Fellowship: Meeting with God’s People (Hebrews 10:19-25)

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 10-11 February 2001.

1 The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming--not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship. 

2 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. 

3 But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, 

4 because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 

5 Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said: "Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; 

6 with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased. 

7 Then I said, `Here I am--it is written about me in the scroll-- I have come to do your will, O God.'"

8 First he said, "Sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were you pleased with them" (although the law required them to be made). 

9 Then he said, "Here I am, I have come to do your will." He sets aside the first to establish the second. 

10 And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 

11 Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. 

12 But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. 

13 Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, 

14 because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy. 

15 The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this. First he says: 

16 "This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord. I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds." 

17 Then he adds: "Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more."  

18 And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin. 

19 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, 

20 by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 

21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 

22 let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. 

23 Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. 

24 And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 

25 Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.

1.Who is Christ and What he has done: “Therefore” 

a.     Christ is superior or better

Who did you meet this week? How many of you started your conversation with the people you met this week with this: “Therefore”? If I walk to up to you in church and begin our conversation with: “Therefore!” – you would think I’m mad! You try it now with your neighbour sitting beside you. Say to them: “Therefore!” It makes no sense! You see “therefore” or “since” is a link word. It links what you said before to what you are going to say now. 

Many of the New Testament writers, especially Paul the Apostle, use link words such as “therefore” to present their case for Christ and the gospel. “Therefore” gives us doctrine before doing, it gives us theology before ethics, it gives us gospel before implications of the gospel, gives us the “why” before the “how”. So in Titus 2, in knowing God’s grace to us in giving us Jesus – therefore we say no to ungodliness, we say yes to godliness. So in 2 Timothy 3, in knowing word of truth about Jesus that Paul has passed down to us, therefore we should now listen to God’s Word and stop listening to half-true gospels. So in Philippians 4, in knowing this Lord who has saved us from self-justification, therefore we should now pray as saved and thankful people to keep going in this saved relationship. 

The trouble is most of us want to know the “how” without bothering about the “why”. Some are wondering - this is supposed to be a Back to Basics series. So why don’t you just teach us how to live God’s way, how to read Bible, how to pray, how to fellowship, how to evangelise? Why do we have to keep going back to Jesus and the Gospel? Without Jesus and the Gospel, we will end up living moralistically. Without Jesus and Gospel, we will end up reading our Bibles ritually and magically. Without Jesus and the Gospel, we will end up praying mechanically or formulaically. In short, if we just teach the “hows” – we may end up practising “religion” instead practising righteousness. We may soon end up justifying ourselves - by our morality and spiritual disciplines - instead of being justified by faith in Jesus. The worst case – we may end up denying Jesus. And if we do that, we end up as unconverted people/pagans singing churchy songs in churchy buildings practising “religion” empty of Christ which is abhorrent to God but pleasing to men. 

b.     Confidence     

Hebrews 10 is another one of the big “therefores” of the Bible. It is one of the big “therefores” which stops our faith from degenerating into human religion by rejecting Christ. How? Read Hebrews 10:19. “Therefore, we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place.” The issue is about “confidence to enter”. Enter where? Into the “most holy place”. The Jewish temple is the symbol of God’s presence with Israel, his people of the Old Testament. The temple was the meeting place between God and his chosen people. The theology of the temple and sacrifices is simple. It is about God, access to God. How closely guarded it is. Lesson: Approaching God, knowing God and being acceptable to God was the most closely guarded. And it is God who decides. It is done on his terms. 

Illustration: When you go and see a VIP, they do a security check on you. Who are they concerned about – you or the VIP? Don’t kid yourself – it’s about the VIP! You may feel important being body-searched but it’s because you don’t make the grade. In that sense, the Gospel is first and foremost about God before it is about us. The Gospel is first and foremost about Christ before it is about us as Christians. Why? We are dealing with God’s greatest problem. Huh? And God’s greatest problem is: “How can I justify sinners without compromising my holiness?” If God has no such problem, we would not have our problem: “How can I be justified and saved?” (which is a problem we have but deny that we have). The two find their solution in this man called Jesus. That is why we can be confident. How?

The Jew were brought up with this mental block of word association. What’s your mental block? Mention “work” and most say “Oh no”! Mention studies and most say “Oh no”! Mention Most Holy Place and the ordinary Jew would say: “Oh no”! This means he CANNOT enter/NO Entry into the most holy place! Only Levitical priests could enter the first compartment of this area. And only the high priest can enter the most holy place once a year. He enters on the Day of Atonement to do what? To offer sacrifices for sins - called the sin offering. Now the writer says in 10:19: “We can now enter with confidence!  We can now do every day what the high priest did once a year! More than that, we can now do what the high priest could never do. He could enter Most Holy Place on earth (the temple was the carbon copy of the real thing in heaven). But we can enter now into the very God’s presence in HEAVEN! This is the real thing! This blew the mind of the Jew and should also blow our minds! 

How did this happen? Read 10:19 “by the blood of Jesus … opened a way for us through the curtain, that is, his body”.  The book of “Hebrews” is called the book of “better things”. It is written to Jews who had become Christians. But now they were tempted to leave Jesus behind and lapse back into Judaism. Now the writer wants to show that Jesus is “better” or “superior” (used 15 times here): 

·  Hebrews 1-3, Jesus is superior to the way God has revealed himself through the prophets, angels and Moses.

·  Hebrews 4:14-9, Jesus is the superior covenant, mediator, sacrifice, priest! He is not just the priest who brings a better sacrifice. In fact he is the sacrifice! Here in Hebrews 10, Jesus is superior or better in two ways. You don’t need multiple sacrifices, Jesus is the once and for all sacrifice (read Hebrews 9:27 and 10:10). You don’t need multiple priests, we have one great high priest (read Hebrews 10:11-12). In short, Jesus is God’s final revelation and redemption. He is the “new and living way” provided by God himself - that is why we can be confident to enter into God’s presence. 

That’s easy to see. But for the Jews – it was not so easy to see. Why? They had God’s law, priesthood and sacrificial system. Read Hebrews 10:1. These were a “shadow” of the reality. Can you tell between shadow and reality? For me, it’s hard – both shadow and reality are just as flat! The law is the “shadow”. 

Illustration: It’s like the photograph and person. I carry a photo of my wife which I keep looking at when I’m overseas. It will be an insult to keep looking at the photo when my wife is here with me in person! Jesus had come in person but they kept looking at the law. They kept looking at the law - which was preparatory and temporary – and missed the real person! Jesus is both the fulfilment of the law and the ultimate reference point. Jesus illumines what the promises, covenant, law, priesthood, sacrifice are all about. So, it is an insult and attack upon Jesus when they miss who he is. But why could they not see that? Because of wrong focus. 

Read Hebrews 10:8-10. The focus is not on the sacrifice but on v7 and v9 (quote from Psalm 40) – “I have come to do your will”. The focus should actually be on obedience. Without disobedience, there would be no need for sacrifice. Adam disobeyed God and was thrown out of Eden. Israel disobeyed God and was thrown out of Canaan. Jesus is the true Adam and Israel. What Adam and Israel could not do – Jesus did! Jesus obeyed God and his law willingly from the heart, took on the body, died on the Cross in the body, rose in the body, will come again in the risen body. That’s why Jeremiah 31:31-34 is quoted in 10:16 – “As part of the new covenant - I will put the laws in their hearts, I will write it on their minds”. As part of the new covenant, God will write his laws upon our hearts. How will this happen? 

Jesus did not come to abolish the law but to fulfil it! In fact, Jesus was the only human who perfectly obeyed God and kept his law. And all us who believe in Jesus are regarded to have obeyed God and kept God’s law – it is also written on our hearts and minds. Sacrifices treated the symptoms; Jesus deals with the disease of disobedience, sins and guilt. That is why we do not look to Moses on Sinai but to Jesus on Calvary. That is why (read) 10:11. We no longer look to priests who stand because their work is incomplete. But we look to Jesus the high priest who sits because his work of making us holy is complete. There is continuity (priesthood) but the change was Christ. “Therefore, we can enter … with confidence!” 

In the light of what Jesus has done in being the sin offering, Paul gives us five exhortations what the church should do. This has its background in the “fellowship offering” that Jews celebrated after this event. The body of the animal will be roasted. They shared a meal. Assumed that God is the host of this meal. The meal was a symbol of restored friendship with God. You don’t sit down to eat with enemies! Secondly, this meal was never eaten alone but always in fellowship with others. They read a passage of God’s covenant faithfulness and gave thanks to God. They then dedicated their lives to God as an act of worship. This was the Old Testament pattern of how they dedicated themselves to faith, hope and love!  

2.Who/What is the Church: “Let us” people

a. Let us draw near to God in full assurance of FAITH  

That is why we can draw near in full assurance of faith. I can be totally confident that by faith, by trust, by my union, by my relationship with Jesus – I will enter, I am made holy, that my disobedience is taken. But you say – what about 10:26-31. What about the bit - “if we deliberately keep on sinning, after we have received knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left”. In context, it is not talking about a once-off sin, it is not about an act of sin, it is not a lapse of disobedience. It does not mean the sacrifice of Jesus runs out of steam - that Jesus paid for this much sin and no more! But it is warning about on-going, deliberate, wilful attitude of what? Attitude of rejecting Jesus (“the truth”). It is about apostasy. Going into reverse gear with Jesus. The Jewish Christians were doing so by going backwards in their faith to the law, priesthood, sacrifices. Trust in the shadow and you deny the person. 

Illustration: If I don’t trust your work, after you finish – I’ll put my hand into it. I’m always more confident when I am doing something about this. That’s what’s happening here. In trying to be more secure with human works, they become more insecure about Jesus’ work. Keep adding to what Jesus has done and we minus. The tyranny of repetition is this: the work is not complete, the problem is not solved, we cannot enter – we got to do something. If you keep wondering whether you’ll make it to heaven AFTER you have accepted Jesus, stop wondering! Why? Read 10:39 – we are not the "shrunk back and destroyed", we are the "believed and be saved". In Graeme Goldsworthy’s words, God would have to throw Jesus out of heaven before he throws you out! And that’s assuring!

b.  Let us hold unswervingly to the HOPE

c.  Let us consider how to spur one another to LOVE and good deeds

d.  Let us not give up MEETING/ Let us ENCOURAGE one another  

We meet to remind ourselves of who Jesus is and who we are. We are to keep on going with Jesus and in Jesus. We are to meet. For what? To keep one another going believing in Jesus … especially in the light of “the day” of his coming again. 

In other words, we meet not just for our sakes alone but for the other person’s sake (spur one another ... encourage one another). We meet to encourage the other person. The New Testament is full of “one another” passages.  We are to serve another (Galatians 5:13); accept one another (Romans 15:7); forgive one another (Colossians 3:13); bear one another’s burdens (Gal 6:2); be devoted to one another (Rom 12:10); honour one another (Rom 12:10); teach one another (Rom 15:14). That is the very character of love - centred on one another (John 13:34). We could call Christians the “one another” people. We don’t come here for ourselves. 

Application (please listen to audio recording) 

·  Determine to arrive for Christian gatherings. 

·  Prepare our hearts to know, serve, care, love rather than to be known, served, cared and loved. 

·  Pray to look out for the “other” person.  

3. Who the Church is NOT:

Firstly, the church is not a building. We don’t come to church to meet God. God does not live here. If he did – totally unworthy. So we cannot say: “Welcome to the House of the Lord! Welcome to worship.” The church is a body of believers. Our lives are our worship. We gather around Christ, around the Word, the gospel. The Gospel gathers us around Christ. It is the word of God that creates the community of faith, not the community of faith which creates the word. But church history shows that we give lip service to this – spend all our energies on buildings, spend very little on passing it onto people. Many beautiful church buildings are sitting empty in the West. We must keep up the Ministry Internship Programme (MIP) – to identify, train and support people for full-time Christian work. 

Secondly, the church is not a religious place. It is rather a gathering of “confident people”. Confident people who believe in Jesus and who will be saved. We can be absolutely certain that because Jesus is acceptable to God, we will be acceptable to God. The things we do most reflect this certainty we have in Jesus. Or it will reflect the uncertainty. In some circles, people line up every week for the bread and wine. They take it magically – thinking that it washes away their sin. The act or event is not efficacious in itself. They confuse symbol and reality. They end up moving from what Jesus has done to what I am doing every week. In other circles, they line up every week for exorcisms and deliverance. They claim to deliver the spirit of laziness, spirit of gluttony, the spirit of pride, of depression. I once heard a speaker said: “When we go to hotel rooms we have to cast out spirits from the room and bed. Why? We don’t known whether people have committed adultery or died on that bed.”  So everywhere they go – they have to exorcise demons from rooms and beds. I do not know whether they make me more assured about Christ. Every bedroom, every corner – I have to worry which spirit is there. We have now moved from believing in the supernatural to being superstitious. Lining up for the automatic salvation by eating the bread and wine or lining for deliverance every week - could it be a shrinking back from Jesus? See Hebrews 10:39. Both deny the once and for all sacrifice. We end up being condemned people who practise some sacrifice or sin offering at the front.  

We gather every week here or in homes or for one to one relationships: “Let us” – draw near with full assurance of faith, let us hold to the hope. The highlight of our big group and small group gatherings is God’s Word. Faith comes from hearing God’s Word. Faith is taking God at his Word about Jesus. Bible study is not our weekly duty or cleansing mediated by a priest! Bible study is our weekly encouragement to one another to keep on believing in Jesus.

Let me say something to Christian parents – don’t use children as an excuse to put aside meeting and encouraging one another. Parents sitting and chatting about their days. Then no Bible studies. Sure way to forget the Day of Jesus’ second coming. 

Lastly, the church is not a counselling centre. We don’t gather solely or mainly to solve problems. Once I was going through a break up. Staying with a pastor. Every few days, I would seek counsel. I kept looking at my wounds and asking: how come it’s not healing? My problems were an example of spiritual navel gazing. My hurt and my wounds can be a backhanded way of self-love, selfishness, self-centredness. We must realize some problems have no resolution this side of heaven. Our problems should make us look up to Jesus. In looking to Jesus, some of my problems may be resolved, some may not be. That’s not important. But I know God’s most important problem and our most important has been – so I look forward to Jesus. The church is also not a hospice – we are not waiting to die. We are waiting for the Day of Jesus' coming! It is also not an aquarium. We are told to be fishers of men. So often we become the “judge one another” people! We become “grumble against one another" people! Perhaps because we have NOT understood the sin offering that Jesus has offered. 

“Therefore, since we have this confidence by the blood of Christ to enter into God’s presence” Are you confident? Why? Why not? Does your life show it?  

Kevin Dunnel--Young man in USA. Came back from party one night. He was drunk. He crashed his car. He survived but the girl in the other car died. She was coming home from her 21st birthday. The Court got Kevin to write a cheque of $1 in her name and send it EVERY week to her parents for the next 21 years. This was to remind him of his wrong. Kevin went on TV to appeal to her parents to stop. He could not take it. He had a mental breakdown. Lesson: What do we need most? Forgiveness. It’s terrible not to be acceptable. God has graciously done everything he can by giving us Jesus. Therefore, we can be confident to enter.

1
1

