Liturgy:
Reading : Deut 29, 10 – 19; Heb. 12, 12 – 28

Text       : Heb. 12 : 14

Ps.  131  : 1,2,3
Ps.   139 : 13
Ps.    37 : 1,2 (collection song)

Hy.   54 : 1,3,5

Hy.   34 : 3,4,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The text chosen for this morning’s sermon might cause some feelings of uneasiness, especially when it calls for holiness and then adds the following: without this holiness, no one will see the Lord. When reading these words, it might indeed cause a feeling on uneasiness, since we all must admit that there still is a lot of unholiness in our lives. We all have a hard battle, each day again, to live holy lives, i.e., lives, which are totally dedicated to serve the LORD in everything, as we promised it on the day of our profession of faith. If only this were true. Yet it is not, daily we have to contend with the weakness of our faith and the evil desires of our sinful flesh. To live holy, to live for and with the LORD in everything is indeed hard battlr each day again, for all of us. Does this mean we might miss out on seeing the Lord? 
I think here also of what the Lord Jesus Himself has said in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”
 Yet we are not pure, and so again does this mean we will miss out? Words of Scripture like these can indeed cause us to worry. How will God look at my life, when with His holy eyes He sees the many sins there are, each day again? 
In response, one can say there is no need to worry, since – as it reads in LD 23 HC – God without any merit of my own out of mere grace will impute to me the perfect holiness of Christ. I’m holy in Christ, so there is no need to worry. 
This is indeed true. However, at the same time, we should be careful with a statement like this, lest we make light of what we read in the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon. True we are holy in Christ, yet this not undo our responsibility also to pursue holiness. The word translated with pursue refers to a determined effort on our part. Hence, it is a genuine and urgent call, lest – so the author says in vs. 15 – we may fall short of the grace of God.
Grace – again, this word refers to what Christ has done for us. We are saved by grace. From ourselves we cannot add even one inch to our salvation. Yet this does not mean that we can now simply sit back and rest on our laurels so to speak. Instead, God’s grace in Christ will make us active, active also in pursuing holiness. Slackness in this area might indeed cause us to miss out on seeing the Lord.  Therefore, we should never make light of the call to live holy lives. 
Somewhere I read the following. The author was quoting Eccl. 3, 4 – 7, where it reads, that there is a time for everything – a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to keep silence and a time to speak. But then in addition the author adds, there is never time, never one single day or moment, that man does not have to live a holy life. You cannot say, there is a time for holiness, and there is a time for unholiness. We have to live holy, always. Yet do we?
Let us listen to God’s Word, when this morning I may preach you the gospel about

THE URGENT CALL TO PURSUE HOLINESS

URGENT, ESPECIALLY IN VIEW OF THE FACT THAT

THAT WITHOUT THIS HOLINESS NO ONE WILL SEE THE LORD

Considering the seriousness of call it is important to know
1) What is this holiness

2) How are we to pursue this holiness
3) Being incapable of this, how do we receive this holiness

I
The text chosen for this morning’s sermon starts with the words, “Pursue peace with all people.” At first glance, these words look very similar to what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, Ch. 12, 18, “If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all men.” Yet, Br. & Sr., when looking at the context of Heb. 12, 14, it’s most unlikely that this is the message which the author wants to bring across, at least not here in these words. Why do I say this? The answer is that the subject at hand is not to live at peace with man, but instead to be at peace with God.

The problem is with the translation of the original. Even though most translations read, “Pursue peace with all men...,” the original can also be translated as follows, “Pursue peace together with all men...” This makes more sense, also in connection with what follows, “Pursue peace together with all mean and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord.” Pursue peace and holiness or pursue peace through holiness, since the call to pursue holiness is dominant here. Also the wider context of Heb. 12 makes this clear.

For a moment, let us just go back to chapter 10. In the concluding part of this chapter, the author urges the readers of this letter to endurance in faith, which – Ch. 11, 1 – is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen. It’s this faith that sustained the OT believers in their battles, even though they died without having received the full promise, i.e., the final crown of glory, which only will be handed out, when also we and all the other saints, the total number of the elect, have finally arrived, where all those who have died before us already are. They are weighting for us, eager that we too may finish that race, set before us. That’s the context of the beginning of Heb. 12. Yes, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, – the  saints, who have died before us and who are now waiting for us – encouraged by their testimony, let us too with endurance run the race that is set before us, laying aside every weight and the sin, which so easily ensnares us. 
We receive here the image of running a race. In the ancient world, those who were running rather threw off all the clothes that were hindering them to run the race than to miss out on the price given to the winner, the wreath of honour. At times in the crowd, there were people who did not want a certain runner to win the race, and so they threw something in front of him, e.g. a gilded apple to detract his attention, hoping he would stumble and fall. Likewise, for the believers many things can detract their attention, whilst they run the race of faith; hence the call, to keep looking at Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith.
In addition – so the author says – think of Christ’s own example. So easily, we choose for the pleasures of this world, since we don’t want to be ridiculed or mocked at. At times, we are rather part of the group in having fun, even though it might be worldly fun – we are rather part of the group than to say ‘No’ for the sake of our faith. Yet our Saviour didn’t mind to be mocked at, since He did not want to compromise on His obedience to the Father. In the end, this led to His death on the cross. Yet through it Christ obtained the victory and so will we, when in faith we remain steadfast.
From the letter to the Hebrews, we learn that this steadfastness started to weaken among the addressees of this letter. In the past, without any complaint, they had endured great struggle with sufferings for the sake of their faith, Ch. 10, 32. Yet they had lost courage and had become weary of fighting. Hence, the call we read in Ch. 12, 12 + 13, “...” Well, it is in this context that the author also says, vs. 14, “Together pursue peace and holiness, otherwise you may miss out on seeing the Lord.” Pursue peace not with man, but pursue peace with God and this through holiness, i.e. through living a life of holiness pleasing to the Lord.

I would like to say a bit more about this connection between peace and holiness, since we find this same connection also in the OT. I now think of the time that the LORD established His covenant with Israel. Establishing this covenant, the LORD took the initiative, for Israel did not deserve God’s love either. It was not because the Israelites were better than the Gentiles that God set His love on them. Let me just quote here Deut. 7, 6 – 8, “...”  In this last verse, we find the same words as at the beginning of the Ten Commandments. Introducing these commandments, the LORD reminds the Israelites of what He had done for them, how they, unholy of themselves, still could live in peace with holy God. This was but because of God’s grace and love only. Giving the Ten Commandments the LORD now says this peace will only last when you also pursue to live in holiness, joyfully obeying my wholesome commandments for life. Yes then you will see me as I am: holy God. 
From the OT we know, how repeatedly the Israelites wandered away from the LORD, pursuing unholiness instead of holiness. Hence they deserved God’s curse; a curse which could only be taken away through Christ, who in perfect holiness obeyed God’s law and this also for you and me, beloved. It is only by God’s grace in Jesus Christ that we too can live in peace with God.
 Marvelling at this miracle, we should have no other desire than indeed to pursue holiness, lest we might risk that we no longer will live in peace with God. In other words, being reconciled with God by the blood of Christ, we now also have to live accordingly as holy people, set apart by the LORD. 
Yet, how are we to do this? This question we will answer in the second point of this afternoon’s sermon.

II
From the first point of the sermon, we learned that the addressees of this letter were in danger of slackening in faith. In the past, without any complaint, they had endured great struggle with sufferings for the sake of their faith, Ch. 10, 32, but now they had lost courage and had become weary of fighting. Living the midst of a hostile society, they found it more and more difficult to stand up for their faith. Hence, there was the inclination to compromise, to take God’s commandments less strictly. They looked for peace within the society they lived in. Yet in doing so, they were in danger of loosing the peace with God. Hence, the call, we read in our text.
Together pursue peace, peace with God. Do so in living holy lives, for without this holiness no one will see the Lord. Indeed, the call was to pursue all this together, with joined forces so to speak. Take each other along, make sure that none of you is lacking behind, vs. 15a, “looking carefully lest anyone fall short of the grace of God.” You could also say, lest anyone fall short of the peace with God. Be on the look out that this will not happen. One may wonder, how can you see that this is happening in a person’s life? How can we see in the life of a fellow brother or sister that he or se is falling short of the grace of God?

In preparation for this sermon, I read an example, which I have adapted somewhat to a situation we all can identify with. At the time that our government struck a deal for a big pas project in the north of our state, straight away quite a number of people were outraged because of the detriment this might cause to the environment, pollution of air and water and you name it. Yet, beloved, at the same time these very same people don’t seem to worry whatsoever about the spiritual pollution in today’s society? People seem to be much less concerned about this, even though this pollution is much more dangerous, since it endangers the peace with God. Living in a spiritual poisoned climate without worrying about it, one will not receive any peace with God, whilst in many cases it also endangers the peace among one another. By way of example, look at what is going on in Northbridge during the weekends.
Beloved, even though we may think it is not, this danger threatens no less God’s children. That’s why we must nip this root of bitterness, this root of poisoning – we must nip it in the bud, as it says in the concluding part of vs. 15, “lest any root of bitterness springing up cause trouble, and by this many become defiled.” Again, so easily we read this as bitterness among one another. Yet the context points in a different direction, especially since verse 15 is connected with the call to pursue holiness. It’s this holiness that’s under threat, as becomes clear also from vs. 16, which speaks about fornication. So what is actually meant with the words ‘root of bitterness’? 
Perhaps we will understand the meaning better when we look at an OT parallel, which brings me to the portion of Deuteronomy, which we also read this afternoon, Deut. 29, 16ff. In this section, Moses warns the Israelites, which were standing at the borders of the Promised Land – he warns them that upon entering the land, they should not follow the abominations of the Gentiles, serving idols. Let not your heart be turned away from the LORD, says Moses. Yes, let there not be among you a root bearing bitterness or wormwood, for example by someone saying, vs. 19b, “...” Also in this section, we hear a warning against spiritual poisoning that threatens the peace with God; the world infiltrating the church. 
Well, beloved, that same threat endangered also the addressees of the letter to the Hebrews and let us be honest, it can easily endanger our life with the LORD as well. Hence the call, vs. 14, “...” In other words, if you give in to an unholy lifestyle, you risk the peace you have with God. 
You see it in today’s society, where people live life to the full, in immorality, lust and you name it. But does it bring happiness, peace? It often leaves people with an empty feeling, a hangover of a wonderful night out, a night out without God and hence no real inward peace, i.e. the peace, which with God will fill our hearts, when we live our life with the LORD. Therefore, as congregation, as brothers and sisters in Christ, let us indeed together, making sure that no one is lacking behind, let us indeed pursue peace and holiness.

One may wonder, what does this mean in practical terms. How are we to pursue the holiness of which our text speaks in a practical way? The answer we find in Ch. 13 of this same letter. This chapter could be described as a program of the holiness God asks of us, and this indeed in a very practical way. Amongst others, we read there,
· Let brotherly love continue

· Be hospitable

· Live a sexually pure life

· Be content and don’t covet

· Live according to the gospel, don’t let false doctrine deceive you

All this may cost you suffering in this world, but remember the Lord is your helper. Thus, live holy. This is surely not popular in today’s society, to set so to speak your standards that high. It is simply old-fashioned to say ‘No’ to so many things. To say ‘No’ to that movie you don’t what to watch, to that CD with totally wrong music, you don’t want to listen to. It’s doesn’t make you popular, when you say that you don’t want to attend that party, even though it might be a party of friends in the church, but you know there will be too much drinking, so you say ‘No’. Living such a lifestyle may cause you to loose friends, friends even in the church. However, you gain the peace with God, which is much more important.

Our text says, encourage also others to live this way. Together pursue this holiness to gain this peace. You may wonder who will be capable of living on this high level. The answer is, no one of himself. But, beloved, that’s why this letter ends as follows, Ch. 13, 20 + 21, “...” Here we read God Himself will work this holiness in us – vs. 21, “He will make you complete in every good work, to do His will.” This basically covers already the third point of the sermon, which I formulated as follows, being incapable of this ourselves, how do we receive this holiness.
III
How do we receive this holiness? We all know the answer. Christ is our holiness. Yet – as I mentioned it already in the beginning of the sermon – this should not cause us to make light of the call we read in our text. True, being baptized into the blood and the Spirit of Christ, we have received not only the forgiveness of sins but also the renewal of life. Through Christ’s blood, we may live in peace with God and through Christ’s Spirit we have received a new life, in which once again it becomes our desire to do God’s will, in all holiness and righteousness. All this is given to us in Christ. 
Yet this does not mean that from now on we can just sit back, thinking we will be okay, spiritually okay. The call to pursue holiness is real. It is a real call that will set us to work, as the verb ‘pursue’ indicates. It refers to a conscious effort with all the strength that is in us, i.e. an effort that may cost us sweat, suffering. It’s surely not true that because Christ died on the cross, we have the peace with God so to speak in our pocket, nothing that can cause us to loose it again. That, Br. & Sr. is a false picture. 
Heb. 12 speaks about running a race. Well from the world of athletics, we all know this involves effort. Training for a race may cause you to give up certain things that would hinder your training program. Yet you don’t mind, since your eye is on winning the race. Because of this, no effort is too much. 
Well, this equally applies to running that spiritual race. In earlier sermons, I think here of  the holy exercises of godliness, as mentioned in the Canon’s Dort. A fortnight ago, we heard godly lives need godly minds. But again, this does not happen by itself. It involves time to read God’s Word, time to read a good book or a good article. It means being busy personally and together – the Bible Study Clubs and others – being busy in dealing with the issues we face in today’s society, being busy in finding Scriptural answers. In order to live holy, godly lives, we must train ourselves in godliness, as the apostle Paul writes it in 1 Tim. 4, 8, “...” (quote and explain)
This does not mean that by our efforts we can earn ourselves entrance into heaven. The Lord Jesus has earned this entrance for us. We receive this entrance by grace only. Christ cleared for us the way to the Father. No one can come to the Father than through Christ. Believe in Me, says Christ. Follow Me! Walk in my footsteps! Christ alone is the Author and Finisher of our faith, Heb. 12, 2. He alone can bring us safely home. To stay with the image of the race, He alone can make us reach the finishing line. 
Yet this does not mean that we no longer have to run. We are to follow Christ, having our eyes continually directed to Him. In other words, we must make sure that in our life we never loose sight of Christ. For, Br. & Sr., as soon as we loose sight of Christ, it has effect also on the way we live. The result will be that we no longer live as holy as we should. It can happen that at times we simply can no longer be bothered. How come? The answer is our focus is no longer on Christ, but instead on what we want. We no longer see God in our life, as we read it in our text: without this holiness, no one will see God. Seeing God – these words do not in the first place refer to the final day of history, but more directly to today. 
In the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus says, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” This means, when living close to the Lord in holiness towards God, we will see Him today, in the way He carries us by His love, in the works of His hands.

Back to Hebrews  12 – we are called to run with endurance the race that is set before us. Yet, beloved, so often we stumble and fall, each day again What are we to do when this happens? Well, don’t give up. Instead, look at Christ, who will take your hand to help you up, so that can continue the race. In faith, cling to Christ. This means make sure your life is always Christ centred. In practical terms this means: when things slacken, take your Bible and get fed by what God has to say to you. Fold your hands, confess what went wrong and ask for new strength in fighting the battle to live close to the LORD, the battle to live holy, the battle to say ‘No’ to certain things.

This afternoon, I started the sermon by saying that the words of our text can give us a feeling of uneasiness. When reading a verse like our text, we may say to ourselves, I should make a greater effort to live holy. Yet saying this, basically we expect it from our own efforts. On the other hand, it can also be that we are quite content with ourselves, thinking we are not doing too badly in living a holy life. However, also then we are looking again at ourselves or we mirror ourselves in the lives of others, who in our eyes live a worse life than we do. Doing so without any humbleness, you always come out best.
However, the author of the letter to the Hebrews urges us to look at Christ, the Author and Finisher of our faith. Looking at Christ, I may have the assurance that no matter how much I have messed up my life with unholy thoughts, bad words or sinful actions, in Christ there is a new beginning. But again, this does not happen by itself. A new beginning is only possible, when we ask for it, when in true repentance we indeed detest ourselves and humble ourselves before God. This will only happen, beloved, when we start mentioning our sins by name, saying, 

“Lord, this went wrong again. Lord, I hate myself that I fell into that specific sin again. Lord, there is still so much unholiness in my life, Lord, daily I fail to live my life completely dedicated to Thee.”  
See, beloved, that’s how in humbleness, detesting ourselves, we should ask for forgiveness and also for strength from now on to live a different life. If we do so, we will see God in His faithfulness as well as in His mercy towards us sinners. 
Yet the opposite is also true, when we live our life is no longer Christ centred, but instead as we see fit, we will not see God. Then we no longer experience His nearness day by day, since by our acts we live as if we can do without God. For example, when we can’t be bothered to start the day with prayer and Bible reading, but just rush off to work. Beloved, living holy lives, is not just a matter of living morally right, it’s living a life close to the LORD in every respect. 
If we do so, we will find peace, true peace. These are the riches not of just being called a child of God, but living it as well. As we sing it with Hymn 54,
Behold, the amazing gift of love

The Father has bestowed

On us the sinful sons of men

To call us sons of God

We are God’s children here and now

For He made us His own

But what we shall hereafter be

That He has not made known

That’s hope by which we may live through faith in Jesus Christ. But then it also says, 

Now everyone who has this hope,

Which rests in Him secure,

From evil purifies himself

As He, our Lord, is pure.

These last words remind us of the words of the apostle Peter, who quoting the OT writes in Ch. 1 of his first letter, “But as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct.”
  Beloved, may the LORD help us through power from above always to live on that high level, by focussing on Christ in every step we do and in every move we make, thus living Christ-centred always, holy to the glory of Him to whom we belong.
Amen.
� Mt. 5, 6


� 1 Peter 1, 15
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