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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson last week we learned that the tabernacle and its 

furnishings—the Ark of the Covenant, the lampstand, the table and the altar 

of incense—were earthly copies, earthly symbols—of heavenly realities.  

For example, the Ark of the Covenant was a symbol of the heavenly throne 

from where the holy and righteous God reigns.  When Jesus entered heaven 

after having given up his life for sinners at Calvary, his blood—his atoning 

death—was applied to the real throne and so rather than a throne of 

judgement it became a throne of mercy for those who trust in the Lord Jesus.  

Because of his atoning death the heavenly banqueting table is set and we are 

allowed to take a seat as family members of God.  Because of his atoning 

death the light from the lampstand shines with the gospel of reconciliation.  

Because of his atoning death we can approach God with the petitions of our 

hearts knowing that he will hear and answer us in love and mercy.   

 Well, in our lesson this morning our author takes things a step further 

and declares that the law itself was a shadow of a heavenly reality.  Let’s 

look at our lesson, beginning at verse 1: 

 The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—
not the realities themselves.  
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The law is a shadow.  The law.  What does “the law” refer to here?  The law 

refers to the Ten Commandments, the ceremonial and religious rituals and 

the civil provisions that God gave to Moses at Mount Sinai.  It also refers to 

the whole of the Torah—the first five books of the Bible, the books written 

by Moses.  You can also think of the expression as a shorthand term for the 

whole of the Old Testament.  So the law is a shadow of something to come. 

 Now a shadow is a sketchy outline.  What is the law a sketchy outline 

of?  What are these “good things that are coming” that our author speaks of?  

The law is a sketchy outline of the reality of Jesus Christ, of his person and 

of his ministry.  The law given in the Old Testament pointed to the coming 

of the Messiah, his ministry of perfect obedience and devotion to the Father, 

his atoning death at Calvary, his resurrection from the dead, his ascension 

and his coming again in glory.  All of that is found sketched out in the Old 

Testament.  You can think of it this way: The law—the Old Testament—is 

like a pencil drawing, but the New Testament is like oil painting.  What was 

in the shadows in the Old Testament has come into the light of day with the 

advent of Jesus Christ. 

 Let me make a couple of observations.  That the Old Testament is a 

shadow of the Lord Jesus means that there is a basic continuity between the 

Old Testament and the New Testament.  The Old Testament is a shadow, but 

 3



it is a shadow of Jesus Christ.  Now it is true that pictures of Jesus Christ in 

the Old Testament are rough.  They don’t have the fine detail that we find in 

the New Testament.  But they are pictures of Jesus Christ nevertheless.  You 

can think of it this way: The subject matter of the Old Testament is Jesus 

Christ.  Think of Easter Sunday.  After his resurrection Jesus met two 

disciples returning to their home in Emmaus.  He spoke with them about the 

things that had taken place in Jerusalem.  Their hearts were downcast 

because they thought their Lord was dead and gone forever.   

 [Jesus] said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of 
heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  Did not the Christ 
have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?”  And beginning 
with Moses and al the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in 
all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures—in all the Old 

Testament—in the Law—concerning himself.   

 Let me tell you a story about that.  I went to a very liberal seminary.  

It was vitally concerned to be seen as a place of tolerance and interfaith 

dialogue.  When an opening came up in the Old Testament department they 

decided to hire a Jewish professor to teach it.  The thinking was, “If you are 

dealing with the Hebrews Scriptures it is best to get a Hebrew scholar.”  The 

problem with that approach, of course, is that Jews don’t understand the Old 

Testament.  They read it, but they can’t see Jesus Christ in it, and so they 
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miss entirely what it’s about.  They see Abraham going to Mount Moriah to 

sacrifice Isaac and hear the patriarch say, “God himself will provide the 

lamb, my son,” but do not know that the Lamb of which he speaks is Jesus 

Christ.  They see the Israelites paint the doorposts and lintels of their houses 

in Egypt with the blood of lambs so the angel of death will pass over them, 

but they don’t understand they are looking at a picture of the church—the 

fellowship of those who are protected by gathering together under the blood

—the sign—of Jesus Christ.  They know the story of the plague that broke 

out against the Israelites in the desert because of sin in the camp.  They 

know that to stop the plague Moses put a bronze serpent on a pole and lifted 

it high and that everyone who looked to the serpent was spared.  But they 

don’t see that the serpent on the pole was a picture of Jesus Christ bearing 

the sin of the world on the cross.  They do not know that “God made him 

who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God” (II Corinthians 5:21).  There is an old saying that 

contains a key to properly understanding the Bible.  The New is in the Old 

concealed; the Old is in the New revealed.  The story of the New Testament 

is contained in shadow form in the Old Testament.  When we come to the 

New Testament the true meaning of the Old Testament is revealed.  That is 

why we spend the amount of time in the Old Testament that we do.  If I am 

preaching from the New Testament in the morning I will be preaching from 
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the Old Testament in the evening and vice versa.  All of the Bible is God’s 

Word to us.  All of it is authoritative.  All of it speaks to us of our need and 

of God’s provision.  All of it lifts up Jesus Christ.   

 So first, there is a basic continuity between the Old Testament and the 

New Testament and that continuity is Jesus Christ.  Second, because the law 

is only a rough shadow of a divine reality, we cannot expect its provisions to 

be adequate to meet our need.  Let’s pick up our lesson beginning with the 

second sentence of verse 10.   

 “For this reason it [the law] can never, by the same sacrifices 
repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near 
to worship.”  If it could, would they not have stopped being offered?  
For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would 
no longer have felt guilty for their sins.  But those sacrifices are an 
annual reminder of sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls 
and goats to take away sins. 

The sacrifices called for under the law could not make a person perfectly 

holy and righteous and so they could not make a person acceptable to a 

perfectly holy and righteous God.  The Old Testament system of sacrifices, 

which saw the endlessly repeated sacrifices of bulls and goats and lambs, 

ended up being a reminder of sin rather than a cure for sin.  The main 

teaching of the sacrifice was not about what they could accomplish but what 

they couldn’t do.  William Barclay put it this way: 
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 A man is ill.  A bottle of medicine is prescribed for him.  If that 
medicine effects a cure, every time he looks at the bottle thereafter he 
will say, “That is what gave me back my health.”  On the other hand, 
if the medicine is ineffective, every time he looks at the bottle he will 
be reminded that he is ill and that the recommended cure was useless. 

 Old Testament sacrifices provided under the law were repeated every 

single day.  And when the temple was set up in Jerusalem and the people 

gathered to sacrifice their Passover lambs a special trench had to be dug 

from the temple precincts through the city to the valley outside to carry away 

the blood from the tens of thousands of lambs that were slain.  All of those 

deaths couldn’t wash away the stain of sin and the question that resonates 

throughout the Old Testament is this: Where is the Lamb—the Lamb whose 

blood can wash away sin?  Where is the sacrifice that can truly atone?  

Where is the sacrifice that needs to take place only once—once and for all—

that sacrifice that can meet out need and overcome the threat of spiritual 

death?  Richard Philips puts it this way in his commentary: 

 The Old Testament is a question demanding an answer, a cry 
awaiting its comfort, a hunger awaiting the bread of life.  “How long, 
O Lord,” was the cry of its prophets—it was the collective longing of 
that covenant that was “the shadow of better things to come.” 

We could ask it this way: “Where is there bread that truly satisfies?  Where 

is the water of life that will truly quench our thirst?  Where is our comfort in 

life and in death?”  Although he is found in the pages of the New Testament, 

John the Baptist is really the last in a long line of Old Testament prophets 
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and he is the one who finally answered the Old Testament question.  He 

lifted up his hand and pointed to Jesus, saying, “Behold the Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).   

 Let’s turn back to our lesson and pick things up at verses 5 through 7.  

While we have a quotation from a psalm of David our author attributes it to 

Jesus himself, for the words clearly do not apply to David but do apply to 

the Messiah: 

 Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said: 
“Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 

But a body you prepared for me; 
With burnt offerings and sin offerings 

You were not pleased. 
Then I said, “Here I am—it is written 

About me in the scroll— 
I have come to do you will, O God.” 

We find here a contrast between what God desires and what he doesn’t.  

First of all, God doesn’t desire sacrifices and offerings.  Now that seems a 

strange thing to say.  If God didn’t desire sacrifices why did he ordain so 

many of them?  Now there are some who say that it is not the sacrifices that 

are being condemned here but the hypocrisy of those who offer them by 

going through the motions without any involvement of the heart.  In David’s 

Psalm of Contrition, Psalm 51, he says this: 

For you do not delight in sacrifice or I would give it; 
You will not be pleased with a burnt offering. 
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The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
A broken and contrite heart, O God, 

You will not despise. 

An offering given up to God without the proper attitude of heart—without 

humble contrition—is a thing that the Lord despises.  Going through the 

motions is not good enough; true worshipers, as our Lord taught, must 

worship in spirit and in truth (John 4:32).   

 Now I will not argue against that.  It is clear that God requires us to 

worship him from humble and repentant hearts.  We are dealing with the Ten 

Commandments in our Adult Sunday School class.  Here is an example of 

taking the Lord’s name in vain: 

 A person who comes to church, hears the word of the Lord who 
is named Jehovah, the God of the Covenant, the great I AM, prays to 
the God whose name is El Elyon, God Most High, confesses the faith, 
saying that he believes in El Shaddai, God Almighty, offers his gifts in 
the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit and 
receives the benediction, given in the name of the Prince of Peace and 
yet he goes home, his heart unchanged and self-centred, has taken 
God's name in vain, making it of no account.  He has heard the call of 
God to repent and has stopped up his ears. 

  

But I think there is something else at work in our lesson here.  We can get at 

it if we look at an incident during the time of King Saul.  The story is told in 

I Samuel 15.  Saul was commanded by God to attack the Amalekites, a 

godless, warrior tribe that had made a habit of attacking Israelite women and 
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children.  Saul was forbidden to take captive any of the enemy livestock.  It 

was all to be destroyed.  Saul didn’t obey.  When he won the victory he kept 

the healthy livestock for himself and destroyed only the animals that were 

weak or sick.  Samuel confronted Saul for his sin.  Saul offered to sacrifice a 

number of the contraband animals to God as a means of appeasing the Lord.  

Samuel’s rebuke at Saul’s suggestion was stern: 

 Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much 
as in obeying the voice of the Lord?  To obey is better than sacrifice, 
and to heed is better than the fat of rams.  For rebellion is like the sin 
of divination and arrogance like the evil of idolatry.  Because you 
have rejected the word of the Lord, he has rejected you as king.   

Samuel was saying, “Saul, you missed the point.  Yes, God established 

sacrifices but they are not his true desire.  The slaughter of lambs does not 

make his holy heart glad.  Sacrifices point out the problem of sin in the heart 

of man and who can take delight in that?  What really gladdens the heart of 

God is cheerful, whole-hearted obedience on the part of his people.  That is 

what he wanted from you.  That is what he wants from everyone.”   

 Listen to this famous passage from Micah 6: 

With what shall I come before the Lord 
And bow down before the exalted God? 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
With calves a year old? 

Will the Lord be pleased with  
Thousands of rams, 

With ten thousand rivers of oil? 
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Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, 
The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 
He has showed you, O man, what is good. 
And what does the Lord require of you? 

To act justly and to love mercy 
And to walk humbly with your God. 

Jesus understands what makes the heart of his Father glad.  It is obedience.  

And that is what Jesus rendered.  A body was prepared for him.  Jesus 

willingly took on human flesh and left his home in glory in order to bring 

sinners back into the fold of God.  He declared to his Father, “Here I am, I 

have come to do your will, O God,” for he knew that to obey was better than 

sacrifice and it was his “food to do the will of him” who had sent him (John 

4:34).    

 And nobody had obeyed like this before.  Listen to his marching 

orders: 

 Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I 
delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the 
nations.  He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  
A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not 
snuff out.  In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; he will not falter 
or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth.   

Listen to his devotion to doing the Father’s will regardless of the cost: 

 Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his 
disciples followed him.  On reaching the place, he said to them, “Pray 
that you will not fall into temptation.”  He withdrew about a stone’s 
throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, “Father, if you are 
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willing, take this cup from me; and not my will, but yours be done.”  
An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  And 
being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly and his sweat was like 
drops of blood falling to the ground. 

Here is a description of the crucifixion written by David while under the 

superintendence of the Holy Spirit—Psalm 22:12-18: 

Many bulls surround me; 
Strong bulls of Bashan encircle me. 

Roaring lions tearing their prey 
Open their mouths wide against me. 

I am poured out like water, 
And all my bones are out of joint. 

My heart has turned to wax; 
It has melted away within me. 

My strength is dried up like a potsherd, 
And my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; 

You lay me in the dust of death. 
Dogs have surrounded me; 

A band of evil men has encircled me, 
They have pierced my hands and my feet. 

I can count all my bones; 
People stare and gloat over me. 

They divide my garments among them 
And cast lots for my clothing. 

 “I have come to do your will” are words that sum up our Lord’s entire 

life and ministry and show us the very essence of the true sacrifice that God 

desires.  By his obedience he “sets aside the first to establish the second.”  

That is, his obedience unto death does away with the sacrificial system of 

the Old Testament and paves the way for God’s people to offer a new type of 
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sacrifice to the Lord, a sacrifice of obedience, praise and thanksgiving.  It 

works like this: 

1. The Lord’s death provides atonement for sin and removes all 
condemnation from those who believe. 

2. He sends the Holy Spirit to live in the hearts of his people, changing 
them from the inside out, teaching them more and more to love 
obedience and more and more to hate sin. 

3. In times of testing the Holy Spirit guards, guides and protects the 
Lord’s people, providing them an escape from temptation and strength 
to meet every challenge of every day. 

4. In times of blessing the Holy Spirit moves the hearts of his people to 
rejoice with thankful gladness.   

5. And gradually, step by step and day by day through the power of the 
Spirit believers begin to be conformed to the likeness of Christ.  While 
they fall into sin and take backward steps, the Spirit does not forsake 
them but leads them into paths of repentance and humility and 
righteousness. 

The sacrifice the Christian makes is the new sacrifice described by the 

Apostle Paul in Romans 12:1: 

 Therefore I urge you , brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer 
your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is 
your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—
his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

 Our lesson proclaims that “we have been made holy through the 

sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once and for all.”  We have been made 

holy—that is, we have been taken from the kingdom of this world and been 

set aside for service in the Lord’s kingdom—by the sacrifice of Christ.  

Because we have been set apart for the Lord’s kingdom by the death of 
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Christ, it is fitting for us to live like kingdom citizens.  Obedient.  Cheerful.  

Humble.  Teachable.  Repentant.  Hungering and thirsting for the fullness of 

the kingdom of God.  These are the things that are pleasing in the sight of 

our heavenly Father.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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