Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
July 27, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 9:1-10
Sermon: The Saving Power of Christ’s Covenant

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

The author of the Letter to the Hebrews has been exhorting his
congregation to hold firm to the gospel of Jesus Christ in the face of serious
and soon to be deadly pressures to recant the faith and return to Judaism. In
his exhortation he has pointed out that Jesus is a greater priest than all of the
priests of Old Testament times. He is the perfect priest—perfect in who he
is and in what he has done. More that that, he is the perfect priest-king in
whom all power and authority reside. His atoning work is perfect too; it was
accomplished once and for all and is not to be repeated for it is entirely
sufficient to accomplish the salvation of each and every one of his people.
His position is perfect, for he now sits at the right hand of the Majesty in
heaven, where he intercedes on our behalf before the Father and prepares a
place for us so that where he is there we may be also. Finally, he is in the
perfect place—the true and heavenly Tabernacle of which the earthly
tabernacle is but a shadow or picture.

Our author has also pointed out that Jesus brings a superior covenant
and better promises than anything that has gone before. Before the Law
could only convict, but with Jesus, through his Spirit, the law is in our minds
and written on our hearts so that, by divine power we begin to love and obey
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God’s Law. On top of that, all our sins are forgiven and remembered no
more. And so it is that reborn to holiness of life, our sins forgiven and taken
away, we are granted personal, direct and everlasting fellowship with God.
Such are the blessings and riches that Christ brings, blessings and riches that
far outstrip anything that has come before.

Now in our lesson today, to drive the point home, our author draws a
comparison between the saving powers of the Old and the New Covenants.
First he looks at the wilderness tabernacle and its furnishings; second, he
looks at the ministry that was carried out in that tabernacle. And third, he
points out the fulfillment of the tabernacle ministry. The tabernacle, its
ministry and its fulfillment. Let’s take them one at a time by turning to our
lesson and looking at the first five verses of chapter nine:
Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also an
earthly sanctuary. A tabernacle was set up. In its first room were the
lampstand, the table and the consecrated bread; this was called the
Holy Place. Behind the second curtain was a room called the Most
Holy Place, which had the golden altar of incense and the goldcovered Ark of the Covenant. This ark contained the gold jar of
manna, Aaron’s staff that had budded, and the stone tablets of the
covenant. Above the ark were cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing
the atonement cover. But we cannot discuss these things in detail
now.
Our author didn’t feel the need to go into a great deal of detail here because
the congregation he was writing to was made up of Jewish believers; they
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would have known intimately the layout and the furnishings of the
tabernacle. That is not so true of us and so I am going to add a few details to
supplement his picture.

Now the tabernacle was a portable tent-shrine that was situated at the
centre of the Israelite camp. Each of the twelve tribes had its own
designated spot somewhere around the tabernacle enclosure. If you were to
approach the tabernacle the first thing you would see were the white linen
walls that surrounded the tabernacle court. These outer walls were 150 feet
long and seventy-five feet wide. The uniform whiteness of these walls
spoke of the holiness of the tabernacle. You would enter the courtyard
through its one gate, located on the eastern side of the tabernacle. There was
only one gate to indicate that there is only one way to God. You must go
through this gate. It reminds us of what Jesus said in John 10. “I tell you
the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs
in some other way, is a thief and a robber.”

On passing through the gate the first thing you would see was the
Altar of Burnt Offering. This was a large bronze altar with a horn on each
corner to which the offerings—healthy, strong and unblemished lambs, goats
and bulls—would be tied before being killed. This was as far as a layman
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could come and it was the place where he would lay his hands of the head of
the sin offering as a sign that his sins and the sins of his family were laid on
the beast about to be killed. The position of the altar pointed to the need of a
blood sacrifice to atone for sin, because the wages of sin is death.

Behind the Altar of Burnt Offering was a bronze laver—a large
washbasin. It was here that the priests would wash their hands before going
into the Holy Place. While the Altar for Burnt Offering pointed to the need
for justification—being put right with God—the laver pointed to the need for
sanctification—a growing in godliness and holy living. Both of these
elements are found in Psalm 24 where it says,
Who may ascend the hill of the Lord?
Who may stand in his holy place?
He who has clean hands and a pure heart.
“Who may ascend the hill of the Lord?” You could answer it this way: He
who has made a burnt offering at the altar and has washed his hands at the
laver.
Now behind the laver was the tabernacle itself, a flat-roofed tent 15
feet high and wide and 45 feet long. It was covered with three layers. There
were two outer layers of animal skins and an inner layer of intricately woven
tapestries in blue, purple and scarlet yarns and linens. Inside the tabernacle
was divided into two rooms by an ornate woven veil of blue, purple and
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scarlet yarns and linens along with cherubim embroidered in gold thread.
The veil was supported by four golden pillars resting in silver bases or
sockets. The outer room was called the “the Holy Place.” The inner room
was called “the Holy of Holies.”

In the Holy Place, the first room, there was a lampstand of solid gold
with seven branches and seven flower-shaped lamp holders. It represented
the burning bush from which God spoke to Moses. The burning bush, then,
is a symbol of the Word of God and as such it points us to Jesus Christ.
When you think of the lampstand think of the opening words of the Gospel
of John. Speaking of Jesus, it says, “In him was life, and that life was the
light of men…. The true light, which enlightens every man was coming into
the world” (John 1:4, 9).

The Holy Place also contained a table on which were twelve loaves of
bread, each one representing a tribe of Israel. The priests would eat this
bread to symbolize the fellowship of Israel and the Lord. Think of our
Lord’s words in John 6: “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall
not hunger and whosoever believes in me shall never thirst.”
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Now our lesson tells us that the golden altar of incense was found in
the second room—the Holy of Holies. It wasn’t. It was in the Holy Place
just in front of the veil. Our author puts it this way because when the high
priest went into the Holy of Holies he would put coals on this altar and walk
into the inner room surrounded by a cloud of incense. The incense would
fill the Holy of Holies, representing the prayers of the people rising up
before the throne of God.

The Holy of Holies contained the Ark of the Covenant. Within the ark
was a golden jar of manna, Aaron’s staff, which had budded and the stone
tablets on which were written the Ten Commandments. The lid—the
atonement cover or the mercy-seat, was a gold plate covering the ark on
which the atoning blood was sprinkled—a symbol of Christ’s atoning work.
Now think of this: Christ perfectly fulfilled the law that was written on those
stone tablets for he was obedient in all things. The jar of manna pointed to
Jesus, the bread of life. Aaron’s staff, which budded to confirm his priestly
authority (Numbers 17:1-11), pointed to the supreme authority of Christ as
our Lord, High Priest and King of Kings. The tabernacle, then, is essentially
a picture of Jesus Christ. It is a picture of who he is and what he has done.
The worship rituals performed in the tabernacle pointed to Jesus as well.
Let’s turn to our lesson again and pick things up at verse six.
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“When everything had been arranged like this, the priests entered
regularly into the outer room to carry on their ministry.” Daily worship was
continual. Worshipers would bring their sacrifices to the great bronze altar
in the outer courtyard, one after another. They would lay their hands upon
the beasts who would be killed. The priests would sprinkle their blood on
the altar. If they were chosen by lot, once in their lifetime they would get
the opportunity to serve in the Holy Place. They would wash in the bronze
laver and enter into the Holy Place where they would tend the flames of the
lampstand, stoke the coals on the altar of incense and exchange and partake
of the sacred loaves. The one thing they dared not do was take a peek
behind the veil into the Holy of Holies. Had they done such a thing, God
would have struck them dead. Your ordinary Levitical priest had no access
to the throne of God.

Look at verse seven: “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.” Ministry
in the Holy of Holies was the domain of the High Priest alone, and that only
once a year. Let me describe how it happened. Seven days before the Day
of Atonement the High Priest would leave home to stay day and night in the
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Temple. During that week he would practice over and over again what he
was to do on the great day so he would make no mistake. He was especially
cautious not to get near anything that could make him ritually unclean. On
the morning of Yom Kippur he offered a burnt offering and then ritually
bathed. He then put on special clothes—not his regular priestly garments
with the breastplate of precious stones and blue and purple robes, but
garments of pure white. He would then sacrifice a bull for his sins and the
sins of his family. He would take coals into the Holy Place and burn
incense. He would then go back, get the bulls blood and sprinkle it on the
mercy seat and the front of the Ark of the Covenant. This initial sacrifice
was for his own sins.
Next he would select two goats. One goat he would sacrifice. He
would take the blood into the Holy of Holies and sprinkle it on the Ark just
as he had done with the bull’s blood. This sacrifice was for the sins of the
people. He would then return, take the second goat, lay his hands upon it,
pray, and symbolically transfer the sins of the people onto the goat. The goat
would then be driven out into the desert amidst the jeers of the gathered
throngs. They would yell out, “Bear our sins and be gone!” Finally the
priest would put off the white garments, bathe again and put on his regular
priestly robes. Finally he would host a tremendous feast with rejoicing and
dancing.
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Now think about this. The desert tabernacle taught the holiness of
God. It taught the sinfulness of man. It taught atonement through the blood
of a sacrifice. No other ancient religious ritual comes close to this in
meaning or in majesty. And yet it was, nevertheless, inadequate to meet the
sinner’s need. It was limited in access and limited in power. It was limited
in access. If you got to be the High Priest you could have access to the Holy
of Holies, but only for a few tense moments one time each year. If you were
a regular priest you would have an opportunity to carry out your ministry in
the Holy Place once in a lifetime and for one week only. If you were a
layperson your access was restricted even more. You could only gain access
to the courtyard.

Look at verse eight. It reads, “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 standing.” You could translate it this way too: “The
Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had
not yet been opened as long as the first tabernacle was standing.” The veil
of the tabernacle and later the temple said in words loud, clear and
unmistakable, “Access Denied.” This is how Andrew Murray put it:
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The veil was the symbol of separation between a holy God and
sinful man; they cannot dwell together. The tabernacle thus expressed
the union of two apparently conflicting truths. God called man to
come and worship him, and yet he might not come too near; the veil
kept him at a distance. Love calls the sinner near; righteousness keeps
him back. The Holy One bids Israel build him a house in which he
will dwell, but forbids them entering his presence there.
And the Day of Atonement itself emphasized this separation all the more. It
proclaimed that the way into God’s presence was barred on any regular
basis.

And not only was it limited in access, it was limited in power too.
Look at verse seven again. It says that on the Day of Atonement the priest
would make and offering “for the sins the people had committed in
ignorance.” There was no tabernacle provision for sins of pre-meditation.
Numbers 15:30-31 says this:
But anyone who sins defiantly [literally, “with a high hand”]
whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the Lord and that person
must be cut off from the people. Because he has despised the Lord’s
word and broken his commands that person must surely be cut off; his
guilt remains on him.
Pre-meditated sin was a huge dilemma for the people, for the tabernacle
system just did not provide a remedy.

Psalm 51 points that out clearly. It was written after David had
committed adultery with Bathsheba and had arranged for her husband to be
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killed. First off, David confesses his sin. He knows he is guilty of sins of
pre-meditation.
For I know my transgressions
And my sin is always before me.
Against you, you only, have I sinned
And done what is evil in your sight,
So that you are proved right when you speak
And justified when you judge.
Surely I was sinful at birth,
Sinful from the time my mother conceived me.
David also knows that there is no sacrifice he can bring that will make
atonement for what he has done.
You do not delight in sacrifice,
Or I would bring it;
You do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.
So what could David do? All he could do was come to the Lord with a
contrite heart and plead for mercy, hoping the Lord would be gracious.
The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit;
A broken and contrite heart, O God,
You will not despise.

Let’s look at verses eight, nine and ten, for in them we will find good
news.
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 standing. This is an illustration for the present time, indicating
that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the
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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.
“Not yet.” “For the present time.” “Until the time of the new order.” If you
wanted to sum up Old Testament religion you could use the words, “not
yet.” “Not yet,” or “Not until the time of Christ.” Old Testament saints had
to say, “One day, but not yet. One day we will have unlimited access. One
day we will have the Spirit’s power. But not yet.” The Old Testament saints
had to say, “For the moment we have an indirect relationship with the Lord,
a relationship mediated through our priests who fellowship with God in the
Holy Place as they gather around his table and eat of his bread. But one day,
by the blood of the Messiah, we will have a direct relationship with God for
we will be a nation of priests. And we will not serve the Lord in the Holy
Place, but directly before his throne, in the Holy of Holies. We will live
before the face of God, covered completely and perfectly by the blood of the
availing sacrifice, the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ.

When the Lord was crucified unto death the veil of the temple was
torn in two, from the top to the bottom. It was torn that way to show that
what had happened was no normal event. It hadn’t simply frayed at the
bottom and so been torn in that way. It went from the top down to tell us
that it was through the cross of Jesus that access to the throne is given. After
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the veil was torn, what did the priests do? Did they walk boldly into the
presence of God, confident that at last he had opened the way for them
through Christ? Did they look upon Jesus as the true Lamb of God who
fulfilled their fondest desire, that they might draw near to the Lord their
God? No. In the greatest of tragedies they sewed the veil back up again.
With their own hands they rebuilt the barrier that God himself had removed.

We might be tempted to wag a finger at them. “Faithless! Foolish!
Unbelieving!” Except for this: There are inner barriers to fellowship with
God, barriers that have been removed by Christ. And Christ sends his Spirit
to persuade poor sinners of that truth. He tells the sinner, “Because of what I
have done God receives you, delights in you, is well pleased by you and has
nothing but kind thoughts about you.” And yet despite the fact that Christ
speaks so clearly and tenderly to us, so often we poor sinners simply refuse
to believe it. We think out sin runs too deep. The barrier is too high. The
gap too wide. And so we build up again what Christ has removed. Beloved,
listen to this word from God and believe it. He is not lying for he cannot lie
and he will not change his mind for he is not like us. It is a word he spoke
through Paul in Colossians 2:
When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of
your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all
our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that
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was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it
to the cross.
Don’t build up again what God has torn down. Instead, receive his mercy,
rejoice in his grace and delight yourself in his service. You have been
granted access to God through the death and resurrection of Christ in the
power of the Holy Spirit. Rich blessings indeed, for those who will receive
them. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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