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We've been on a Journey of Faith through the Book of Hebrews for many weeks now. We have 

seen how Jesus is the imprint of God. When we want to see what God is like, we look at Jesus. 

Our theme verse for the series comes from the first two verses of Hebrews. "In the past God 

spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last 

days he has spoken to us by his Son" (Hebrews 1:1-2a).  

  

Jesus is also the one who came to dwell among us. He is our guide through the wilderness of this 

place we live as we journey to our Promised Land, the Kingdom of God, the New Creation 

where it is on earth as it is in heaven. Yet, he is also our high priest, the one who understands the 

pain and suffering of living as a human on earth. He also appears for us before God. Because of 

that, we can be assured of mercy, grace, and forgiveness.  

  

Hebrews was originally written to Jewish Christians, who were used to a system of priests and a 

yearly high priest offering animal sacrifices at the Temple, and especially on the yearly day of 

Atonement for the forgiveness of their sins, the ways that they missed the mark throughout the 

year.  It was one of the things that these Christians were tempted to go back to due to the 

persecution they were suffering for following Christ. Hebrews shows them why going back to 

that sacrificial system was not necessary.  

  

First, in the beginning of chapter nine, Hebrews describes for us the construction of the original 

Tabernacle or Tent of Meeting where one could encounter God. There was an outer area where 

people could go, and the daily activities of worship could happen, but then there was a special 

place, the Most Holy Place or the Holy of Holies. Only the designated high priest at the time 

could go there, and only once a year. It is described as a beautiful place that is filled with 

symbols that could remind you of the splendor of the Garden of Eden, the power of God, a copy 

of the heavenly reality.  

  

It was then consecrated, anointed, and cleansed with … blood. To the original audience of 

Hebrews, this would have seemed the most logical and normal thing. Animal sacrifice was quite 

common in the religions of the time, but now things are different.  

  

Cleansing with blood? That may seem strange. We sing about it though. All of our songs today 

mention the importance of blood. My experience with blood is that it doesn't cleanse things. In 

fact, it stains. It's hard to get out or to wash off, but really that's the point. Blood is life. Blood is 

sacred. We see that from the very beginning of the Bible. In Genesis 4 when Cain killed Abel 

God says, "Your brother's blood cries out to me." Genesis 9:4 commands that people should not 

eat meat with its "lifeblood" still in it. 

  

So hang in there with me for a moment because this is important. When we sin, miss the mark, 

that is death. That separates us from God, in the sacrificial system, blood equals life. The 
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sacrifice covered the sin, therefore our blood is not necessary. Once a year, every year, the High 

Priest made sacrifices for himself before he went in to cover his own sin, and then would make a 

sacrifice for all of Israel for the forgiveness of the sins of the nation. This was the day of 

Atonement or Yom Kippur, which on the Jewish calendar is coming up on September 15.  

  

The first century Jewish Christians though were not taking part in this anymore, and this could 

be a worry. Hebrews explains why with Jesus they have nothing to worry about, and it's good 

news for us too. Our passage comes from Hebrews 9:24-28. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

24 For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made with human hands that was only a copy of the true 

one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God’s presence. 25 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. 26 Otherwise Christ would have had to suffer 

many times since the creation of the world. But he has appeared once for all at the culmination 

of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 Just as people are destined to die 

once, and after that to face judgment, 28 so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of 

many; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are 

waiting for him. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

It may be strange for us to hear about the blood and sacrifice. It may even be offensive, but let's 

look at this from our modern perspective. We have Jesus Christ's self-sacrifice, the comparison 

of a copy verses the real thing, and the counter-productive ways that we try to cover or make up 

for our own guilt. 

  

What do you normally think of when you hear the word "sacrifice?" According to the authority 

of Google one of the definitions is "an act of giving up something valued for the sake of 

something else regarded as more important or worthy." I think that is this is the most common 

definition for us today. You may sacrifice your time or your money for a good cause. You may 

sacrifice for your children, so they can have what you could not. One may even sacrifice their 

life to save someone else. When we think of first responders or members of the military putting 

themselves in harm's way for the benefit of others. (Even if they don't think of it that way, or 

they are not given the credit for putting their life on the line.) We rarely think of it as involving 

blood at all. You can also make a sacrifice hit in baseball or in chess sacrifice one of your 

pieces.1  

  

But what about the idea of giving someone over in place of another? If you think about it, people 

sacrifice each other all the time. We use individuals or groups as scapegoats (another part of the 
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Yom Kippur ritual) for the things that we do in order to satisfy our own guilt. It can happen in 

families and communities. It's what happens in racism, anti-Semitism, pick a group, holding a 

whole people group responsible to mollify our own guilt, our own shortcomings. Ian McEwan's 

novel (and movie) Atonement has a young man who is sacrificed for a rape committed by 

someone in the upper class. He has to pay the price even though he is innocent.2 As a culture we 

hold up celebrities as idols (also a problem), and then sacrifice them on the altar of social media 

if they don't live up to our expectations. It's not only hurtful and destructive. It's totally 

unnecessary. With Jesus Christ offering himself on the cross, we have a way of addressing our 

guilt without having to sacrifice anyone. 

  

Next, Hebrews 9:24 reminds us that our earthly sanctuaries are copies of the real thing in heaven 

where Jesus stands before God. With the virtual reality culture that we live in today, we can have 

a hard time telling the difference between what is real and what is not. We have all of these 

scripted "reality" television shows. It can be hard to tell the difference. The copy doesn't last, but 

the real thing does. 

  

Think of when children play and dress up. They might have a make-believe wedding and say 

wedding vows that don't mean anything when the game is over. We might think that it's cute, but 

what would we think of an imitation "wedding" with adults and pretend vows? "What is real 

delivers on what it promises; imitations fall short."3 We run into that in matters of faith too. We 

see someone on tv or read a book that sounds good and looks good, then they get caught 

embezzling, doing everything the opposite of what they taught, or simply giving very bad 

teaching that leads people down a dangerous path. It can be very discouraging. 

  

"Hebrews tells us that it is crucial [be able] to distinguish [correctly] between imitation and 

reality, which means, ultimately, listening to the lonely night questions about what really 

matters. What really matters, says Hebrews, is what Christ does in the presence of God, 

reconciling us to the divine presence. Only God can really deliver on God’s promises. There is 

room here for both appropriate [doubt] about human pretensions, and boundless faith in God."4 

  

And then, there is the benefit of Christ's once-for-all salvation, contrasted with the old system of 

atonement. With this the church, the religious order of the church, is not the mediator between 

God and humanity, Jesus is. In system where humans are responsible for dealing with sin and 

separation from God, it has to happen over and over because it is a copy of the divine reality. As 

I said earlier, the copies do not last. Having to pay over and over for sins becomes unnecessary. 

It is that realization that frees us. Since Jesus did it, we don't have to. 

  

Many times, we might understand this mentally but still strive to earn God’s favor, love, or 

forgiveness by doing things out of a sense of obligation to God. In other words, providing our 

own works. Does the reason you sacrifice your time at church have more to do with earning 



Joseph United Methodist Church  4 

God’s love or serving out of fear that God will judge you? This can be our folly. We can't do 

enough, and we don't have to. We have been cleansed, washed … yes, by the blood of the lamb. 

We have been given new life. That frees us to do things out of gratitude rather than guilt or 

obligation, otherwise known as joyful obedience.   

  

That's good news. When we do this, we can be part of a group of forgiven people, who don't 

have to sacrifice each other. We don't have to pretend, and we don't have to strive to earn our 

way into God's good graces. We can make this journey of faith together with Jesus leading us on, 

but also knowing that he has our back.  

  

Glory to God! Amen! 

  

____________________ 
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