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August 31, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 9:15-22
Sermon: The Last Will and Testament of Jesus

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

When I was on vacation I had a chance to see Caesar and Cleopatra
at Stratford. Christopher Plummer starred and was excellent in the part of
Caesar. He has a wonderful stage presence and a remarkable voice. The
whole production was first rate and the costumes and sets were particularly
inventive and evocative of the Egypt of that day. Plummer played an aging
Julius Caesar who met and mentored a teenaged Cleopatra, teaching her
lessons about leadership and helping her to grow into her role as Queen of
Egypt. Some lessons she learned; some she didn’t. In any event, the play
ends with Caesar boarding a ship and sailing back to Rome. It was a
poignant scene for those who know their history for when Caesar returned to
Rome he returned to the assassin’s knife.

If you have read Shakespeare you know the scene. Caesar has been
struck down by conspirators. They foolishly give Mark Antony an
opportunity to deliver a eulogy. He begins with the famous line, “Friends,
Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears; I come to bury Caesar, not to
praise him.” It wasn’t true, of course and so praise Caesar he did. He first
dealt with the accusations and justifications the conspirators had brought
forth in defense of their treachery. Caesar was ambitious, and that was
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dangerous for the nation. In response Antony recounted Caesar’s triumphs
for the sake of Rome, his compassion for the poor and his refusal to accept a
king’s crown three times. He said, “Was this ambition? Yet Brutus said he
was ambitious and Brutus is an honourable man.”

The crowd began to swing Antony’s way. The conspirators began to
get alarmed. And then Antony pulled out a piece of parchment. “Here is a
parchment with the seal of Caesar. I found it in his closet. It is his will. If
only the people knew what was in the will they would race forward to kiss
dead Caesar’s head.” The crowd called out for Antony to read the will. He
refused. It wasn’t yet time. The mob was not yet sufficiently aroused. So
Antony gathered the crowd around the body. He pointed out the wounds on
the body and recited the names of each conspirator, assigning a name to each
wound. He wound the crowd into a fever pitch and only then consented to
read the will. The crowd learned that to each and every Roman he left 75
drachmas—the equivalent of two and a half months wages. And there was
more:
Moreover he hath left you all his walks, his private arbors and
new-planted orchards on this side of the Tiber. He hath left them to
you and to your heirs forever—common pleasures, to walk abroad and
recreate yourselves.
At this point the crowd rises up and puts to flight the senate and the
conspirators, forcing them to flee the city.
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Julius Caesar gave his fellow Roman citizens a generous inheritance,
but there is one who has left an inheritance greater still—greater in riches
and greater in the numbers blessed. This inheritance—freedom from the
condemnation of sin and everlasting life—is given in what the Letter to the
Hebrews calls the last will and testament of Jesus Christ, God’s own Son,
who died that we might live. In Shakespeare’s play Mark Anthony pointed
out the wounds of Caesar from which gold coins flowed to the people of
Rome; our lesson today points to the wounds of Christ from which flows the
blood by which our souls are redeemed.

Let’s look at our lesson. As you remember, Hebrews 9 has been
celebrating the superiority of the blood of Christ. It is superior because it is
of infinite value. It is superior because it has been shed once and for all and
has accomplished its work. It is superior because it does what the blood of
bulls and goats cannot do—it removes our guilt and it reconciles us to God.
Today our author tells us that Jesus has made us beneficiaries of his last will
and testament, beneficiaries of an eternal inheritance that he has sealed with
his blood. Let’s look at the lesson. It begins,
For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that
those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—
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now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins
committed under the first covenant.

Our author speaks of a new covenant and an old covenant, an old
covenant under Moses and a new covenant under Christ. To understand this
we need to make a detour and stop at Exodus 24. Moses has received the
law from God—the Ten Commandments, the ceremonial rites and the civil
stipulations for the governing of the new nation. He read the law to the
Israelites and the people responded, “Everything the Lord has said we will
do.” Now we have to make our way to Deuteronomy 27 and two mountain
peaks, one called Mount Ebal and the other Mount Gerizim. It was between
these two mountains that the people of God gathered at the Lord’s command.
Half of the people stood at Mount Ebal and the other half at Mount Gerizim.
At Mount Ebal the people read out the curses that would attend them if they
were to disregard their promise to do “all that the Lord had spoken.” Told
they would be cursed for idolatry, the people said, “Amen!” Told they
would be cursed for adultery, the people said, “Amen!” Told they would be
cursed for murder, the people said, “Amen!” Told they would be cursed for
false testimony, the people said, “Amen!” And so it went on until Moses
said, “Cursed be anyone who does not confirm the words of this law by
doing them.” And all the people said, “Amen!” They were saying, “If we
5

do not obey, if we break our promise to do everything the Lord has
commanded, let us be cursed.”

After the curses were read from Mount Ebal, blessings were read from
Mount Gerizim. One blessing after another would rain down upon the
people in response to their obedience unto the law. Obedience would assure
victory in battle, plenteous harvests and an abundance of offspring. The
greatest blessing of obedience was this: “The Lord will establish you as a
people holy to himself as he has sworn to you, if you keep the
commandments of the Lord your God and walk in his ways.” Curses for
disobedience and blessings for obedience. The rest of the Old Testament is a
record of how well the Israelites kept this promise. The sad truth of it is that
they fell far short of what was needed to attain God’s blessing.

They entered into a covenant. They broke the covenant. They earned
the curse of God. But nevertheless, our lesson does not speak of punishment
but speaks of a mediator. It’s strange, isn’t it? Why would God need to send
a mediator? A mediator works things out between two parties. Here there
was nothing to work out. The deal had been set. It was blessing or curse
and the people had chosen curse. The only thing left was for the promised
curse to be applied in punishment and wrath. Or at least it looks that way on
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the surface. But if you dig a little deeper you will see that this situation has
caused a problem for God. A dilemma.

You see, prior to the covenant as it was given to Moses, God had
made a covenant with Abraham, a covenant that did not depend upon the
obedience of God’s people. In Genesis 17 we hear of this covenant. God
said to Abraham, “I will establish my covenant between me and you and
your offspring after you throughout the generations for an everlasting
covenant, to be God to you and your offspring after you.” “I will establish
my covenant,” God said. God himself, God alone was the guarantee of this
covenant. We see that in a graphic way in Genesis 15. When God sealed
this covenant he caused Abraham to cut up animals and make a pathway
with their parts. God alone passed through the sacrifices. In doing this God
was declaring in an unmistakable way, “If I do not fulfill my promise may
what has happened to these animals happen to me.” You can think of it this
way. If God cursed his people for their failure to adhere to the Law of
Moses, thus cutting off Abraham’s children from salvation, God’s own curse
would fall back upon himself. We need a mediator to make peace with God
because of our disobedience and sin; God needs a mediator to make peace
with us because of his unshakable promise. We often think of Christ as our
mediator, washing away our sins; we need to expand our view of his work as
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a mediator and recognize that his work is done on behalf of the Father too.
The cross indeed stands at the very centre of history.

Before going on let me add one thing here. You may ask yourself this:
“Why did God bring in the law covenant through Moses in the first place,
when he knew full well that his people would not and could not obey his
laws?” He did it first of all for our sake. Beloved, the law establishes both
man’s guilt and his need for grace. Our inability to obey the law and to walk
in holiness makes our guilt before God clear. And in doing so the law makes
us despair of ourselves and turn to God for grace and mercy. The Law is a
drastic measure that breaks us of our self-righteousness and pride and points
us away from ourselves to our gracious Lord. And second, he did it for his
own sake. The law reveals the holy, righteous and unchangeable character
of God. The law reveals the beauty of his holiness.

Now let’s return to the lesson and pick things up at verse 16. Here the
idea of the eternal inheritance of God’s children is expanded as the idea of a
last will and testament is introduced. Our lesson reads,
In the case of a will, it is necessary to prove the death of the one
who made it, because a will is in force only when somebody has died;
it never takes effect while the one who made it is living.
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The Greek word diatheke, when used in a religious context, is translated as
“covenant.” The same word, diatheke, when used in a legal context is
translated as “will.” Think of the phrase, “last will and testament.” That is
how the word is used here. (It is, by the way, the only time in the Bible that
it is used in this sense, and it is because of this passage the Bible has an Old
Testament and a New Testament rather than an Old Covenant and a New
Covenant.) You can think of the New Testament as the Last Will and
Testament of Jesus. And Sunday by Sunday we who are a part of his family
come to hear the reading of the will. All of the promises and benefits
contained here are distributed to family members because Jesus died at
Calvary. His death at Calvary has put the will into effect and so, as heirs of
Christ we inherit all of the blessings that belong to him.

What are these blessings? What specifically is our inheritance in
Jesus? Let me mention a few things. There are many more because Jesus is
indeed rich. Here is one: God watches over us with love and care in the
same way that he watched over Jesus. Here is another. God sends his Holy
Spirit to empower us in godliness, even as he sent the Holy Spirit to the Lord
Jesus. How about this: Because God is the Father of Christ, we can claim
him as our Father too. And God takes a fatherly interest in us, molding,
teaching, challenging, and disciplining us that we might reap the harvest of
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righteousness he desires for us. And in death our inheritance is even greater.
We are given the resurrection life of Jesus, a place in heaven and a home
with God. Perfect holiness will attend us and we will be like Jesus. Listen
to this word from I John 3:1-2:
How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we
should be called children of God! And that is what we are... Dear
friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet
been make known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be
like him…
We shall be like him. How rich a blessing is that?

Let’s turn back to our lesson where our author tells us that this same
principle of a will coming into force only upon death was a principle at work
in Old Testament times as well.
This is why even the first covenant was not put into effect
without blood. [That is, without death.] When Moses had proclaimed
every commandment of the law to all the people, he took the blood of
calves, together with water, scarlet wool and branches of hyssop, and
sprinkled the scroll and all the people. He said, “This is the blood of
the covenant, which God has commanded you to keep.” In the same
way, he sprinkled with the blood both the tabernacle and everything
used in its ceremonies. In fact, the law requires that nearly everything
be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness.
When the Old Covenant was ratified everything was sprinkled by blood.
The altar was sprinkled. The scroll was sprinkled. The tabernacle was
sprinkled. The priests were sprinkled. The people were sprinkled. There
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was blood everywhere. This sprinkling taught two things. First it impressed
upon the people the truth that sin brings death. Not even a loving God can
set aside the sentence that sin incurs—the soul that sins shall die. But
second, the sprinkling of the blood of animals taught the people that God
would accept a substitute whose blood was shed on their behalf. This is how
it works:
1. Once we have sinned against God there is no way for sin to be put
away but through the shedding of blood.
2. The price of our redemption is one we cannot both pay and survive.
3. We need a substitute to pay the price for us—the ransom to God’s
justice—a substitute who has in himself the power of everlasting life.
The blood that Moses sprinkled represented the blood—the death of Christ.
All who were saved in the Old Covenant were saved by the New Covenant.
They trusted in the blood of the sacrifices and through them they trusted in
the blood of Christ.
Let me make three observations. First of all, because salvation is an
inheritance from Christ is it a pure gift. If you are named in a will that is
what you have received: a gift. You did nothing to earn the riches that are
coming your way. Somebody else did. You have no claim upon the money.
It was never yours before. You would have no reason to complain if you had
not been named in the will in the first place. Salvation is a sheer gift, freely
given, out of God’s heart of love.
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Second, what a gift it is! All of the blessings of our inheritance in
Christ can be summed up in this sentence: “I will be your God and you will
be my people.” That is to say, the real blessing that God gives us is a
relationship with him. He brings us into fellowship. This is where many go
wrong. There are people who want the blessings of God without a
relationship with God. They want life and rest and peace and joy but they
don’t want to know the Lord and walk in obedience to him. The dilemma
they face is this: Life and rest and peace and joy and all other blessings are
only found as we walk in obedient fellowship with the Lord. Without God
there is no life, for God is life. Without God there is no rest, for our souls
find rest in God alone (Ps. 62:1). Without God there is no peace but only
labour and burden and weariness (Matthew 11:28). Without God there is no
joy, for joy comes only when we can say, “The Lord is my strength and my
song; he has become my salvation” (Psalm 118:14).

Third, consider the reaction we need to cultivate for such a gift. If we
understand what we have been bequeathed, we ought to experience an
overwhelming gratitude for what we have received. And more than just a
feeling, that gratitude ought to issue forth in action. On the one hand we
ought to lift our hearts and voices to God in praise and thanksgiving and
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commitment and obedience. On the other hand we ought to rise up against
our sins, battling them with all the hatred we can muster, driving them
ruthlessly out of our lives. Our watchword should be, “More of Christ and
less of me.” It is as the hymn says:
Love so amazing, so divine,
Demands my life, my soul, my all.
In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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