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The Letter to the Hebrews 

Redemption, Sacrifices, Priesthood in Hebrews

Hebrews 2:16-18

Hebrews 2:16 For he does not take hold of angels, but he does take hold of the seed of Abraham. 

17 Wherefore, he had to be like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in matters pertaining to God, in order to make expiation for the sins of the people.

18 For inasmuch as he himself was tested and suffered, he is able to give aid to those who are being tested.

The Scope of the Letter to the Hebrews on Sacrifices and Priesthood

Basic texts: Hebrews 1:3; 2:9-14; 2:17; 5:7; 6:20; 7:16-26; 8:6; 9:11-12; 9:14-24; 9:27; 10:13; 10:19; 12:2; 13:20.

Expiation and Propitiation

To understand Hebrews 2:17, we need to look at two important words: expiation and propitiation.  “Expiation” in the Greek language NT is seen in the phrase: [image: image1.png]els 10 [AdokeoBar Tas auaptias TO0U Aaob,



 

The word hilaskesthai (third word from the left - ed.) was translated “to make propitiation” or “to make expiation.”

This is a problem for the English speaking Christians.

“Expiation” – Latin, expiare, ex (out) is here used as an intensifier and piare (to atone) to compensate, repay, make amends for, make up for – is a legal term and was used in the Roman law.  English depended from the very beginning on Latin.  We shall see later if this is a good translation of the Greek word “atonement” and the verb “to atone” in both the Hebrew and the Greek of both Testaments.  For English speaking Christians, expiation defines the death of Jesus.  It amended the human state of sin and the personal sins.  Sin is a debt which humanity owed to God and is repaid by Jesus.  But debt in Biblical concepts is not the same as debt in the Roman law.  The first – debt as a Biblical concept – is forgiven according to the words of the Lord’s Prayer, “forgive us our debts” (Matt 6:12).  Roman law does not know, speak or recommend forgiveness.  Expiation   was developed over the years in the Latin sources, and because of the use of Latin in the West up to the 16th Century it.  Latin was the language of all the educated, including the great literary works of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas.  “Paying our debt” to God was systematized by the great theologian St. Anslem of Canterbury (1033-1109) in his book “Cur Deus Homo.”  It was the most considerable contribution to the theology of the Atonement in the Middle Ages.  It interpreted the doctrine of Atonement in terms of the satisfaction due to the outraged majesty of God.  You can download the whole book from the Internet.  This concept of paying a “satisfaction” to God was taken over by Luther and Calvin.  It was developed further to “appease” the divine “wrath” and reconcile god’s “justice” with his “mercy.”  This is the historical origin of what we now call the forensic understanding of the Atonement.  

“Propitiation” – Latin propitius (favorable, auspicious),  pro (forward) and pitius, (to eagerly volunteer or give of oneself) – meant literally rushing forward (to the altar or throne) to please the angry god or ruler: to appease, pacify, placate, assuage, or mollify. Propitiation is sometimes used to translate Greek hilasmos, but this like above case of expiation, is where Latin does not possess the rich vocabulary of both Hebrew and Greek. It is important to draws your attention to the word parakletos accompanying hilasmos in 1 John 2:1 which says we have an “Advocate” with the Father and He (the advocate) is the hilasmos for our sins.  If the word parakletos necessarily conveys the idea of “advocacy,” then we are called not to look at a “price” or a “satisfaction” but to the intimate relationship of the Father who is in the Son.  In Christian Greek, paraklëtos means a Comforter or an Advocate who is not involved in any appeasing role.  C. H. Dodd has shown that the noun hilasmos and its verb mean mercy and to be merciful, and that this verb has a meaning which is quite foreign to secular Greek.  Phrases such as “To be gracious,” “to have mercy,” and  “to forgive” are entirely new and unknown outside Biblical Greek, and are without pagan parallel. (The Bible and the Greeks, 1935, page 93).

Greek Roots, Latin Growth, English Use

1. The letter to the Hebrews was written in Greek.  There is no early Hebrew translation of the letter.  We must look at the Greek OT known to us as the Septuagint (LXX = 70, which is the number of those who were the translators of the OT from Hebrew to Greek in Alexandria).

2. Some scholars such as L. Morris argue that the verb for propitiation should be understood, as its etymology suggests, as “to propitiate.”  It is clear, however, that the Greek verbs hilaskomai and exilaskomai in the LXX translation of Leviticus 4:20, 26, 31; 5:10; 16:16, 33-34, where a payment or a compensation given to God is absent from the Hebrew (See the RSV).  The verb appears elsewhere in the NT only in Luke 18:13, with the meaning “to be merciful,”

3. The Greek verb is made of the root Hilews, and the verb Hilemi means “to be gracious.”  In the LXX hilaskomai occurs only 12 times.  The meaning is that God showed mercy (Ex 32:14; 4; 2 Kings, 24:4), or “be merciful” (Esther 4:17; Lam 3:42; Dan 9:19; Ps 78:9), and is used for human attitude to mean “to be or to become gracious” (2 Kings 5:18 twice; 2 Ch 6:30; Ps 24:11; 64:4; 77:38).  This is shown from the context.

4. In the LXX, it is mostly used for and denotes the action of the priest as he nullifies and purges sin before God.  Men are the subject and God the object (Zech 7:2; 8:22; Mal 1:9) where scripture says “to entreat the mercy of God by prayer,” or in one case of a man (Gen 32:21) it can also mean “to cleanse or purge the stain of sin or guilt.”    

5. In the NT hilaskomai occurs only in Luke 18:13 and Hebrews 2:17. In Luke 18:13 it is the cry of the Tax Collector to God for mercy, as in Esther 4:17 and the Psalms.  In Hebrews 2:17, the task of Jesus as High-priest is to purge the sins.

6.  In Hebrews, Christ’s sacrifice is always directed at removing sin and its effects, not at propitiating God.  There is not one single word or verse which says in Hebrews that Christ died to avert God’s anger or wrath (See Heb l:3; 9:11-14; 10:23-28; and Stanislas Lyonnet and Leopold Sabourin Sin, Redemption, and Sacrifice: A Biblical and Patristic Study 1970, 120-48). 

Atonement in the Letter to the Hebrews 

1. Hebrews draws the teaching of atonement from the LXX.  Atonement is   purification for sin in Hebrews 1:3, “Jesus … made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand …”  Purification for sins in Greek is katharismon twn hamartiwn and katharismon is common word in the LXX.  It is the action taken by the high priest and the people of Israel on the Day of Atonement which in the LXX was a day of “purification.”

2. Basic OT texts (Lev 16:29-33), “And this shall be a perpetual statute for you; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, ye shall humble your souls, and shall do no work, the native and the stranger who abides among you. For in this day he shall make atonement for you, to cleanse you from all your sins before the Lord, and ye shall be purged. This shall be to you a most holy Sabbath, a rest, and ye shall humble your souls; it is a perpetual ordinance.   and lie shall make atonement for the altar, and for the priests; and he shall make atonement for all the congregation.  And this shall be to you a perpetual statute to make atonement for the children of Israel for all their sins: it shall be done once in the year, as the Lord commanded Moses.”
Three important actions took place:

1. Atonement for the altar, the congregation and the people.

2. Atonement is purification

3. Here the two Greek words “atone” and “purge” like many other places in Leviticus such as 14:20 mean the same in spite of their differences, to remove sin away.

Purification in the NT

1. It is used in John 15:2 and Hebrews 10:2

2. The verb katharizw is used 30 times in relation to sin (e.g. 1 John 1:7, 9; Heb 9:14,22; 9:23; Eph 5:26)

3. The noun is used seven times (Heb1:3; 2 Pet 1:9)

This data points to a neglected aspect in the Doctrine of the Atonement: Sin is purged by Christ as it was done by the High priest on the Day of the Atonement.  Here more than anywhere else, we have to say that it gives us the same meaning of another verb which is “to wash” and the best example is Ephesians 5:25, “That he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water and the word.”  The same appears also in Titus 3:5.

Christ is Our Purification

1. In Hebrews it is the blood of Jesus when compared to the blood of the old sacrifices, that can purify the inner life: “For if the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify your conscience from dead works to serve the living God.” (Heb 9:13-14).  So Jesus offered his blood and he is “without blemish” because like the “sacrifice for sin” Jesus is “holy” and did not offer a sacrifice for himself like the OT high priests.  “For it was fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, blameless, unstained, separated from sinners, exalted above the heavens.  He has no need, like those high priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own sins and then for those of the people; he did this once for all when he offered himself.” (Heb 7:26-27).
2. The sacrifice and the high priest in the NT are one and that means that Jesus had to be alive in spite of the fact that Jesus actually died on the cross but as the living Son of God, Jesus remained alive in his divinity in spite of being dead in his humanity and this is what Hebrews is putting forward using the OT as a way of revealing the unique work of the Son, “Thus it was necessary for the copies of the heavenly things (the earthly temple) to be purified with these rites, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. For Christ has entered not into a sanctuary made with hands, a copy of the true one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.  Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the Holy Place yearly with blood not his own; for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world.  But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.” (Heb 9:23-26) 

3. Blood is life.  We can see this in many OT texts which point to the fact that blood is life so that "To shed blood" is therefore synonymous with "to kill," "to murder," and guilt for a person's death is expressed by damim, plural of dam (blood).  For instance, in Joshua 2:19 the spies say to Rahab: "And it shall be that whosoever shall go out of the doors of thy house into the street, his blood shall be upon his head ([image: image2.jpg]


), and we will be guiltless: and whosoever shall be with thee in the house, his blood shall be on our head ([image: image3.jpg]


), if any hand be upon him."  It is clear that life or the "soul" of the flesh is in the blood ([image: image4.jpg]


)" (Lev 17: 11), and verse 14, "it is the life of all flesh"; or in the RSV, "the blood thereof is all one with the life thereof."  The blood, then, is the seat of life or of the soul.  It is therefore easy to understand how blood became an object of sacred awe; nor is it difficult to explain the origin of the prohibition against eating the blood of the of beasts or birds, or of meat that is still full of blood – a prohibition explicitly emphasized in the OT (Gen 9:4; Lev 3:17; 7:26; 17:10; 19:26; Deut 12:16, 23; 15:23).
His Blood, His Life

Christ offered his blood – his life – through the eternal Spirit (Heb 9:14)

“For if the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify your conscience from dead works to serve the living God.”

1. Many of the Greek MSS (manuscripts) such as papyri 81 and others offered a different reading: “through the Holy Spirit.”  However, there is no eternal spirit other than the Holy Spirit or just the Spirit of God. 

2. The old sacrifices were now described with language most appropriate to the purification rituals of the OT.  The “sprinkled” blood of the goats and bulls and the use of “ash” is no doubt the allusion to the water of purification (Num 19:9, 13, 20).  There may, of course, be a secondary allusion to the sprinkling of blood on Yom Kippur or the Day of Atonement where such sprinkling affects those who are “defiled,” a word used with reference to impurity.  The effect of the ritual is to “sanctify” but this sanctification is limited to the “cleansing of the flesh.”  It was an outward way of dealing with “impurity,” the ritual impurity that was due to a contact with a corpse.  The cleanliness that those waters provide has nothing explicitly to do with the soul or conscience.  The cleansing of the inner life can’t happen except by the sanctification of Christ’s sacrifice.

3. The comparison involves two important events:

a) The Day of the Atonement in the OT

b) The Offering of the Sacrifice of the High priest Jesus

In the Day of the Atonement the high priest enters the “holy of holies” with the blood of the “bull” to bring or secure the cleansing of Israel.  What happened at Calvary was much greater, for the atoning sacrifice of the heavenly high priest is not blood of animals, but that of Christ.  Christ offered “himself” and the sacrifice is the eternal Son.  Hence, the blood, and by metonymy (a word closely associated with or substituted for another, e.g., “Washington” equals “U.S. Government.” – ed.) the sacrifice as a whole, is of eternal value.  The offering of the priestly victim was though the physical blood which is the “life” of the Incarnate Son, “through eternal spirit” is certainly Trinitarian.  The Son of God as a high priest entered heaven to offer his blood or his life through the “eternal or the Holy Spirit.”  Jesus was anointed to become the Christ, i.e., the Anointed One.  So every time you read the title “Christ” keep in mind that Jesus is the Anointed, so all his ministry is done through the Holy Spirit.  Jesus died in the “flesh” (1 Pet 3:18): “For Christ also died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in flesh but made alive in the Spirit.”  Death in the flesh means that Jesus truly died.  But made alive in the Spirit could not be his human spirit, but the offering of his life which can’t take place except through death was carried by the Spirit who anointed Jesus.

The Eternal and Living Sacrifice of Jesus (Heb 13:20-21)

“Now may the God of peace who brought again [back] from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in you that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ; to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.

1. Jesus was brought from the dead by the “blood of the eternal covenant.”  If blood is life, we can read this verse in this way, “by the life,” then the rest is clear.  The life which was offered to God is eternal in spite of the fact that it passed through death.  Peter says, “you denied the Holy and Righteous one … and killed the Author of life.” (Acts 4:15), but God raised him.  On the day of Pentecost, Peter says, “Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know – this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.  But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by death.  For David says concerning him, “I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken; therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced, moreover my flesh will dwell in hope.  For thou wilt not abandon my soul to Hades, nor let thy Holy One see corruption.  Thou hast made known to me the ways of life; thou wilt make me full of gladness with thy presence.” (Acts 2:22-28)  The power of death could not keep Jesus. Jesus is life offered by death. 

2. Here death is the means of offering, for God does not accept death as an offering but life.  Even the OT sacrifices were a life offered to God because death is “defilement.”  When the “Author of life” was sacrificed, his words give us the meaning of his death.  This is how Jesus understood his death, “I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me, as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.  I have other sheep that are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they will heed my voice.  So there shall be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life, that I may take it again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again; this charge I have received from my Father….” (John 10:14-18) 

The Blood of Christ and the Atonement in the Letters of John

“If we walk in the light … the blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us.”(1 John 1:7)  The verse does not speak of cleansing minor sins, but just sins.  I John is not worried about initial justification but about the forgiveness of sins committed as a Christian.  When people first believe and come to the light, their sins are forgiven.  They may sin again; yet if they try to walk in the light, the blood of Jesus, which cleanses from all sin, the blood cleanses these sins as well.

Moving on from the grammatical logic of the clauses in verse 7, let us discuss “the blood of Jesus.” 

1.   Of the 362 uses of “blood” in the Hebrew Bible, 103 times refer to sacrificial blood (Morris, Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, page 109).  The distinctive note in sacrifices for sin was not the death of the animal but the use made of the blood in sprinkling the Temple veil or in anointing the horns of the altar, a task confined to the priests.  It was demanded, of course, that the blood have been obtained by the slaughter of the victim; and this presupposition affects the NT understanding of the sacrificial quality of Christ’s blood as well. 

2.   In the NT the term “blood” occurs 97 times; of those, six are in the Gospel of John and four are in I John, a statistic which means that proportionately “blood” is far more important in I John.  Of the six usages in the Gospel of John, four (6:53-56) refer to Jesus’ (Eucharistic) blood to be drunk, and only one (19:34) refers to the blood shed on the cross.  In concentrating on the latter, then, the letter (I John) is capitalizing on a minor theme of the Gospel of John.  

In the Book of Revelation the frequency of the blood theme comes clear.

a. It is an act of love: “To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood.” (Rev 1:5)

b. And again:  “Jesus ransomed us for God (cf: but did not ransom us to God or ransom us from his wrath).  For you were slain and by your blood you ransomed men for God.” (Rev 5:9) 

c. “They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev 7:14; see 12:11).  Certainly the theme of the redemptive blood of Christ is common in the NT for justification (Col 1:20; Acts 20:28; I Pet 1:18-19), combined with ongoing forgiveness and reconciliation (Eph 1:7; 2:13; Rom 5:9; 1 Pet 1:2; Heb 9:14).

(For further study on blood and sacrifices, see R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions 2nd ed.; London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1965;S. Lyonnet, “The Sacrificial Function of Blood,” in S. Lyonnet and S. Sabourin, Sin, Redemption, and Sacrifice AnBib 48; Rome: Biblical Institute, 1970)  

What Does the Blood of Jesus Do?

The redemptive language contains many words to describe what has been done to sin … 

A.  “forgive” (aphienal): (John 20:23; I John 1:9; 2:12)

B.  “take away” which means “to remove” (airein): John 1:29; 1 John 3:5

C.  “destroy” (lyein): (I John 3:8)

D.  “atonement, expiation” (hilasmos): (I John 2:2; 4:10) 

E.  “cleanse” (katharizein): here; (I John 1:9)

F.  “clean” (katharos): (John 13:10-11)

The idea of cleansing or being clean from sin is well attested in the OT, e.g. Psalm 19:13 and Proverb 20:9. 

I John 1:9 will use the synonymous expression, “cleanse us from all wrongdoing” (adikia); and that is found in the OT in Jeremiah 33: 8, “I will cleanse them from all their wrongdoings whereby they have sinned against me.”  Although in the OT such cleansing can refer to either making clean or simply declaring clean, the fact that I John speaks also of destroying and taking away sin makes it clear that a real cleansing is meant here. 

In John 13:10-11 the disciples are said to be cleansed with the word of Jesus but here the Gospel uses the imagery of cleansing with blood reflecting sacrificial terminology from the Levitical practices of Israel.  The outlook is eloquently summarized in the words of the Lord in Leviticus 17:11, “I have given it (blood) to you that you may make atonement with it upon the altar for your souls,” and in Hebrews 9:22, “According to the Law almost everything is cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” 

Cleansed by the Blood of Jesus

My dear brother, 

Peace and joy to you in the Lord. I thank God our Father for the time we had together last week.

Your words that “blood” means life have given me great joy.  I sat at the feet of the Master and asked him to wash me and cleanse me by his blood.  Time passed and I want to share with you what I have received from the Lord.  Since his blood is his life, then his life must mingle with our life, almost like adding clean water to muddy water till the muddy water become drinkable. This is a metaphor which should not be analyzed.  But the truth is simpler.  Jesus is the foundation of our new life.  He cleanses us from the old Adamic foundation which is that form of life which has its own “autonomy.”  His blood or his life mingles with our life and gradually leads us to total “self-surrender.”  Jesus gives us his blood in three ways:

1. In the word of his teaching which comes out of his life and his experience of our life.  He said “the words which I say to you are spirit and life.”  Jesus lived our life fully, and every word corresponds to his flesh, blood, bones and spirit.  It is the truth which is put in our human words and thus becomes his blood, I mean his life.

2.  In the great mystery of his Supper where we receive his divine-incarnate life.

3. In our union with him where we are made clean by his love which is the blood of his life.  In Jesus, life and love are the same. 

So let us have the blood of Jesus by loving him more than anything in this life for it is his love, or his blood, which transforms our life and makes it clean.

Pray for me,

Philemon

23 Feb 1971   
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