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I have been told by my parents that I never actually learned how to walk. What they tell me is that from the first step I took, I bolted off in a full-on sprint down the hall. So from a very young age, I was determined to be the fasted and out in front. So, when I was five years old and the brand Stride Rite began to market their new shoes called Zips, I was fixated on them. I was determined that I had to have these shoes because what their marketing campaign said, the slogan was something like this, that they go on fast and they take off even faster. Even though they never actually said it explicitly in the commercials, what I extrapolated in my five year old mind was that if I wore these shoes, I would be faster than any of my friends. So I was determined that I needed some of those shoes. My mom tried to explain to me very patiently that no tennis shoes could actually make me run any faster. I know now that she was leaving out some information about physics and physiology. I it possible to design a shoe that helps you to run better, but she was right that there is no magic about these shoes that would help me fun faster, that my ability to run was a gift and whatever level I was at was a gift. But I still wanted the shoes, I begged for the shoes, got my first pair of Zips and they looked cool. I felt very confident in them. I felt like I was faster when I wore them, but I quickly learned that they didn’t make me run any faster.

The gospel is this, how’s this for a transition? The gospel is this – God has come and salvation is found in his free gift of grace. There is no way that we can accessorize it. There is no way that we can find some spiritual zip to fast-track us into relationship with God or fast-track us to heaven. It is a gift and it is found in Christ alone.

In our history as a church, there have been some moments where we have offered some accessories. We have offered some fast-track to heaven, some fast-track to God, some fast-tracks in our spiritual growth. And whether it has been the declarations of popes or the practices of priests or the celebration of sacraments or the sale of indulgences or the journeys of pilgrimages, as we’ve said, this is a path to God or a path to heaven, but really all we’ve done is tried to accessorize the gospel. 

When we talk about the Reformation, we often go to the German named Martin Luther. Really, the Reformation, there were a lot of other factors and other people involved and there were a lot of social and political activities that were affecting that change, but what happened is, this guy was reading and studying and preaching and lecturing in the books of Psalms and Romans and Galatians and Hebrews and from that, he realized that there was a truth embedded in the Scripture that Christ alone is our salvation. That everything else is just trying to dress it up or make it look good or accessorize it or fast-track us to salvation. The idea that the pope can’t forgive your sins, only Jesus can forgive sin. Pilgrimage can’t provide you a way to heaven, Jesus is the only way. The idea that indulges can’t fast-track you to heaven, only Jesus provides the track to heaven. The word of the church councils is not the final word, Jesus is the final word.  Christ alone. So in the time that the Reformation was beginning to explode, Martin Luther was studying in the book of Hebrews and was lecturing out of Hebrews. And what he was in there was this very clear picture that Christ alone, Solus Christus, is the path. Jesus alone is the way. Faith is the way to salvation.

If you have your Bibles, turn to the book of Hebrews, that’s where we will camp out for most of today.  It really focuses on this idea of Christ alone, but to understand Hebrews, we have to flip back to the book of Leviticus. You can turn to Hebrews and I’ll set the stage with Leviticus. Leviticus is a little bit like C. S. Lewis’s Voyage of the Dawn Treader, it is that book where you stop. Like, you are reading Chronicles of Narnia and you come to a screeching halt at that book. Or maybe it was just me. Leviticus is that book that when we start reading through the Scriptures and we get to Leviticus and that’s where we stop. That’s because we fail to understand just how important the book of Leviticus is. When we think of book that are very theological in nature, we tend to go to book like Isaiah, Romans, Galatians, but Leviticus lays a very firm, theological foundation for the rest of our faith.  What we see in the book of Leviticus are three major themes. One is the implementation of the sacrificial system. So in the first seven chapters of the book of Leviticus, we find five different sacrifices implemented and described. The second theme we see in the book of Leviticus is the establishment of the high priest. The first high priest was Aaron and the high priest had the ability to perform sacrifices on behalf of the people and once a year, he would go into the holy of holies, the most holy place, the only place in the tabernacle or later in the temple where Christ’s presence was, and he was able to go in in the presence of God and make sacrifices for the people. The third major theme is the idea of the Day of Atonement. The Day of Atonement was once a year when the high priest of was able to go into that most holy place and on that day, there was a ritual that was done. The high priest would rise early and go through a cleansing and would dress in linen garments to symbolize purity and then he would sacrifice a bull for his sin and the sins of his family. He would sprinkle the blood on the mercy seat in the holy of holies and then two goats would be brought in and lots would be cast and one goat would be sacrificed for the people and the other goat would have the sins of the nation confessed over its head and then set out to run in the wilderness. The Day of Atonement was the great day of national sacrifice and repentance for Israel.
So this was the path for 1,500 years, this was the path, these were the rules, this was the way the system, the way they related to God. It was the way they approached God, through sacrifices and through the high priest and the Day of Atonement. Then Jesus shows up and the rules of the game change. Or maybe it is that Jesus fulfilled the rules of the game. What we read in Hebrews 1:1 is this
Long ago, God spoke many times and in many ways to our ancestors through the prophets. Now in these final days, He has spoken to us through his Son. God promised everything to the Son his inheritance, and through the Son, He created the universe. The son radiates God’s own glory and expresses the very character of God. And he sustains everything by the mighty power of his command. When He had cleansed us from our sins, He sat down in the place of honor at the right hand of the majestic God in heaven. This shows that the Son is far greater than the angels, just as the name God gave Him is greater than their names. 

Background on Hebrews, first of all, nobody really knows who wrote this book. We don’t know who the author is. Dr. Dick Foth said a few weeks ago that he thought it was Paul. I happen to think maybe it might have been Barnabus. My husband thinks it was Apollos. Some people think it was Priscilla. We really don’t know. Dr. Foth is smarter than me and Ryan put together so you might want to go with his idea. We don’t really know, but what we do know is it was somebody who understood the theological richness of the sacrificial system in the Levitical religious system but also understood that Jesus Christ has come to fulfill that. So if we go back and rewind history and remember that on the Day of Pentecost, 3,000 Jewish people put their faith in Christ. So the church comes onto the scene and at that moment, it wasn’t a new religion, it was kind of a sect of Judaism. It was a movement of the Jewish people. So under the Roman Empire, Jewish people received political, religious immunity. They were not forced to face persecution. They were allowed to continue with their sacrifices in the temple. They were allowed to continue to worship their god. So when Christianity, which wasn’t even called Christianity then, but when people began to follow Christ, it was seen as a sect of Judaism.  
Fast forward a few years and then all of a sudden, people who were not Jewish become followers of Christ as well and Christianity ceases to be seen as a sect of Judaism and begins to be seen as its own religion.  Now all of a sudden, people who are following Christ are persecuted. Now all of a sudden, people who follow Christ don’t receive the privilege and the protection of the Roman Empire. So some of those Jewish people who had turned to put their trust in Jesus Christ began to think ‘maybe it’s better to go back to the old way,’ ‘maybe it is better to go back to the old system, after all, we are still Jewish, we are still God’s chosen people so maybe we don’t need to get involved in this Jesus-following movement, let’s just go back to the temple because at the temple we are not persecuted. When we offer sacrifice, we are not at threat of being martyred. When we go to the high priest, we are not in any danger.’  At this time, the temple was still standing and the priests were still doing sacrifices and the Day of Atonement was still in effect even though, when Jesus Christ was nailed on the cross, the veil that separated the people from the most holy place was ripped in two. So the Jewish people maybe they should go back to the old system. The writer of Hebrews says that doesn’t make any sense. The old system is out-dated and it doesn’t work as well. We have a better, more perfect eternal High Priest. We have a better, perfect eternal sacrifice. We have the perfect, eternal Day of Atonement. And he begins to compare what Jesus is and who He is and what He did to what was going on in Leviticus. And what the writer shows us is that the law was given to point to Christ, not to be the point. The law was given to foreshadow Christ. The law was given to reveal sin, not to remove sin. And with Jesus, we have the better sacrifice and we have the better High Priest, we have the eternal Day of Atonement.  So to go back makes no sense. So in this book, we see words like ‘better’ are used 13 times. The word ‘perfect’ is used 14 times. The word ‘eternal’ is a theme in this text.

The writer begins the book by showing the superiority and the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. It says things like, in these first two statements, it shows his relationship to his creation, that He created and that He is going to be the inheritance of all things. It shows his relationship to his Father that He is the radiance of the Father’s glory and that He is the same substance and character and essence of the Father. It shows how He relates to history, that He is the sustainer of all things. Then it shows how his redemptive work is at play in history.  Then it goes on to talk about how He is better than the prophets and He is better than the angels.
Something to understand about Jewish culture, angels and prophets were highly revered in the culture. It was believed that there were 1,000 angels that helped bring the law to Moses. And the prophets were the ones who declared correction and hope and encouragement and guidance and warnings to the people throughout their history. So angels and prophets were both seen as messengers. They were revered. There was a high regard for who they were and what they did. They were seen as people who brought the message from the Father. But Jesus is better than the angels and prophets. He is not just a good word from the Father, He is The Word. He is not just the messenger, He is the message. So He is better than the angels and the prophets. 

Then it goes on to say that He is also better than Moses. This was a big deal for them to read this as Jewish people because Moses was understood to be the founder of who they were, their national identity, their culture. He was the guy who led them out of slavery and into the wilderness and towards Promised Land. He was the giver of the law. He was the guy that established for them their identity as Jewish people. Yet, the writer of Hebrews says Jesus is better than Moses.  Moses was a servant, Jesus is the Son. 

Then it goes on to say, Jesus was not only better than the angels and the prophets and not only better than Moses, He is also better than Aaron, the first high priest. In Chapter 4, he says that Aaron was a high priest but that Jesus is the great High Priest. So the writer of Hebrews in Chapter 4 says that Jesus is better because He is a better, perfect, eternal High Priest. He is better than the religious structure that you live in. He is better than the angels and the prophets because He is the message. He is better than Moses because He is the Son of God. He is better than Aaron because He brings a more perfect path to God.

Messages, identity, culture, tradition, family, religion, we allow these things to define us and we look to these things to bring us salvation. Yet Jesus is always the better way. So in the first four chapters of Hebrews, the author says Jesus is better. He is better. 

Then, the author begins to dismantle or systematically reorient the Jewish understanding of the Levitical system around and towards Jesus Christ. So in Hebrews 4, we read this, verse 14
So then, since we have a great High Priest who has entered heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to what we believe. This High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for He faced all the same testings we do, yet He did not sin. So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy and we will find grace to help us when we need it most.

He is saying to these people, ‘Look, I know things have changed and times have gotten hard and I know persecution is coming, but cling to Jesus. He can identify with you and what you are going through. And there is grace that can come and help you. You’ll find mercy. You can approach the throne of God directly because Jesus is our great High Priest. Hold on to faith. There is something unique and different about Him and the reason He is the great High Priest is because He is both God and man.’

Was Jesus fully God? Yes. Was Jesus fully man? Yes. It is one of these paradoxical realities that we embrace and we cling to that helps us understand why He can be the great High Priest; why He replaces that old system. He is better. He is perfect. He is the eternal High Priest.  He was fully man. He was born. He had a body. He had physical limitations. He experienced human emotions. He grew physically, emotionally and relationally. And because He was fully man, He was able to fully represent us. He is able to offer a sacrifice on our behalf. Because He was fully man, He has the ability to identify with us and our weaknesses. He has the ability to stand and represent us to the Father.  Was He fully God? Yes. His birth was supernatural. He claimed to be God. God declared that He was God. The demons declared that He was God. He displayed divine attributes like the ability to forgive sins. He was fully God. And since He was fully God, He had the ability to offer the perfect sacrifice. He had the ability to represent God to us. Because He was fully human, He could represent us to God; and because He was fully God, He was able to represent God to us and be the perfect mediator, the perfect High Priest, the better High Priest, the eternal High Priest. He did the job and then sat down at the right hand of the Father. 

See, we look to all kinds of people and things to do our religion for us. We have one advocate with the Father. There is one great High Priest, yet we are constantly trying to go to other people and other things to do our religious work for us. If we go to the right church with the right preacher with the right pastors, then we are good with God. Some of us rely on our parents to do our religious work for us. We think that because they love Jesus, we are in, we are part of the family. 

Last weekend, I was speaking to our uprising student ministry at their retreat. We talked about the character of Jacob and his story. We talked about how we tend to know this phrase: God is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but there was a moment when God was only the God of Abraham and Isaac. He had to become the God of Jacob. Jacob had to come to a place where he realized that this was not just the God of my grandfather, not just the God of my father, but my God. There came to be a point when Jacob had to say this is my God and declare that He was God. 
Jesus is our great High Priest. We don’t need to go to anybody else to do our religion for us. We don’t need anyone else because Jesus Christ is better, is perfect and is the eternal great High Priest. 
We keep reading in Hebrews, we find out that He is not only the High Priest who offers the sacrifice on our behalf, but He is the sacrifice itself. Hebrews 9:11

So Christ has now become the High Priest over all the good things that have come. He has entered that greater more perfect tabernacle in heaven, which was not made by human hands and was not part of this created world. With his own blood, not the blood of goats and calves, He entered the most holy place once for all time and secured our redemption forever. Under the old system, the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a young cow could cleanse people’s bodies from ceremonial impurities. Just think how much more the blood of Christ will purify our consciences from sinful deeds so that we can worship the living God. For by the power of the eternal Spirit, Christ offered Himself to God as a perfect sacrifice for our sins.

Skip down to verse 24

For Christ did not enter into a holy place made with human hands, which was only a copy of the true one in heaven, He entered into heaven itself to appear now before God on our behalf. He did not enter heaven to offer Himself again and again like the high priests here on earth who enters the most holy place year after year with the blood of an animal. If that had been necessary, Christ would have to die again and again ever since the world began. But now, once for all time, He has appeared at the end of the age to remove sin by his own death as a sacrifice.

Jesus is the perfect, better, eternal High Priest. He was also the perfect, better, eternal sacrifice. See, in the law, the law revealed sin but didn’t remove it. The sacrifices covered sin but they didn’t cleanse them. So the Jewish people are leaving Christ and running back to the old system and the writer of Hebrews is saying, ‘Wait! There is a better system, there is a better way! We don’t have to go in a sacrifice again and again and again. The perfect, better, eternal sacrifice has been made!’  Jesus Christ is the sacrifice.
There was one day, I decided, for some crazy reason, I decided I was going to read through the book of Leviticus for my devotional time. There was one day I wrote in my journal, I didn’t know what else to say so I wrote in my journal, I’m so thankful that my day does not consist of burning bulls, sprinkling blood, washing the internal organs of animals and twisting the heads off of birds!  I will never complain about my email Inbox again! That’s what the religious professional used to do. I was thankful! When we think about what was happening there, this was messy business. Sacrificing was dirty and they had to do it constantly. They were constantly sacrificing so if you can just imagine the floor is covered with blood that is running with blood and there are piles of ashes from the burning and there are bones and flesh. Just imagine the sights and smells and sounds of the tabernacle and of the temple. This was not the pristine, glistening great hall entrance of my grand southern Baptist church in Mobile, Alabama. It is not like the smell of popcorn and coffee that we get when we come into National Community Church. This was a messy place. It was messy ministry and people were wanting to run back to that. The writer of Hebrews is saying why are you running back to that. 
Yet, 2,000 years later, 6,000 miles away, in a totally different culture, we are still running back to try to make sacrifices or in some way earn or work for our salvation. Our sacrifices look a little bit different. We try to accessorize our faith in a rightful way by listening to the right music and watching the right movies and drinking the right liquids. We make social sacrifices by making sure we are with the right people at the right times. We put our Compassion Kids on the refrigerator. There is nothing wrong with any of those things, but they are not the path to salvation.  We are still selling indulgences in the church, we just call them prayer clothes or whatever else we sell on television. Jesus is the better, perfect, eternal sacrifice. We don’t need anyone else because He is our great High Priest. We don’t need to do anything else because He is the sacrifice. He is all we need. We don’t need anyone else and we don’t need to do anything else and we don’t need to experience anything else.

Hebrews 10:12

But our High Priest offered Himself to God as a single sacrifice for sin, good for all time. Then He sat down in the place of honor at God’s right hand. There, He waits until his enemies are humbled and made a footstool under his feet. For by that one offering, He forever made perfect those who are being holy. 

Verse 18

When sins have been forgiven, there is no need to offer anymore sacrifices.

On the Day of Atonement, sins were covered but they weren’t cleansed.  The law revealed the need for redemption but it didn’t provide it. It revealed sin and it reminded people of sin but it didn’t remove sin. It is interesting that there were no chairs in the tabernacle because the work was never done. It never stopped. Sacrifices had to be made every year on behalf of the nation of Israel, and every year there was this reminder that there is sin that we must be cleansed of. But Jesus comes and makes one time, one sacrifice, redemption for all. He is the great Day of Atonement for us.  We don’t need to experience anything else. Jesus’ death on the cross, the experience of Calvary was the day of atonement that is better, that is better, that is eternal.

We are always trying to have a new experience. We are always trying to find some new experience with God that maybe that’ll be it, maybe that’ll work. It’s always God and something or Jesus and something. It is Jesus and theology or Jesus and a political agenda or Jesus and our good works or Jesus and our family. We are always looking for some experience but the experience has already happened. We don’t need another experience, we just need Jesus. He is the better, the perfect, the eternal Day of Atonement. The cross accomplished it all. We don’t need to experience anything else.
Some of you are thinking, ok Heather you are the person who gets up and talks about how God said it wasn’t good that man should be alone, that God Himself wasn’t enough for Adam, he needed community. And you’re the one that tells us we need to be involved in a small group because we need to be growing, you tell us we need that experience. Don’t we need to be obedient to God? Aren’t we told to obey Him? Yes, here’s the distinction. Those things don’t gain us salvation. We don’t do those things in order to be saved, we do those things because we have been saved. It is about getting the order right. Those things are empty without Jesus. Without Jesus it is not obedience, it is just old sacrifice. Without Jesus, it is not a path for growth, it is just another empty experience that clings to an old, outdated system. 

We go all the way back to Exodus and think about the Ten Commandments. It is interesting to me that the Ten Commandments were not given in order for the children of Israel to be delivered from Egypt. God didn’t give the Ten Commandments and say follow these and you’ll be delivered from slavery. They were given the Ten Commandments after they had already been saved. They didn’t follow the Ten Commandments in order to be saved, in order to be delivered, in order to be redeemed. They followed the Ten Commandments because they had been saved. They have been delivered. They had been redeemed.

There are so many things we do in our lives in the name of Christ that are good things, they are just not about salvation. It’s not about right relationship and right standing with the Father. We don’t do those things in order to be saved, we do those things because we have been saved.

Jesus is the perfect, better, eternal High Priest. He is the better, perfect, eternal sacrifice. He is the better, perfect, eternal Day of Atonement. All those things in the Old Testament pointed to Jesus Christ.  And the writer of Hebrews says don’t go back to that old system. It was just a shadow of the perfect that was to come.

So today, the writer of Hebrews tells us don’t go back to old systems. Don’t look to other people to do your religion for you. Don’t try to make sacrifices to earn your way into God’s grace, it is given freely. Don’t try to dress it up, don’t try to accessorize it, don’t look for spiritual zips that fast-track you to the Father. 

Martin Luther said this:

I’ve often spoken about two different kinds of faith. The first goes like this, you believe that it is true that Christ is the person who is described and proclaimed in the gospels, but you do not believe that He is such a person for you.  You doubt if you can receive that from Him and you think yes I’m sure He is that person for someone else like Peter and Paul and for religious and holy people, but is He that person for me? Can I confidently expect to receive from Him what the saints expect? You see, this faith is nothing. It receives nothing of Christ and takes nothing of Him either. It cannot feel joy nor love of Him or for Him. This is a faith related to Christ but not a faith in Christ. The only faith which deserves to be called Christian is this, you believed unreservedly that it is not only for Peter and the saints that Christ is such a person, but also for you yourself; in fact, more for you than anyone else.

Jesus asked, “Who do you say that I am?” And that’s the most important question any of us will ever answer. Who are you waiting for? What are you waiting to do? What are you waiting to experience? Because as Jesus hung on the cross and He said, “It is finished,” He meant it.  There is no one else to wait on. He is the great High Priest. There is nothing left for us to do. There is nothing left that we can do because He is the perfect sacrifice. There is nothing left to experience because He is the perfect, eternal once and for all Day of Atonement.  

“Who do you say I am?”  He says He is the Way and the Truth and the Life. He is the Good Shepherd. He is the Bread of Life. He is the Light of the World. He is the Prince of Peace. He is the True Vine. He is the Door. He is the spotless Lamb of God sacrificed for the sins of the world He is the great High Priest and He is the Atonement.  Who do you say that He is? You don’t need anyone else. You don’t need to do anything else. You don’t need to experience anything else.  You just have to claim Jesus as your great High Priest. You have to accept the sacrifice that He has already made for you and receive the experience of atonement that He already bought. 

Some of us are here this weekend and we’ve looked to all kinds of other people to do our religion for us. Jesus is your High Priest. We are doing all kinds of things to try to earn God’s grace and earn God’s attention and fast-track us to relationship with Him. He is the perfect sacrifice. We look for an experience that once and for all will make the difference. The experience has already happened 2,000 years ago on Calvary and all you have to do is say I put myself and I put my sin on that cross with Jesus and I let Him take over my life.

God, I thank You tonight that You are the better, perfect eternal High Priest, sacrifice, atonement. That we don’t need anyone else and we don’t need to do anything else and we don’t need to experience anything else. We just need You. Christ alone. God we run all around like crazy people trying to grab your attention and trying to earn grace when all the time, Jesus on the cross said, “It is finished.” Father, there are some people this weekend that need some ‘It is finished’ moments. It is finished looking to other people for salvation. It is finished trying to do something to earn grace. It is finished trying to find an experience that settles them once and for all. If they would realize ‘it is finished’ happened 2,000 years ago. God tonight that You would become not just the High Priest but the great High Priest, that You would be accepted as the sacrifice once and for all and You would be experienced as the perfect atonement. Jesus thank You for those of us who have experienced that, we don’t want to take that for granted. We allow so many other things to come in and to influence who we are and to tell us who we are and to bring messages into our lives about who we are, but You are the Word, You are the final Word and we thank You for our redemption and we thank You for our salvation. And we remember tonight and declare tonight it is in Christ Alone that we put our trust. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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