Power in the Blood #4

“The Original ‘Unlimited’ Plan”

Hebrews 10

Telephone service has changed drastically since Alexander Graham Bell first invented the device (although I’m pretty certain Nelson White still has a Bell original!) In the days of landlines, local calls could be made without cost, while anything outside that range—called “long distance” calls—would be charged. With the emergence of cell phones, the distinction between local and long distance disappeared.

Then cell phones were equipped with the ability to text. I can still remember our first cell phone plan where texts cost ten cents a piece. One month our youngest daughter racked up sixty-five dollars in texts alone! Needless to say, that was the end of texting for a while!

Before long, though, companies began offering unlimited calls and texts without addition charge. But data…that was another matter! Cell phones were replaced by smart phones, and data packages were introduced. Phone bills began blowing up with the usage of data—until “unlimited” plans came along, allowing limitless calls, texts, and data for one monthly price (usually about one hundred dollars per month per phone).

By now you are probably wondering why I am talking about phone bills, calls, texts, and data. My point is not so much about those things, but about the “unlimited” idea. As we continue our series on the power of the blood of Jesus, tonight I want to consider “The Original ‘Unlimited’ Plan.” This has nothing to do with access to phone usage, but rather access to the very presence of God.

You might be surprised to know that mankind has not always had unlimited access to the presence of God. In fact, the vast majority of people had not access at all. The few who did had very limited admission. But the blood of Jesus changed all that.

The Limitations before Jesus

Let’s first consider the limitations before Jesus. Turn to Hebrews 9:6-10,

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. 

Here the author of Hebrews refers to the Old Testament priesthood and practices.

The tabernacle had three main areas: First, the main court of the sanctuary was the large, outermost court that fenced in the tabernacle itself and set it apart from the Israelite encampment, establishing the space for conducting the work of the priesthood. In this outer court stood the bronze altar for presenting the various offerings to the Lord. Between that altar and the tabernacle stood the bronze laver (or “washbasin”) for ritual washings conducted prior to entering the tabernacle itself.

Second, the holy place was situated behind a thick veil beyond the bronze laver. The priests would enter the holy place through the veil, where the golden lampstand and table of showbread stood opposite each other to the left and right, respectively. On the far end of this holy place, just outside the veil to the holy of holies, stood an altar of incense.

Third, the holy of holies was a small space behind a second veil, in which rested the ark of the covenant, containing the original tablets of the Ten Commandments, the rod of Aaron, and a golden jar of manna from the wilderness.

The priests served in the first room, the Holy Place, every day. They lit the seven lamps on the lampstand every evening and trimmed the wicks each morning. They burned incense on the altar of incense during the offering of the morning and the evening sacrifices. They replaced the twelve loaves of bread on the table of showbread every Sabbath. But they could not enter into the holy of holies.

Only the high priest could go into there, and he could only enter on one day of the year, the Day of Atonement. This was the tenth day of the seventh month, known as Tishri, in autumn. He could not enter “without blood.” 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.
 He actually entered the sacred room twice on that day: the first time to sprinkle the blood of a bullock upon the mercy seat for the atonement of his personal sins and the second time to sprinkle the blood of a goat upon the mercy seat for the atonement of the nation.
 (This is detailed in Leviticus 16.)

No ordinary Israelite could ever enter the Holy Place where the lampstand, table of showbread and altar of incense stood, but the priests went in there daily to perform their ministrations. But even the priests could not enter the Most Holy Place and stand before the ark of the covenant. Only the high priest could do so, and then only once a year on the Day of Atonement.
 And even then he had to come with blood.

The Old Testament’s record about the blood begins just beyond the gates of the Garden of Eden. According to Genesis 4, Abel brought of “the firstborn of his flock” to the Lord as a sacrifice, and there, in connection with the first act of worship recorded in the Bible, blood was shed. We learn from Hebrews 11 that it was “by faith” that Abel offered an acceptable sacrifice, and his name stands first in the record of those whom the Bible calls “believers.” In the light of later revelation, this testimony, given at the very beginning of human history, is of deep significance. It shows that there can be no approach to God, no fellowship with Him by faith, and no enjoyment of His favor apart from the blood.
 Yet access to the presence of God was still severely limited.

The Liberation by Jesus

All of that changed with the liberation by Jesus. We read in Hebrews 9:11-14,

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! 

When Jesus died for our sins, rose victorious over death, and ascended into Heaven, He replaced the temporary symbol of the sacrificial system with a permanent reality to which it had always been pointing. His was a “greater and more perfect tabernacle,” not fashioned by human hands, but created in the heavens by God Himself. His offering for sin was not another in an endless slaughter of animals whose blood could never cleanse spiritually or eternally; He offered His own blood “once for all” and thus accomplished for us “eternal redemption.”

The usage of ‘blood’ in the New Testament does not lend support to the view that it points to life. We are not to think that when the New Testament writers used the word they referred to life set free from the bondage of the body and available for new and greater purposes. They meant that Christ had died. And if they used the expression in a way that recalls the sacrifices and the blood shed in them, then they meant that the death of Jesus is to be seen as a sacrifice that accomplishes in reality what the old sacrifices pointed to but could not do.

Obviously the blood of Jesus is far superior to that of animal sacrifices. How can the blood of animals ever solve the problem of humans’ sins? Jesus became a Man that He might be able to die for people’s sins. His death was voluntary; it is doubtful that any Old Testament sacrifice volunteered for the job! An animal’s blood was carried by the high priest into the holy of holies, but Jesus presented Himself in the presence of God as the final and complete sacrifice for sins. Of course, the animal sacrifices were repeated, while Christ offered Himself but once. Finally, no animal sacrifices ever purchased “eternal redemption.” Their blood could only “cover” sin until the time when Christ’s blood would “take away the sin of the world.” We have “eternal redemption.” It is not conditioned on our merit or good works; it is secured once and for all by the finished work of Jesus.
 Just as it was impossible for animal blood to take away sin, so it was impossible for it to secure access. Christ’s blood is different. It really opens up the way into the presence of God.

Between the holy place and the holy of holies was a thick veil that served as a barrier between people and God. It kept all but the high priest out, and he could only enter once a year. He could not take anyone with him. The fullest exercise of his ministry with all the solemnity at his command obtained only a very limited access: access on one day for him only. The people must forever be content with access by proxy. But in Hebrews there is emphasis on two wonderful truths: Christ secured access into the very presence of God in Heaven and access not for Himself only but for all His people as well.
 Hebrews 10:19-20 tells us, “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…” Only the death of Christ could tear that veil and open the way into the heavenly sanctuary where God dwells.
 We read in Mark 15:37-38, “With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.” The God who had been a distant God, because of the barrier of human sin, had now become very near.

On the basis of these assurances—that we have boldness to enter because we have a living High Priest—we have an “open invitation” to enter the presence of God.
 Reading the complete paragraph beginning in Hebrews 10:19,

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, 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.

Paul echoes this thought in Romans 5:1-2, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.”  We have access to the very presence of God by the blood of Jesus. We have been liberated from the separation from God by sin.

The Lessons through Jesus

Finally, let us consider the lessons through Jesus. In fact, those words “Let us” form the lessons of these verses. Notice the recurring words, “Let us,” appearing The phrase occurs sixteen times in this letter, and no less than five times in this text! This 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.
 

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.

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.

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.”
 

Through the blood of Jesus, we now have unlimited access to the very presence of God. Whenever we find ourselves in need, we can go straight to the source. Paul writes in Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

His was the original “unlimited” plan, and nothing will ever prevent us from “boldly approaching the throne of grace.”

�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Hebrews (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1977).


�Robert Gromacki, Stand Bold in Grace (The Woodlands, TX: Kress Christian Publications, ©2001).


�Ray C. Stedman, IVP New Testament Commentary Series: Hebrews (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�Andrew Murray, The Blood of Christ (Bloomington, MN: Bethany House Publishers, ©2001).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, The Atonement: Its Meaning and Significance (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1983).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Confident (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1982).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�R. V. G. Tasker, The Gospel in the Epistle to the Hebrews (London: The Tyndale Press, ©1950, 1956).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Hughes, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Gromacki, op. cit.


�John Phillips, Exploring Hebrews (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©1977).


�Hughes, op. cit.


�Donald Guthrie, Hebrews: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1983).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Growing Deep in the Christian Life (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1986).


�Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies from the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1984).


�John A. Kitchen, Proverbs, Mentor OT Commentary (Fearn, Ross-shire, UK: Mentor, ©2006).


�Swindoll, Growing Deep in the Christian Life, emphasis added.


�Charles F. Stanley, The Charles F. Stanley Life Principles Bible (Nashville: Nelson Bibles, ©2005).





