
Hebrews 13:7-17
Moving on

Maybe you've flown more often than me, and you're a lot more used to it.  But I still
find  it  vaguely  unnerving  that  when  you  get  on  board  a  plane,  and  before  you  go
anywhere, you get asked to pay very careful attention to what to do in case the plane
crashes.  This is where the life-jackets are, and how to blow them up.  Your emergency
exits are there and there.  Look up and see where the oxygen masks will appear.  All that
kind of thing.

All  of  that,  but not a word about what  to do if  the plane actually does what  it's
supposed to do, and land safely at the other end of your journey.

And in churches, from time to time, you will hear about the equivalent of emergency
exits.  Yet another high-profile Christian leader deserts the faith by becoming an atheist or
an adulterer.

You do get plenty of advice, probably numerous invitations, about how to join a
church.  Here, if you would like to consider joining, we've recently been giving you a little
book, Why bother with church? just to make sure that you and we are thinking the same
things about what being officially part of a church would mean, what it would be for, what
would be the expectations on both sides.  Not really fair or sensible for someone to join up
and only then be hit by a stack of what you might think were hidden rules, is it!

And yet you very seldom get a whole lot of advice about leaving a church.  Church
rules  will  probably specify,  and possibly  in  quite  lengthy detail,  how someone can be
removed from membership because of, let's just call it “conduct unbecoming”.  But very
little  is  ever  said,  it  seems  to  me,  about  a  much  more  natural  ending  of  church
membership, simply – as with today's title – moving on.

Jenny and I  moved on from Redruth Baptist Church, decades ago, to get married
and move away.  We moved on from Eden Baptist Church in Cambridge when I got a job
in Harlow.  We moved on from Oakwood Chapel to return to Cornwall and come to work
here at Tuckingmill.

And I was really very impressed when I realised that this church covenant that we'll
be introducing in the New Year includes stuff about that very natural – though hopefully
only very occasional, for most people – part of church life, moving on.  Last statement, or
commitment, which makes a kind of sense.  And so here it is, as the last in this series.
December next month, and we'll be into family service mode again for carols through to
the New Year on Sunday mornings.

We will, when we move from this place, as soon as possible unite with some other
church where we can carry out the spirit of this covenant and the principles of God’s Word.

When we move on, it's saying, we'll find another church.  It doesn't have to be this
precise same denominational brand.  It doesn't have to have an official church covenant
that you can sign up to.  But it has to think similarly, the people there have to be similarly
committed to being committed to one another and to being committed to the Word of God
as their sole rule of faith and practice.
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Now you might well say, when you see that, now that's going to be difficult to pin
onto a Bible verse or passage.  And actually, I think you're right.  There's no obvious Bible
phrase in there, as there has been with some of the other promises we've looked at over
the past couple of months.

But I think that the Bible does set out, more by inference than by explicit teaching,
yes, I admit that … but the Bible does set out some expectations about believers and their
association  with  a  church.   It  doesn't  specify that  a  church  has  to  have  an  explicit
membership list, but I don't think that the implication is far short of it.

And today, I'd just like to show you how I think that implication is clearly enough
there in that passage that Lilian read out for us a few minutes back.  Such that if and when
any of us move on, then just as high in our thinking priorities as a new job, or a new town,
or a new home, or a new family, so must be a new (but like-minded) church.

It's really just the first and the last verses of the passage that we'll be zooming in on.
For once, I'm not really going to try to follow through the flow of thought through these final
verses of the book of Hebrews, because it actually seems a bit tenuous to me at this point.
But here's v7:

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 13:7)

There is just so simple an assumption made there that I think we are so likely to
miss it.  That's possibly because we are used to attending a church.  If you just stay at
home and don't particularly meet with other believers, or not with any regularity or with
anything much in the way of organisation, though …

It is just assumed that the people writing this will be part of a group, because there
will be “leaders”.  I really don't want to fuss over the titles those leaders might have, back
when the letter was written or nowadays.  But there were leaders.  There was at least
sufficient in the way of structure that there were people who didn't “just lead”, because
that's just their personality and that's the way interpersonal dynamics work, but they were
recognised as leaders.

And they're  your leaders.   They do not  have a role which means they are just
automatically  “a  leader”,  wherever  they are.   It's  not  just  a  personality  thing.   Certain
people are recognised as leaders of a particular group.

And notice what goes along with that recognition: an expectation that they will lead
by teaching and applying the Word of God.  The way it is phrased there, you can't wriggle
and say we should read it as “remember  those particular leaders who spoke to you the
word of God” … with the implication that there were leaders who didn't, who are therefore
less worthy of being remembered.

To me it makes more sense to see this as an implication that being a Christian, way
back  when  this  letter  was  written,  involves  involvement  with  a  group  with  recognised
leaders, and that one of those leaders key functions was to teach the Word of God.  That
would make sense of Paul's command to Timothy about who can or can't be an “elder”.
It's mostly about character, but there is one specific gift or ability that must also be present:
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Therefore an overseer must be above reproach,  the husband of  one wife,
sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, ...

(1 Timothy 3:2)

It's certainly the case that the leaders may not be involved equally in this role:

Let  the  elders  who  rule  well  be  considered  worthy  of  double  honour,
especially those who labour in preaching and teaching. 

(1 Timothy 5:17)

Now I kind of smile and I kind of frown when I see this verse.  Frown, because
some people  use  this  verse  as  if  Paul  wrote  it  to  put  in  place  three  tiers  of  church
hierarchy: pastors, teaching elders and ruling elders.  Folks, I just don't see how you can
get that as Paul's intention in writing this verse, and especially not if you bother to look at it
in context.  Another time, if you want me to try to shred that notion a bit more thoroughly.

But I also sort of smile, because there is a certain play on words in the second half,
talking about “labouring” in preaching and teaching.  You can use “labouring” in the sense
of “making heavy weather of”.  And, let's be honest, some people do.

Way back, I remember someone saying to me about a particular man – he was a
church elder – and the Bible studies that he led.  It's so boring!!!  Now, being fair, it  was
heavy going.  That guy did not light up the room when he taught the Bible.  But I happened
to know that he laboured in the proper sense of that word there. 

He had a pretty gruellingly physical day job, and he wasn't as young as he used to
be, either.  But he would come home and work late into the night preparing those studies.
What he dished up for us was not Masterchef Cordon Bleu.  It was meat and two veg stuff,
and his mash was a bit lumpy.  But he laboured to set before us something that, by the
grace of God, and by the work of the Holy Spirit, would still nourish us and feed our souls.
Because of that, I still remember him, and give him that double honour of dropping him in
here as an example that I greatly respect.  

And  that's  another  reason  we  are  to  be  in  churches,  rather  than  lone-wolf
Christians.  We would lose out on so much of Christian example, too:

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 13:7)

How can consider and imitate something you don't have?

And yet, you could still say that this is framed in the past tense: “those who spoke”.
Could it  not be that this refers to something of the early years,  when we  needed that
guidance?  Might it not be the case that we could do something the spiritual equivalent of
“coming of age”, when we become responsible for our ourselves.  Babies get fed.  Grown-
ups have learned to feed themselves, surely?

In which case, folks, let me take you to the last verse in today's passage, and a
present tense.
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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 13:17)

I think this would be even more my go-to verse to point someone to, if they are
seriously trying to argue that they don't need to do church.  This one, to my mind, has to
work on the assumption that there is some kind of recognised list of who is “in” and who
isn't.

I'd come to precisely that same conclusion from the passage in 1 Corinthians 5,
when it's Paul writing about what to do about a so-called Christian living in a state of
manifest immorality:

It  is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a
kind that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his father's wife. And
you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has done this be
removed from among you. 

(1 Corinthians 5:1-2)

Instead of celebrating their broad-minded tolerance (goodness, this is so up to date,
despite being nearly 2000 years old!), the proper response, Paul argues, is to “remove”
that person.  My only comment there is that you can't “remove” or put someone out who
isn't “in”.  You can't “remove” someone who isn't a member, or something in practice very
like it, even if you don't use the actual word, in the first place.

It makes by far the most sense to me if there was, in those first-century churches,
some  form  of  accepted  list  of  who  were  recognised  as  believers  associated  with  a
particular church.  That particular church has its own leaders – like a shepherd has a
specific flock with specific sheep.  The shepherd is probably going to be nice to sheep
generally, but he has a specific task of caring for his sheep, the sheep of his flock.  That's
just how shepherds are.

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the
Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.”

(John 10:14-15)

And Christian leaders have a “my own”, too, implied in this verse in Hebrews, I'd
argue

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 13:17)

So I  will  ask nowadays,  Who is  keeping watch  over  your  soul?  The only  real
answer that people can try to that has to be Well, I'm just responsible for myself.  I'm not
saying that has no element of truth to it, and it sounds all very adult and noble, but then
you have to argue that these people being written to here in Hebrews are not really very
normal believers, but especially weak ones, people in the remedial class who need extra
tuition, extra help, extra support.  And that is a pretty proud and arrogant assumption to
make.
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Another bit of pride, I wouldn't be totally surprised, is in that first part of the verse,
obeying and  submitting to leaders.  It's  maybe not too difficult  when leaders lead you
where you want to go, but it takes a load more grace and humility when they are leading
you in a direction you're not so keen on.

Folks, aren't we far too quick to think about moving on if we don't find things to our
taste nowadays?  I know I'd find this difficult. I've been an elder in this church and in my
previous one for more than half of my life now, and I don't think I've had a whole lot of
practice in  obeying and  submitting.   It  is  going to  be hard for  me to  settle  down into
retirement sitting on the other side of that equation.  But we have to fight against that sly
kind of pride that takes what is basically consumerism and rebrands it as spirituality.

What would make that submission easier to give?  I think I'd say that it is Christ-like
leadership.  We've read that bit about the Good Shepherd, but it's worth seeing it again:

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the
Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.”

(John 10:14-15)

And Christian leaders are called to lay down their lives, too – though to some lesser
degree.  Maybe not typically lose their lives, but at least lose their sleep.

...they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an
account.

(Hebrews 13:17)

There was a book written a couple of hundred years ago, I think it was, with advice
for the pastors of small churches to not envy too greatly the pastors of big churches … on
just this point of accountability.  If God is going to hold people like me accountable for the
souls of certain people … that responsibility is going to grow quite frighteningly as the
number of people involved does.  Don't envy the big church pastor, the old book says, for
being accountable for just a small number is going to be quite a big enough job in its own
right!

Think about school trips, and the teaching staff counting their class on and off the
bus, in and out of  the shop, as they wait  in every queue or run around an adventure
playground.  Tricky enough to keep check of a class of merely 30, isn't it?.  Fancy trying it
for a class of 300?

Again, this concept of accountability to me argues the necessity of a membership
list, or at least the public expression of commitment in a church covenant.  I need to know
who I'm accountable to God for.

Those people who came in once on holiday?  Am I accountable for them?  Those
locals who came in once at Christmas?  Am I accountable for them?  Those people who
turn up once every few months and leave quickly and nobody even knows precisely where
they live or how to contact them?  Am I accountable for them?

This really only makes sense to me in the context of a relationship that is entered
into knowingly, deliberately, openly, and which plainly is expected to involve accountability.
I mentioned “losing sleep”.  That is exactly what that word here means, at root:
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… they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an
account.

(Hebrews 13:17)

Just think literally, for starters.  There will be times when people will have problems
at anti-social hours.  People do not die or have serious accidents conveniently within the 9
to 5 of the working day – if such a thing still really exists!

I  suspect  a  big  peak  in  Christian  temptation  comes  late  in  the  evening,  when
someone is on their own with the Internet.  The kids are asleep.  Your husband or wife is
asleep.  It's just you and the screen, and tap tap tap Enter, there you are at that website
again.  Not that it has to involve a church leader, but it certainly could be that at that kind of
midnight hour that I will have said to someone, If this starts happening, ring me.  Folks, for
goodness sake – for your  soul's sake – protect not so much your electronic devices but
yourselves with Internet accountability software.  Get those sites blocked by your ISP at
source or filtered out en route.  But if  somehow that fails, then, I  have said to certain
people, even at an hour you might reasonably think I could be asleep, then ring.  It is my
job to watch.

But then there's the less literal.  There might be some kind of tension in your family
or your place of work that you've been involved in during the day, and you talk about it
when you get home.  But you shrug it off with … but I'm not going to be losing any sleep
about it.  Meaning that you'll be able to put it out of your mind.  Or maybe that you already
have, until you get home and someone asks “How was your day?”

But there are some things that you do risk losing sleep over.  Your mind just flicks
back to them at any idle moment.  Very likely that sort of thing will kick in just as you're
trying to settle down for sleep.  A couple of weeks ago Jenny and I both happened to wake
at  the  same time  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  and  she  mentioned  something  that  was
concerning her here at church.  The concern just wouldn't go away.  So that meant that
before long we were both awake enough to pray about it then and there.  Perhaps just a
little bit along the lines of what Paul wrote about, the pressures on his life as an apostle?

And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety
for all the churches. Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am
not indignant? 

(2 Corinthians 11:28-29)

Folks, that can be the flip side of what accountability is about.  Watching.  Losing
sleep.  Losing peace, at least.

But let's go totally away from the literal now, too.  Sometimes there are things going
on in an area that the church  members, by and large, are unaware of.  I remember an
FIEC pastors'  and elders'  meeting  back up in  the  Harlow area,  20  years  ago,  and a
session where someone spoke about some theological notions that they were concerned
would be doing the rounds of the churches and causing various problems in the pews over
the next decade or so.  So you might not know what “Open Theism” means, or you might
not even have heard of or read books like “The Shack” or Rob Bell's “Love Wins”, but the
leaders of a church need to watch, to be on their guard in case those ideas or those books
start to do the rounds of their church.  Because it is souls that are in danger.
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… they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an
account.

(Hebrews 13:17)

So folks, moving on, rounding up this morning.  Moving back, actually, to that 

Overhead: title

And that commitment of our church covenant.

We will, when we move from this place, as soon as possible unite with some other
church where we can carry out the spirit of this covenant and the principles of God’s Word.

Folks, why, wherever we might be in this world, or wherever we might end up in this
world, why do we need to make a wholehearted participation in the work and ministry and
life of a Gospel church one of our highest priorities?

That question I would bounce back, and have found myself doing increasingly in
recent times, 

Who is watching over your soul?

If your answer is that you will watch over your own soul, you are ignoring or even
despising the gift  that the risen Lord Jesus Christ gave to his church.  He's the Good
Shepherd, of course, the supreme Shepherd.  We have seen the quote from his own lips
in John's Gospel a couple of times already today.  Here's Peter's slightly more theological
account of what his laying down his life for his sheep looked like and accomplished:

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and
live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. For you were straying
like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls. 

(1 Peter 2:24-25)

But it also says that the Great Shepherd has given his people little shepherds – the
Latin word for shepherd, not coincidentally, is pastor – to care for his sheep, to tend them,
to feed them.  If we move on and just forget this – or just move off and ignore it – we are
turning our backs on the Good Shepherd's provision for his flock:

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and
teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of
Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so
that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about
by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.
Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is
the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every
joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body
grow so that it builds itself up in love. 

(Ephesians 4:11-16)
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Folks, I'm not asking anyone today to move on.  I'm not particularly expecting it.  I'm
not even hoping it.  But if you do … never move on from the provision the Lord of the
Church has made, what the Good Shepherd has provided for his own precious flock.
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