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Do Not Drift Away

Hebrews 2:1 “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.”

I encourage brothers and sisters to memorize this verse for the New Year, so that it can be a helpful reminder to us throughout the year. Let me first give a brief explanation about the book of Hebrews. Following the Gospels, the Acts and Pauline letters in the New Testament, the book of Hebrews starts the general letters with a new message of encouragement. Pauline letters start with the book of Romans. It tells us that men have to face the judgment of God because of their sins. However, God in his grace has mercy on us so that we are justified through faith like Abraham, baptized into Christ Jesus, and united with the Lord. As a result, we can walk in the Holy Spirit for a new life of union with the Lord in love. As per Romans, we are saved by faith, forgiven with repentance, and justified through Christ. However, the book of Hebrews’ focus is different. It helps us look forward to the final destination indicated in the book of Revelation. The book of Romans gets us started with a new life after salvation. Nonetheless, we cannot stop there, because there is a long way ahead of us. The book of Romans is but a beginning. The answer as to how to reach the destination mentioned in the book of Revelation lies in the book of Hebrews, which tells us to persist unremittingly and to fulfill the will of God. Therefore, unlike the book of Romans that focuses on the beginning, the book of Hebrews highlights the necessary perseverance for us to finish our path toward the New Jerusalem. This is why there are so many callings and warnings in the Hebrews. Repetitively, we notice callings like “let’s do this’ or “let’s do that”. On the other hand, there are many warning phrases such as “beware”. “For fear that” in Hebrews 2:1 draws our attention with a warning. Thank the Lord for the richness of this book. From all aspects and angles, we learn about two issues. On the one hand, we see callings such as “let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ”, “let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess”, “let us draw near to God”, and “let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us”. On the other hand, we often read warnings with “in fear of” this or “for fear that”.
There is a warning for us in 2:1, “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.” This warning is a result of the important message just mentioned before. Because of the significance of the message, the apostle warned us not to forget it. The message before the warning is in Chapter one, which tells us that in these last days God has spoken to us in his Son, our Christ. The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being. He is the one who not only created, sustains and redeems all things but will one day rule over all things. Thus, it is highlighted in 1:4, “So he became as much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is superior to theirs.” Because he is the Son of the eternal God, he is much superior to angels. Many references from Psalms are then used to further illustrate the fact that Christ is the Son of God. He wants to save us so that we can live with him in heaven. The question lies in whether we are to be taken up as the first fruits or to be left on earth when he comes the second time. Therefore, Hebrews calls us to beware of many things in fear of terrible consequences. After receiving the message from Chapter one, we are warned to pay more careful attention to what we have heard. Otherwise, we will drift away and be lost. This morning, please pay attention, brothers and sisters, to these few words “careful”, “drift” and “away”. If we are not careful, we may drift away and be lost. Now, what do these words mean?

The book of Hebrews was written to the Hebrews. “Hebrew” means crossing a river or a person who crosses a river. In the Bible, the first man called a “Hebrew” is Abraham. He used to live in Ur of the Chaldeans by the Euphrates River. One day, the glorious Lord appeared to him and called him to leave his country, his people and his father's household, so he crossed the Euphrates to go to the Promised Land. Hence, Abraham was called a Hebrew, i.e. a person who crossed the river. How did he cross the river then? He crossed the river by boat. As a result, the author of the book used many nautical terms for illustration. Take the example of 6:19-20, “we have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, as a forerunner, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” An anchor is a device found only on a boat. At the harbor, an anchor is cast to stabilize the boat to be firm and secure. “Forerunner” often refers to the small tug boat leading the big ship into a harbor. We used to float on the open sea. Jesus is leading us into a safe harbor. Our harbor is the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, the Most Holy Place where God is. Jesus opens a new and living way leading us to the Most Holy Place through his blood. This is the harbor for our soul to set anchor, firm and secure while Jesus is the forerunner. In 2:1 the author also uses a couple nautical terms. What does “careful” mean? The word is originally used to refer to the helmsman who handles the oar or rudder with care to enter a harbor. Brothers and sisters, this original meaning gives a good picture of “being careful”. Today, God tells us that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, superior to angels. Angels revealed many things to us in the Old Testament. However, the one speaking to us today is superior to angels. Can we take his words lightly? Surely we should pay careful attention to the words of God’s Son. Since all who ignored warnings from angels were punished, how can we escape from punishment if we disregard the words of God’s Son? This is very serious, so we must pay more careful attention to what we hear, just like the helmsman who is fully alert in following the lead of the forerunner and in controlling the oar or rudder to enter the harbor. God’s words are blueprints leading us into the harbor, i.e. the inner sanctuary behind the curtain where Christ is now. He has set the example for us to follow. We should carefully follow the words of the Lord to enter into Him. We should do as it is said in Psalms, “I have hidden your word in my heart” that we might not drift away.

“Drift away” is also a marine expression. If the helmsman fails to carefully maneuver the ship, the water flowing out of the harbor can be so strong as to push the boat away. His original goal is to get into the harbor. But he will drift in the flowing water away from reaching the destination if he doesn’t take heed in controlling the rudder. The result of drifting is to flow away from the destination. Therefore, the apostle asks us to pay careful attention to the words of the Lord lest we should drift away from God. If drifted away, we would have no hope of reaching the destination indicated in the book of Revelation. Perhaps we already have begun as mentioned in Romans: we have believed in Jesus, saved and baptized, and attended church services. However, if we do not take heed and pay attention, we may still drift away so that we cannot make it to the destination of Revelation, the harbor of our soul.

God's will is for us to enter the safe harbor and to rest in Him fully, as He alone provides for all our needs. The riches of Christ make us whole and manifest the life created in God’s image. For this purpose, he wants us to pay careful attention to his word lest we should drift away because of negligence. Please note that our natural tendency is to drift. What does “drifting” mean? It means floating downstream with the water. Can anyone move upstream by floating? While we float effortlessly in relaxation, the result is to flow from a higher place to a lower one. Nobody can float upstream. However, the hymn-writer tells us to plant our feet on higher ground. We are called to be renewed inwardly day by day. How can we reach the heights? How can we inwardly be renewed day by day? Hebrews warns us not to drift away. Whenever we stop making effort or paying careful attention, we’ll drift downward. As the Chinese saying goes, learning is like sailing against the current such that one is either moving forward or sliding backward. Brothers and sisters, have we been drifting? At the beginning of the New Year, I am burdened to share these words with you. Many brothers and sisters have the new beginning indicated in Romans. Hopefully, we’ll not stop there or drift. As soon as we let go a little bit, we’ll drift downstream. You may have been in the Lord for three or five years, known the Lord a little bit, and been built up already. However, a little drifting may bring you down quickly. Brothers and sisters please look back and you’ll find many who drifted little by little for years and years. Where would you find them? Brothers and sisters, please do not relax and drift.

We should be especially careful not to drift in the flow of the world. The book of Romans tells us not to be conformed to the world. Do not drift in the worldly flow. Once we relax and drift in the world even for just a little bit, you won’t believe where we may be heading. Why are so many Christians in bad shape today, having no joy even after accepting Jesus, having no power to resist temptations and no interests in reading the Bible, but indulging themselves in TV programs? It’s all because they are drifting in the flow of the world. This is dangerous and very appalling. Moreover, we should be careful not to bring the world into the church to form a worldly flow within the church. Such a flow is a copy of the worldly flow. As a result, new believers, who have just believed in the Lord and who are not fully grounded in the truth, may follow suit simply because such drifting Christians appear to be reading the Bible also, appearing religious, talking about Jesus, and calling themselves Christians. Aren’t we supposed to pay more careful attention to the word of the Lord? However, we copied many things from the world even without realizing that they are from the world. Consequently, some drift with the flow of the world while others drift with the flow of religion. With the flow of religion, people only learn to follow rituals, rules, regulations, and human traditions. Floating like this, many drift away from the blessed harbor of Christ. How dreadful and terrible this can be!

The book of Hebrews encourages us to hold on to the hope of reaching the destination, to secure the complete salvation, to live properly before the Lord, firm and secure, until the day when we can enter the glorious kingdom. This is not a matter of simply being justified by faith or being forgiven of our sins. This is glorious, complete, and heavenly good news about reigning with the Lord in the future. We should pay more careful attention lest we should drift away and be lost. Let me ask brothers and sisters a few questions. How are we controlling our tongues and remarks? Have we been relaxing? Husbands how are you controlling your temper? How do you behave at home before your wife and children? Have we been using money loosely? Are we drifting downward in the matter of tithing and offering to the Lord? How have our young people been dressing themselves? Has our time drifted away on worldly matters? Have we been drifting like the people of the world? If we follow the flow of some Christian religions without paying careful attention to the word of the Lord, we can still face the danger of becoming lost. How have we been serving the Lord? Have we relaxed too much? Have we been diligent enough? Have we been loyal enough? Or have we been drifting? Beware that we surely can drift away. Brothers and sisters, I have to tell you this. Many things in life that appear to be trivial can push you away a little bit such that the fruits of many years' effort can be lost and your hope to enter into the rest can vanish. This is the reason why the author of Hebrews gives this warning, “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.”

I hope that every one of us will pay more careful attention to enter the harbor of Christ, enter into His rest there, and cast the anchor of our souls, firm and secure. Do not drift because once you drift you’ll be lost, removed from the final destination. May we all reach the final glorious destination, to appear before the Lord in the coming kingdom, to reign with Him, praising and worshiping Him while He receives us as good and faithful servants. Let’s pay more careful attention lest we should drift away. May the Lord have mercy on us.
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