviticus, you may hear
him clearly in Proverbs. If you don’t see the point clearly in Zechariah, you may still be deeply
moved by the message of Jonah. If you don’t catch on yet to some strange vision in Ezekiel, you
may be sustained by the sufferings of Job. The point is this: God means to provide a lot of
possibilities in the Old Testament where you can hear him.”"'

But the larger point that the writer of Hebrews is making is that every means of communicating that God
has used in the past pales in comparison to Him speaking by the person of His Son! “The story of divine
revelation is a story of progression up to Christ, but there is no progression beyond him.”*> Why? Because
Christ is greater. He’s the greatest word of all time. The G.O.A.T.

Now there is much more I would like to say about this, but, alas, we are almost out of time. Perhaps we
will get to them next week, when we examine what the author says about the superiority of God’s Son-
revelation. He gives us seven statements in his opening statement that show the superiority of Christ. I
can’t wait for us to consider them together. Bring a friend.

But, as I close, let me leave you with a thought. We have all had those moments of angst or silence when
we have caught ourselves thinking in desperation, “God, will you please just speak to me? Please, God,
don’t be silent. I need you now!” We have all been there. Maybe that exactly describes what you were
feeling when you came into this place.

Well, friends, perhaps we should consider these first couple verses as God’s gentle, loving, and patient
rebuke. They remind us that God has spoken. He has not been silent. He has given His Son. So before we
get carried away in our desperation or frustrated in our longing to hear from God, we need to ask ourselves
if we have listened to this Word, Jesus Christ? As someone else has put it, “Have I really heard the word of
God in the person and the teaching and the work of the Son? Is the aching of my soul and the confusion of



my mind really owing to the fact that I have exhausted hearing his word and need another word?”* The
answer, church, is most certainly no.

So this text is a gentle rebuke for us. It reminds me that these feelings of God’s silence in my own life so
often accompany my neglect of God’s Word. And I know it’s not just me. It amazes me how often people
express their desire to hear from God and yet their Bibles are remain un-cracked. What might you hear, if
you regularly sought to hear God’s voice through pages of God’s revealed Word that shows us His final
Word in Christ, rather than the tea leaves of your life circumstances? What might the Spirit allow you to
hear?

So perhaps a good challenge is in order. I challenge you between now and the end of the year to pick one
of the first four books of the New Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John), which tell the story of the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and read it. Don’t rush it. Begin each reading by praying earnestly that
God would help you to hear His voice. That’s not complicated, is it? What do you have to lose? If you need
a Bible, you can steal one of the free ones in the foyer. It’s the only time, I’ll give you permission to steal
from the church. If you want a nicer one, there’s a lost and found in the back. (I don’t think anyone’s been
using those). And if you are having trouble tracking one down, let me know and I’1l hook you up.

I’'m not saying that if you do this you will have all your curiosities about life and God clarified. What I am
saying is that, if you want to hear from God, you must not neglect how He has chosen to speak. And I'm
quite confident that He speaks clearly in His Word on a great many things, not least of which, the fact that
you are loved by Him and that is why He willingly sent His own Son to die for your sins so that you could
inherit eternal life in His presence. You can’t know everything about God, but you can know that and I'm
quite confident that you will see that, if you do what I am asking over the next month. Why am I so
confident? Because, as Todd Wagner puts it in a book called, Come & See,

“His Word certainly teaches us that there is a multiplicity of things only the Father fully understand,
but His love, affection, and heart to rescue and bless His children are not intended to be among
those mysteries. In fact, the very reason He sent Christ was to reveal the true image of Himself in
present grace...So while God still possesses characteristics of His eternal existence that are utterly
unknowable to us, the goodness of God—the kindness of His intention to us—should no longer be
one of them. He sent Christ to remove the veil over this mystery and forever reveal His grace once
and for a1144Y0u will never want to seek or know God’s will more than He wants to show and reveal
it to you.”

Believe me when I tell you that you just might find Christ so compelling that you’ll feel overwhelmingly
drawn to Him and find yourself trusting in Him alone to save your soul, set you free, and steer your life. If
that happens, you’ll never be the same. You’ll be God’s child. Don’t believe me? Take my challenge. God
has spoke by His Son. Look, see, and listen.

Let’s pray...
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