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Text 
When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by 
himself, 14 saying, "I will surely bless you and give you many descendants." 15 And so after waiting 
patiently, Abraham received what was promised. 16 Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and 
the oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument. 17 Because God wanted to make the 
unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an 
oath. 18 God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who 
have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. 19 We have this hope as an 
anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, 20 where Jesus, who 
went before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of 
Melchizedek. 

 
Introduction 
 Would you consider yourself a stable person?  Would other people consider you 
stable?  Are you easily rocked?  When you get rocked, do you know how to get 
stabilized? 

Remember: Hebrews was written to a church full of struggling Christians, 
teetering on the brink of going back.  Life had gotten hard (it always does).  They were in 
danger of drifting away (2:1).  They were spiritually immature (5:12ff) – their foundation 
hadn’t set up, they weren’t locked in, rock solid, immovable, steady.  They vacillated.  
They struggled with being firm and secure. 

Do you want to be firm and secure?  Who doesn’t, right?  This is maturity – 
fixity, not being “tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every 
wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men” (Eph. 4:14).  Not being 
crushed by disappointments.  Not having your joy tethered to your circumstances.  That’s 
what today’s text is about.  In short, what we’re going to see today from Hebrews 6:13-20 
is just this: God’s word is sure, therefore we can be secure. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Abraham’s Patience 
 Last week was intense, wasn’t it?  It was a pastoral digression that ended with – 
“We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience 
inherit what has been promised” (v. 12).  Now as the author gets back to his explanation 
of Jesus as the great High Priest he transitions smoothly, “he moves us back into his 
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discussion of Christ’s priesthood by taking up the matter of God’s oath.”1  And to get 
there he talks about one specific man who through faith and patience inherited the 
promise.  His name is Abraham. 

The OT figure of Abraham perfectly embodies the kind of perseverance and faith 
the author of Hebrews is commending.  We looked at him when we were preaching 
through Genesis a couple years ago.  We’ll look at him again in Hebrews 11.  His life 
was one of “waiting patiently” as it says in v. 15.  Patience is a virtue.  It is a fruit of the 
Spirit (cf. Gal. 5:22).  It is part of maturity.  What does it mean to be patient?  It means to 
be steady, firm, undeterred, stable. 
 And we learn patience by having to wait.  Abraham was told to go to a land far 
away that he didn’t know about.  That journey took patience.  Once there he was told that 
he would receive the land, but most of his life was lived as a nomad within it.  That 
required patience.  He was told that he would have descendants, but by age 99 he didn’t 
have a kid with his wife.  That required learning a lot of patience.  He got impatient at 
times and tried to take matters into his own hands, but God was patient with him and kept 
teaching him patience.  And eventually he did receive a son.  He did receive a plot of 
land.  And from him came a whole history of salvation, the story of which is still turning 
out to be grander than Abraham could ever have imagined, which he gets to be a part of 
still. 

How is God wanting to teach you patience right now?  In what areas are you 
being forced to wait?  Can you wait?  Or are you flighty, restless, easily discontent, 
taking matters into your own hands trying to get what you want your own way, on your 
own timetable.  You can try it.  It won’t work.  We need what God offers and we have to 
take it on his timetable.  And God wants for us to be stable, steady as she goes, able to 
see something out that takes more than a quick fix.  But we are conditioned in our culture 
to want stuff instantaneously.  And as a result we’re a bunch of unstable, jittery people, 
moving every couple years, looking for the elusive next big thing.  “We live in an instant 
credit, get-everything-now economy.  We eat add-water-and-mix foods,” says Jack 
Hayford.  But God “doesn’t traffic in add-water-and-mix saints.”2 
 
God’s Oath 

So how did Abraham do it?  What sustained his waiting?  What fueled his faith 
and patience?  It was God’s promises.  God made grand, lavish promises to Abraham.  
God was continually reiterating his promises to Abraham.  One time, after the promised 
child had arrived – his name was Isaac – God tested Abraham’s faith by asking him to 
sacrifice his son.  And Abraham obeyed, right up until the moment that the knife was 
about to slit his son’s throat and the Lord stopped him.  You see: Abraham had become a 
man who trusted God’s promise.  He believed that even if he killed his son in obedience 
to God, God would find a way to still fulfill his promises.  Hebrews tells us that he 
thought God would bring Isaac back from the dead.  That is mature faith!  Have you 
learned to trust God enough to sacrifice everything in obedience to him, trusting that he is 
able and good for his promises?  That’s what we’re aiming for. 

Now this kind of faith requires that we be sure and certain of who God is and 
what he has promised.  Right after the interrupted sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 we 
read, “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have 
not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants 
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as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore” (Gen. 22:16-17).  “I 
swear by myself, declares the LORD…”  It’s that verse that the author of Hebrews is 
referencing here in v. 13 – “When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no 
one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself.”  God took an oath.  He wanted to 
underscore to Abraham the certainty of his promise. 

Think about it – “Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath 
confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument” (v. 16).  We humans say things all 
the time.  Unfortunately, we’re not always serious.  But when we want to testify that what 
we’re saying is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth what do we do?  We 
put our hand on the Bible and swear on it.  We say things like, “God as my witness, I will 
do this.”  “I swear to God…”  This is a serious oath.  We appeal to a higher authority that 
can hold us accountable.  This is no joke. 

Well God takes oaths to underscore the utter reliability of his promise, to put an 
end to all argument.  But when God swears who does he swear by?  What does he appeal 
to?  Himself!  “Since there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself” 
(v. 13).  Now, that’s not cheating.  That’s not a cop out; it doesn’t disqualify his oath.  
That’s actually really cool.  Think about that – what it’s reflective of is that there is 
nothing higher than God!  There is no one greater than him.  He stands alone above it all.  
No one could possibly know more, do more, be more.  There is no one above him; he is 
above everything.  So he is able to know all possible contingencies.  He is able to 
overcome all obstacles.  He is able to see through every promise.  There’s no higher court 
than him to keep him in check.  He is the highest court.  He is perfectly pure and 
righteous and faithful. 

“I swear by myself,” he says several times in the Bible (Ex. 32:13; Is. 45:23; Jer. 
22:5; Am. 6:8).  “I swear by my great name” (Jer. 44:26).  “The Sovereign LORD has 
sworn by his holiness” (Am. 4:2).  The phrase “as I live, says the LORD” is found all 
over the Bible.  These are times when God underscores his word.  It’s like he highlights it 
and puts an exclamation on it.  “You can trust me on this one!”  It says in v. 17 – 
“Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the 
heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath.”  The oath makes it very clear 
– “This is my unchanging purpose.  I have sworn.  I will not change my mind.  It’s gonna 
happen.” 

“The reason for God’s oaths is found in our need, not his.”3  We are the heirs of 
what is promised.  God underscores his promise to us with an oath to strengthen our faith.  
Look at v. 18 – “God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is 
impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be 
greatly encouraged.”  What are the two things?  Ever wondered that?  The two 
unchangeable things are (1) the promise and (2) oath that confirms it.  It’s impossible for 
God to lie; he never lies.  Unlike us, his regular speech is always utterly true.  He doesn’t 
need an oath to keep him in check.  It’s not like his promises could sometimes be shady, 
but when he takes an oath it’s really true.  He’s always true.  So then when he confirms 
his speech with an oath he is simply highlighting for us his word.  In both of these things 
it is impossible for God to lie.  Numbers 23:19 – “God is not a man, that he should lie, 
nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.  Does he speak and then not act?  Does 
he promise and not fulfill?” (cf. 1Sam. 15:29; Ps. 89:35; Is. 31:2). 
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God’s word is truth (Jn. 17:17).  Period.  Without any mixture of error.  Do you 
believe that?  It’s not true because you believe it.  You should believe it because it’s true.  
God’s revelation is the only thing that is certain.  His words are trustworthy and true 
(Rev. 21:5).  “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the 
grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord stands forever” (1Pe. 1:24-
25).  What God says corresponds perfectly to reality for he is reality.  And sometimes he 
takes great pains to emphasize something he has pledged to do for us. 
 
Our Hope 
 That’s the amazing thing.  He has made solemn promises to us, for our good.  It 
says, “God did this so that… we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may 
be greatly encouraged” (v. 18).  God wants us to be greatly encouraged.  God’s word is 
sure, therefore we can be secure.  Nothing else is sure, therefore nothing else can make 
us secure.  Apart from trusting in God’s promises, we will be insecure, grasping at 
straws.  Without God’s word we would be groping in the dark, awash in a sea of 
meaninglessness, falling through endless space with nothing under our feet, without hope. 
 I like the imagery conjured up here in v. 18.  We who have fled.  It’s like this 
world around us is a crumbling building and we’re running across a floor that’s caving in 
to flee to safety.  Or this world is dark and scary and we’re scrambling to get out into the 
light.  It’s a place of confusion, where nothing is stable, nothing is certain, nothing is 
secure. A restless, meaningless existence.  And a line is thrown to us.  And we flee to it.  
We run to take hold of it.  Ah, something stable – God’s word, sealed with an oath.  
“God’s oathmaking provides believers with a superior basis for stability in life.”4 
 We must beware of the confusion in our culture that finds truth to be fuzzy.  That 
tries to tell us that nothing can be known for sure.  It’s all relative.  It’s all your 
perspective.  It can easily creep into our thinking.  It is from hell.  God’s word is sure. 
 We must also beware of the temptation to trust in our subjective impressions or 
experiences.  Our intuitions, our feelings are erratic.  Nothing within us is reliable.  Only 
God’s external word is sure…therefore we can be secure.  The internal work of the 
Holy Spirit is to give us faith in God’s external word. 
 I also love the imagery employed in the next verse – “We have this hope as an 
anchor for the soul, firm and secure” (v. 19a).  Picture that massive, iron anchor at the 
end of Navy Pier.  Picture it lodged in the bedrock of the ocean floor.  We don’t have to 
be adrift in a sea of uncertainty.  We don’t have to live by the dictum of the Greek 
philosopher Heraclitus – “Change alone is unchanging.”  No.  God alone is unchanging.  
His oaths make clear the unchanging nature of his purposes.  Based on God’s word we 
can be anchored, we can be stable. 

Thomas Aquinas said, “There is no stability in this present life in which the soul 
may find security and rest.”5  It’s true.  Everything here is transitory.  Last Sunday as we 
were here worshipping just a couple hours away in Washington, IL, people’s houses were 
blowing away.  Your house is not secure from the housing bubble or from the elements.  
Our health is fragile.  In six month’s time one of you could get cancer and die.  I once 
preached to a crowd of young, vibrant college students and a week later one of them had 
a brain aneurism and died.  Relationships are rocky.  You really can’t trust anybody’s 
word 100%.  The president said you could keep your health plan, now you can’t.  The 
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markets aren’t stable, the government’s not stable, the culture’s not stable.  Job security?  
What’s that?  There’s nothing in this world that you can anchor your hope to. 

John Calvin said, “Our hope rises and flies aloft because it finds nothing to stand 
on in this world; it cannot rely on created things, but finds rest in God alone.”6  Apart 
from God, nothing is certain.  Nothing.  You will be up and down, running from one 
thing to the next looking for constancy.  You may try Materialism – just buy something 
else, but that will prove empty.  You may try Existentialism – authenticate yourself with 
a non-rational act of the will, but it won’t work.  You may try Stoicism – just numb your 
emotions and lower your expectations, but that’s not hope.  One commentator on this text 
has put it this way: “Human anchors cannot hold man’s life secure in the stresses and 
troubles that assail it; but the anchor of Christian hope is unfailingly sure and steadfast.”7 

Hope is what God offers.  And there is no other way to have hope.  Now, “in the 
NT, ‘hope’ does not have the tentative sense the English word [often] conveys.”8  The 
playwright Jean Kerr defined hope as “the feeling you have that the feeling you have isn’t 
permanent.”9  That’s not Christian hope; that’s really hopeless, a leap in the dark, a wish 
upon a star, a positive thought.  A thoughtful person can see right through this hazy hope.  
In a letter to Thomas More, the English poet Lord Byron wrote, “But what is Hope?  
Nothing but the paint on the face of Existence; the least touch of truth rubs it off, and 
then we see what a hollow-cheeked harlot we have got hold of.”10  But the Bible speaks 
of the certainty of hope.  Christian hope is based on the truth, the sure promises of God.  
God has promised a future.  I can anchor myself to this and be stable.  Or I can cast my 
anchor in other things and have nothing. 

In all seriousness, what gets you up in the morning, when it’s dark out and your 
body aches for more sleep?  It can only be either fear or promise.  Fear is such a horrible 
way to live life.  If I don’t get up now I’ll miss my bus and then I’ll have a really bad day.  
If I don’t get up and face a new day then I could lose my job and then where would I be.  
If I don’t get up, people will think I’m lazy.  You can live your life driven by fear. 

But really the fears have a promise side to them.  If I catch my bus I’ll be happy.  
Keeping my job will give me purpose.  If people think well of me, then I’ll have 
something.  This is how we really operate.  We need to believe promises to keep us 
going.  Think of other promises that keep us going.  Things are going to get better.  
Everything will turn out well in the end.  Where are we getting these vague promises 
from?  Who is giving them?  Can we really trust them?  It’s so flimsy.  Seriously: where 
are you putting your hope? 
 When I wake up in the morning the first thing I have to do is rehearse the 
promises of God.  That’s the only authentic way to live.  Otherwise I’m all over the place.  
I cannot put my hope in myself or in my job or in other people or in wealth, which is so 
uncertain (1Tim. 6:17).  But I don’t have to be hopeless.  I can put my hope in God. 
 What has he promised me in his word?  So much.  “He has given us his very great 
and precious promises” (2Pe. 1:4).  There’s no way I can recount them all.  He has 
promised that if “you eat of it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17), in other words, sin does 
not satisfy and receives the wrath of God.  But he has also promised that “everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13).  He has promised that he will 
work all things together for our good (cf. Rom. 8:28).  He has promised that nothing will 
be able to separate us from his love (cf. Rom. 8:39).  He has promised that if he has 
justified us he will also surely glorify us (cf. Rom. 8:30).  He has promised to sanctify us 
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and conform us to the likeness of his Son (cf. Rom. 8: 29).  He has promised that he hears 
and answers our prayers (cf. 1Jn. 5:14-15).  He has promised to always be with us and 
never leave us (cf. Mt. 28:20).  He has promised that there is a peace that transcends all 
understanding that is given in response to prayer (cf. Ph. 4:7).  He has promised that his 
word will bear fruit (cf. Is. 55:11).  He has promised us that our “labor in the Lord is not 
in vain” (1Cor. 15:58).  He has promised the Holy Spirit (cf. Eph. 1:13).  He has 
promised that he will provide a way of escape in our temptations (cf. 1Cor. 10:13).  He 
has promised us comfort in the midst of sufferings (cf. 2Cor. 1:3ff) and that our 
sufferings are producing in us perseverance, character, and hope (cf. Rom. 5:3-4).  He has 
promised that “our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that 
far outweighs them all” (2Cor. 5:18). 
 He has promised us that death is not the final word, that there awaits for us eternal 
life beyond compare.  Jesus said, “In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not 
so, I would have told you.  I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and 
prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may 
be where I am” (Jn. 14:2-3).  That is the best hope.  Not a hope that you’ll have a job you 
love and a happy marriage and success in all you touch and everything you want when 
you want it, but then die and be separated from God forever.  We have the hope of eternal 
life.  I was talking with my kids this week about the resurrection of the dead.  Naturally, 
detailed questions arose of what it will be like – will I be a grown up?  I said I don’t 
know.  It seems pretty crazy, doesn’t it?  Pretty far out there.  But I’m banking on it – 
“the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of 
time” (Titus 1:2).  God’s word is sure, therefore we can be secure… even in the face of 
death. 
 
Conclusion 
 These are just some of the promises of God to those who believe.  I talk to many 
people who are depressed because life is not turning out how they had hoped.  Is it 
possible that you have put your hope in something God has not promised?  What God has 
promised is what is best for us.  And he has made us many promises so that we may be 
greatly encouraged, having an anchor for our souls, firm and secure. 
 And the greatest promise is that our sins are forgiven and we are granted access 
both now and forevermore to God through the mediatorial work of Jesus, our great High 
Priest.  That’s what the author of Hebrews is getting to – a hope that “enters into the inner 
sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, who went before us, has entered on our behalf.  
He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek” (vv. 19b-20).  All this 
stuff about oaths is for the purpose of picking back up that thread about Jesus as the High 
Priest in the order of Melchizedek… which comes from Psalm 110:4… which says, “The 
LORD has sworn and will not change his mind: ‘You are a priest forever, in the order of 
Melchizedek…’” which is talking about Jesus. 
 God has promised with an oath that there would be a great High Priest who would 
deal with our sin problem.  That’s our biggest problem.  Most of the other promises listed 
above don’t mean anything for us unless we have a High Priest to deal with our sin 
problem.  We don’t have a God who loves us, who is with us, working all things together 
for good for us, giving eternal life to us… none of that if we don’t have a High Priest to 
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make a sacrifice for our sin, to represent us before a holy God, to bring fallen humanity 
back into the presence of God. 

All of our hope is based on this – that Jesus has fulfilled that oath to provide a 
priest forever in the order of Melchizedek, that he has atoned for our sin by his blood, 
that he has risen from the dead to live forever and gone before us as a forerunner into the 
heavenly presence of God.  This is the fountain of all our hope.  This is God’s sure word. 
 
The Lord’s Table 

We’ll delve into Melchizedek more next week and in future weeks keep 
unpacking the priestly ministry of Jesus and his sacrifice.  The Lord’s Table is an emblem 
to us of this sacrifice for sins – the bread picturing the body of Christ, the wine signifying 
the blood of Christ, shed for our sins.  As we come and eat of this we confess our 
confidence in God’s promise that his sacrifice has removed our sin and we have 
fellowship with God, both now and forevermore! 
 
Benediction 
“Therefore, brothers [and sisters], since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place 
by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, 
his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God 
with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us 
from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.  Let us hold 
unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful” (Heb. 10:19-23). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 24, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 
was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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