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Repentance from Dead Works


Hebrews 5:11-6:2

A shallow understanding of the Bible contributes toward spiritual immaturity.
In writing the letter to the Hebrews, its writer, in an attempt to illustrate the superiority of the priesthood of Jesus over that of the Levites, wanted to use the priesthood of Melchizedek.
But after writing that Jesus “was designated by God to be high priest in order of Melchizedek (Heb. 5:10),” the writer abruptly stopped his thought to make a personal comment about his readers
Hebrews 5:11-12

Concerning Him we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing.  For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to need milk and not solid food
What’s his point?

· The lack of in-depth knowledge of God’s word results in and is a reflection of spiritual immaturity.

For the next 6 weeks we will be exploring the solid foundation that Hebrews is referring to:

1. Repentance from dead works

2. Faith toward God

3. Instructions about washings – baptisms

4. Laying on of hands

5. Resurrection of the dead

6. Eternal judgment

Goal is to move towards perfection – but must first build a foundation.

Repentance

In the NT the English verb to repent – metanoein, has one definite meaning throughout the history of the Greek language from classical Greek down into NT Greek.  

Its basic meaning is always the same – to change one’s mind.
Repentance in the NT is not an emotion but a decision.  

True repentance is a firm, inward decision – a change of mind.

In the OT, the word most commonly translated to repent – shuwb, means literally to turn, turn back, or return.
This harmonizes perfectly with the meaning of repentance in the NT.  

The NT word denotes the inner decision, the inner change of mind.  

The OT word denotes outward action that is the expression of the inward change of mind – the act of turning back or turning around.
The NT emphasizes the inward nature of true repentance.

The OT emphasizes the outward expression in action of the inner change.
Derek Prince

Repentance is an inner change of mind resulting in an outward turning back, or turning around; to face and to move in a completely new direction.
Understanding this definition will help to dispel many false impressions and ideas concerning repentance.  

Many people associate repentance with emotion and shedding of tears.  It is possible for a person to feel great emotion and to shed many tears and yet never repent in the scriptural sense.  

Others associate repentance with carrying out of special religious rites – doing penance.  But it is possible to go through many religious rites and yet never repent in the scriptural sense.

Matthew 27:3

Then when Judas, who had betrayed Him, saw that He had been condemned, he felt remorse and returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders,

Remorse – metamelomi – to care afterwards, regret.  Sometimes translated to repent himself.

Feeling remorse or regret is not repentance.  

Hebrews 12:16-17

That there be no immoral or godless person like Esau, who sold his own birthright for a single meal. For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance, though he sought for it with tears.

Esau felt remorse and even sought it diligently with tears but he did not repent.  He selfishly wanted God’s blessings but did not want God.  He cried but his heart was not there. 

God did not reject Esau.  Esau rejected God.  Esau found no place of repentance in his heart though he sought for the blessing with tears.  He did not seek repentance with tears but the blessing.  

Dead Works

In order to understand this first doctrine we must consider the context of the book of Hebrews and why it was written.

The theme of the book of Hebrews is the superiority of Christ. The author endeavors to explain and convince his Jewish audience why the New Covenant is far superior to the Old Covenant. The Jews believed that keeping God’s laws was the only means of remaining upright with God. They relied on the sacrificial system and strict law keeping somehow paying for past sins and justifying themselves to God.

This wrong concept was difficult to overcome even among converted Jews. They had to be reminded that the concept of justification by law keeping was not possible. The author reinforces the truth that faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ is the only way to have our sins forgiven. Keeping God’s laws is essential, but law keeping can never forgive sin or save anyone. Any form of works, even good works, can never justify Christians.

Later in the book of Hebrews the Jewish Christians were reminded that temple rituals had had their purposes, but that “the blood of Christ” was the only way to “cleanse your conscience from dead works” (Hebrews 9:14). Animal sacrifices could never forgive sin or cleanse the conscience.

Hebrews was written in a time of apostasy.  The line of reasoning developed by the reader was attractive.  If following Christ brought persecution, and Jewish practice did not, why not return to Judaism and be free from persecution?  Hebrews answers this line of thinking by showing the superiority of Christ point by point against the claims of Judaism.  

· Good works

Good works are godly works or actions that God accepts.  Such works are the result of faith.
Matthew 5:16

Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.

Jesus taught His disciples to set a good example by letting their lights shine before all men.

Mark 14:6

But Jesus said, "Let her alone; why do you bother her? She has done a good deed to Me.

Like Mary we are to do all we can to the glory of God, not in order to be saved but because we are saved, having no other motive.

Paul expounds the concept of good works as the “fruit of the Spirit” – thoughts and actions that are opposite of the “works of the flesh.”  These good works produced by God’s Spirit in us are “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23).

· Ungodly works

Ungodly works are actions that God does not accept. They are deeds that break His law.
Paul uses the term “works of the flesh” to define unacceptable works: “Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like” (Galatians 5:19-21). These actions are the carnal thoughts and actions of the flesh.

· Dead Works

Clark’s Commentary defines dead works as “such works as deserve death – works of those who were dead in trespasses, and dead in sins, and dead by sentence of the law, because they had by these works broken the law.” 

Repentance from acts that lead to death.

This comment agrees with Paul’s statement in Romans 6:23
The wages of sin is death.
1 John 3:4

Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness.

In that sense all sin is dead works because all have sinned (Romans 3:23).

But in light of the context of Hebrews there seems to be another insight.

Dead works are works done for the purpose of inheriting eternal life.  A legalistic effort to keep the moral and ceremonial laws of God for the purpose of winning God’s favor and be saved by works.
Ephesians 2:8-9

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.
Any deed by which we try and earn our salvation is dead works.  

Only through the blood of Jesus and faith in Him by grace are we saved.

Paul says that no works of the Law will be justified in His sight (Romans 3:20).

Paul gives us a good illustration of repenting from dead works in Philippians 3:4-10.

v. 7-10

But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ.  More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death;

This was the power of the Reformation.

· Sola Scriptura – Scripture alone.

· Sola Gratia – Grace alone.

· Sola Fide – Faith alone.

· Solus Christus – Christ alone.

· Soli Deo Gloria – To God alone be the Glory.
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