
St Nicholas’ Anglican Church, Mordialloc, Sunday 25th August, 2019 (Eleventh 

Sunday after Pentecost) 

Revd Dr Sharne Rolfe,Vicar 

Readings: 

Jeremiah 1:4-10 

Psalm 71:1-6 

Hebrews 12:18-29 

Luke 13:10-17 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.  Amen. 

Sermon: Our God is a consuming fire 

Once every month a small but enthusiastic group of parishioners meet in the Vicar’s 

office to reflect on Scripture together. As Vicar I can attest that I learn as much, if not 

more, from the reflections of others as they possibly learn from me. It’s a mutual 

learning experience, and we all enjoy it immensely. 

It didn’t take us long to decide, collaboratively, how the Bible study process itself 

would work. It was always going to be lectionary-based; i.e. our study would be of 

the scripture readings set for the following Sunday.  But we couldn’t study all the 

readings - we only have an hour and a half - so the first thing we decided we’d do 

each meeting is decide collaboratively which of the four readings, if you include the 

Psalm, that we will focus upon. It sounds like a recipe for disaster and it always feels 

to me as if this is going to be a difficult decision to reach. Just this week, for example, 

we were a group of five, and basically each person wanted to focus on a different 

reading! But God is good, and somehow we always reach a consensus with minimal 

fuss. And the consensus reached is often a surprise to me, since if I was a betting 

person, which I’m not, the least likely reading to be chosen on my estimation is often 



the one that gets up! And so it was this week, which leads me to our reading from 

Hebrews today.  

Yes, we all agreed last Wednesday, the passage from Jeremiah is beautiful, God’s call 

of one who feels himself totally inadequate, not up to the task. We can all relate to 

that! Yes, the psalm, a prayer for lifelong protection and help, resonated with us all - 

“In you, O Lord, I take refuge.” And yes, the reading from Luke of the healing of the 

crippled woman on a Sabbath would certainly have given us lots to get our 

theological teeth into. But in the end, we decided to go with the passage from the 

letter to the Hebrews. We all agreed it was very dense, very hard to fathom, and we 

couldn’t even work out, on first reading, what the “something” referred to in the first 

line was - “You have not come to something that can be touched”. Yet bravely we 

took God’s leading and waded in. And we were glad we did. 

No one is really sure who wrote the Letter to the Hebrews. It certainly could have 

been Paul; but equally it may have been Barnabas or Apollos, or even Priscilla and 

Aquila. What is much clearer is the intent of the letter: it was written to encourage 

believers at the time to persevere in their faith. Possibly written prior to the 

destruction of the temple in 70AD, it was probably addressed to Jewish believers, 

converts, wearied by their efforts to live the Christian life. 

Its hard for us now, more than 2000 years later, to understand how hard it must have 

been for these new Jewish converts to Christianity to get their heads around the idea 

of a “new covenant”. That was one of the things our Bible study group really grasped 

this week. The first part of the passage, from chapter 12, verses 18 - 24, helps us 

understand. The first verses of chapter 12, that we heard in our second reading last 

Sunday, include those beautiful words: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so 

great a cloud of witnesses … let us run with perseverance the race that is set before 

us.” Whoever wrote Hebrews had an excellent command of and thorough familiarity 

with the Old Testament. The author encourages believers to persevere in their 

sufferings and doubts, looking to the “great cloud” of faithful men and women of the 



old covenant who suffered greatly because of their faith, but who nonetheless 

persevered. Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses and the other Israelite heroes: 

Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets - who we are told 

“through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the 

mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won strength 

out of weakness, suffered mocking, flogging, chains and imprisonment, stoned to 

death, sawn in two … destitute, persecuted, tormented” - the grisly list goes on and on 

in Hebrews chapter 11. And yet they persisted in their faith. This is the great cloud of 

witnesses to whom we can turn for encouragement as we run with perseverance the 

race set before us. And still there is more. And that “more” is Jesus, revealed in 

Hebrews as the perfect high priest, the pioneer and perfecter of the faith. “Consider 

him”, Hebrews says, “him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so 

that you may not grow weary or lose heart.” “Consider him”, Hebrews says, “him 

who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow 

weary or lose heart.”  

But back to the early Jewish converts. Verses 18-24 in chapter 12 make the point that 

these new converts were still very much carrying around in their head an image of 

God firmly rooted in Old Testament, old covenant teachings: God as a blazing fire, a 

darkness, a tempest, a voice whose very words made the hearers beg that not another 

word be spoken to them. Rather, the writer of Hebrews reminds them: you have come 

to Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, innumerable angels 

in a festal gathering … and to Jesus, the mediator of the new covenant.” The imagery 

could not be more different. For us, in 2019, the God we mainly know draws 

extensively on this second image, given to us through the new covenant, in Jesus 

Christ: a God of peace, of grace, of hospitality, of justice, of the fruit of the Spirit, of 

love. A God who is our helper, who will never leave us or forsake us. But the new 

Jewish Christian converts needed to be reminded of it, as a mutual assurance and 

encouragement for all. And perhaps we need this reminder too, even 2000 years later? 



In essence, then, our second reading from Hebrews today is an encouragement for us 

all, and a reminder to look to Jesus, and that great crowd of faithful witnesses, if and 

when our own faith feels fragile, at risk; when we feel like we are losing our way, or 

feeling the pull towards that which is unrighteous, ungodly, the sinful. 

But there’s a sting in the tail of our reading from Hebrews today. And given the 

newness of the new covenant teaching at the time, the author of Hebrews can perhaps 

be forgiven for this. For having emphasised to the readers that the new covenant God 

is rather different in nature to that which they had known through the old covenant, 

the writer nonetheless reverts to the language of the old when he (or she) writes: 

“Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us give 

thanks, by which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for 

indeed our God is a consuming fire”!!! “… for indeed our God is a consuming fire”!!! 

Old habits die hard! 

I give thanks today that we live in a country where we can meet together, as we do at 

the Vicar’s Bible study, and as others do at Bible study @ Claire’s, and for Holy 

Communion each Wednesday and Sunday, and at Morning Prayer each Tuesday, 

without fear, in freedom. We are truly blessed, and we pray for our brothers and 

sisters in Christ who know no such safety or freedom as they persevere in the 

Christian faith. May we never take our freedom for granted. And may we never lose 

heart, remembering that great cloud of witnesses that surround us, and looking to 

Jesus, the pioneer, the perfect one, our shepherd and our saviour, our helper, and our 

model of that love which knows no bounds. May we never lose sight of the fact that 

we are receiving through faith a kingdom which cannot be shaken, for indeed our God 

is a consuming fire, if we open ourselves to that possibility. Thanks be to God! 

+ In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


