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Hebrews chapter 9 begins with an overview of the Old Testament tabernacle – the center of ancient Israel’s worship from 
Sinai on. There was the tent itself, two thirds of which was called the Holy Place, with its lampstand and a table with the 
bread pf the Presence. A thick curtain separated off the final third, the Most Holy Place. Before the curtain was the golden 
altar of incense, and behind the curtain was the ark of the covenant, covered all over with gold. Inside was a jar of manna, 
Aaron’s staff, and the tablets of the Law. Above this were two cherubim with their wings overshadowing the ark.  
 
The author to the Hebrews goes on to say, “of these things we cannot now speak in detail.” Suffice it to say, you are 
supposed to know about these things, what they were, where they were located, their purpose. It pays to know your Old 
Testament. If you are going to understand the Book of Hebrews, you have to realize that the later chapters of Exodus, all 
of Leviticus, and Numbers are far more than the divine remedy for insomnia. To better grasp what the New Testament 
shows and gives, you need to know what it completes and fulfills. 
 
Hebrews 9 continues by summarizing the duties of the priests. They went into the Holy Place each day, offering incense 
morning and evening, tending to the lampstand. Outside of course was the altar of sacrifice. But that second and smaller 
room, the room with the large cherubim and the ark of the covenant, the room where God located His glory and His very 
presence? “only the high priest goes, and he but once a year, and not without taking blood, which he offers for 
himself and for the unintentional sins of the people” (9:7). 
 
Through all this ministry of the priests, the sacrifices and offerings, the sprinkling of those who were ritually unclean, 
God’s people were able to come before Him and not be physically destroyed. They could benefit from His presence. A 
leper could be cleansed, someone who had come into contact with the dead, or a woman having given birth, could get 
ritually pure, able to once again enter before the presence of God in the tabernacle, and be restored to life in the 
community. But this did not remove the pain that filled the life of a leper, not just the physical aspect, but the pain of 
being ostracized, of being an outcast. The water and ashes of the red heifer that were sprinkled on those who were defiled 
in order to cleanse them from contacting the dead did not give comfort at the loss of their loved one. And a woman’s 
impurity from childbirth or cycle, would just return again. 
 
The rites and sacrifices of the Old Testament enabled God’s people to come before Him and receive the benefits of His 
presence, but they had their limits. They did not fully deal with the real problem. We see this above all in the fact that they 
had to be repeated. Day after day, an animal was sacrificed morning and evening. Year after year, the various special 
offerings were made, and the high priest went into the Most Holy Place each Day of Atonement, receiving the forgiveness 
of sins for himself and for the people. But it had to be done again and again. The problem remained. 
 
And so also Lady MacBeth is driven by her unassuageable guilt into madness and self-destruction. Edgar Allan Poe warns 
us of the Tell-Tale Heart. The poets and the Bard are not inventive here; they are not original. They describe the human 
condition with painful accuracy. It is seen already in the Scriptures. David falls into unbelief. Peter is driven into tearful 
agony at denying his Lord. King Saul and Judas pave the way for Lady MacBeth as they take their own lives.  
 
And what of ourselves? No matter how far we put the past behind us, the conscience is a funny thing. As we go through 
our lives, we wrong people, people whom we will never meet again, long gone, and there is no way to repay them. When 
such people have wronged us, there is no chance for restitution, no way to undo the evils we have suffered at their hands. 
We wrong those who are near and supposedly dear to us, and there is no way to rewrite history, to undo what you have 
done or said. We cannot relive our lives and refrain from those terrible sins of which only God and we ourselves have 
knowledge. 
 
Nothing you can do can cleanse the conscience. Nothing you can do can bury those sins, great or small, which you try so 
hard to forget. Satan may let you forget for a while, but he’s apt to pull out your past and accuse you at your weakest 
moments, and, no doubt, at the end of your life. Ignoring sin, downplaying or rejecting any notions of guilt or justice 
doesn’t work. It must be taken away, atoned for, answered for. 
 
And so “Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come.” Christ Jesus has come as the high 
priest. He enters into the Most Holy Place, not any tent on earth, the Most Holy Place He enters is before the very throne 



of His Father, the Judge of All. And He bears not the blood of any animal, but His very own. It is human blood. He is 
true man. But, as we will hear Pilate proclaim again and again during Holy Week, Jesus’ blood is guiltless. It is the only 
blood of a human being that doesn’t deserve to be spilt. He needs no sacrifice for Himself. He is the Priest, the One who 
offers the sacrifice, and He is the victim, the sacrifice that is offered. It is offered for us. He dies not for Himself, but for 
you.  
 
By this He secures not a momentary cleansing, a temporary solution, no, He does this, “securing an eternal 
redemption.” In His blood is a salvation that stands and will stand forever for you. If, by God’s promise, the blood of 
animals, water, and ashes, gave cleansing for the body to come before God, “how much more will the blood of Christ,” 
the holy blood of the Son of God, “offered…without blemish,” offered without any sin, “to God, purify our 
conscience”? 
 
Jesus shed His blood to purify your conscience. The self-offering of Jesus in the Spirit to the Father is perfect, able to do 
what you cannot do for yourself. Able to do what nothing else in this world can do. The sins you have committed, the sins 
committed against you, are all on Him. He is the answer, He is what cleanses your conscience and washes it clean. 
 
“He is the mediator of a new testament.” He establishes, He institutes the giving of the goods at His death. With His 
self-sacrifice, the benefits of His sacrifice, the means of receiving the cleansing of our conscience, come to us here and 
now. How does He do this? You know the answer. You hear it every Divine Service. The new testament is the giving of 
the forgiveness of sins. It is given with Jesus’ own blood which was shed, offered for your sins.  
 
That blood was given you in Holy Baptism. There you were enlightened, illuminated by the gift of the Holy Spirit, called 
by Him and given faith and the righteousness of Christ. Your body and soul, washed and claimed for resurrection glory. 
The blood is given to you in the absolution, where, because of that blood shed for you, you hear the verdict of the Last 
Day: you shall not die but you shall live and enter into the Father’s house.  
 
And you know that these are certain and guaranteed to you because here today, at every Holy Communion, you hear the 
solemn reading of Christ’s Last Will and Testament. What is bequeathed to you in “the promised eternal inheritance” is 
announced to you, is received by faith and by your very mouth. What accomplished your salvation, what won the 
forgiveness of sins for you, the blood that was given to sprinkle your conscience clean, is not stuck up in heaven, it is not 
locked away, inaccessible, only for you to hear and think about, no, it is given to you. Here and now. 
 
The sacrifice for your sin is not repeated. Hebrews makes this clear at the end of chapter 9 “Christ” has “been offered 
once to bear the sins of many” (9:28). This same point is made over and over in chapter 10: Christ’s body was offered 
“once for all” (10:10). He “offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins” (10:12). “By a single offering He has 
perfected for all time those who are being sanctified” (10:14). God does not need to be appeased any more. His Son 
has already done that. Your sins do not need to be answered for. That has already happened. Your conscience may rest 
clear in Christ’s sacrifice, and in that alone.  
 
Why then do we continually come to hear the Gospel? Why are you bid to come and receive the Sacrament often? Why is 
it good for you to receive the absolution? Because this is what our sinful flesh rejects. Satan continually accuses the 
conscience, tries to get you to doubt this. The world ridicules the idea that you are going to celebrate the death of a Jewish 
man two thousand years ago on the other side of the world, as though that could possibly mean anything to the 21st 
century. It is easier and far more fun to put up fuzzy bunnies, pastel eggs, and large carrots instead of crosses and empty 
tombs. To stuff yourself with Cadburry Eggs or even those horrid marshmallow Peeps rather than the paschal feast of the 
Holy Communion 
 
What you need is to be fortified in the confidence that this is true. You need to hear and receive what you can’t hear or 
receive anywhere else. You need to be strengthened in the belief of what everything else in this world and your own 
experience screams at you to not believe. You need to hear again and again that you are the child of your Father in heaven 
and that He is pleased with you. You need the constant receiving of the good things which Christ your High Priest has 
won for you, which He continually doles out at His own expense, out of His own gracious love for you. 


