
 

“The Holy Altar of God’s People” 
(Hebrews 13:9-10) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, we were reminded by the author to the Hebrews that Jesus Christ is the same, 
yesterday, today and forever.  This not only provided the basis upon which he would exhort his readers to 
follow the example of their leaders, but it also provides the basis for all his teachings which follow.  If Christ 
remains the same forever, then what He said will never change:  what He has taught will forever remain true; 
what He has promised, He will fulfill; and how He has told and shown us to live, will ever remain our 
standard.  But if this is true, then there is something else which also follows.  If Christ never changes, then 
He alone must remain the only source of eternal life, no matter how many years pass before His coming 
again and no matter how many ages hence.  He alone is the source of holiness by which alone we may enter 
into heaven, both positionally, through His imputed righteousness, and practically, through the gift of His 
Holy Spirit.  This is something the author has been driving home again and again.  The people to which he 
writes cannot return to the Old Covenant system for everlasting life.  Christ, the reality has come.  He has 
fulfilled the shadows.  He has brought life and immortality to light.  And with His coming, the pictures are 
fading and ready to disappear.  This is what he emphasizes again, as he shows us that,  
 
  Christ is our altar of blessing.    
 
I.  First, we hear the command of the author, “Do not be carried away by varied and strange 

teachings.”   
A.  His meaning is, Do not allow yourselves to stray away from the truth by the differing strange or 

unusual teachings of men.   
1.  Here, he appears to have the teaching of the Jews in mind again.   

a.  These were the doctrines they were threatened by, for they were being tempted to go back to 
the ceremonial system of Judaism, in order to escape the persecution of Rome.  They were also 
tempted to go back to them because these doctrines were divinely inspired.  After all, God had 
spoken to them through the mouth of faithful Moses.   

b.  But how were these teachings strange?  Since the Lord had given them through Moses, this 
seems like a strange way to talk about them.   

c.  I think the answer is not so much in the doctrines themselves, but in the way they understood 
them.  Not everyone saw the ceremonial law for what it was:  a multifaceted picture of Christ.  
God had given it to reveal their need for His Messiah, but there were those who twisted it into 
an end in itself.  There were many who came to believe that salvation was obtained through the 
keeping of that law.   

d.  This certainly made the teaching foreign to the purposes of God:  that a man might sin and that 
God might accept an animal in his place.  Now it is true that God gave them this system, and 
that He did forgive them and accept them when they offered these sacrifices.  But He only did 
so when they offered them in faith, looking beyond the sacrifice of the animals to the sacrifice 
of Christ.  The blood of those animals did not remove their sins.  The author has already told 
us, “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4).  All of 
these doctrines should be considered foreign or strange, if they are not seen as having their 
fulfillment in Christ.   

 
2.  And so the author warns them not to be carried away by them.   

a.  They should not allow themselves to be misled, so that they might fall from Christ.  If they 
have come to Christ, then they are already resting in the reality.   

b.  If they go back to the Old Covenant system, and what is worse, back from the Covenant of 
Grace to some kind of man-made covenant of works, they would certainly perish eternally.   

c.  Jesus Christ never changes.  They must therefore adhere to His truths and not fall away into the 
falsehoods of man.   

 
B.  That he is speaking of the Old Covenant system is why he now offers them this reason, “For it is good 
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for the heart to be strengthened by grace, not by foods, through which those who were thus occupied 
were not benefited” (v. 9).   
1.  Food will not strengthen our hearts.   

a.  The food which the author has in mind is the food of the sacrifices which was given to the 
priests as their portion for their service in the tabernacle and Temple.  Now the Lord never 
gave any promise that eating the sacrifices would benefit them any further than any other piece 
of meat, unless, perhaps, they ate it in faith, looking forward to the Messiah, and realizing that 
it was His life they needed to be nourished by.  This, however, would be reading New 
Testament sacramental theology into the Old Testament.  It wasn’t clear that this is what they 
were doing, or that this is what they were supposed to do.   

b.  Certainly, if they thought that there was something special about the meat itself that would 
strengthen their hearts, they were greatly mistaken.   

c.  Perhaps this is one of the varied and strange teachings of which the author speaks.  There is no 
spiritual benefit in the eating of this food, or any food for that matter.  “Those who were thus 
occupied,” the author tells us, “were not benefited,” that is, received no benefit or blessing 
from it.   

 
2.  But there is great benefit in grace.  Grace will strengthen the heart.   

a.  Paul tells us that the kingdom of God does not consist in eating and drinking, but in 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17).   

b.  He says that food will not commend us to God (1 Cor. 8:8), but righteousness and holiness will, 
and that only comes through the work of the Holy Spirit.   

c.  That is what the grace is which strengthens our hearts and makes us become more like Jesus.  It 
is the Holy Spirit working in our hearts, changing us and molding us into the image of Christ.  
If our heart is to be strengthened, it must be strengthened by Him.   

 
II.  But how do we get this divine grace, this divine help?  The author tells us in verse 10.  He says, “We 

have an altar, from which those who serve the tabernacle have no right to eat” (v. 10).   
A.  God has provided an altar for us, an altar from which those who are employed in the service of the 

tabernacle have no right to eat.   
1.  We have an altar, as well as they, from which we might eat and be strengthened.   

a.  But where is it?  Is it here, in this building?  Have the elders been hiding it from you all these 
years?  Actually, we haven’t.  We have been doing what we can to bring you to it for years.   

b.  The altar we have is in heaven.  Only it is not the picture, or the type, which the priests serve on 
earth.  It is the reality.  It is the one which God has given to us to meet all of our spiritual 
needs.   

 
2.  But what is on this altar that we may eat of and have our hearts strengthened?   

a.  That which is on this altar is nothing less than the perfect sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
His life and His atoning sacrifice have provided a spiritual meal that we may eat of and live 
forever.   

b.  I know this may sound strange to us, but this is exactly how the Lord represents Himself in 
Scripture.  He says in John 6:35, “I am the bread of life; he who comes to Me shall not hunger, 
and he who believes in Me shall never thirst.”  He says in verses 48-51, “I am the bread of life.  
Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  This is the bread which comes 
down out of heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living bread that came 
down out of heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread also 
which I shall give for the life of the world is My flesh.”  And finally, He says in verses 53-58, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you 
have no life in yourselves.  He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I 
will raise him up on the last day.  For My flesh is true food, and My blood is true drink.  He 
who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him.  As the living Father sent 
Me, and I live because of the Father, so he who eats Me, he also shall live because of Me.  This 
is the bread which came down out of heaven; not as the fathers ate, and died, he who eats this 
bread shall live forever.”   
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c.  Now Christ did not become a spiritual meal for us simply by being born into this world.  It 
wasn’t until He was sacrificed that He became our source of life and our source of constant 
nourishment.   

 
B.  But Christ is also our altar, as well as the spiritual meal upon it.   

1.  Christ has replaced the altar, for He is the fulfillment of it.   
a.  Jonathan Edwards believed that the altar in the tabernacle and Temple represented Christ’s 

divine nature, and the sacrifices on it represented His human nature.   
b.  Christ offered up His human nature on the altar of His divine nature.  In other words, in His 

humanity He provided the sacrifice.  And in His deity, He provided the worthiness of the 
sacrifice.  Both were needed if we were to be saved.  Christ had to be a man to make a 
payment on our behalf.  But if Christ had merely been a man, His offering of Himself would 
have paid for only one man.  But the fact that He is God as well as man infinitely increased the 
value of His sacrifice.  Having both, He is able to free all of us from all of our sins, for there is 
no limit to the sufficiency of His atoning death.   

 
2.  And now Christ, through His offering up of Himself, has become our source of life and our source 

of sanctification.   
a.  What was the altar in the tabernacle for anyway, except to sanctify the people, to take away 

their sins, and so prepare them for heaven?   
b.  However, the author has reminded us again and again that these sacrifices were not able to do 

this.  They were only a reminder year by year of the continuing guilt of their sins.   
c.  But when Christ came, He carried away all of our sins, by the once offering up of Himself.  He 

alone is able to do what those sacrifices pictured.  He is able to make perfect those who draw 
near to God through Him.   

d.  Therefore to go back to the Old Covenant altar, or to erect any other altar besides Christ, is to 
set aside the altar which God has provided and to attempt to approach God on some other basis 
which He will not accept.  We must come through His altar and participate in its sacrifice by 
faith, or we will not receive His life.   

e.  The only way we can is by abandoning all of our man-made traditions, and coming by faith in 
Christ alone.  You will notice that the author says that his readers had a right to eat of that 
altar, but not those who served the shadows.  They couldn’t come because they were still 
relying in their sacrifices for acceptance with God.  They rejected the reality and held on to 
their traditions.  But if those who were following the God-ordained Old Covenant sacrificial 
system couldn’t eat from it, how much less those who have a religion which is entirely man-
made?  The Lord tells us here that we must renounce every other way of salvation, anything 
we are trusting in besides the righteousness of Christ alone, and come to Him by faith.  Then 
we may participate in the rich food of His altar and receive all the spiritual meat and drink that 
we need for our life and for our nourishment and growth in Christ.  But we must do this 
through faith.  If we attempt to approach God without it, we may make use of the means, but 
we won’t participate in the reality.  For example, we may participate in the Lord’s Supper, 
even as the Jews did in the sacrifices, but without faith, we will receive only the bread and 
wine, as well as judgment for our unworthy participation.  But if we come in faith, we will 
receive not only the outward elements, but also Christ Himself.   

f.  May the Lord use His truth this evening to remind us of our need of Christ alone for our 
salvation, and how much we need to come daily to His altar through faith to receive His grace 
that our hearts might be strengthened in His service.  God’s plan will never change, and neither 
will Christ, therefore Christ will forever remain our altar of sanctification.  Amen.   


