
You have heard two texts this morning.  One from the Old Testament telling the people of Israel how to deal with their sins and one from the New Testament telling the people of Israel how their sins have been dealt with.  The question for each of us to consider this morning is, “Which part of God's work in the world am I living in?”  Am I still trying to deal with my sins or do I realize that Christ has already dealt with my sin  fully?


The writer of the book of Hebrews saw this as a very important issue.  The Day of Atonement and sacrifices for sins had their place, but they are but a shadow of what God had just done to address the sinfulness of humanity.  The work of Jesus Christ on the cross was the fulness of the ritual of the day of atonement.  We would probably all claim to be New Testament people, knowing that Jesus has ensured we are forgiven. However, our actions and thoughts often betray our beliefs.  


Don't believe me?  Have you ever made a mistake and tried to make it up to the person you wronged by trying harder the next time?  Have you offered to give them something in return?  What do you do to ease the guilt that rests in your mind and heart for the break in relationship?


Now, if we were pure easter people, we would respond to that question with, “What guilt that rests in our mind and heart?”  I am assuming that none of us did that, but instead were thinking of instances where we tried to make things right instead of asking for forgiveness.


The reason for this is, we don't really believe the assurance of pardon, “In Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.”  “Because of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.”  “With Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.”  This rolls off the tongue easily, putting it to practice is another story.  Believing and living this means letting go of control.  For if Jesus has already done everything to make things right, then there is nothing for me to do to make things right.  I have to let go of the anchor that keeps me in familiar waters and drift on the grace of God.


However, if I have to make a sacrifice, then I am back in control, at least partially.  The familiar bargain of, “Oh God, if you blank, I will blank and never blank again.”  We want to be the one to make the sacrifice so that we are the ones who did the work.  So our natural inclination is to follow the old method of dealing with sin.


Yet, God, not only here in Hebrews but in the Old Testament itself continues to be disappointed in the sacrifices people offered.  Yes, God prescribed the sacrifices, we read the directions today, but they were intended to make the people act in obedience, to help them realize the cost and the need.  The clear instance of this was with Abraham and Isaac.  Abraham was asked to sacrifice his son as a test of obedience to God.  From there, people continued to offer up bulls and goats, something that made the difference between surviving and thriving for some, as an offering.  It was intended to make the people aware that the break in relationship with God was an issue of life or death.


Soon, we found a way of disconnecting ourselves from such acts and the daily sacrifice was just something that was done without knowing why.  Just as the act of going to church on Sunday became a ritual for many Americans in the 50's and now no one really knows why they should go today. As repeated actions over and over have the possibility of doing, it became a ritual that lost its meaning or at least the original meaning and taken on a new life.


So God, time and again, gave His disapproval of what we were doing with the sacrifices.  Somehow, our culture has made coming to church almost a sacrifice as well, so hear God's words about offering sacrifices. 1 Samuel 15:22, ““Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.”  The relationship is most important.  


Psalm 51:16-17, “ You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” 


 Micah 6:6-8, “With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before the exalted God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”  To be in relationship with God.


In all of these passages and more, God is asking for obedience.  He is asking for a sign that we love him more than these things.  In coming to worship, God is desiring to interact with you, share himself with you, bless you, and leave no doubt in your mind or heart that He is the God that He revealed himself as.


It is here that we hit a sticky point.  For, even if we do these things to obey God and trust in him to make things right, we still can not achieve complete forgiveness by us making sacrifices.  A proper covenant between people, when broken, would call for the death of that person, not some animal.  A goat or a bull is not a person.  The guilt often remained on the mind, despite the obedient act, because an inferior offering was made in our place.  This sacrificial act of obedience did not achieve full forgiveness for the people, for if it did, then they would not have to do it again the next day.  This is why the church baptizes only once.  There is nothing to improve on.  What has been done has been done to the fullest and completely.


There is nothing else that Jesus Christ is going to do to make us right with God.  He has already done all that is necessary so that we are made right with God.  He was a perfect sacrifice, doing it out of obedience to God,  was a superior rather than inferior sacrifice, and Jesus was willing to do so.  “Here I am, I am willing to do so.”  He told his Father that on my behalf and your behalf.  All of the things that you have done that require forgiveness, he had in mind and was aware of as he offered himself to his father out of obedience.  


There was nothing too big or too small.  He gave himself as a perfect sacrifice because you did violence to another person.  He also gave himself as a perfect sacrifice because you gave a snide remark to a passing stranger wandering in the middle of Broadway.  For both of those, his body was offered.


For the big and the little things that do not seem to matter, but still drive us away from ourselves, each other, and God, Jesus was the perfect sacrifice.  Nothing more is needed.  The image the writer of Hebrews uses is that of Jesus sitting upon the throne at the right hand of the father.  The key word being seated.  The reason is, you can sit if everything is done.  If you are not prepared for company coming over, you don't sit, because there is still more to do.  The priests with the burnt offerings are pictured standing, making burnt offerings day after day.  Jesus has been sitting and waiting for all the enemies to be made his footstool.  He is not doing anything more, because all has been done.  There is nothing more for Jesus to do.  Through his death and resurrection, you and I have been made right with God.  We should not think that there is anything we need to do to make that right.


So why do we still act as if there is more to do so that we can be right with God?  Why are we still trying to make sacrifices so that we can sooth our guilt.  Why do we look to attendance at a church to prove our worthiness of God's love?  Because we don't trust that God love's very much.  We like to have something to do rather than resting in the arms of our Father.  For if we are doing something, then we can justify our worth.  God was already aware of your worth and value, He considered each one of us worth enough to die for, for God, to die for.  Yet we still doubt and question.


Our larger church culture leads us to question such things.  It is an easier sell to get someone involved out of guilt for not having done enough, rather than responding out of love for what God has done.  Having times of confession during a service does not occur in every worship service because it is not considered “seeker friendly.”  Some will dread next week as we observe the Lord's Supper together because it means another reminder that they did not do enough so God had to die for their mistakes.  Preaching is easier if we focus on the examples of us as sinners rather than saints because none of us are perfect.


However, the original intention of most of these things has been lost to the culture.  The reformers did highlight the fact that we are all sinners, but did so in order to emphasize the greatness of Christ's work on the cross to make us saints.  If we didn't need it, then his act was worthless, the cross means nothing.  We should experience the joy of God somewhere in the Lord's Supper, because it is a reminder that even with our sin, because of the work of Jesus on the cross, we are still welcome at the table of God.  Preaching was meant to share the good news that we are free to love God freely.  We celebrate this all because in Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.  There is nothing you can add to make this more true.  There is nothing you can do to make this less true.  His blood was sufficient for us all.  So start living like a person who is free from the yoke of sin and live like a Easter person, who in response to the forgiveness of Christ worships and grows in knowledge and obedience to his leading.  For you are forgiven, you are forgiven indeed.

