Nothing But The Best #23

“Types in the Tabernacle”

Hebrews 9:1-15


As we progress in our study of the book of Hebrews, we have arrived at chapter nine, continuing the main emphasis of the letter that the New Covenant inaugurated by Jesus the Messiah has fulfilled and superceded the Old Covenant that the Jews had been living under for over a thousand years. Chuck Swindoll comments,

At the heart and center of this issue among the people to whom the letter was written was the battle between that which was seen and unseen, that which is tangible and touchable and that which is intangible and invisible.


We should not think, though, that the “seen” of the Old and the “unseen” of the New are at odds with each other. Just like with the parables of Jesus, the seen is used to introduce, illustrate, and illuminate the unseen. This is particularly evident in Hebrews 9.

The Earthly Arrangement

Hebrews 9:1-5 depict the earthly arrangement of the Old Covenant,

Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also an earthly sanctuary. A tabernacle was set up. In its first room were the lampstand, the table and the consecrated bread; this was called the Holy Place. Behind the second curtain was a room called the Most Holy Place, which had the golden altar of incense and the gold-covered ark of the covenant. This ark contained the gold jar of manna, Aaron’s staff that had budded, and the stone tablets of the covenant. Above the ark were the cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing the atonement cover.﻿﻿ But we cannot discuss these things in detail now. 

In the original Greek of the first verse, the word “covenant” is not present, so that a literal rendering would read: “Now even the first had regulations for worship…” But the translators have rightly, in the interests of clarity, supplied the term “covenant,” since in the immediately preceding verse—Hebrews 8:13—the same expression, the first, is used with reference to the former covenant. (Once again we see how a chapter division breaks the flow of thought for us, while the original letter had no such breaks.)

We might be surprised that the author uses the Tabernacle as his illustration rather than the Temple, which at the time of writing would still have been in use in Jerusalem. Using the Tabernacle would have had a wider appeal to Jews than the Temple had. The Temple was accessible only to those in Jerusalem; but wherever Jews were, their Scriptures told them all about the Tabernacle.
 Furthermore, Herod’s Temple—the one standing at the time this was written—did not have the Ark of the Covenant.
 The original ark disappeared around the time of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 586 b.c. When the second temple (sometimes called “Zerubbabel’s Temple”) was built seventy years later, the Holy of Holies was left empty, the former position of the ark being demarcated by a slab of stone known as “the stone of foundation.” The emptiness of the Holy of Holies in this later temple (renovated and enlarged by Herod the Great) is not only implied by Josephus but also remarked on by the Roman historian Tacitus. The actual fate of the ark is unknown, though different strands of Jewish legend variously related that it, together with other contents of the holy of holies, was carried away by an angel, or hidden, with the altar of incense, by Jeremiah in a cave on the mountain from which Moses viewed the promised land, or, according to the tradition of the Samaritans, buried by Moses on Mount Gerizim.
 (Most likely it was destroyed or carted off by the Babylonians.)
The Tabernacle was divided into two sections, the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place (literally, “Holy of Holies”). Priests and Levites worked daily in the Holy Place, while only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies only once a year, on the Day of Atonement.

Inside the Holy Place were articles of furniture that were functional for the priests yet foreshadowing the coming Messiah. The seven-branched lampstand provided the necessary light for the priests’ ministry in the holy place, since there were no windows in the tabernacle. This signified that the nation of Israel was supposed to be a light to the nations according to Isaiah 42:6 and 49:6, and that Jesus Christ would be the “Light of the world,” according to John 8:12.

There was also a table in the Holy Place with twelve loaves of bread on it, called the “table of showbread.” Each Sabbath, the priests would remove the old loaves and put fresh loaves on the table; and the old loaves would be eaten. These loaves were called “the bread of presence” and the table was called “the table of presence.” Only the priests could eat this bread, and they were required to eat it in the sanctuary. It reminded the twelve tribes of God’s presence that sustained them. It also speaks to us today of Jesus Christ, the “Bread of Life” given to the whole world.

Verse four mentions the golden altar of incense as “behind the second curtain,” that is, in the Holy of Holies. This presents a problem, since in the Tabernacle the altar of incense was definitely in front of the curtain separating the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. Indeed, it had to be outside the Most Holy Place, for it was in daily use.
 How do we understand this, then? The King James Version renders this “the golden censer,” some commentators suggesting this refers to something distinct from the altar of incense, but this proposal holds little weight. It seems more likely that the author of Hebrews has in mind the intimate connection of the incense altar with the Most Holy Place; it “belonged to the inner sanctuary” as 1 Kings 6:22 puts it.

Within the Holy of Holies sat the Ark of the Covenant, a wooden chest three feet, nine inches long; two feet, three inches wide; and two feet, three inches high. On the top of this chest was a beautiful “mercy seat” made of gold, with a cherub at each end. This was considered the throne of God in the Tabernacle. On the Day of Atonement, the blood was sprinkled on this mercy seat to cover the tables of Law within the ark.

Inside the Ark were three items: “the gold jar of manna, Aaron’s staff that had budded, and the stone tablets of the covenant.” All three reminded the Israelites of their days in the wilderness, following their redemption from slavery in Egypt. The manna was miraculously provided food given by God for forty years as they passed through the desert. Aaron’s staff was God’s way of demonstrating His choice of Aaron as the first high priest when others challenged that decision. Aaron’s staff (think “walking stick”) was set out on the ground one night, and the following morning it had budded and even sprouted almonds! Of course, the stone tables of the covenant were the engraved copies of Ten Commandments, etched in stone by Moses after he had destroyed the original ones engraved by God Himself.


While no one knows the fate of the Ark of the Covenant (it is probably not stored away somewhere in the Smithsonian Institution, as suggested by the film Raiders of the Lost Ark), the true ark does make an appearance in Revelation 11:19, where John records, “Then God’s temple in heaven was opened, and within his temple was seen the ark of his covenant.” 

No doubt many spiritual truths are wrapped up in these pieces of furniture, and all of them are of value. But the most important truth is this: all of this was symbolism and not the spiritual reality. It was this fact that made the tabernacle of the Old Covenant inferior to the New Covenant ushered in by Jesus. Wiersbe adds,

Hebrews reminds readers that the regulations and practices in the tabernacle were ordained of God. If there was any inferiority in the tabernacle service, it was not because God had not established the ritual. While the Old Covenant was in force, the ministry of the priests was ordained of God and perfectly proper.

We should not view the Old Covenant as “bad” and the New Covenant as “good”; rather the Old Covenant as “good” and the New Covenant as “better”…or, to be more precise, “best.”

The External Association

Moving on in Hebrews 9, the author shows the external association in verses 6-10

When everything had been arranged like this, the priests entered regularly into the outer room to carry on their ministry. But only the high priest entered the inner room, and that only once a year, and never without blood, which he offered for himself and for the sins the people had committed in ignorance. The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had not yet been disclosed as long as the first tabernacle was still standing. This is an illustration for the present time, indicating that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the worshiper. They are only a matter of food and drink and various ceremonial washings—external regulations applying until the time of the new order. 

The attention shifts from the furnishings of the Tabernacle to the functions of the priests inside the Tabernacle. Every day the priests (note the plural) carry out their duties in the Holy Place, but only once a year can only the high priest enter the Holy of Holies, and only then he had to enter with the blood of the sacrifice for his own sins as well as the sins of the people. That is to say, he had no inherent right of entry on the basis of his own holiness, for he, like the rest of the people, was a sinner in need of atonement. Thus the sanctity of this shrine was safeguarded by the most careful prescriptions which excluded not only the general populace but even the priests themselves and sanctioned the entry of the high priest on but a single day of each year, while, as another scholar observes, “even he entered only in the power of another life.” All this served to make dramatically plain to the Israelites that the way into the presence of God was closed to them because of their sinfulness which separated them from their Creator, and that it was only through the blood of a sacrifice offered in their stead that they could hope to find mercy and forgiveness.

All of these sacrifices and services in the Tabernacle were ordained of God. I have read several writers speak of the precepts and practices of the Old Covenant as being “by Moses,” as though made up by man. Nothing could be further from the truth! Nor was the Old Covenant a failure on God’s part. The Law fulfilled its role—to prove to man his need for God. The Tabernacle, with all its restrictions, served its purpose as a living parable, pointing through and beyond itself to the promised reality of perfection that was yet to come. In association with covenant promise and messianic prophecy, which they were designed to illustrate (for imperfect ordinances have no worth in isolation), they stimulated a longing for the perfect sacrifice that God would provide for his people.

What the sacrifices and rituals could not do was clear the conscience of guilt, as verse nine reveals. What is meant by “conscience”? Hughes writes,

The conscience is properly man’s inner knowledge of himself, especially in the sense of his answerability for his motives and actions in view of the fact that he, as a creature made in the image of God, stands before and must give an account of himself to his Creator. As a sinner, who has failed to keep the loving standard of God’s law, he has an inner consciousness of his guilt and of his need for cleansing and restoration.

The King James Version uses the word “perfect” in relation to the conscience to translate the Greek word teleios. This term does not mean “sinless” but rather “complete” or “finished.” The Levitical ritual as such did not touch the conscience. No ritual in itself ever does. Only the working of the Holy Spirit through the Word of God and the blood of the Messiah could do that.
 This does not mean, of course, that no Old Testament saint ever had a clear conscience, but he did not obtain it by the sacrifices as such.

Kenneth Wuest explains how this could work:

The Holy Spirit did in Old Testament times deal as He does today with the consciences of men, but the salvation which He applied under the Levitical system found its source in the New Testament Sacrifice, the Lord Jesus. Therefore, while operating under the jurisdiction of the First Testament, God was giving salvation to the First Testament believer by virtue of that which was accomplished through the New Testament.

We can only comprehend this as we remember the timeless nature of God. We think in terms of time—past, present, and future—but God is eternal, untouched by time. As I have stated previously, salvation in the Old Testament came the same way as in the New Testament: by grace through faith. The blood of Jesus paid the price for all sin of all time—even for those who had already lived and died as well as for those who hadn’t been born yet. This leads to our final point this evening….

The Eternal Atonement


Verses 11-15 speak of the eternal atonement accomplished by Christ,

When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here,﻿﻿ he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation. He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death,﻿﻿ so that we may serve the living God! For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant. 


Here is the point of chapter nine. As Swindoll observes, “There are a lot of attractive and interesting and good things in the first twelve verses of Hebrews chapter nine, but the point of the passage is verse thirteen and verse fourteen. Paraphrase it like this: “If the blood of animals was sufficient to make the body pure, how much more would the blood of Christ make your souls pure?”


The Levitical system is not dismissed as useless. It had its values and was effective within its limits. But those limits were concerned with what is outward.
 But these verses make it clear that there was no final and complete redemption under the Old Covenant. Those transgressions were covered by the blood of the many sacrifices, but not cleansed until the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. Since Christ has accomplished an eternal redemption, we are able to share in an eternal inheritance.


Again, we should not think that the New Covenant is some attempt to rectify the divine mistakes of an earlier experiment (i.e., the Old Covenant). Remember that the New Covenant is actually the fulfillment of the Older Covenant (if I can coin the phrase) made to Abraham over four centuries before Moses was given the Law. The promise made to Abraham that in his seed all the nations of the earth would be blessed was fulfilled precisely by Jesus. Accordingly, Abraham’s covenant is continuous with the New Covenant, as its root, and identical with it. Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, declared in Luke 1:72-73 that God was “remember[ing] his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father Abraham.” We think of Christ’s coming as the New Covenant because it came after the Old Covenant was delivered. In reality, the New Covenant is not new to God but to us.
 The old way must be seen as stemming from divine initiative, not human. Then we see the new is its fulfillment, not its contradiction.
 We have been blessed to live in light of the New Covenant, looking back on what Christ has done.


What do we learn from the first half of Hebrews chapter nine? We learn that the outward, physical aspects of our faith are good—God-ordained in fact—but point to the true reality that is internal and spiritual. Attending church, reading your Bible, doing good works—these are good activities, beneficial in their own way, but they will never save anyone! Cleaning up our appearance and our behavior is certainly commendable, but will not bring about the spiritual realities of forgivness, peace, and joy. These can only come through what Christ has done for us, not what we do to impress God. Only as we trust in His blood can our sins be washed away. Only as we believe on His name can we become children of God. 


Don’t settle for good when you can have better…especially when you can have nothing but the best through Jesus Christ!
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