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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from Hebrews 5:11-14. 

1. Describe your teaching opportunities.

2. How often do you read the Bible?

3. What has God taught you from the Bible in the past year?

4. Describe a decision you have made in the past year that reflects
your skill in distinguishing good from evil.

DO YOU SUFFER WITH PETER PAN SYNDROME?
Hebrews 5:11-14

In 1902 Scottish writer J. M. Barrie published, The Little White
Bird, a novel for adults. By December 1904 the novel’s central
character appeared in a stage adaptation titled, Peter Pan or the Boy
Who Wouldn’t Grow Up. That play was put into a story titled, Peter
and Wendy in 1911, and it has been a story for children ever
since—or should be. You know the story well. Peter Pan is a
mischievous little boy who is forever locked in childhood living out
his adventures in Neverland along with his gang of lost boys.

I remind you that this is just a story, the mythological invention
of human imagination. In reality, it is hard for us to think of anything
sadder than a child who cannot grow up—unless it would be a child
who refuses to grow up. And I fear I have just described for you a
significant portion of the American population. Where trials, tests,
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and difficulties are absent from a young person’s life, there will
seldom be proper maturing. While it is obvious that the recent
generation has matured physically, the sad reality is that many of the
members of that generation have not matured socially and
emotionally. They haven’t needed to. And so we have thirty-
something men living with Mommy and Daddy who still sacrifice
greatly to meet their darling boy’s every desire. He doesn’t even have
to hold down a job which would cause serious disruption to his video
gaming and face-booking. 

That is a very sad picture. It is a true picture in too many cases.
It is a picture God never approves of for His family. Members of
God’s family, individuals who He has brought into the Church, are
expected to grow. Let’s be direct! If you are not growing spiritually,
if you are not steadily becoming more like Christ, there is a problem.
As God put it in our text, “By now you ought to be teachers.” A
person who should be a teacher but instead is still contend with bottle
feeding is in dire straights. That person needs to wake up, look
around at his or her condition, and conclude something must be done
to correct this problem.

There are several growth disorders that can attack a child. Many
of us have known children who suffer from such diseases. When it
becomes obvious that the child is not growing at a normal rate, the
loving parent is correct to be concerned or even alarmed. But what is
the normal rate of growth? Doctors generally establish such standards
based on the average growth and development rates of all children.
The majority determines the standard.

God doesn’t operate by majority rules. If that were the case for
Christians, stunted growth and growth disorder would be the norm.
Rather, God establishes the standard for expected growth in His
Word. The Bible indicates that people who are born again, who have
the indwelling Holy Spirit, will proceed to grow into the image of
Christ who is our head (Ephesians 4:15). If a person claims to be a
member of Christ’s body, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and is not
growing up spiritually, we ought to be alarmed. But before we run off
on a crusade and attempt to make new rules for healthy spiritual
eating, let’s consider the standard God gave us in this text. It is a
good measuring device for us to use for ourselves first to determine
if we are growing in Christ.
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The problem (vv.11-12a).

Some Christians are dull of hearing (v.11). Did that surprise us?
According to the author of this letter to Jewish Christians, he needed
to say much more about the priesthood of Christ. Having written a bit
about how Jesus Christ is like Melchizedek, he wrote, About this we
have much to say (v.11a). The lessons about the priesthood of Christ
are obviously difficult to understand. Also obvious is the fact that it
is really important for Christians to learn. Therefore, that is the topic
in all of chapters seven through ten. The text before us and most of
chapter six is a sidebar in which the writer challenged the Christians
in the church quite pointedly to do better.

That is not just a challenge for ancient Christians who lived
about 2,000 years ago. We all need to take the challenge. Twenty-first
century American Christians are quite deficient in their understanding
of the Bible compared to what our founding fathers knew. We have
even slipped a long way in Bible knowledge since the early twentieth
century. How has this decline in understanding come to pass? Follow
the argument through the text and we will learn.

One cause of the decline is that it is hard to explain truth to
people who don’t hear well. Or as the author put it, and it is hard to
explain, since you have become dull of hearing (v.11b). Specifically
he meant that Christ’s work as high priest in the model of
Melchizedek is hard to explain. No kidding. Melchizedek is
mentioned only four times in three books in the Bible. It is difficult
to know much about the person based on the scant evidence given.
More difficult is to understand how this person was a type of Christ.
Most difficult is coming to grips with why it matters.

Honestly, don’t you find yourself concluding, “So what?” It is
hard to interpret how Christ’s work as our high priest is like the
character of this seemingly mythical figure.  Unfortunately, much of
the Bible falls into that category of “hard to understand” for many
professing Christians. Therefore, they seldom read the Bible because
it too hard to understand. They seek out shallow preaching that is
focused on people in an effort to make people feel good about
themselves. If they ever talk about the Bible, the conversation ends
up as an opinion about how something in the Bible makes them feel.
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Most professing Christians today are so confused about the
Bible that even the most basic truths are misunderstood. In a recent
survey by the American Bible Society, one in five adult Americans
said that the Bible teaches repression of women and says nothing
about war or slavery. Eighty-eight percent of the people surveyed
admit they own a Bible and eighty-two percent laid claim to knowing
what the Bible teaches. But forty-three percent of those people can’t
name the first five books of the Bible they own and know so well.
Maybe folks are folks in every age. 

A major reason why it was hard to explain the truths about
Jesus’ ministry to these particular people is because they did not
listen well. This letter emphasizes that hearing God’s Word is of vital
importance in the Christian’s life. He wrote earlier, Therefore we
must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift
away from it (Hebrews 2:1).  Similar statements are found in 2:1-4,
3:7-19 and 4:12-13.

Of course hearing the Bible is vital because we come to Christ
in salvation by hearing the Word (Romans 10:17). Often when a
person is first born again, he or she is very hungry to know more
about the Bible. But after learning much and quickly, the new
Christian begins to hang out with nominal Christians who long ago
lost their appetite for the Bible. When that happens, it is easy to lapse
into dullness of hearing.

The word for dullness (nothros) means to make sluggish or to
become obtuse. In a modern context this word could be found on a
package of cold medicine saying, “May cause dullness.” When you
are under the effect of certain medications, you are not sharp, not
purposeful in your actions or speech. Many professing Christians
approach the Bible with that same lethargy. As R. Kent Hughes put
it, “They listened with the attentiveness of a slug.” (Huges, p.146)

As a result of this dullness in hearing, multitudes of people who
claim to love Christ never read the Bible during the week. Then they
sit in a church service Sunday  after Sunday daydreaming or doing
something distracting. This is spiritual laziness and lethergy. Or a
similar dullness comes when a person concludes he or she already
knows it all. Several years ago, a pastor who had recently retired told
me that he doesn’t listen to sermons very often because he has already
heard it all. I don’t know what Bible he studied, but the longer I study
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the Bible, the deeper and richer it becomes. It is an inexhaustible
supply of amazing truth about God, His plan, and His person. We
must run after it with zeal.

“Oh sure!” people say.  “That’s a good idea if you’re a preacher
or a teacher, but we laymen have other responsibilities.” Actually,
God’s plan for His people is to communicate through us (v.12). The
text clearly affirms that all Christians should become teachers. For
though by this time you ought to be teachers (v.12a). It is easy and
common to assume that teaching should be left to the professionals,
or at least to the people to whom God has given that spiritual gift. It
is true that God calls and equips certain people with a unique ability
to communicate His truth. Those people typically sharpen the gift
God has given through study and prepare to use it effectively.

But here we discover that God expects each Christian to be a
teacher. This expectation generates a lot of questions and excuses.
“What should I teach?” “I don’t know how to teach?” “Where and
when can I teach?” “What if no one wants to be taught?” “I am shy.”
These are common excuses or reasons but none of them are
acceptable. Let me illustrate how easy it is to teach. For obvious
reasons, I never approach total strangers and begin talking about my
grandchildren. But if I engage a conversation and that conversation
strays even close to the topic of grandchildren, you can be absolutely
sure you will hear about mine. All of us do that in the arena of topics
that are near and dear to us. Is the Bible dear to you? Is your
relationship with Christ special? Is your experience in fellowship not
near and dear to you?

So what did God mean by this command? The term teacher has
broad meaning and application. It can refer to any kind of teacher
(classroom or not) who regularly teaches pupils. It can refer to people
engaged in ministry – Bible teachers for example. It can refer to
parents who teach their children. It can refer to anyone who
communicates any information to someone who learns from it. God’s
plan is for every single Christian to communicate with others about
what God did when He redeemed them, what God is teaching them
from His Word, and what God is teaching about practice of His
Word. But what if God isn’t teaching anything? He is. The question
is, “What if a Christian isn’t learning?”
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The Christian who is still learning the basics is not growing.
The writer chided such people, You need someone to teach you again
the basic principles of the oracles of God (v.12b). People who have
been Christians for some time but are not teachers need to go back
and learn the basics. The wording really does mean like learning the
alphabet again. As in learning a foreign language, we start by
mastering the alphabet. The first principles of God’s oracles are truths
from the Old Testament that have been brought to completion in
Christ. They are the basic truths about who Christ is, what Christ has
done, how Christ’s work affects us, and how we live out the
righteousness He gave us.

The writers of some of the great catechisms from the
Reformation era used three elements as the foundation for teaching:
The Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer.
Most professing Christians today are totally unfamiliar with the
Apostles’ Creed, can list only about six of the Ten Commandments,
but are able to accurately repeat the Lord’s Prayer, though they could
never teach someone what it means. Therefore, many Christians  need
to go back in their Christian education and start all over because
without understanding of the basic truths, they will never be able to
stand for truth. What is the process? How do you do that?

The Corrective Principle (vv.12c-14).

First, we must identify the cause for lack of spiritual growth
(vv.12b-13). Non-growth is identified by the need for milk. You need
milk, not solid food (v.12c). Obviously, this is the picture of a baby
that must mature first by drinking milk, not by eating solid food.
These Christians cannot take solid food. They cannot because it is
impossible for them to digest. They need to go through the initial
stages of spiritual maturity first. 

This is the same process all Christians go through  –  such as the
Corinthians. Paul wrote to them, But I, brothers, could not address
you as spiritual people, but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ.
I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And
even now you are not yet ready, for you are still of the flesh. For
while there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh
and behaving only in a human way?  (1 Corinthians 3:1-3).
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God’s plan is for Christians to outgrow this stage that is more
characterized by living according to fleshly impulse than Bible
principle. Sadly, many true Christians are content to drink milk. In
fact, if you encourage them to move on to the solid meat of the Bible,
they will resist and protest that such a level of preaching or Bible
study is too difficult for them and it doesn’t make them feel good.
Did you catch the “flesh flag?” The immature Christians feed
shallowly because they live according to the impulses of the flesh
(feeling). 

Therefore, non-growth is evident in lack of skill with the Bible.
The writer expanded the cause, For everyone who lives on milk is
unskilled in the word of righteousness, since he is a child (v.13).
Christians who are satisfied to feel good about the basic, simple
truths, prove that they do not know how to handle the Bible. The
Bible is the word of righteousness. It explains what righteousness is.
It explains how righteousness works. Righteousness is what God put
on our account when He saved us. The promise is, And to the one
who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his
faith is counted as righteousness (Romans 4:5). Therefore, because
God has put righteousness on our account and has clothed us in
righteousness and we stand in righteousness, righteousness becomes
the over-riding characteristic of our lifestyle. Paul wrote, Do not
present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but
present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from
death to life, and your members to God as instruments for
righteousness (Romans 6:13).

People who are unskilled in the Bible will probably not live
lives that are characterized by righteousness. Not because they are
unsaved, but because they have not learned through spiritual maturity
how to understand and use the Bible. The verb translated unskilled
means unaccustomed to, unacquainted with, or inexperienced. People
who are satisfied with only the elementary truths of the Bible will
prove through their decisions that they do not know how to use the
Bible. Often people like this are content to allow a preacher to tell
them how to live without ever wondering what the reason is for that
rule.

God intends for His people to know the Bible and know how to
apply the Bible principles in life. To the Corinthian Christians Paul
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explained, The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be
judged by no one.  “For who has understood the mind of the Lord so
as to instruct Him?” But we have the mind of Christ (1 Corinthians
2:15-16). What is a Christian without the mind of Christ? According
to this text: lazy, dull, distracted. As a result, spiritual babies will be
sitting ducks when testing or persecution comes. Little faiths run
away when the mean guys show up. We remember from the Gospel
accounts that at least six times Jesus told the disciples that they had
little faith. True to His warning, they didn’t respond well in the time
of testing. At the onset of the torture and crucifixion, Jesus said to
them, “You will all fall away because of me this night. For it is
written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be
scattered’”Matthew 26:31.

The application of the principle should be plain enough for us.
Read your Bible, learn your Bible, and make decisions in light of
what you learned. Or the alternative might be, if you choose instead
to watch television, the internet, face book, or read only best sellers,
you will make decisions in light of what you have learned. Which
describes most professing Christians today?

Let me illustrate. A few years ago I was teaching a class of
ministerial students. The discussion led around to some of the
differences between the older generation of pastors and their
generation. I asked why they dress the way they dress – implying that
sloppy t-shirts, baggy shorts, and flip flops didn’t make the best
impression on others. One student answered very honestly, “It’s
comfortable.” I certainly have no argument with that. That is
generally how I look around the house on a summer day. 

But now let’s apply Bible principle to that very simple practice
of life. The fact is, when it gets above 95 degrees in the summer the
most comfortable situation is no clothes at all. “Oh, but that is not
acceptable to our culture,” someone protests. But it is entirely
possible that if culture continues to degenerate at the current rate, in
twenty years public nakedness will be acceptable. Now what do you
do,Christian? If you know the Bible and how to apply the Bible,the
answer to that hypothetical dilemma is very easy. God is holy and
soundly condemns public nakedness many times in Scripture. 
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Now granted, that was a terribly simple illustration, but it does
indicate how easy it is to use the Bible skillfully. If you would like
another project to work at try this one. Paul taught, For even when we
were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not
willing to work, let him not eat (2 Thessalonians 3:10). How does
that work in real life?

The corrective measure for failure to grow spiritually is quite
simple: eat right (v.14). Solid food is for the mature (v.14a). Maturity
is a process,not an immediate attainment. We all start out like babies
feeding on the basic truths of the Bible, and we begin to grow. We
study more, ask more questions, practice applying the truths that we
learn from the Bible. In the process,we are becoming more and more
skillful at learning the Bible and putting it into practice. God’s desire
is for each of us to be growing into spiritual adulthood. He calls us
the complete ones (mature). And as we mature,we will be teaching
others.

Mature Christians are what they eat. For those who have their
powers of discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish
good from evil (v.14b). As we feed on the Bible, our powers of
discernment are being trained. This process involves the senses,
which is our ability to perceive. It happens when our cognitive
processes (how we think) are “having been exercised.” The Greek
word behind the English trained spoke first of physical exercise. It is
the kind of training an athlete engages in order to compete well.
Reading the Bible, learning from the Bible, and applying the Bible is
a day by day (yea, moment by moment) exercise.

If we will do this, we will become people who are able to
distinguish good from evil. And this is the major problem I deal with
in my own life and see in the lives of so many professing Christians.
Typical responses when we try to teach what we have learned are
things like, “Who says that is wrong?” Or, “Why can’t I do such and
such?” Or, “You live the way you want to and I’ll live the way I want
to.” Or, “That’s so old school.” Or the one I struggle with, “Is this
activity or practice acceptable to God?”

Keep practicing the Scripture and you will find the answer. This
is the promise of my life’s verses. All Scripture is breathed out by
God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
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training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete,
equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

Do you understand the basics (the stuff you find in a creed)?
Have you moved on from that level to deeper truth by reading,
studying, asking questions? Are you sharing what you are learning
with others? Are you discovering that the lifestyle you once enjoyed
you no longer practice because of what you learned? Are you
discovering that practices that once constrained you are not validated
by the Bible? 
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