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July 13, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 8:1-6
Sermon: The Ministry of Jesus Christ

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

In the year 1512 a great discovery was made in the city of Wittenberg
in Saxon Germany. It was discovered by an Augustinian monk named
Martin Luther. He found what our lesson in Hebrews calls the superior
covenant of Jesus Christ. This superior covenant is also called “the gospel
of Jesus Christ.” Now a covenant is an agreement or contract established
between two parties that governs the terms of their relationship. A marriage
covenant, for example, establishes how a man and a woman will relate to
one another in holy matrimony. Promises are made about being faithful in
good times and bad, in sickness and in health and so on. Religious systems
—all religious systems—set forth covenants dealing with how man is to
relate to God.

Now Luther had been seeking God according to the varied means
offered through the Roman Catholic Church system. He had tried the
sacrament of confession as a means to draw near to God. He had made
pilgrimages. He had venerated relics—supposed fragments of the true cross
and so on. He had undertaken works of penance. He had ruined his
digestive system with repeated bouts of extreme fasting. He had become a
monk in the first place because he hoped by so doing he could make himself
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acceptable to God. He had tried to make himself righteous and pure enough
to be received by God through every device offered by the Roman Catholic
system of works and sacramental grace, but he found that none of them
worked. They could not overcome the reality of his sin and God’s holy
judgement. They could not bring him to the Lord.

In 1512 he was giving lectures on the Letter to the Romans at the
University of Wittenberg where he was a professor of theology. In that
letter, in chapter one, verse seventeen, he came across a passage teaching
about the superior covenant of Jesus—about how people can relate to God
through Jesus Christ. Now he had read this passage many times before, but
he had never really understood it. And then, like a bolt of lightning, the
Spirit illumined his mind and opened his heart to see the truth. The verse
says this:
For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a
righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written,
“The righteous will live by faith.”
Luther thought, “The gospel reveals a righteousness that comes from God.
This is not a righteousness that I, poor old Martin Luther the sinner have to
produce; it is not the righteousness of the confession box or the pilgrimage
or the fast; it is the perfect righteousness that comes from God through faith
in Christ. Poor old Martin Luther the sinner doesn’t have to produce his
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own righteousness; has only to receive the righteousness of Christ by faith.
And when I do, I can come into God’s presence rejoicing, for with his
perfect righteousness I am washed. I am made new. The condemnation of
my sin has been lifted. I can enter into the presence of the living God—the
God who is a consuming fire—and be welcomed rather than destroyed.
Some 450 years later Roland Bainton, a biographer of Luther, would write
that Luther
…was like a man climbing in the darkness of a winding
staircase in the steeple of an ancient cathedral. In the blackness he
reached out to steady himself and his hand laid hold of a rope. He
was startled to hear the clanging of a bell.

Now here is the point of the story. In Rome today as in the Judaism of
the New Testament era, grace relies upon an earthly priesthood of imperfect
men whose ministries fall short of a sinner’s true need. Luther found that
grace which depends upon men is no grace at all. In contrast to the
imperfect priesthood of sinful men on earth—whether in Rome or Jerusalem,
the writer of Hebrews points to the perfect ministry of Jesus Christ in
heaven. He exercises a superior ministry of a superior covenant through
which he is able to do what no other can; he actually saves sinners, once and
for all. It is as we just sang:
Not what my hands have done
Can save my guilty soul;
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Now what my toiling flesh has borne
Can make my spirit whole.
Thy work alone, O Christ,
Can ease this weight of sin.
Thy blood alone, O Lamb of God
Can give me peace within.
In our lesson today our author calls us to focus not on any earthly ministry,
not on any earthly priest, not on ourselves, but on Jesus Christ in heaven. As
we look to his work carried out for us as he sits on the right hand of God the
Father, we will find assurance and be given reasons to rejoice.

Now before we get to the lesson itself, let’s review. In Hebrews 7 our
author has been speaking of the priesthood of Jesus. He has explained that it
is not of the order of Levi, which cannot grant access to God, but of the
superior order of Melchizedek which can. Through this priesthood access to
God is granted. It is granted on the basis of the indestructible life of Jesus
Christ and confirmed by the oath of God himself. Jesus, in his life, death
and resurrection, has proven himself to be the perfect sacrifice and the
perfect priest and in heaven he is in the perfect position to minister to the
needs of his people. Now in the opening verses of Hebrews 8 our author
wants us to take stock of what he has been saying, to make sure that we have
really grasped it, and so he gives us five features that demonstrate the
superiority of Christ’s priestly ministry. We have:
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

His perfection as high priest
His being both priest and king
His sitting down
His present powerful reign and
His serving in the true tabernacle

Let me read the last verse of Hebrews 7 and the first two verses of
Hebrews 8:
For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the
oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been
made perfect forever. The point of what we are saying is this: We do
have such a high priest, who sat down at the right hand of the throne
of the Majesty in heaven, and who serves in the sanctuary, the true
tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man.
Chapter seven concludes by saying the Son has been “made perfect forever.”
Chapter eight starts by saying “We do have such a high priest.” That is to
say, in Christ we have a perfect high priest. Now Christ is perfect in two
ways. First of all, he is perfect in and of himself. That is to say he is sinless,
holy, righteous and good. There is no taint or spot of wickedness in his
person. He is now, always has been and always will be utterly pure.

But there is another aspect to his perfection we have to note. He is not
only perfect in his being, he is also perfect in his work. That is what
Hebrews is getting at when it tells us that Jesus “has been made perfect.”
Let me get at it this way. Jesus did not come down to earth, take upon
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himself human flesh and then immediately go to the cross to offer up his life
as a sacrifice. Why not? Wasn’t the baby Jesus sinless? Yes he was.
Couldn’t he have made the necessary sacrifice? The short answer to that is,
“No.” You see, it is not enough for Jesus to take away our sins. That is only
one half of the equation. He takes away our sins and then he gives us his
righteousness. And so, before he could offer up his life at Calvary Jesus first
had to fulfill all righteousness. He had to take on human flesh. He had to
live under the law and obey it completely. He had to share our suffering and
our sorrows. Until that work was fully accomplished—“made perfect” or
“made complete,” it was not time for Jesus to go to Jerusalem and the cross.
“The time is not yet,” he would say. It was only after his season of obedient
suffering and toil was accomplished, that he was made the perfect priest to
meet our need. Philip Hughes put it well when he wrote these words
concerning Jesus coming to earth and his return to heaven:
He left as the Son of God. He returned both as Son of God and
also, by reason of the incarnation, as Son of man. He left as Lord. He
returned both as Lord and also as minister on our behalf in the
presence of the Father. He left as King. He turned both as King and
also as High Priest and intercessor for those whom he is not ashamed
to call his brethren. He left as Sovereign. He returned also as
Saviour.
By coming to earth and by his work as God’s servant and our Substitute,
Christ established a ministry that is superior in every way to any other
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system of approach to God. He alone meets our need as sinners before a
holy God. He is our perfect priest.

Second, Jesus is both priest and king. That is what our lesson alludes
to when it mentions Jesus at the “right hand of the throne of the Majesty in
heaven.” He has taken his place at heaven’s throne as King of kings. Jesus
is our priest and our King. Now I want you to think about what this means.
In our evening service we are studying the First Book of Samuel. It is a
book about leadership and it follows the transition of leadership in Israel
from judges to kings. What we have seen so far is that when there is godly
leadership the people prosper and when there isn’t, they get into all sorts of
terrible trouble. And so it was that every time a king died the people would
wonder, “Is the new king going to be a godly king? Will he do right in the
eyes of the Lord? Will it be blessing for us or curse?” Let me give you a
couple of examples.

Asa was a king of Judah. He was a good king. He did what was right
in the eyes of the Lord and his people enjoyed a time of blessing. But he
died as kings do and his son Jehoshaphat took over. What would happen?
Well, as it turned out, Jehoshaphat was a good king too. He did what was
right in the eyes of the Lord and his people were blessed. But for all his
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obedience he made one very serious error. He allied himself with Ahab, the
leader of the Northern Kingdom, the husband of Jezebel. Jehoshaphat’s son
Jehoram married one of Ahab’s daughters. Ahab’s daughter led him into idol
worship and because he did evil in the eyes of the Lord disaster followed.

Consistent, godly leadership was something that Israel lacked.
Gideon was a humble and righteous leader; his son was wicked. Eli, though
not especially godly, had two sons who were especially wicked and led
Israel into disaster. Samuel replaced Eli and for a time the people prospered,
but Samuel’s two sons were wicked men. David was a leader after God’s
own heart, but a couple of his sons were real pips. But while the kings of
Israel and Judah came and went, Jesus, our King, is a king forever. His
kingship is permanent. He can never be replaced. We can rest assured that
the perfect leadership of Jesus will never end.
Jesus is the perfect priest. Jesus is the eternal king. Third, our author
points to the fact that Jesus sat down. Now this is the second time he
mentions that Jesus sat down. The first is in chapter 1. Here our author is
again drawing a sharp distinction between the priesthood of Jesus and the
priesthood of the Levites. When the Levites served in the Tabernacle and
Temple, they never sat down. They never sat down because there were no
chairs. And there were no chairs to symbolize the fact that their work was
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never done. They had to offer sacrifice after sacrifice, day after day. Their
work was never finished because their sacrifices did not really atone for sin.
They could only point forward to the better sacrifice that was to come at
Calvary. But Christ’s work is finished, as he declared on the cross just
before his death. His sacrifice actually paid the price for our sins, fully
satisfying the requirements of God’s perfect justice. And the fact that he
rose from the dead was a sign that the Father had accepted the sacrifice as
payment in full.

Think of Martin Luther again. Like the Levites, he saw Catholic
priests labouring day after day, week after week, year after year, performing
the mass as a continual offering of Christ’s blood. They did not, as it were,
sit down. And every week poor sinners would file into the church, anxious
to have their sins covered but knowing that there would always be a need for
more and more sacrifices. They longed for rest and peace with God, but
never found it, for there was always something more for them to do. What a
sad situation, but what a joy for Luther and his generation to rediscover that
Christ in heaven had won their peace, had offered the final sacrifice and had
sat down, his atoning work over and done with. Isaac Watts put it this way:
Not all the blood of beasts
On Jewish altars slain
Could give the guilty conscience peace
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Or wash away the stain.
But Christ the heavenly Lamb
Takes all our sins away
A sacrifice of nobler name
And richer blood than they!
There is nothing more for Jesus to do to win salvation for us. There is
nothing for us to do but to rest with joy in him.

A perfect priest. A permanent King. His atoning work finished.
Fourth, our lesson tells us that Jesus reigns with power. That is what it
means when it says that Jesus is at “the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.”
The right hand is the hand of power and authority. Matthew Henry wrote,
This authority he exercises, for the glory of his Father, for his
own honour and for the happiness of all who belong to him; and he
will by his almighty power bring every one of them in their own order
to the right hand of God in heaven as members of his mystical body,
that where he is they may be also.
Beloved, this is where your assurance is to be found. It is not found in you;
it is not found in repeated sacrifices; it is found in Christ. And it is found in
Christ who is seated at the right hand of the Father, where he exercises his
power and authority. He has power to win our hearts in the first place.
Having won our hearts he has power to rule and govern us. He has the
power needed to shape and change us that we may become like him, and he
has power to protect and preserve us from all enemies, whether the world,
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the flesh or the devil. Ultimately he has the power to take us to himself that
where he is there may we be also. He has power to draw us to himself with
cords of love. It is as he has promised: “I will not leave you as orphans. I
will come to you. Yet a little while and the world will see me no more; but
you will see me. Because I live you will live also” (John 14:18, 19). You
don’t need to be afraid ever again.

Fifth, our author tells us that Jesus serves in the “true tabernacle” the
one “set up by the Lord, not by man.” Now think about it this way. The
Jewish Christians of the day had been denied access to the Temple in
Jerusalem. They couldn’t walk where Jesus himself had stood and taught.
And on top of that, those who were pressuring them to turn away from the
faith and return to Judaism were criticizing them for not having either
temple or priests. You can hear their accusations: “What kind of religion
have you gotten yourself mixed up in? What kind of religion doesn’t have a
temple? What kind of religion doesn’t have priests?” Here is the answer:
“We do have a high priest. In fact, the high priest we have is superior in
every way to the high priests of Levi. And on top of that we have a high
priest who serves in the real tabernacle—the tabernacle in heaven. The
tabernacle that Moses set up in the desert—the Temple that Solomon built in
Jerusalem—are only copies of the real thing. They are earthly pictures of a
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heavenly reality. Our tabernacle was not built with human hands; it was
built by God and is eternal in the heavens. It’s not that worship in the desert
tabernacle or the Jerusalem temple was false; it’s that worship in those
places was temporary and illustrative. Their job was to point to the real
thing and their work is now over.”

Think of it this way. What would you rather have: a house or a
picture of a house? A meal or a picture of a meal? The Saviour or a picture
of the saviour? That’s the difference between the ministry of the Levites and
the ministry of Jesus Christ. That’s the reason for our assurance of salvation
and our confidence. Christ, our Priest and King, actually saves sinners. He
doesn’t give us an opportunity to be saved. He doesn’t make us save
ourselves. He doesn’t make us be saved by others. He actually, really and
fully save us. He wins salvation through the cross. He applies salvation
through his power and authority. He rules over us so that his kingdom will
be more and more established in our hearts. He waits for us in heaven, not
passively, but actively, by drawing us to himself. We can sum it up in the
doxology found in Revelation 6:
Worthy is the Lamb who was slain
To receive power and wealth and
Wisdom and strength
And honour and glory and praise!
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In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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