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“It’s The Blood”

Hebrews 9:16-28


How can you handle the sight of blood?


I haven’t had a lot of experience with this…and that is probably a good thing. When I was in a high school chemistry class, a glass rod broke and cut the palm of my hand. At first the cut did not bleed much, but then I cupped my fingers a bit and the blood filled my palm. I walked to the office holding my injured hand, but once I got there, the color drained from my face and I almost fainted. I’m not one for bloody or gory movies, even when I know it’s not real. I don’t think I would be a good candidate for a career in the health care field. 


Some have the same reaction theologically, as John Phillips observes,

Today many look with revulsion on the shedding of blood that formed such an essential feature of the Old Testament religion. They consider with equal horror the New Testament teaching concerning Christ’s blood. They shudder with abhorrence at many of the gospel hymns that emphasize the efficacy of the blood of Christ. Those who thus scorn the shed blood have their eyes blinded both to God’s blazing holiness and to the dreadful, radical nature of sin. Sin is a radical and terrible reality that calls for a radical and terrible cure.

Another records of a church leader who quite derisively spoke of evangelical Christianity as “slaughterhouse religion.”

The Bible, however, is not averse to speaking of blood and its importance. From the beginning of human history blood has played a vital role in the relationship between God and man. The author of Hebrews picks up on this theme in the latter half of chapter 9 as he continues to present Christ as the Sufficient Sacrifice.

The Formality of Sacrificial Blood


We begin in verses 16-17,  “In the case of a will, it is necessary to prove the death of the one who made it, because a will is in force only when somebody has died; it never takes effect while the one who made it is living.” This may seem like a strange turn to us, but for the original reader it would have made sense. We are almost bound to use two different English words﻿ to represent two different aspects of the meaning of the Greek word used here, whereas our author’s argument depends on his use of the same Greek word throughout. The Greek word is diathēkē, which has the comprehensive sense of “settlement.”﻿
 It can mean an agreement, like a contract, or it can also mean a will.
It might help us follow the logic if we go back to verse 15 and read it from the New English Bible: “He [Christ] is the mediator of a new covenant, or testament.” This gives two translations for the one Greek word but helps us retain something of the continuity of thought. In order for a last will and testament to be settled, the person who made the will must die. The will may be perfectly valid but it does not operate till death takes place.
 Until the time of the person’s death, the will may be amended, but once death takes place, the will must be settled as is.

Why would the author bring this up? Two possible reasons emerge. First, by using this sense of “covenant” he avoids the misunderstanding that this agreement is made by two equal parties who have negotiated a deal, compromising on both sides. God has not placed an offer on the table that we can negotiate to a mutually acceptable pact. No, God lays down the terms, and we accept them or we do not. The result is a covenant characterized by the same kind of finality as we see in a last will and testament.
 Second, the author of Hebrews is now moving his emphasis from Christ the Great High Priest to Christ the Great Sacrifice. Jesus has entered into the heavenly tabernacle through His own blood, as we have seen previously, and now the author wants to demonstrate the significance of the blood—“the blood of the New Covenant,” as Jesus Himself put it.


Verses 18-21 harken back to the Old Testament era, to the time when the Mosaic Covenant was established. 

This is why even the first covenant was not put into effect without blood. When Moses had proclaimed every commandment of the law to all the people, he took the blood of calves, together with water, scarlet wool and branches of hyssop, and sprinkled the scroll and all the people. He said, “This is the blood of the covenant, which God has commanded you to keep.”﻿ In the same way, he sprinkled with the blood both the tabernacle and everything used in its ceremonies. 
The blood used by Moses on this occasion was called “the blood of the covenant”  because, as we have seen, it belonged to the special ceremony at which the people, after hearing him read the book of the covenant, pledged their obedience to its precepts and were then sprinkled with this blood.
 Later on, once the tabernacle and the items used in it were set up, a similar ceremony was held to consecrate (or sanctify) those objects. 
Perhaps the dedication of the tabernacle was seen as a kind of renewal of the covenant. Certainly there is continuity. The sprinkling with blood at the consecration of the tabernacle is not specifically mentioned in the Old Testament; it is, however, attested by Josephus, who says that Aaron’s garments, Aaron himself, and apparently the tabernacle and its vessels were sprinkled with blood.

Now we might wonder, “Why would Moses sprinkle everything—including the people—with blood? That’s so gross! Why didn’t they come up with some kind of holy water or something to consecrate these objects?”
The Function of Shed Blood


We see the function of shed blood in verse 22: “In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” Shed blood in ancient Israel was seen as essential in cleansing and in the forgiveness of sin. This would have been very familiar to the Hebrew audience of this letter, so much so that J. B. Phillips renders verse 22 this way: “And you will find that in the Law almost all cleansing is made by means of blood—as the common saying has it: ‘No shedding of blood, no remission of sin.’”
 


But why blood? We think of blood as causing stains, not cleansing stains. Is there something magical about blood itself, or does it point to a deeper truth? The latter is the case. The concluding statement here—without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins—is based on the statement of Leviticus 17:11, “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life.” The “shedding of blood” implies the death of the sacrificial substitute. The Greek term haimatekchusias is a double compound word with the literal meaning “the pouring out of blood.”
 Throughout all the Old Testament the blood of countless tens of thousands of animals proclaimed the truth that “the wages of sin is death” and the price of redemption is blood.


From the beginning of time God established the law that sin resulted in death. When Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s clear command not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He would have been within His right to demand their lives. But in His grace God allowed them to sacrifice the life of an animal as a substitute. 


These animal sacrifices served as a type pointing to the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. What was foreshadowed under the Law is fulfilled in Christ, as seen in His own words at the Last Supper, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28).

The author of Hebrews views Christ’s death an necessary. It was not, so to speak, an option God merely happened to prefer. The writer shows from the Law that for sin to be forgiven the rule is that blood must be shed.
 The wages of sin is death; shed blood is the verification that death has occurred. We learn two lessons from the shedding of blood: Sin is a terrible thing; and forgiveness is a costly thing.

The Finality of the Savior’s Blood


The final six verses of Hebrews nine speaks of the finality of the Savior’s blood. The author makes it clear that there was no final and complete redemption under the Law. Those sins were covered by the blood of the animal sacrifices, but not cleansed until the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.


Hebrews 9:23-24 reads,
It was necessary, then, for the copies of the heavenly things to be purified with these sacrifices, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. For Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was only a copy of the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God’s presence.


The author refers back to the purification of the tabernacle and all the articles of worship by the sacrificial blood then applies that truth to the spiritual, heavenly realm (as he has done before). If the earthly tabernacle was purified with the blood from animal sacrifices, the heavenly tabernacle would need something greater for its purification.


But why would the heavenly tabernacle need to be purified in the first place? This has challenged scholars for many years. A number of possibilities have been proposed, including the sin of Lucifer and the other angels who rebelled against God having defiled the heavenly sanctuary, or the strange teaching of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church called “investigative judgment” which claims that when Christ ascended to heaven, He took the sins of mankind with Him and thus the heavenly tabernacle was defiled. (They believe that Jesus is even now at work purifying the heavenly tabernacle.)


Another possibility, proposed by F. F. Bruce and others, suggests that the “heavenly tabernacle” refers not to a place beyond our universe where God dwells, but rather “that the people of God are the house of God, that his dwelling-place is in their midst. It is they who need inward cleansing, not only that their approach to God may be free from defilement, but that they may be a fit habitation for him.”
 While this is truly a biblical concept, supported by other passages such as Ephesians 2:22 and 1 Peter 2:5, the difficulty with such interpretations is that, while what they say is true, “the heavenly things themselves” is a strange way of referring to men and women here on earth. Instead I agree with Leon Morris who sees purification in the sense in which it is used here as meaning not so much the removal of impurity as a consecratory or inaugural process. This is not out of place with “the heavenly things” any more than with an earthly sanctuary.
 Like surgical instruments being sterilized before use in an operating room, the heavenly sanctuary was purified by the blood of Christ as He inaugurated His work as the Great High Priest.


Moving on to verses 25-28 we read,

Nor did he enter heaven to offer himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood that is not his own. Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the creation of the world. But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself. Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.

The “once-for-all”-ness of Christ’s sacrifice is again emphasized (and it will be further in chapter ten). This is at the very heart of this letter, proving the superiority of Christ’s sacrifice and priesthood to the old order. Once again, the ceremonies of the Day of Atonement provide the basis of comparison. Under the levitical system the high priest entered the holy of holies on this one day only, but nonetheless repeatedly, since he did so yearly. Year after year the same ritual was repeated, involving not only the entry of the high priest into the sanctuary but also the yearly repetition of the sacrifice at the altar outside the sanctuary which provided the blood of atonement. By contrast, however, Christ has appeared once, and only once, for the purpose of cancelling sin by the single sacrifice of himself. Unlike the blood used by the levitical high priest which was the blood of animal victims, “blood not his own,” the blood provided by our High Priest for the atonement of mankind was human blood, and, moreover, His own blood.


Not only is Christ’s coming to earth called “once for all,” but also described as “at the end of the ages.” This might sound strange to us, since two thousand years have taken place since His coming, but the Greek is more literally, “at the consummation of the ages,” which the New English Bible renders, “at the climax of history.” The author is saying precisely the same thing Paul says in Galatians 4:4, namely, that “when the time had fully come, God sent his Son,” and Peter in 1 Peter 1:20, “He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake.”


We will not make sense of this as long as we limit ourselves to our time-space universe. The animal sacrifices of the first covenant could never actually remove moral guilt or the penalty of sin, yet people were saved in the ages before the advent of Christ.
 How? The author of Hebrews says, in effect, that the sacrifice of Christ is retroactive. That is to say, it is effective to wipe out the sins of men committed under the Old Covenant and to inaugurate fellowship with God promised under the New Covenant.


Verse 26 informs us that the purpose of Christ’s coming was “to do away with sin.” Here the Greek expression eis athetēsin is a strong one, signifying the total annulment of sin.
 Philip Hughes writes,
What was needed, and what the old system cried out for, was a single perfect sacrifice which would deal fully and finally with the sin of the world, throughout the whole course of human history. Hence the proclamation of John the Baptist when Jesus appeared at the beginning of his public ministry: “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).


As previously mentioned, the blood of animal sacrifices only covered the sins of the people, while the blood of Christ cleanses the sins of the world. Jesus is the Sufficient Sacrifice.


Hebrews 9:27 is often quoted on its own in the context of human mortality, but we need to see it in its context. 

Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.

The first verse is used as an obvious truth on which the second truth is based. All men die, the author states, and death is followed by judgment. This is true for all people. Believers will be judged at the Judgment Seat of Christ whereas the unsaved will be judged at the Great White Throne judgment.


Men die once (yes, this is a good verse to use against the belief in reincarnation) and, since Jesus became a man, He could only die once. The priests continuously offered animal sacrifices, but they could only sacrifice each animal one time. If Christ’s sacrifice was to be repeated over and over, He would have to sacrifice Himself over and over. Of course, this is impossible (not to mention absurd), thus demonstrating how Christ is the Sufficient Sacrifice. In short, the work of Christ is a completed work, final and eternal. On the basis of His completed work, He is ministering now in Heaven on our behalf.
 The concern of the writer is that we rely on Christ’s finished work, that we lay aside the tools of our own work (or anybody else’s), and that we take up by faith the work of Christ on Calvary.


Earlier we saw two truths regarding the necessity of blood in the sacrificial system: Sin is a terrible thing; and forgiveness is a costly thing. We close with two more thoughts that emerge from these verses: Today’s sin is forgivable; and tomorrow’s judgment is escapable.


I’m still not very good with the sight of blood, but I am very thankful for the blood of Jesus, that once for all cleanses my sin and purifies my soul!
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