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Hebrews 9:11-22, 10:5-18
Psalm 40:1-8

Two weeks ago we reached the triumphant conclusion of our Hebrews author, that Jesus had come to enact a
better covenant than the first one and that since that was now superseded, it had become obsolete and would
fade away.  So you might think that he had finished with his Old Testament - that is old covenant -
comparisons.  But no.  Chapter 9 and the first part of 10 go even deeper into the heart of what he has to say
about this better covenant, this better way of being purified and put right with God.  Now he wants to talk
about sacrifice.

When I was studying these passages and beginning to think about this sermon, I was in a train, going to a
meeting-cum-dinner in Edinburgh.  We were running into Edinburgh and as I looked out of the window I
could see all the digging and upheaval caused by the tram works.  And I could see the traffic waiting at
temporary traffic lights.  I was glad I was in the train.  But, of course, although the tram works are a nuisance
in Edinburgh, they haven't actually caused the city to grind to a transportational halt (or not often!).  People
can still get from a to b, even if not always by the most direct route.  It's not ideal, but it works.  And in all this
planning to put in the trams, someone has had to sit down and plan in advance how to route the traffic at
various phases of the work, so that everything still moves.

When the author to the Hebrews talks about sacrifice he wants to make the point that all along God had a plan
for the redemption of the world - the plan that was put into effect with Jesus.  But just as when a new road or
new tram-works are being prepared you need temporary arrangements, so God's people needed temporary
arrangements before Jesus could come and complete the plan.  All the elaborate code of sacrifice in the Old
Testament is like the diversions and delays of a temporary road system.  It functions for a while, but it is not
the best, it is not ideal; it is simply a means to a better end.

So at the beginning of chapter 9 the rituals and topography of the first temporary sanctuary, the tabernacle, are
laid out and how the High Priest could only go once year into the holiest part, always carrying with him the
blood of sacrifice.  Now this was a temporary system, and we have already been shown how much better is
Jesus' High Priesthood than any other, but that doesn't mean that we can't learn something from it.  And what
we need to learn most of all is the place of death in God's purposes for the world.  The sacrificial animals
represented or illustrated this, in a temporary way, but the death of Jesus was the real thing.

The death of animals was required in the continual re-affirming of the old covenant or testament.  The new
covenant, or testament is inaugurated once and for all by Jesus' death.  The picture we are given is of a will.
I don't know if you have written a will.  If not, you really should!  The whole point of a will is to say what you
want to happen with what is yours to determine, after you have died.  You can make a will and change it and
change it again and again, and it is just words on a piece of paper until you have died.  But your death gives
that piece of paper power, legal power, so that what you have written should now happen.  Your gold watch
goes to your eldest son, or your sideboard to your cousin in Skye, or your savings to the church, or your house
to your children - or whatever.

You have died and your testament comes into effect.

One of the hardest verses in the New Testament for twenty-first century Christians is verse 22 of chapter nine:
"Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness of sins." It sounds barbaric.  And when you realise that under Old Testament procedure almost
everything had to be sprinkled with blood - including the people - to be pronounced holy, you know that you



are now miles away from the worship we offer God.

But note, it wasn't the blood of the people which was required of them.  Other cultures believed that their gods
required human sacrifices to grant forgiveness or blessing.  But not God's people.  It was animal blood, and
the animals represented God's side of the covenant, the mutual promise.  God made the animals, God gave
them into human care, God gave people the wherewithal to acquire animals.  The blood of the animals
represented God's self-sacrificial love for his people.  It represented that.  The use of blood was a picture of
God's self-sacrificial love, but it wasn't the real thing.  It was part of the temporary traffic-flow, which pointed
to the better thing to come.

And then Jesus came and he died.  And when he did that, actually shedding his blood for the sin of the world,
then the ribbon was cut on the new tram-way, the new road-system.  (Actually the curtain in the temple was
torn in two.) The old temporary system was done away with.  The new covenant, the new testament came into
operation.

We know that it was once and for all, because of the verses from Psalm 40 which are quoted in chapter 10.
Verses which say that sacrifices and offerings are all very well, but not what God supremely requires of us, or
of his Son.  What he requires is that his will be done, and Jesus came to do, to enact, God's will.  And just like
any human testament, or will, it came into effect when there was a death: when Jesus died.

The will was enacted and that was the end of the matter.  The writer harks back one last time to his favourite
(and most puzzling) Psalm, number 110 when he points out that there it says that Jesus has sat down at the
right hand of God.

He has sat down.  You are all sitting.  I hope you are comfortable.  Did you know that Christianity is the only
religion which encourages people to sit in worship?  In the Jewish temple one stood in reverence to God.  In
a mosque you kneel and prostrate yourself.  In Hinduism prostration or standing are used, and so on.  Even in
the Orthodox churches it is more customary to stand before God than to sit.

When Jesus is portrayed as sitting at God's right hand we tend to think of the right hand, the proximity to God,
as being the main thing.  But the sitting is also important.  It means that Jesus has finished his work.  Until
quite recent times nearly all work was done standing.  Sitting was what you did when work was finished.  Jesus
sits at God's hand.  His work is done.  It was once, for all, and needs no repetition.  By his death he has enacted
God's will, inaugurated the new covenant, made a forgiveness for sin which goes deeper than what was
possible in the old system.  The old system gave forgiveness for unintentional sin.  The new covenant goes
deeper, does better.  It affects, it purifies our inner selves.  It changes us.  It sanctifies us and makes us holy
for all time.  Jesus, by his death, changes us.  He makes us his blood brothers and sisters.

When I was a child we used to go in for gangs - just harmless groups of friends who wanted their playing
together to have some added spice.  It's more fun to get together with a few rules and rituals.  One of the things
we sometimes said we would do - though I don't remember us ever following through with it - was we would
say that to join the gang you would have to become blood brothers.  We had got the idea from some Western
or other, and were under the impression that this was what American Indians - as we called them - used to do
if a newcomer joined the tribe.  They would cut their arms and mix the blood.  We, being cowards, or perhaps
sensible, always drew back when it came to actually hurting ourselves!

But what the writer to the Hebrews is saying to us is that in effect Jesus made us his blood brothers and sisters,
and so became our blood brother when he offered his life as the fulfilment of God's will and brought us into
the new covenant.  Earlier in the letter we saw how by becoming fully human Jesus became our brother: he
was just like us.  Now the thing is reversed.  By his death he offered his blood and his blood changes us, so
that we are his siblings, not just because he became human (for all time, remember), but because he is able to
sanctify us, to make us fit for the presence of God.  He has given his blood to make us like him.

There is a lot of hard stuff in the parts of Hebrews we have read today, but what it is dealing with is the
message of the new testament, or covenant: what it is dealing with is the heart of the gospel.  And what good
news it is!



God has finished the roadworks, done with any temporary systems so that we can come to him in the best way:
through Jesus.  Jesus has given his life, his blood, not as sacrifice so much as in obedience to God, and his
blood has the power to bring in the new covenant, and to not only forgive, but change us.  So he makes us fit
for God's presence, not by our own efforts, but by his work for us.

Next week we will come to the "so what" of all this, but for this week, it is enough to marvel and wonder.
One wise man once said that the point of understanding theology - understanding the things of God - is to lead
us into praise.  Let us praise Christ for all that he has done for us.

Amen.


