“Symbols of the Present Time”

Hebrews 9:1-10

March 27, 2011

Read Hebrews 9:1-10

For those of you who may be here for the first time, you may be wondering, “This sounds like a textbook; not the Bible.” 

There is a reason for it sounding that way: chapter 9 is in the midst of a technical argument that a preacher delivered to an early congregation to exhort them to remember the “better-ness” of Jesus. 

Hebrews is mostly a sermon given to encourage and re-awaken an early congregation. It was written and delivered to people who had been Christians for a while. These were not people that the writer was trying to convince to come to a decision about Jesus; rather, it was written to an early church about how to live having received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 
The major theme of the preacher’s sermon was this: Jesus was the once-for-all sacrifice for our sins and salvation. Jesus is the once-for-all sacrifice for our sins and salvation. He is once-for-all. He is completely sufficient. There is nothing else needed, nothing else can add to what he has accomplished.
It was a relevant message for the believers of that congregation – and also to us today – because they had begun straying back into old patterns, old traditions, and old behaviors. Specifically, the preacher’s congregation included mostly Jewish-Christians; that is, people who had been raised in Jewish homes and communities. The situation that gave rise to the sermon was a tendency among the congregation to start back attending temple services and events. They had lost their focus on how Jesus fulfilled the promises of Scripture; they were falling back.

It may sound so very far away from who we are today; but the reality is that Christians today do the very same thing. We may not be going to temple and we may not be offering ritual sacrifices, but we see all around us people giving into the temptation and pressure to celebrate religious pluralism. “Good” is what is good for me and I should leave you alone to your own sense of “good.” We are even encouraged to make up our own things to celebrate. For example, in just a few short years, a growing number of people celebrate “Festivus.”

Festivus is a secular holiday celebrated on December 23 as a way to celebrate the holiday season without participating in its pressures and commercialism. It was created by writer Dan O'Keefe and introduced into popular culture by his son Daniel, a screenwriter for the TV show Seinfeld, as part of a comical storyline on the show. The holiday's celebration, as shown on Seinfeld, includes an unadorned aluminum "Festivus pole," practices such as the "Airing of Grievances" and "Feats of Strength," and the labeling of easily explainable events as "Festivus miracles." Celebrants of the holiday sometimes refer to it as "a Festivus for the rest of us," a saying taken from the O'Keefe family traditions and popularized in the Seinfeld episode to describe Festivus' non-commercial aspect. (Wikipedia)
What was originally a spoof of a holiday has become a ritual in some homes. 

In our world today, people are encouraged to pick and choose what they worship. Some want their children to experience a little bit of everything in order that their children can decide for themselves what they believe. They take a little bit from this religion, throw in a little meditation with an eastern flavor, and work in a little dash of something else, and hold no convictions – because to choose one would mean to not choose another. That would be intolerant. 

The lack of conviction is precisely what the preacher was addressing with the congregation in Hebrews. In chapter 2, the preacher asked the rhetorical question, “For if the message declared through the angels was valid, and every transgression or disobedience received a just penalty, how can we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?”

It matters what we believe. It matters who we worship. You have to choose. Choose wisely.

Here, the preacher was urging the congregation to remember the gospel proclaimed in Jesus Christ; how it matters that they choose to hold fast to Jesus and not drift back into old ways.


Tangible reminders of God’s grace and presence. 
As we get into the text a little bit, I want to make sure we understand why we are talking about these things. When I was a kid and went to museums, I did not appreciate the significance of looking at bowls that were thousands of years old – I remember thinking, “I ate cereal out of a bowl about that shape and size that morning.” What I did not grasp was the meaning or importance of what the piece represented.

We do not go to museums and we do not look back because it is particularly interesting by itself. We look back because of how what has happened can inform us as we walk forward. It tells us who we are, where we have come from, and where we might be headed. 

The items talked about here in chapter 9 are items that would have been familiar to the preacher’s congregation. They were old artifacts, but they represented the intersection between God and the real world in history. They were religious mementos, markers along the way. Mementos are a reminder of God’s grace and presence.

When I was a kid, one of the great moments each year was going to Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia for a Phillies game. I remember when the stadium was built. The first time we went, I must have been 7 or 8 years old. I remember we climbed and climbed and climbed to get to the place where our tickets said our seats would be. Then, we walked through this dark tunnel out into the light – the Astroturf was so green, the stadium was filling up with people, the atmosphere was electric. My dad bought us each programs and we had pencils so we could keep score. We also had our gloves just in case someone hit a foul ball hundreds of feet into the upper deck so we could catch it. 

A few years ago, when I was cleaning out the house where we had grown up after my mother had died, I came across one of those programs. My mom had saved it. There was nothing special about the particular game we attended, nothing remarkable about the program itself, but the scorekeeping was there in my young handwriting. 

For me, I kept some of our three girls’ drawings. There is a rock Abby painted decorating my office. It is not that I want her to remain a preschooler all her life; it is that these were markers of a time of her being, ways I can remember God’s blessing in her life, ways I can remember how God blessed me with her life. You know what are the precious items for you – inherited things with tremendous sentimental value, possessions that were significant to you at a specific transitional moment in time. I look at it and marvel how God has grown her into an amazing young woman and I anticipate – with hope – how God will continue to have her blossom into an incredible person. I look back to remember in order to restore and encourage my hope for her future.

So it is when you come to church. We take time to read Scripture, to sing hymns, and to pray in order that we can remember God’s faithfulness. Worship is not designed for our entertainment. It is designed so that we might be able to present ourselves to God – to remember the one true God who has proven faithful time and time again, and to renew our hope and trust in the one true God who calls us to faithfulness day by day. Our signs and symbols – like the cross, the communion table, the baptismal font – are all tangible reminders of God’s grace and presence in our lives.


The First Covenant and the Earthly Sanctuary

Here, the items discussed in chapter 9 were important because they were tangible reminders of God’s grace and presence in the lives of God’s chosen people.  

The preacher was talking about the movable tent Moses constructed to serve as a sanctuary of God’s presence with the people after the covenant delivered on Mt. Sinai. As you remember, and as the congregation then would have known, God had drawn the people out of bondage and slavery in Egypt and brought them to Mt. Sinai to establish a covenant with them. They would be his people and he would be their God. 

Having established the covenant with the people, the LORD instructed Moses to create this sanctuary. The LORD told Moses, “Have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among them. In accordance with all that I show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle and all of its furniture, so shall you make it.” (Exodus 25:8-9).


The preacher summarized the meaning this way: “the first covenant (that is, the one with Moses) had regulations for worship and an earthly sanctuary.” The contrast was between Moses’ earthly sanctuary, made as a part of the Sinai covenant, and the heavenly throne room which is made for worship in the heavenly sanctuary.

The tabernacle was built. It was a tent about 42 feet long, 10 feet wide and about 10 feet tall. There were two sections: the holy, and the holy of holies. The outer section which the preacher identified as “the first” included the lampstand, the table, and the bread of the Presence.

The inner section, which the preacher identified as the second curtain, included the golden altar of incense and the ark of the covenant. In the Ark were a golden urn holding manna, Aaron’s rod, and the tablets of the covenant. On top of the Ark were “the cherubim of glory overshadowing the mercy seat.”

Let me go through these with you briefly:

· The lampstand – this was a menorah, with three branches coming out each side of a main branch. It was kept lit day and night. In addition to providing the function of lighting the space, it also reminded the people of God’s constant presence as a cloud by day, fire by night as they were being led out of Egypt. (Exodus 25:31-39) “See that you make them according to the pattern for them, which is being shown you on the mountain.”

· The table with the bread of the Presence – Twelve loaves of bread were arranged in two rows of six loaves each. The bread was unleavened and replaced each Sabbath day. The old bread was eaten in the holy place. The bread represented God’s hospitality in meeting with Moses, represented God’s ongoing communion and community with the covenant people. (Exodus 25:23-30) “And you shall set the bread of the Presence on the table before me always.”

· The golden altar of incense – this was used on the Day of Atonement, when the priest would enter the second tent to offer sacrifices for his own sins and then the sins of the people. The blood of the sin offering would be sprinkled on the horns of the incense-altar as well as on the mercy seat. It was a reminder of God’s steadfast love and mercy; God’s working with the covenant people to draw them closer to himself. (Exodus 30:1-10) “You shall not offer unholy incense on it, or a burnt offering, or a grain offering; and you shall not pour a drink offering on it. Once a year Aaron shall perform the rite of atonement on its horns. Throughout your generations he shall perform the atonement for it once a year with the blood of the atoning sin offering. It is most holy to the LORD.”
· The Ark of the Covenant – most people have an idea of the Ark of the Covenant, if for no other reason than the Raiders of the Lost Ark movie depiction. It carried tangible articles of God’s presence with the people.
· Golden urn holding manna – a sample of how God provided bread in the middle of the desert and how the people were dependent upon God for their survival. (Exodus 16:33)

· Aaron’s rod – during the time in the desert, there were several uprisings against Moses and Aaron, questioning their leadership. Aaron’s rod was significant because it “budded” overnight, demonstrating that God had selected Aaron and the Levites to be his priests over and against the others who had challenged. It went to show how the people were to follow God’s leading and not simply trust in their own wisdom. (Numbers 17:1-10)
· Tablets of the covenant – the Ten Commandments. God’s ten words to the Israelites about how they were to live as his covenant people. 
(Information from New International Commentary and Word Biblical Commentary)
Again, as we look at the detail here, the point was that each of these items were a tangible reminder of God’s grace and presence to them in the past. The preacher listed all these items to recall how God’s covenant was established through Moses. 

Here is what is important to know: the preacher pointed out that these treasured pieces of the temple were symbols of the present time. They were cherished because they were a way of remembering God’s presence in the midst of the people, God’s protection at times of danger, God’s promises fulfilled throughout the generations. 


Pointers to a greater reality.
The preacher encouraged the congregation to remember the covenant with Moses and the earthly sanctuary in order to show how God has promised even greater things with the new covenant in Jesus Christ. The covenant with Moses was based on the pattern seen in the heavenly realm; the covenant with Jesus was the covenant of the heavenly realm.

God has promised that those who believe in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior are adopted as his children. They become co-heirs with Christ of the kingdom of heaven. The things we see now are only a replica, only human efforts patterned after the heavenly reality, which will come at the completion of God’s plan for all time. “This is a symbol of the present time, …regulations for the body imposed until the time comes to set things right.”

We live in a world where Christ has come, Christ has died, and Christ has risen again. We await with anticipation and hope Christ’s coming again and the fulfillment of the promises God has made: that there will be a new heaven and a new earth. “Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” 

Friends, the gospel is all about good news. It is a real look at real life: the effect of sin on our lives; the hurt, pain, and sorrow we experience; and the hope of the resurrection we have only in Jesus. What we see now is not all there is. What we experience now is not going to last forever. What we hope now is worth hanging onto, worth preserving, and worth living into. As it says in the old hymn, “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. On Christ the solid rock I stand, all other ground is sinking sand, all other ground is sinking sand.”

Today, we worship in order take time to remember God’s faithfulness in Jesus Christ. Be encouraged so you may walk forward in hope. 

Amen.

8:30 prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 hymn: I’m Gonna Live
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