My Favorite Verse

Heb 13:8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. ESV

Hebrews, besides being scriptural proof that the man should fix the coffee, is a great book with lots of great features.  It was written to show that Jesus Christ and His Grace is superior in every way to the Laws of Moses.  The theme of Hebrews is “better, greater, forward” and that's not just stuff that Jewish people of Hebrew descent need to hear.  Plus it happens to have within it my favorite verse of scripture of the entire Bible.  

______________________________________________________________________

It ought to be a rule that a preacher gets to preach from his favorite verse of scripture every once in a while.  I seek God for what I should preach and try to follow His will for these services and moments that we spend together in God's Word.  This week, I strongly felt the urge that God wanted me to preach from my favorite verse!  I'm like a kid in a candy store!  Preachers who do not use notes tend to repeat themselves on what they are sweet on, what we call “candy sticks.”  Today, I've got notes for my candy stick and I plan to take a good dose of God's sweetness today.  Truly, He is sweeter than the honey in the honeycomb – you cannot get much sweeter than that.  

I have several favorite passages of scripture and there's a bunch of competition for my second favorite passage.  I like Jeremiah chapter 1 because God has spoken to me personally from it from a young age.  I like Isaiah 6 where the prophet got a glimpse of God in His throne room.  It's a sweet passage!  I like Jeremiah 35, where we are told the story of the Rechabites.  As most of you know who have been coming here for a year or more, my new favorite verse is in Nahum, of all places:

Nah 1:3 The Lord is slow to anger and great in power, and the Lord will by no means clear the guilty.  His way is in whirlwind and storm, and the clouds are the dust of his feet. ESV   

I have some favorite New Testament scriptures:  Colossians 2:9 is a great one.  So is Colossians 3:17.  I love Hebrews chapter 11 and book of James is sweet, but sort of in a  bittersweet way because it gets in your back pocket.  But if you are to ask me my all time favorite verse, then there is no competition.  Hebrews 13:8 wins first place by miles.  I believe that the Lord would have us to examine it more closely today and let it speak to all of us, favorite or not.  The pastor's favorite verse can preach!

________________________________________________ 

What is your favorite verse?  What is the greatest portion of scripture to you?  People would answer that many ways.  I hope you don't answer it like the girl did one year at youth camp when Bro. Stephen Williams, then youth president, got up about fifteen Bible Quizzers and told them to get ready to quote their favorite passage of scripture in the New Testament and then went from one to the other in rapid fire fashion.  They were quoting the usual culprits:  Acts 2, John 1, Romans 8:28, and then suddenly they get to this girl and she bursts out quoting – as her favorite verse, now – this scripture:

Matt 19:12 For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs  for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let the one who is able to receive this receive it." ESV  

If you don't know what a eunuch is, I'll let you wiki it after service and find out.  Let's just say that there are only a very select few who would celebrate its mention.  The crowd had been clapping and cheering as they identified with each verse and when she grabbed the mike and started quoting that, all the guys sat down and were like, “noooooo!”  It was a wonderful moment at youth camp!

Moving quickly onward from eunuchs, what is your favorite verse of scripture?  Some people only know one verse of scripture, John 3:16 and so that is it.  It's still a wonderful verse.  For some, it is this:

Heb 11:6 And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and  that he rewards those who seek him. ESV

My wife's favorite scripture is also the favorite of many:

Rom 8:28 And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. KJV

For many apostolics, the favorite verse is Acts 2:38.  My mom's favorite scripture is a portion of scripture that says, “and it came to pass.”  She always says, “and this too will come to pass.”  Mine, as you already know, is:

Heb 13:8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. ESV  

If you were preaching today, then you could pick your favorite, but today I'm going to preach to you from mine!  

________________________________________________

My favorite verse is great because it is true in many great ways.  And it is even truth on the surface level.  Consider it for a moment:

It is true that Jesus Christ is the same in a very literal sense.

That is, Jesus Christ is the same in His body as He was in the resurrection.  He is in a glorified body.  He still has nail scars in His hands and in His feet and a spear mark in His side.  He can be touched and felt and His anguish can be discerned for eternity and yet He is alive forevermore!  The Ancient of Days needs not keep track of birthdays, because although He is from everlasting to everlasting, He is still thirty-three.  He shall never grow old and deteriorate.  He shall never grow decrepit and have arthritis.  He shall never hobble along and stumble.  John saw Him seventy years later and described Him as:

Rev 1:12-16 Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, 13 and in the midst of the lampstands  one like  a son of man, clothed with a long robe and  with a golden sash around his chest. 14  The hairs of his head were white like wool, as white as snow.  His eyes were like a flame of fire, 15  his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and  his voice was like the roar of many waters. 16  In his right hand he held seven stars,  from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, and  his face was like the sun shining  in full strength. ESV

His hair is white in glory and honor and yet not because of the demise of aging as we know it on this earth!  Because His eyes still blaze with fire and passion and His feet are set and steady as burnished and hardened bronze.  His paths are still straight and clear and forward and His Word is ever sharp and powerful!  His glory still outshines the sun at midday.  He is still the victorious conqueror after all of this time!  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever – literally.  We shall see Him as He is.  

“Why is that great pastor?  Why is it so great that He has a glorified body that does not age and ever remains the same?  What is that to us?”  Why, because we will be as He is!  The Holy Spirit within us will –at the trumpet's sound – transform us to a glorified body and we will be changed to be like Him!  Therefore it is a glorious thing that He does not change physically because it is a testimony of how we shall be!  No more allergies!  No more sickness!  No more growing old in body and will!  No more pain; no more suffering!  Why?  Because Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever and we will be like Him!  

Now there is much more here in this verse than just that and so we move onward.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever and that is great because:

It means that Jesus is none other than God Himself.

In context, the writer of Hebrews was talking about following the Apostolic leaders and not going back to the ways of Mosaic Law.  The book of Hebrews uses the strongest possible language to show that Jesus Christ is greater than Moses and the old way of doing things.  Hebrews 13:8 is a reference to a very well known Old Testament scripture found in Malachi:

Mal 3:6 "For  I the Lord do not change;  therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not consumed. ESV

The readers of Hebrews in New Testament times would have immediately caught the reference to this verse for the Jews knew that it was only God who never changes.  Only the Lord – Jehovah God, their Yahweh – does not change.  So if it be that only the Lord Jehovah, God of the Old Testament who is unique and the only Holy One in the entire universe, is the only One who does not change, then for it to be said that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever, means that Jesus Christ must be Almighty God.  As one scholar said, “Hebrews 13:8 is a strong proof of the deity of Christ for it can mean nothing less than Jesus is God!”  In place of the Lord, it says Jesus!  

That is great, then because it means:

He is perfect and does not need to change.

Jesus is the highest and closest revelation of God.  That sounds contradictory that something could be both the highest and closest revelation and yet it is true.  Jesus is the One wearing the Name above every Name and is our Emmanuel, God with us.  He is the greatest and highest revelation of God in every way for He is God showing His love towards us by coming to us in a form that we could touch, see, and relate to, and yet the fact that God's greatest revelation was to come to us down here, means that God's highest revelation is also His closest revelation.  Moses had to approach God by approaching a curtain called a veil but Hebrews tells us that to us His flesh is now the veil.  Before that literal curtain was made, God had to cover Moses' eyes when He passed close by, lest His glory kill the mortal.  

Now, though, we can approach God because God became flesh.  He is our High Priest who can be touched with the feelings of our weaknesses because He has lived as we have lived and so we can come boldly before the throne of grace.  Jesus is the God of Mt. Sinai in accessible form.  We no longer have to struggle to define how close is too close or how far is too far, lest we get too far from the mountain and be unaffected by His glory and lest we get too close and die because of it.  We can come to Him as we would come to another because He knows what it is like to have had eyes of flesh.  

What does this have to do with the fact that He is perfect and does not need to change?  Have you ever gotten to know someone that you had esteemed highly and then after you had gotten to know them better and had hung out with them and had become very much closer to them, you regretted it and wish you hadn't?  Because you had discovered that they weren't all that you thought they were?  When you were dating, did you ever say, “I'd like to know her a little better and then when you got to know her, you greatly regretted the decision?”  If you married her anyway, don't say amen.  

Well, God is not like that!  In Jesus Christ we see God become flesh and He is seen, lived with, handled, squeezed, examined, scrutinized, and tried by men and yet they could find no fault!  Even Pilate had to wash his hands of the matter and say, “I find no fault in Him!”  His enemies tried to set Him up by hiring people to bring up trick questions and tough scenarios and they never got Him to contradict Himself.  He picked men to hang out with Him as disciples who saw His every move and recorded it and these men came to respect Him so much that they were willing to give their lives for Him and His cause.  Little children – who are hard to fool by the insincere – were attracted to Him like a magnet because they detected someone who was pure and just and kind and great.  

You and I always need to change because we are something less than perfect.  We have some strengths and many weaknesses and we are sadly deficient in some area of our life.  That is why the Holy Spirit and the Word of God must work on us.  But Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever and that means that He is perfect and does not need to change.  He has no deficiency of character.  He has no Achilles' heel.  He has no dark side under the covers that does not match the shining glory radiating from His personage.  Listen up to this preacher, those of you who have been serving God for a few months, a few years, or even a few decades:  we should not fear getting closer and closer to God because as you get closer to Him, He just gets better and better and better!  And hear this preacher closely today:  don't listen to those who have a negative attitude about God for they are the ones who are always the furthest from Him!  Take the testimony of those who have been the closest and who are striving to get closer and closer!  Take the testimony of those who have dined with Him and rubbed elbows with Him and touched His scars of Calvary.  Take it from those who have trusted Him and leaned on Him through many a tough battle and storm:  we have tried Him for ourselves and He is sweeter than the honey in the honeycomb!  He is perfect and never needs to change and the more you get to know Him, the better He becomes because He is altogether good and an incredible God and Savior!  

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever!  It means that:

We change but He does not.

He is not like people who cannot be taken at their word.  You can take what He has said to the bank!  His promises are still true!  Built into this verse is the principle that His word will not be broken.  We quoted great scriptures at the first of what are some people's favorite scriptures and yet know that this verse is great because all of the other verses of scripture hang upon the truth found in this one:

Heb 13:8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. ESV

The Muslim has to learn about his Allah and has to learn what it means to abrogate.  Because if the Koran be the Word of Allah, then Allah himself has declared that He can change and does change at any time.  This may be required for salvation and yet Allah can change it so that it is not at all required.  You might do this and this and inherit your harem in heaven and then it might not be that way and between your action and your arrival there, things might have changed because Allah changes at will.  What may have been necessary could be altogether different from what Allah demanded yesterday and he may or may not inform you of the change.  

And some people try to say that our God and Allah are the same.  Nonsense!  Our God is altogether different than their god.  And Jesus is much more than one prophet in a succession of prophets, but rather He is our God come in flesh.  And as such, He does not change!  “I am the Lord and I change not!”  “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever!”  In our relationship He is perfect and He is complete and He does not change, but understand what that means.  It means more than just that we can take Him at His Word, though that is a great promise.  All His promises are ever true and the promise that was written even earlier in this chapter of Hebrews is ever true:

Heb 13:5-6 Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, "I will never leave you nor forsake you." 6 So we can confidently say, "The Lord is my helper;  I will not fear; what can man do to me?" ESV  

He truly is with His believers, even to the end of the age!  He does not change His mind as to His promises and that is why all of the other promises hang on this one!  It is great that He causes all things to work together for our good but if He could or would change that suddenly, what good would such a promise be?  It is true that He did not come into the world to condemn the world but that the world through Him might be saved and that it is not the will of God that any should perish but that all would come to repentance.  But if He could change at all at will, what good would such promises be?  They would be but words.  But He does not change and that means that you can take Him at His Word.   

But yet realize that it means something else, for if He does not change and things have changed, then that means that it is we who have changed.  I'm preaching to some of you here who were once excited about Jesus and His kingdom and yet things have changed.  But upon which side and when and where did they change?  Who changed?  He didn't change.  He is still the same faithful God with the same great promises who is as close as the mention of His Name.  The Lord God has not changed.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.  He is still the great Savior that saved you at the first.  He is still the One who came through for you that rough time that became your greatest testimony.  The one that has dust on it because we have not heard you speak of it lately.  His eyes still blaze with passion but yours is gone.  His feet are still standing strong, but yours are slipping.  His face still shines with glory and radiance of light and yet yours is clouded in dullness and even darkness today.  Who has changed?  You have changed and He has not.  You may have walked away from Him but He has not walked away from you.  

Don't grow cold and try to learn to serve Him from a distance and speak to us of His failings and how He has done you wrong.  He has not done you wrong and He has never walked away.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.  He is still perfect.  He is still faithful even when we are not.  There is no variability of turning with Him.  There is no dark side of the moon with Him.  There is no cycle or roller coaster ride emotionally with Him.  If we feel that He has changed towards us, then really it is we who have changed towards Him!  The Son is like the sun:  a dark cloud passing overhead or someone choosing to go into a cave to escape the sunlight does not itself change the sun, it only seems from our perspective that He has changed.  His arm is not shortened and His ear is not stopped up – rather your sins have come between He and you and caused you to feel that way.  Your retreat to the cave of sin or perhaps there is a dark cloud of emotional struggle hanging over you, yet know that no matter what it looks like, He is unchanged and unchangeable.  

What a glorious distinction that is!  Did you catch it?  He is unchanged and unchangeable.  Your will cannot influence Him to change.  Your hardheadedness and stubbornness will shatter and be rendered impotent on the Rock of Glory.  Though every person on earth would be convinced of a lie as truth, yet He is unchanged in His resolve.  His ways are truth.  His ways are greater than our own.  His methods are better than the methods of men.  His doctrines are greater than man's philosophy for it is He who has made us and not we ourselves.  You can retreat into the darkness and close your eyes and put your finger in your ears and shut your mind to His truths, but that does not change Him one bit.  He still shines greatly and magnificently and His ways are still true!  You can refuse His power, but that does not render Him impotent.  You can refuse to heed His voice, but that does not cause Him to be unable to speak.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.  We change and He does not.  And if it seems that He has changed, if you would yet change your behavior, attitude, and obedience again and return to Him you would discover Him as great and perfect as ever!  

___________________________________________   

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.  That is great because it means:

Jesus can do today on earth what He did back then.

For it to be true that He is the same, then He must still be a miracle worker today.  If the Jesus of yesterday is identical to the Jesus of today, then He can still miraculously heal the sick and raise the dead.  If He cannot, then the four gospels would be a cruel trick, to tell us about what He used to do but will no longer do.  If He could only heal back then during His earthly ministry before the cross, then why bother telling us about it today?  If He could only cast out devils and take dominion over every manner of spirits back then, then why tell us about it today if He is currently impotent and defeated?  If His Name was great only then, then why should we praise it today?  If He could only call men, change men, transform men, forgive men, and anoint men with a higher purpose then, then why bother to study it?  If He could only calm storms on the Galilean waterways and hillsides and yet He is not able to do such things today in America or around the globe, then He is not nearly as great as they proclaim. 

The Gospel of John calls the miracles of Jesus, “signs” and yet we have the greatest sign of all in the sign of Jonah in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  There is no greater miracle than to raise one's self up from the dead!  And surely the One who could do such a feat can still do all of the other!  If He can do the greater, then He can do the lesser!  And the book of Acts shows us that under the power of the Holy Spirit, the disciples were able to see the same great things.  Devils were cast out, though Jesus in bodily form had ascended into heaven.  Angels were ministering to those in need and in prison though Jesus was not there in visible form.  Sicknesses were healed and the dead were raised though it was the prayer of Peter and John and Paul and Philip and Ananias and not the literal mouth of Jesus.  Ananias wasn't even a preacher, per se, but the scales fell off of Saul's eyes just as they did from blinded eyes in Jesus' day.  

Yet, Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.  He is able and willing to do today and tomorrow what we have only heard of Him in yesteryear.  What He did in the Gospels and the book of Acts through the disciples He can and is willing to do today for His children.  If we will return to believing as they believed, teaching as they taught, reaching as they reached, praying as they prayed, and walking as they walked, then we will see His power as they saw His power!  I believe that because it true that the Jesus Christ, Miracle Worker from Nazareth, is the same yesterday, and today, and forever!  He is still able to do what He has always done, but sometimes we limit Him by not trusting or believing in Him!  

That brings me to yet another great point for if Jesus Christ is truly the same yesterday, and today, and forever, then it means:

This current day is a great day in which to live!

Some people long for the things and times of yesteryear and wish things were like they used to be.  Some people waste the future because they spend the present living in the past.  And this is true in some religious folks.  I hear people who say, “I wish it was like it was back in the seventies and eighties.”  And I lived in Pentecost in the seventies and eighties and there were a few sour grapes then that were saying, “it ain't like the sixties and fifties and I wish that it were like that.”  And my parents lived then and they will tell you that there were a few bitter nuts then saying, “it ain't like it was in the brush arbor days, I long for pine branches above my head and rough pews and sawdust on the floor outside in the trees.”  And those who were alive then had some people saying, “this isn't like it was in the days of Charles Parham and the Azuza Street Revival.”  And they have people then no doubt wishing for the days of the Great Awakening and the large campmeetings of the 1800s in the western frontier of America and they had a few, no doubt, that longed for the colonial circuit riders of the late 1700s and there were a few of them, no doubt that longed for Luther and Wesley of the reformation and there were some of them, no doubt, that longed for this and that.  There were people in Mark and Titus' day who longed for the days of the disciples and there were probably some in the disciples' day who longed for the time when Jesus roamed the earth and there were some in Jesus' day – many actually – who rejected Him because they wanted to hold on to the rabbinical traditions added to the Mosaic Law and there were some back then who wept at Zerrubabel's temple because it could not compare to the splendor of the temple of Solomon and there were some in Solomon's day who longed for the pure praise of King David and there were some... 

Enough!  Enough of your foolish prattling of the “good ol' days.”  Today is the day of salvation!  Jesus is just as great and as awesome today as He has ever been and He saves the best – not for last – but for now!  He has saved the best for now!  You and I are here in the kingdom for such a time as this.  Stop wishing for yesteryear and make sure that you don't miss the great things that He is wanting to do right here and right now!  This is His time and His day and so it is our time and our day!  Jesus Christ was great!  And He is the same yesterday, and today, and forever which includes tomorrow and the day after that!  He wants to work, but to do so, we must trust in Him today!  

_______________________________________

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.  That means that:

Jesus Christ is the only thing worth living for with great passion.

Be sure that you set your affections on things that will not change.  Money will change and jobs will change and economies will change and all will eventually falter.  Don't put your treasure in things on earth where the moth destroys and thieves steal and rust corrupts.  People and their ordinary causes rise and fall and kings are set up and kingdoms are torn down and everything changes, except Jesus Christ.  Don't put your passion into something that can change is good advice, but that means that the only thing in all of the universe worth giving one's life too as an abiding passion is Jesus Christ.  It is only of Him that it can be said, “He is the same yesterday, and today, and forever.”  Our relationship with Him should take paramount!  

Imagine if tomorrow the sun should stop shining and the moon should turn to blood and the stars were to hurl themselves from the sky.  If the earth would tremble and split open and every vestige of society as we know it were to fail.  Imagine that this earth should melt with a fervent heat and pass away and everything become something entirely new – a new earth, a new heaven, and a new universe.  Your to-do list would be obsolete and your “to worry” list would be insignificant.  And yet Jesus Christ would and will still be the same.  He is the Rock of our Salvation.  He is the unchanging God.  And He is the same, yesterday, and today, and forever! 

And since that be so, remember that it means:

His commandments are still absolutely necessary.

People have changed and times have changed and certainly the world is an altogether different place than it was even yesterday.  But He has not changed and His words are still just as sure as they were the day that He uttered them.  These are things that our unchanging, immutable Lord said very clearly:

· Except a man be born of water and of Spirit, He cannot enter into the kingdom of heaven. (John 3:5)

· He that believes and is baptized shall be saved. (Mark 16:16)

· Unless you likewise repent, you shall die in your sins. (Luke 13:3)

· The first shall be last and the last first. (Matthew 20:16)

· The greatest among you shall be your servant. (Matthew 23:11)

· Love one another.  (John 13:34)

· Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness... (Matthew 6:33)       

These things will never ever change because:

Heb 13:8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. ESV

