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“The Bridge of the Book”

Hebrews 10:19-25

I don’t like bridges.

It probably stems from my fear of heights, and I find myself even more uneasy when the bridge spans a body of water. A few fear-inspiring bridges come to mind—one on the Ohio Turnpike east of Cleveland that seems to drop into the depths of the earth, another that begins at the east end of the Fort Pitt Tunnel on Route 22 entering into Pittsburgh—but the one I hated the most growing up was the Newell Bridge crossing from Ohio to West Virginia that my family traveled over whenever we visited my grandparents. The 1,600-foot suspension bridge spanned the Ohio River, but the worst part of that bridge was that you could see through it! The car tires made a funny noise as it ran across the woven steel, and invariably the traffic light on the far end would be red, meaning we would have to stop on the dang thing! (Of course, my older brothers used every opportunity to ratchet up the fear factor in me!) Bridges, however, are necessary—especially over bodies of water. While I still get a little nervous while crossing them, I have come to appreciate their usefulness. 

The same can be said for bridges in a figurative sense. We may need to “build a bridge” that spans a gap between ourselves and an unbeliever before we can share Christ with them. Parents and grandparents often must bridge the “generation gap” to reach their children or grandchildren. 

We also find bridges in the Bible as well—statements that can logically reach from one thought to another, connecting them. Most often, these word bridges are introduced with the word, “therefore,” as if to say, “Based on what I’ve previously written, this is now true,” or, “I’ve said that in order to say this.” It spans from what has been communicated to a new thought. 

“Therefore” is a favorite word in the book of Hebrews; it appears sixteen times in thirteen chapters. Through the use of this word, the author has built a logical argument regarding the supremacy of Jesus Christ over everyone and everything. Yet, even as some bridges are major while others are minor, some biblical bridges are more profound than others—particularly those that link good doctrine with godly practice. 

Throughout the New Testament letters—particularly Paul’s—this interconnection between theology and action is a characteristic mark. Doctrine is not mere theory: it must be applied. Faith must be practiced as well as professed. Truth must be lived.
 The author of Hebrews is no different. He is one of the deepest theologians in the New Testament but all his theology is grounded in practical application.
 What we believe leads to how we behave. If it doesn’t, then we don’t really believe it!

In the last half of Hebrews 10, the author builds such a bridge in one extended sentence (in the Greek) that connects all that he has written to how it applies in our daily lives.
 If this is, as some believe, a single sermon (what the author calls a “word of exhortation” in Hebrews 13:22), we are now coming to the conclusion, the application of the truth written up to this point. This passage, then, serves as the bridge of the book.
Two Foundational Beliefs


We begin with two foundational beliefs in verses 19-21,

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God…

Notice the word “since” that appears in verses 19 and 21. Simply put, verses 19-20 speak of our access into the presence of God while verse 21 speaks of our Advocate before the Father. 


We have unparalleled access to the presence of God through Christ. No Old Covenant worshiper would have been bold enough to try to enter the Holy of Holies in the earthly tabernacle. Even the high priest entered the Holy of Holies only once a year.
 

The Greek term rendered “boldness” (parrēsian) is found four times in this book, translated elsewhere as “confidence” or “boldly” (3:6; 4:16; 10:19, 35). It is a compound word literally meaning “speech beside.” It connotes the freedom to express the concerns and requests of the heart, not an arrogant, aggressive outspokenness.
 Think of a lower- ranked soldier asking a superior officer, “Permission to speak freely, sir?” That’s the idea here—except that we don’t have to ask permission to speak freely; we already have it!


We have this access because of Christ’s sacrifice, here spoken of in terms of “the curtain” or “the veil,” no doubt referring to the thick veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. Scholars debate over how Christ’s body “veiled” God from man but I think we should see the connection in the torn curtain (or “rent veil”) that happened when Jesus died on the cross. The scourging, the crown of thorns, and the spikes of the cross literally tore his flesh, and only His death could tear that veil and open the way into the heavenly sanctuary where God dwells.


This access is called a “new and living” way. The word “new” in the Greek text is very interesting. The original meaning of the total word is “newly-slain” or “fresh.”
 One could not bring a dead animal to the tabernacle for sacrifice; it had to be alive when it came, and slain by the priest at the altar. Once an animal was sacrificed, it could not be used again; a different animal had to be brought the next time. But Christ’s sacrifice is ever new and fresh, never to be repeated. Even though the phrase is not used here, we are reminded of the “once for all” nature of Jesus’ sacrifice.


The second foundational belief is our Advocate in the heavenly tabernacle, our Great High Priest. (The term “great priest” is a literal rendering of the Hebrew title we know as “high priest” (see, e.g., Num 35:25, 28; Zech 6:11).)
 You see, Jesus is not just a sacrifice who died; He is a Savior who lives! As Jesus revealed Himself to John in Revelation 1:18, “I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever!” Later, in Revelation 5:6, John saw “a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne…” Our great Savior is also our great Sacrifice, and He lives forever to open the way to the Father for us.


Max Lucado illustrates what this is like:

Imagine a person standing in front of the White House. Better still, imagine yourself standing in front of the White House.
That’s you on the sidewalk, peering through the fence, over the lawn, at the residence of the president. That’s you—in fine form—hair in place and shoes shined. That’s you turning toward the entrance. Your pace is brisk and stride sure. It should be. You have come to meet with the president.

You have a few matters you wish to discuss with him. First, there is the matter of the fire hydrant in front of your house. Could they soften the red just a shade? It’s too bright. Then there’s the issue of world peace. You are for it—would he create it? And lastly, college tuition is too high. Could he call the admissions office of your daughter’s school and ask them to lighten up? He might have some influence.

All worthy issues, correct? Won’t take more than a few minutes. Besides, you brought him some cookies that he can share with the first lady and the first puppy. So with bag in hand and a smile on your face, you step up to the gate and announce to the guard, “I’d like to see the president please.”

He asks for your name, and you give it. He looks at you and then at his list and says, “We have no record of your appointment.”

“You have to have an appointment?”

“Yes.”

“How do I get one?”

“Through his office staff.”

“Could I have their number?”

“No, it’s restricted.”

“Then how can I get in?”

“It’s better to wait until they call you.”

“But they don’t know me!”

The guard shrugs. “Then they probably won’t call.”

And so you sigh and turn and begin your journey home. Your questions are unanswered and your needs unmet.

And you were so close! Had the president stepped out onto the lawn, you could’ve waved, and he would’ve waved back. You were only yards from his front door … but you might as well have been miles. The two of you were separated by the fence and the guard.

Then there is the problem of the Secret Service. Had you somehow entered, they would have stopped you. The staff would have done the same. There were too many barriers.

And what about the invisible barriers? Barriers of time. (The president’s too busy.) Barriers of status. (You have no clout.) Barriers of protocol. (You have to go through the right channels.) You leave the White House with nothing more than a hard lesson learned. You do not have access to the president. Your chat with the commander in chief? It ain’t gonna happen. You’ll have to take your problem about peace and your question about the fire hydrant with you.

That is, unless he takes the initiative. Unless he, spotting you on the sidewalk, takes pity on your plight and says to his chief of staff, “See that person with the sack of cookies? Go tell him I’d like to talk with him for a minute.”

If he gives such a command, all the barriers will drop. The Oval Office will call the head of security. The head of security will call the guard, and the guard will call your name. “Guess what? I can’t explain it, but the door to the Oval Office is wide open.”

You stop and turn and straighten your shoulders and enter the same door where, only moments before, you were denied access. The guard is the same. The gates are the same. The security personnel are the same. But the situation is not the same. You can now go where before you could not.

And, what’s more, you are not the same. You feel special, chosen. Why? Because the man up there saw you down here and made it possible for you to come in.

Yeah, you’re right. It’s a fanciful story. You and I both know when it comes to the president, don’t hold your breath—no invitation will arrive. But when it comes to God, pick up your cookies and walk in, because [the invitation] already has.
 


That is the kind of access we now have to the presence of the Father through the work of our sacrifice and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Three Fundamental Behaviors


Since this is true (the meaning of “therefore” in verse 19), the author challenges his readers (and that includes us) with three fundamental behaviors in verses 22-25,

…let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.


Notice the recurring words, “Let us,” appearing no less than five times in this text! The phrase occurs sixteen times in this letter, which is why Hebrews is sometimes called “The Salad Book of the Bible.” (“Let us” = lettuce? It’s lame, I know!) All joking aside, the use of these two little words displays the author’s spirit of gentleness and humility throughout the letter as he identifies himself with his readers, seeking to lead them into the full enjoyment of the blessings of the New Covenant.
 Rather than saying, “You! You! You!” poining an accusing finger at them, he includes himself as a pilgrim just like them walking on the same path.


These five “let us” statements here are really only three in the Greek, since the last two occurrences in this paragraph serve as participles, carrying on the thought of the previous phrase. The overriding theme is that the contemplation of what Christ has done should stir His people into action.
 It is one thing to have spiritual possessions; it is quite another to enjoy them. The former is based upon Christ’s objective work; the latter is tied to the subjective response of obedience within the believer.
 As G. Campbell Morgan puts it, “Privilege is only powerful as it is practiced.”
 


The three fundamental behaviors each deal with a relationship for the Christian. The first speaks of our relationship with God, the second of our relationship with ourselves, and the third of our relationship with each other.


Verse 22 states, “Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.” The first challenge given is to embrace our Father. We are not to remain distant and remote from God; we are to “draw near” to Him. We are to do this in two ways—with a sincere heart and in full assurance of faith—and we can do this because of two truths—we have had our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and we have had our bodies washed with pure water. 


A “sincere heart” means that we are not playing games with God, that we mean what we say and we practice what we preach. “Full assurance of faith” means that we know what we believe and we believe what we know. There’s an old saying, “God says it, I believe it, that settles it!” When it comes to the Scriptures, this should be our attitude.


Some scholars see in the phrase, “having our bodies washed with pure water” the practice of water baptism,
 yet, while the two ideas could possibly be joined together, I don’t think that was what the author of Hebrews had in mind. I believe the two conditions should be seen together—“our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience” and “our bodies washed with pure water.” Given the total context of the book—written to Hebrews steeped in Judaism—this is more likely a reference to the consecration of the priests, at which time they were washed with water and sprinkled with the blood of sacrifice, according to Exodus 29:4, 21. The altar of sacrifice, where the blood of the victims was shed, and the laver, containing the water used for washing by the priests, were closely associated with each other in the court of the Tabernacle.

Furthermore, Ezekiel 36:25 promises, “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities…” followed in the next two verses, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws”—all elements of the New Covenant elsewhere promised in Jeremiah 31. Paul says the same thing when he declares in Titus 3:5 that God saved us “by the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior,” and, again, when he teaches in Ephesians 5:26 that Christ has cleansed the church “by the washing of water with the word.”
 Fellowship with God demands purity, as taught in 1 John 1:5–2:2.
 


Secondly, we are to embolden our faith. Verse 23 instructs, “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.” The King James Version uses the word “faith” instead of “hope” in this verse. The two terms are related, as both speak of reliance and trust.
 In the Bible, the two terms differ in that faith looks back to what God has done, while hope looks forward to what God will do. Both are vital for the Christian.


Earlier in the book the author spoke of our hope as “an anchor for the soul, firm and secure” (Hebrews 6:19). He admonishes us to “hold on to our courage and hope” in Hebrews 3:6; to “hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first” in Hebrews 3:14; to “hold firmly to the faith we profess” in Hebrews 4:14, and to “take hold of the hope offered to us” in Hebrews 6:18.


But what does this mean practically? How do we embolden our faith? To quote from Romans 10:17, “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” (nkjv). We strengthen our faith by hearing and reading the Word of God. Only this will give us the proper perspective. The more we read and hear from the world around us, the more we will fear. The more we read and hear from the Word within us, the more we will have faith and hope. As Morgan writes, “Our hope…is created by the certainty that He will not fail. Hope is radiant. Hope is buoyant. Hope sings its song on the darkest day. Hope chants its anthem on the roughest way.”


The third fundamental behavior is to encourage our fellow Christians. Verse 24 states, “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.”  

The New Testament lends no support to the idea of lone Christians. Close and regular fellowship with other believers is not just a nice idea, but an absolute necessity.
 (Remember, even the Lone Ranger had Tonto!) We need each other, to build and bolster one another’s fath, to encorage. Webster defines encourage as “to inspire with cour​age, to give spirit or hope.”
 That’s what we are supposed to do in the family of God!

The word “provoke” is the translation of a Greek word meaning “to irritate.”
 (Boy, some churches really have this down pat!) While it can have that negative meaning, the word here means “to spur on” in a positive sense. This is an echo of Proverbs 27:17, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” John Kitchen observes,
No man can be his best or reach the heights God intends for him without those blessed friends who comfort, provoke, challenge, rebuke, chide, affirm, stimulate and encourage until his thinking is clear, his wisdom mature, his purpose refined, and his faculties sharp.
 


But there’s a catch. It is impossible to stimulate someone else to love and good deeds if we are not around them. We cannot be an encouragement if we live our lives in secret caves, pushing people away from us. People out of touch don’t encourage others. Encouragement is a face-to-face thing.


And so verse 25 continues the thought: “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” Charles Stanley writes, “This is the most explicit text in the New Testament about the necessity of believers gathering for corporate worship, instruction, encouragement, and ‘good works.’ God simply did not design us to grow in isolation.”
 He goes on to add,

God wants His children to regularly meet with other believers. He wants His people in church! Many believers don’t take this admonition seriously because they don’t know the reason behind it. How often I have heard this refrain: “I can worship God at home. I don’t need to go to church.” Many believers believe the sole reason we meet together is to worship—and understandably so. After all, we call it a worship service.

If worship were the only reason we are commanded to meet, then those who claim they can worship at home would have a strong argument. But worship is not the sole reason we are commanded to meet together. Nor is it so that we can be taught the Word. We can turn on our radios and televisions and hear good Bible teaching. On the surface, it would seem that anything we can do at church, we can do just as well at home, alone.

So why are we commanded to meet? Why go to church?

The writer of Hebrews says it is to safeguard against drifting.

Forces around us work to blow us off course. Sheer individual commitment is not enough to keep us in line. At times we feel as if our faith makes no difference. We see no fruit in our lives and we don’t seem to be making any difference in anyone else’s life, either. During those times, we feel tempted to pull up anchor and drift. After all, isn’t everybody else?

Then we drag ourselves to church and discover that we are not alone. We hear others testify how God came through for them in a tight spot. Someone else describes the pain suffered when he left the faith. A new believer tells her story and rejoices in God’s grace. And then something begins to happen inside us. We are spurred on to faithfulness!

The accountability and encouragement found in church anchor us against the tides that work to sweep us away. To neglect the regular assembly of fellow Christians is to miss out on this essential element in the development of our faith.

God desires a close relationship with His children. By becoming active in a local church, you safeguard yourself against missing out on all that God has for you. Your participation in a local church protects your personal fellowship with God. When you drift away from the family of God, it is only a matter of time until you drift away from fellowship with God.

You see, it is easy to drift into a kind of selfish Christianity; but a selfish Christianity is a contradiction in terms.
 Community is built not on convenience (“we’ll get together when I feel like it”) but on the conviction that I need it for spiritual health. If you want to cultivate real fellowship, it will mean meeting together even when you don’t feel like it, because you believe it is important. This requires an investment of time.

Two conclusions emerge about encouragement within the family of God:
1. Encouragement is not the responsibility of a gifted few, but the responsi​bility of all in the family of God. Obviously, the official role of a pastor is the responsibility of a few. And the role of an elder is another re​sponsibility for a few. Maybe an officer or a teacher is the responsi​bility of a few people in a church. But I don’t find this passage ad​dressed to any specific, gifted individual, rather to all in the family. That means you.
2. Encouragement is not something that is needed less in the Body, but more. God’s people need to turn on the encouragement! The family of God is not a place for verbal put-downs, sarcastic jabs, critical com​ments, and harsh judgment. We get enough of that from the world. This is a place we need to assemble for the purpose of being encour​aged…a place we are free to be ourselves.


Is that the kind of church we are becoming? Are you an active part of that?


As we close, look back over these three fundamental behaviors 


· Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith
· Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess 

· Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 
Faith, hope, and love—what Gene Gets calls “the marks of a mature church.”
 This is actually a preview of the last three chapters of Hebrews: chapter eleven focuses on faith in God; chapter twelve on the hope we possess; and chapter thirteen on love for one another.

Hebrews 10:19-25 presents us with the bridge of the book, taking the doctrinal truth of the first part of the book and putting into practical terms. Let’s cross that bridge together, not merely hearing the Word, but doing what it says!
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