SERMON SERIES:

FROM DEATH TO ETERNAL GLORY
“The Great And Final Sacrifice”
Hebrews 10:1-4, 11-12; 1st Peter 1:18-19
Today we’re going to launch into a new four-part sermon series, one I’ve entitled “From Death To Eternal Glory.”  A while back I was working my way through a devotional book by John MacArthur and got the idea for this series.  Over the next few weeks we’re going to look at what happened to Jesus from the cross to his exaltation.  What he did― and specifically, the process that occurred―is also what happens to us in our journey from death to eternal glory.
Let’s turn to our first Scripture reading, Hebrews 10.  We’ll be looking at verses 1-4 and 11-12.

In a small village in England there once stood a chapel, and over the arched doorway were written the words, “We Preach Christ Crucified.”  For years godly men preached there, presenting a crucified Savior as the only means to salvation.

As that generation of preachers passed on, there arose a new generation who considered the cross and its message to be too antiquated.  So they began preaching salvation by Christ’s example rather than by his blood, ignoring the necessity of his sacrifice.  Meanwhile, ivy had crept up the side of the arched doorway and covered the word ‘crucified.’  The arch now read, “We Preach Christ.”  And they did preach him, but not as having been crucified.

Eventually people in the congregation began to question the practice of confining sermons to Christ and the Bible.  So the preachers began to give messages on such topics as social issues, politics, psychology and philosophy.  The ivy continued to grow until it wiped out the third word, rendering the phrase simply, “We Preach.”
In 1st Corinthians 2:2, the apostle Paul wrote…I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  We can preach all we want.  We can preach Christ all we want, and there’s certainly plenty of material to work with.  But we must preach Christ crucified.  Without the crucifixion and the substitutionary death of Jesus there’s no Christianity.  It’s essential to our faith that Jesus died on the cross in our place, taking the punishment for sin that should’ve been ours.  But why is that?  Why was such a sacrifice needed?  There were plenty of sacrifices mentioned and practiced in the Old Testament.  What made the sacrifice of Jesus the great and final sacrifice?


Hebrews 10:1-4: The old system under the law of Moses was only a shadow, a dim preview of the good things to come, not the good things themselves.  The sacrifices under that system were repeated again and again, year after year, but they were never able to provide perfect cleansing for those who came to worship.  2 If they could have provided perfect cleansing, the sacrifices would have stopped, for the worshipers would have been purified once for all time, and their feelings of guilt would have disappeared.
3But instead, those sacrifices actually reminded them of their sins year after year.  4For it is not possible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.
Hebrews 10:11-12:  11Under the old covenant, the priest stands and ministers before the altar day after day, offering the same sacrifices again and again, which can never take away sins.  12But our High Priest offered himself to God as a single sacrifice for sins, good for all time.  Then he sat down in the place of honor at God’s right hand.

The people who lived under the old covenant―under the law of Moses―were continually exposed to a religious system that constantly reminded them of their lack of a vital, dynamic relationship with the living God.  To understand how crucial Christ’s sacrifice was for us and what it accomplished, we need to gain a little perspective on what it was like to live under the Mosaic law.


Under the old covenant, the priests remained busy from daylight to dusk slaughtering and sacrificing animals.  Particularly at Passover, hundreds of thousands were slain in a single week.  But no matter how many sacrifices were made, or how often, they were ineffective both individually and collectively.  They failed in three distinct ways.


First, the Old Testament sacrifices failed because they were unable to give anyone access to God.  The great cry in the hearts of the Old Testament saints was to be in the presence of God.  Exodus 33:15-16 tells us 15Then Moses said, “If you don’t personally go with us, don’t make us leave this place.  16How will anyone know that you look favorably on me—on me and on your people—if you don’t go with us?  For your presence among us sets your people and me apart from all other people on the earth.”  And Psalm 27:4 says One thing I ask from the Lord, this only do I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze on the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple.
Yet all the old ceremonies and sacrifices, though offered continually, could never bring the person closer to God’s presence.  They couldn’t create an intimate connection between the worshiper and God.  That’s because the law was only, as our Scripture reading notes…a shadow, a dim preview of the good things to come, not the good things themselves.  The law and its rituals could only reflect and anticipate the privilege and blessings that would result from the sacrifice of Jesus.  The good things foreshadowed and implied in the old system came to pass in Christ.

Second, the Old Testament sacrifices failed because they couldn’t fully remove sin.  In fact, the repeated sacrifices served to remind the people that they couldn’t escape sin and guilt.  The author of Hebrews said, The sacrifices under that system were repeated again and again, year after year, but they were never able to provide perfect cleansing for those who came to worship.  2 If they could have provided perfect cleansing, the sacrifices would have stopped, for the worshipers would have been purified once for all time, and their feelings of guilt would have disappeared.  And in Hebrews 10:11―11Under the old covenant, the priest stands and ministers before the altar day after day, offering the same sacrifices again and again, which can never take away sins.  If the sacrifices had really done their job and removed sin, the people wouldn’t have been burdened by guilt.


Imagine how burdensome living under a system like that must have been.  Instead of being able to offer the sacrifice and be done with it, they were constantly aware that their next sin required yet another sacrifice, which in turn was powerless to remove the sin, or to purify and free their consciences from guilt.  In fact, the more faithful and godly the person, the guiltier they were likely to feel because they were more aware of and sensitive to God’s holiness and their own sinfulness.

Third, the Old Testament sacrifices failed because they were only external.  That is, they could only address the outward actions of a person.  They couldn’t go inside a person and change the heart: 4For it is not possible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.  It was impossible for any animal to satisfy the demands of a perfectly holy God.  So all the sacrifices, offered day in and day out, had no power to transform the person from the inside out.  They couldn’t change the heart; they could only make atonement for the external actions of a person.

Now let’s turn to 1st Peter 1:18-19.  Under the old covenant, you had to offer the proper sacrifice for every sin you committed.  And tomorrow, or the next week, you had to do it all over again, constantly reminded that you couldn’t break the cycle.  You didn’t have the power.  The animals you sacrificed didn’t have the power.  What was needed was a great and final sacrifice, one that would do forever what the law couldn’t.

18For you know that God paid a ransom to save you from the empty life you inherited from your ancestors.  And it was not paid with mere gold or silver, which lose their value.  19It was the precious blood of Christ, the sinless, spotless Lamb of God.

Christianity speaks of and rests upon the atonement, or the atoning work of Jesus on the cross.  By making himself a sacrifice pleasing to God, his death by crucifixion satisfied God’s wrath and perfect justice.  Jesus literally took the punishment meant for us upon himself.  He died in our place as the sinless, spotless Lamb of God.  Not a normal lamb, for even the most perfect lamb was insufficient to appease God’s holiness.  It had to be a sinless offering.  By giving himself willingly in our place, Jesus made the perfect, sinless offering that had the power to grant access to God, to fully and completely remove sin, and to transform from the inside out.

Diminishing or ignoring the substitutionary atonement of Jesus on the cross puts Christianity squarely back into old covenant territory.  By rejecting the great and final sacrifice of Jesus, we return to offerings that cannot assuage our sin or guilt, that cannot connect us with God, and that cannot address the issues in our hearts.  To return to our earlier illustration, the church may preach.  The church may even preach Christ.  But if it doesn’t preach Christ crucified, it offers the world nothing but law and endless sacrifices that can never truly change us.

I said at the beginning that part of this series would not only look at what Jesus did and the process that occurred, but would seek to draw a parallel with what happens to us in our journey from death to eternal glory.  That will come into focus more next week.  But to make that journey―to follow that process―requires that we first accept the atoning work of Jesus.  By faith we must place our faith in him.  The perfect, once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus has been accomplished.  There’s nothing we need to do save surrender, accept and believe.


I know that those of you gathered here today have made that decision so I don’t ask for an altar call for salvation.  Instead, as we prepare to conclude our time together, I ask that you express your gratitude to God for the sacrifice of his only Son that brings you into an intimate relationship with the Father; that fully and completely removes your sin and your guilt; and that has replaced a heart of stone with a heart of flesh.  I invite you to spend a moment in prayer, reflecting on the great and final sacrifice of Jesus, and what it means to you.  Let us pray…


Jesus, Savior divine, once again we pause to reflect and give thanks for your abiding love and eternal mercy.  Instead of repeated sacrifices that can never fully atone for our sins, you subjected yourself to the cross to make all other sacrifices unnecessary.  The words of the hymn “Jesus Paid It All” remind us ‘For nothing good have I / Whereby Thy grace to claim / I’ll wash my garments white / In the blood of Calv’ry’s Lamb / Jesus paid it all / All to Him I owe / Sin had left a crimson stain / He washed it white as snow.’


We would also ask of you, Jesus, that you would bring to full salvation those persons we know who have not yet trusted you with their lives.  They may be members of our family or friends we’ve known for years, but who, for whatever reason, are reluctant to put their faith in you.  Please touch and transform their hearts.  Remove the veil of deception that Satan has placed over their eyes and minds, that they can know and experience the peace and hope we know is found only in you.  Draw them to the cross, we pray, Jesus.

‘What can wash away my sin? / Nothing but the blood of Jesus / What can make me whole again? / Nothing but the blood of Jesus / Nothing can for sin atone / Nothing but the blood of Jesus / Naught of good that I have done / Nothing but the blood of Jesus / Oh! precious is the flow / That makes me white as snow / No other fount I know / Nothing but the blood of Jesus.’
In whose name we lift our prayer; amen.
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