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Nothing lasts forever.  Eventually you will have to replace your car or your television or even your washing
line.  Nothing lasts forever.  That is the sort of truism which people bring out when they want to offer comfort.
When someone is suffering great pain, or great grief, variations of that thought are often offered them as a word
of comfort, to remind them that this too shall pass, shall get easier one way or another.

Nothing lasts forever.  That is what the writer of the book we call Ecclesiastes spent his time meditating on.
He, however did not always or often find that thought to be a comfort.  He found it often depressing.  That we
live this life knowing that whatever we do and accomplish, we will yet die and leave it behind; that we came
naked and with nothing into the world and we will leave it in the same way - Ecclesiastes finds that very
difficult to handle.  Because if nothing lasts forever, what is the point of doing anything, of working, of trying
one`s best?

The writer to the Hebrews has an answer to that.  "Jesus Christ," he says, "is the same yesterday, today and
forever."  (v:8)   Jesus has always been what he is and will always be the same.  He always has been.  That's
why in chapter 11 when the writer is talking about people of faith, he can say that Moses considered abuse
suffered for Christ to be greater than the wealth and treasures of Egypt (11:26).  Jesus Christ was then, he just
hadn't been revealed yet.  But he still was.  When Jesus came to live as one of us, it was, for the faithful, like
meeting someone in the flesh whom up till now you have only known through letters and emails.  The same,
but more so.  Jesus certainly was.

And he is now.  A lot of the letter to the Hebrews asks the readers to look forward.  They are asked to look at
Jesus to see what God has already done, and reminded that this is one reason that they can trust God to
continue to work for them in the future, and bring them through persecution and suffering to his presence.
Nothing of this world lasts forever, and when life is difficult that can be a comfort.  But Jesus isn't just the
same in past and in future: he is in the present moment as well.  And the present moment is important.  It is as
we respond to Christ in each moment that our faith is anchored and grows.  The message of the gospel isn't
just for tomorrow.  If it were, you could put off responding to it until you had done this or that, got your life
in order, made some decisions, earned some money and so on.  But Jesus always comes to us as he did to his
first disciples saying "Follow me," and expecting us to leave our fishing nets and tax-tables behind as we put
following him first in every present moment.   Jesus Christ is the same today.  Now, and now, and now.

It is because Jesus is the Lord of the present moment that this chapter starts off with what seem to be some
random ethical points.  What our writer is actually doing here is to give the practical advice - some more of
the "so what" after the major point of coming to worship, meeting together to praise God and encourage each
other.  And each of these subsidiary points goes in threes: two linked pieces of advice and one quick glance
at Scripture to tell you why.

So we are to let mutual love continue, and showing hospitality to each other and to strangers shows that love.
And why - well, you never know when it might be, as it were, an angel, a messenger of God who comes to you.
The reference is probably to Abraham, who entertained God to a meal when three men came to his tent: or
perhaps to Gideon, or to Menoah's wife - Samson's mother - who both found themselves preparing food for a
messenger of God.  Hospitality is one action which shows that our love is not just words, and it is in our actions
that God comes to us.



Then we are to remember those in prison.  In the first century, as indeed until relatively recent times, prison
was not a punishment.  It was just a place of holding before your punishment was pronounced or enacted.
Christians in prison in the first century knew that something worse was coming.  So remember them and those
who were ill treated.  We too need to remember them.  We need to remember those who are imprisoned on
trumped-up charges because the real offense is that they are Christians.  We need to remember the Christians
in parts of Pakistan, in Iraq and other parts of the Middle East.  We need to remember the fear for their children,
for their wives, for their livelihood.  We need to remember them in prayer.

And we need to remember those in our own land and even our own community who face harassment or
ridicule because they are Christian.  To belong to Jesus is to belong to the company of those who do not fit in
the world.  Remember what our author said of his people of faith - of whom the world was not worthy (11:38).
He is alluding to this ill fit which we have with the ways of the world again when he talks of going to Jesus
outside the camp, outside the city gate.  So we are to remember those who are imprisoned and abused - why?
Because we also are in the body - that's what the Greek literally says.  We also are in the body.  It doesn't meant
the body of Christ here, but simply that we too have human bodies.  We have bodies which can suffer as much
as anyone else's - and so did and does Jesus.  To hold ourselves aloof from those who suffer would be to act
as though we were in some way superior.  God made us with bodies.  They keep us humble: part of the
humility of Christ was in takin gon a human body.

Then a word about marriage.  It should be held in honour and the marriage bed kept undefiled.  The first
century was every bit as promiscuous as the twenty-first, and the religions which surrounded the Christian
church had no link between sexual morality and piety.  Quite the reverse.  So it needed to be said then and it
needs to be said now.  God gives us marriage, and the vows we make about exclusivity in marriage are vows
we make before him.  God does care about this aspect of our lives.  He will judge those who fail.

And finally, we are told to keep free from the love of money, and as a corollary, to be content.  The love of
money.  St. Paul called it the root of all evil, but how do you know when you are in thrall, in love to your
money (or your lack of it).  Well, when you love someone, you will be prepared to make sacrifices for them.
So when you find yourself making a sacrifice of anything or anyone else so that you can follow the call of
money, follow where the cash-flow leads, then you are in danger.  And what we need to remember to keep us
balanced about the siren song of money, is that that God has promised never to leave or forsake us.  God is
with us, he fulfils our lives, and nothing money can buy, however good, can do that.  Ecclesiastes saw that
when he considered the lot of the rich and the poor, and realised that nothing of this world lasts forever.

But Jesus does.  Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever.  He was not acceptable in his own time, which
is why he was crucified, outside the city.  And we who follow him can expect that lack of fit with the world
we live in too.  But not to worry.  We know that in this world we have no lasting city: we look to the one which
is to come.  If in Jesus we can look to the past to see what he has always been like, and look to the present for
help with its moment-by-moment challenges, we can also look to the future and in confidence offer God praise.

We have reached the end of our studies in this remarkable letter to the Hebrews and with the writer we have
come quite a journey.  It has been a theological journey and it has taken us deeper and deeper into the
mysteries of who Jesus is and what exactly he has done for us in his life and death.  We have seen that our call
to live a life of faith is just the same as the call to faithfulness which has come to God's people since the
foundation of the world, and that our faithfulness, like our service of worship is rooted in our growing
understanding of what Jesus has done for us, how he is better than anything before.  Now we are reminded
that he is better than anything that is current and he will remain better than anything that lies ahead.

Jesus is the beginning and end of God's revelation.  There is nothing else, even better, coming to supersede
him, just as there has never been anything or anyone else who could match him.  In Jesus, God has given us
his best for he has given us himself.  Now all that remains is for us to offer sacrifice of praise to God, the fruit
of lips that confess his name.  All that is left to us is to live his way, remembering to do good and to share, for
such sacrifices are pleasing to God.

And all that is left is for the writer to pronounce his benediction.



Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus Christ, the great shepherd of the
sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete in everything good so that you may do his will,
working among us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory for ever and
ever.  Amen.


