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The Letter to the Hebrews 

Temple Images and Its Vocabulary 

Rather Than an Image and Vocabulary of a Court Case 

Hebrews 2:16-18

NOTE – This is Lesson #6 in the series.  It has the same scripture verse as Lesson #5 but is focused on temple images and purification.  Some material repeats from last week.

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.

Atonement in the Letter to the Hebrews does not take place in Court but in the Heavenly Temple, so we must expect different terms and different teaching.
Hebrews draws on the vocabulary of the death of Jesus from the LXX. 

1. Jesus is the high priest in the heavenly temple.  There Jesus makes purification for sin in Hebrews 1:3, “Jesus … made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand …”  “Purification for sins” is the Greek word katharismon which is a 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 called “the day of purification.”

2. In the OT, and according to Leviticus16:29-33, “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.”
3. Here, purification is the removal of sin and we can see three important actions that support this interpretation:
a) Atonement in the English text is for the altar, the congregation and the people. The altar does not sin, but it is purified.

b) 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. 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)

2. The noun was 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” in the OT 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  temple in Jerusalem) 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)  Thus the image taken from the OT worship is applied to the “heavenly” offering of Jesus which takes place in the Heavenly realm.  This way of looking at the death of Jesus does not allow us to accept the non-biblical common idea that the Father turned his face away from his Son when he sacrificed his life. 

Blood is Life Which Jesus Offered for Us

1. Blood is life.  We can see this in many OT texts which point to this 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 (
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), and we will be guiltless: and whosoever shall be with thee in the house, his blood shall be on our head (), if any hand be upon him."  It is clear that life or the "soul" of the flesh is in the blood ([image: image2.jpg]


)" (Lev 17:11), and verse 14, "it is the life of all flesh”; "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 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).

2. 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.”

a) 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. 

b) 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.

c) This 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

3.
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 is life the sacrifice of Jesus has the eternal value of the life of the Eternal Son.  The offering by the priest of his the physical blood which is the “life” of the Incarnate Son has taken place “through eternal Spirit”. This is certainly a Trinitarian understanding of the Atonement.  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, death and resurrection were 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)

This sacrifice [described in Hebrews] is totally different from those of the OT, “Now may the God of peace who brought 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.  The victory over death was declared on the day of Pentecost, Peter says, “Jesus of Nazareth, a man proved 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 First Letters of John

1. The same Temple vocabulary of “cleansing” appears not only in Hebrews but also in the first letter 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.  1 John is not worried about initial justification but about the forgiveness of sins committed by 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, which is still the Temple vocabulary, this cleanses sins after believing.

2.  Of the 362 times 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. 

3. 
In the NT the term “blood” occurs 97 times; of those, six are in the Gospel of John and four are in 1 John, a statistic which means that proportionately “blood” is far more important in 1 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.  The importance of the “blood” in the first letter of John is due to the gathering of a Christian community for worship.  The “blood” cleanses those who come into the presence of the Father.

The Blood as the Ransom Which Changed our Relationship with God 
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). These words are like those of the OT where God will ransom Israel not by offering anything but by liberating them. (See appendix)

b. And again, “Jesus ransomed us for God. Jesus did not free us from God or his wrath but liberated us and also possessed us, “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 cleansing remains  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)  

The Blood as the Power of the Living Son of God
The redemptive language contains many words to describe what Jesus did for us and to our sin:

A.  “forgive” (Greek aphienal) and means “to let go” (Jn 20:23; 1 Jn 1:9; 2:12)

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

C.  “destroy” (lyein): (1 Jn 3:8) which is part of the distraction of death

D.  “atonement, expiation” (hilasmos): (1 Jn 2:2; 4:10) (see appendix)

E.  “cleanse” (katharizein): here; (1 Jn 1:9) The cleansing or being clean from sin, was attributed to the sacrifices in the OT.  In 1 John 1:9 is 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 is that the first letter of John speaks also of destroying and taking away sin.  This 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.” Here forgiveness means purification or cleansing.
OT Vocabulary, NT Redemption

The Sacrifice and Temple Vocabulary of the OT were used in the NT to explain our Redemption.

1. In Ephesians 5:2 the “fragrant offering” is a common word used in the LXX.  It could be grain and animal (Exod 29:18; Lev 2:9, 12; Ezek 20:41), but this was not offered in a court but in the context of the OT temple.

2. This offering is that of love and that is why it is pleasing to God (Rom 5:8) - But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. And again in Ephesians 2:4(ff).  But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up with him, and made us sit with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God – not because of works, lest any man should boast.

3. More important is that the sacrifice of Jesus should not be understood according to the OT worship (Heb 10:1-18).  For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices which are continually offered year after year, make perfect those who draw near.  Otherwise, would they not have ceased to be offered?  If the worshipers had once been cleansed, they would no longer have any consciousness of sin.  But in these sacrifices there is a reminder of sin year after year.  For it is impossible that the blood of bulls and goats should take away sins.  Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, "Sacrifices and offerings thou hast not desired, but a body hast thou prepared for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings thou hast taken no pleasure.   Then I said, 'Lo, I have come to do thy will, O God,' as it is written of me in the roll of the book."  When he said above, "Thou hast neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings" (these are offered according to the law), then he added, "Lo, I have come to do thy will." He abolishes the first in order to establish the second.  And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.  And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins.  But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, then to wait until his enemies should be made a stool for his feet.  For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are sanctified.  And the Holy Spirit also bears witness to us; for after saying, "This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws on their hearts, and write them on their minds," then he adds,  "I will remember their sins and their misdeeds no more."  Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin. 
4. In Hebrews 7:12-13 the main part of the worship of the OT has been changed and here we have to read carefully these words, “For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well.  For the one of whom these things are spoken belonged to another tribe, from which no one has ever served at the altar.”  The two which go together are: The Priesthood and the Law.  We have to add the “covenant” which is not mentioned above but in Hebrews 8:6 it is; Christ has obtained a ministry which is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better, since it is enacted on better promises.  This is not just a comparison.  The teaching continues (Heb 8:7-10), for if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion for a second.  For he finds fault with them when he says: "The days will come, says the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah; not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; for they did not continue in my covenant, and so I paid no heed to them, says the Lord.  This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.”
Appendix 

Ransom in the OT

Ransom has its place in the social and legal life of Israel.

1. 
Exodus 21:30: “If a ransom is laid on him, then he shall give for the redemption of his life whatever is laid upon him.”  Exodus 30:12 "When you take the census of the people of Israel, then each shall give a ransom for himself to the Lord when you number them, that there be no plague among them when you number them.” 

2.
Pay a ransom to free a slave (Lev19:19): "If a man lies carnally with a woman who is a slave, betrothed to another man and not yet ransomed or given her freedom, an inquiry shall be held. They shall not be put to death, because she was not free.” 

3.
No ransom for the crime of murder (Num 35:31-32): “Moreover you shall accept no ransom for the life of a murderer, who is guilty of death; but he shall be put to death.  And you shall accept no ransom for him who has fled to his city of refuge that he may return to dwell in the land before the death of the high priest.”
Ransom as a metaphor used for God liberating Israel

1. 
No payment (Job 6:23): “Deliver me from the adversary's hand” or, “Ransom me from the hand of oppressors,” and Job 33:24: “and he is gracious to him, and says, `Deliver him from going down into the Pit, I have found a ransom’ …”
2.  Ransom in the prayers in the Psalms and the Prophets

Psalm 49:7, 8 and 15) “Truly no man can ransom himself,
or give to God the price of his life, for the ransom of his life is costly,
and can never suffice, But God will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol, for he will receive me. [Selah]

Isaiah and Jeremiah prophecies are for the liberated exiles, the liberated are the ransomed people (Is 35:10): “And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away” and also (Is 51:11) “And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” (See also Jer 31:11)

3.   The future redeeming work of the Messiah who will ransom us 

Shall I ransom them from the power of Sheol?
Shall I redeem them from Death?
O Death, where are your plagues?
O Sheol, where is your destruction?
Compassion is hid from my eyes. (Hos13:14)
Ransom in the NT used for the death of Jesus (Matt 20:28; Mark10:45)

1. 
“The Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."  We should read this in the light of Ephesians 2:4ff; and John 3:16, comparing 1 Timothy 2:6: “Who gave himself as a ransom for all, the testimony to which was borne at the proper time.” 

2. 
The eternal plan of our redemption was destined before the foundation of the world. This is not the only declaration in 1 Peter1:18: “You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with precious blood of Christ, like that of a Lamb without blemish or spot, he was destined before the foundation of the world but was made manifest at the end of time.” The Lamb is that of the Passover according to 1 Corinthians 5:7, “Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really are unleavened.  For Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed.”  It is clear from the context that removing the “old leaven” was the OT way of celebrating the Passover Meal.  Here it is used in a metaphorical sense.  The Passover Lamb is the one who will bring the ransomed to heaven according to Revelation 5:9, “… and they sang a new song, saying, ‘Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain and by your blood did ransom men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.’” (compare Rev 1:5-6)

Price in the NT

1. 
In 1 Corinthians 6:20, we become the inheritance of Jesus, “You were bought with a price.  So glorify God in your body.”  And that is why our bodies don’t belong to us.  The same meaning is used in 1 Corinthians 7:23, but to establish the foundation of Christian freedom, “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.” 


[There is] no payment to God the Father.
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