A Worship Tour through Hebrews (8:1-9:28)
The Tour de France cycling race came through its most difficult mountain phase this past week. One day featured an eighteen straight mile climb. In our summer study of Hebrews we had a long journey and now we come to the mountain phase. Chapters 8 & 9 go together. This will be a long and difficult climb. Our practice has been to read a section and then draw some implications and conclusions about how we ought to worship God together. Let’s do that with Chs 8-9. Please turn to Hebrews 8. After I read these chapters, I would like present an argument  why Christian corporate worship should be simple. I will stir up controversy. Many churches and Christians reject my argument. It is not beyond correction. I have much to learn. I am inconsistent. So, I urge your thoughtful and humble consideration. My purpose is to help followers of Jesus Christ worship together in a way that pleases God. We can share this goal even if we do not agree on all the details.

Hebrews 8: 1 Now the point in what we are saying is this: we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, 2 a minister in the holy places, in the true tent that the Lord set up, not man. 3 For every high priest is appointed to offer gifts and sacrifices; thus it is necessary for this priest also to have something to offer. 4 Now if he were on earth, he would not be a priest at all, since there are priests who offer gifts according to the law. 5 They serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things. For when Moses was about to erect the tent, he was instructed by God, saying, “See that you make everything according to the pattern that was shown you on the mountain.” 6 But as it is, Christ has obtained a ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better, since it is enacted on better promises. 7 For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second. 8 For he finds fault with them when he says: “Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, 9 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt. For they did not continue in my covenant, and so I showed no concern for them, declares the Lord. 10 For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares 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. 11 And they shall not teach, each one his neighbor and each one his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. 12 For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more.” 13 In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away. 10:1 Now even the first covenant had regulations for worship and an earthly place of holiness. 2 For a tent was prepared, the first section, in which were the lampstand and the table and the bread of the Presence. It is called the Holy Place. 3 Behind the second curtain was a second section called the Most Holy Place, 4 having the golden altar of incense and the ark of the covenant covered on all sides with gold, in which was a golden urn holding the manna, and Aaron’s staff that budded, and the tablets of the covenant. 5 Above it were the cherubim of glory overshadowing the mercy seat. Of these things we cannot now speak in detail. 6 These preparations having thus been made, the priests go regularly into the first section, performing their ritual duties, 7 but into the second 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. 8 By this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way into the holy places is not yet opened as long as the first section is still standing 9 (which is symbolic for the present age). According to this arrangement, gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper, 10 but deal only with food and drink and various washings, regulations for the body imposed until the time of reformation. 11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) 12 he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. 13 For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, 14 how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God. 15 Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred that redeems them from the transgressions committed under the first covenant. 16 For where a will is involved, the death of the one who made it must be established. 17 For a will takes effect only at death, since it is not in force as long as the one who made it is alive. 18 Therefore not even the first covenant was inaugurated without blood. 19 For when every commandment of the law had been declared by Moses to all the people, he took the blood of calves and goats, with water and scarlet wool and hyssop, and sprinkled both the book itself and all the people, 20 saying, “This is the blood of the covenant that God commanded for you.” 21 And in the same way he sprinkled with the blood both the tent and all the vessels used in worship. 22 Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins. 23 Thus it was necessary for the copies of the heavenly things to be purified with these rites, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. 24 For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. 25 Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, 26 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 ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.

An Argument for Simple New Covenant Worship

Features of the Old Worship

These two chapters compare features of corporate worship under the old priesthood with corporate worship under Jesus. Few would argue with the conclusion that the old worship was elaborate. Chapter 8 describes the place of worship. It was a large tent. We frequently call it the Tabernacle. Exodus 26 records detailed instructions for this tabernacle which Moses received (8:5). God specified different colors and texture of fabrics. He directed the use of specific precious metals for the hardware. He specified dimensions. The Living God was extremely particular about this “copy” of his heavenly dwelling. Chapter 9 refers to the furnishings for worship in this tent. 9:2 mentions the Lampstand. It mentions the Table on which holy bread was presented. These furnishings are in the middle of the tent, the holy place. The writer does not even mention the large bronze altar and the huge wash basin which sat in the courtyard. He highlights two pieces of furniture in the most holy place, the innermost section of the tent. He describes the golden altar of incense. There is some disagreement over whether this sat in the holy place or the most holy place. He focuses on the most sacred object, the Ark of the Covenant. He describes the gold angels on the top of it. He inventories its contents. Yet just as the writer admits in v. 5, we don't have time to go into these details. Beginning at verse 6, the writer reviews the services featured in this tent. He mentions daily rituals. Then he jumps to the annual and most sacred Day of Atonement. 

This intricate structure with its stately furnishings and elaborate services, all under the direction and protection of a priesthood constituted a system of worship that communicated truths about God: His holiness, his majesty, and his power. The system reinforced the truths of man's sin, of God's capacity to forgive, of man's purpose to live a holy life to direct attention to God's glory. Physical features of the old worship visualized truth to Israel and out to the world. But it all had to be replaced -- not only because something better had come. Something about the old was defective. It was not these things themselves. God gave these features of the old worship. He based them upon heavenly realities. So what did go wrong?

Failures of the Old Worship

We get the first hint that something was wrong in 8:7

Hebrews 8:7 For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second.

The writer then quotes the new covenant promises from Jeremiah which (8:6) are better promises. They point out the failure of the old worship: The people had no heart of devotion. They could conform to outward ceremonies but, for many, their hearts remained hard. In contrast, the better promises ensure that God will write his law on hearts. 

Hebrews 8:10 For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares 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.

The same reasoning carries into chapter 9.

Hebrews 9:9 ... According to this arrangement [old system of worship], gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper, 10 but deal only with food and drink and various washings, regulations for the body imposed until the time of reformation.

The outward symbols of the old system were never to be ends in themselves. They were not only temporary, looking forward to the coming of Jesus. They were also external, pointing to the need for internal cleansing to produce a holy, obedient life. But sinful people like you and me put all their focus on external rituals. They neglected more significant spiritual realities. They had clean ceremonies but not clean consciences. We sense God's frustration with the people as prophets decry the old forms of worship which were dying.

Isaiah 1:11 “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord…. 13 Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me…. 16 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean … 17 learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause.”
The new covenant ensures that this will not continue. God's people will honor Him from the heart. The elaborate features of the old worship became a distraction. So they are replaced: But with what?

Focus of the New Worship

According to Hebrews 8 and 9 the old features are replaced with/// Christ and nothing else, at least nothing that we can put our hands on in this creation.

Hebrews 9: 11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) 12 he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. 13 For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, 14 how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.

The tabernacle now is in heaven. We cannot see or touch or enter. There's not a physical courtyard for us to gather. The blood of the sacrifice is Christ's own blood, sprinkled in heaven. This secures an eternal redemption from sin for those who trust him. The absence of external features makes the focus of the new worship an inward one:

Inward Focus

The goal of Christ's cleansing is not to make the outward furnishings of a tabernacle clean but to purify directly the inward conscience from dead works. The coming of Jesus strips away any thought of trusting in an external ritual to clear our conscience before God. Our God-given conscience in our inward being is mark of His mercy. We have a personal witness to the alienation that stands between us and the God who created us. We cannot escape the guilt that we have heaped up by denying God’s design for our lives and living for ourselves according to our own sense of what’s right. The good news is, there is nothing we can do to change that situation and cleanse our conscience. Only Christ can do that. We hold him out as the cure for a corrupt conscience. Reject your self-directed life and receive all the Jesus is as your Savior.
I'm arguing that these chapters warn us against elaborate externals in worship. Fancy ceremonies, productions, candles, stained glass, priestly robes, overly-stylized prayers, and other features could lead to the same dangerous problems of the old worship. They tempt us to focus on them instead of on Christ and his work in our hearts by faith. We think that preparation for worship involves getting the worship center ready with instruments, offering plates, and microphones rather than cleansing our hearts. Externals distract us from seeing Christ with eyes of faith. We walk away from church impressed with the music or charmed by some visual presentation and not charged with stronger affections for Christ.

Some churches have pictures of Jesus as he might have looked on earth. These freeze our Savior at a point of time and limit our apprehension to a few of his myriad attributes. We can have a gentle Jesus “meek and mild” when we are also to worship the One whom the Scriptures describe this way:

Revelation 1:14 The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire, 15 his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters.

I would argue that we are not even to form an imaginative picture of Jesus from this description but to contemplate truths represented by these word pictures. Even this cross in our relatively simple worship building may mislead. It presents as clean and polished something that meant death and condemnation. Worship focuses on the theological realities of the cross rather than its physical shape or appearance.

At this point I anticipate that a critic will raise several questions against my argument for simple, unadorned corporate worship.

1. Does this mean Christians cannot participate in the arts and expressions through external symbols? 
Answer: Individual believers are free to engage in these as an expression of personal worship. All of life is worship. All we do should glorify God. But corporate worship is set apart under different rules.

2. Does this mean we ought to do away with all externals like communion bread and baptism water? 
Answer: The emphasis in Hebrews is the ineffectiveness of the old. Contrasts are drawn sharply. Elsewhere in the NT we have instructions to use certain externals in worship. This is true of baptism and the Lord's Supper. For centuries, Christians who look to the Bible as final authority have divided over what to allow in worship. One group allows any practice that the Bible does not specifically forbid. This is approach follows the normative principle. Another allows only what the Scriptures specifically or indirectly command. This approach follows the regulative principle.

I submit that the book of Hebrews pushes us in the direction of the regulative principle. We can only know what externals are appropriate by looking to NT commands and instruction for worship. To go beyond this is dangerous. The NT directs a church to include the following in corporate worship.

· Public reading of Scripture (1 Timothy 4:13; Col 4:15, 16)

· Preaching/teaching (Acts 2:42; 1 Timothy 4:13; 2 Timothy 4:2)

· The Lord's Supper (Acts 2:42; 1 Corinthians 11)

· Mutual instruction, and exaltation of God in singing (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16; Matthew 26:30)

· Praying corporately (Acts 2:42; 1 Timothy 2:1-6)

· Confessing common faith (1 Timothy 6:12)

· Giving offerings to meet needs (1 Corinthians 16:1-4)

This is a complete list but there would not be many more items. NT worship is a simple exercise. We replace the old worship with only that specifically directed under the new covenant. Otherwise, we put ourselves in danger of focusing on externals. Those externals may be drawn from some old tradition or some new trend but not on Biblical truth.

Outward Focus

A third question objects to the lack of an outward focus. 
3. Does this teaching relegate Christian worship to the purely private sphere of the heart? How is Christ visible today? Where is the tangible testimony to the character of God and his saving power?

The answer to this set of questions alerts us to the most profound focus of new covenant worship. We catch a hint of it in 9:14.

Hebrews 9:14 … how much more will the blood of Christ … purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.

The word “serve” is commonly translated worship in both testaments. Christ's people are cleansed from the inside out so that the outward worship is not ceremony but good works. In the new covenant, God strips away external ritual to keep our focus on Christ and the life of obedience as the outward expression of a cleansed heart. Later in Hebrews we read about offering acceptable worship.

Hebrews 12:28 … let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire. 

And what will such worship look like? The very next verse, the opening of chapter 13 (remember that chapter divisions are not in the original) reads:
Hebrews 13:1 Let brotherly love continue. 2 Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers … 3 Remember those who are in prison…. 

The writer defines acceptable worship as obedient service. We see this same emphasis in Romans 12. The chapter begins

Romans 12: 1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.

And what does this spiritual worship according to God's perfect will look like? Beginning at verse 3 and continuing through the rest of the chapter it looks like serving others inside and outside the church. In the new covenant, worship sacrifices look like living obedience rather than ritual. Everything our church does, from the way we run our government and membership to the help we give a family during a move makes the character of God and the gospel visible in some way. A person visits the food pantry and sees Christians working together with love, honor, and humility. He encounters people who care about him and each other. He sees Christ visible. The gospel has taken form. He will not be saved apart from the proclamation of Gospel promises. But sees the lampstand of God's people:
Matthew 5:16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.

God's glory is visible not in the golden lampstand of a tabernacle but in the good works of his people, not primarily as individuals, but as a community. Mark Dever states, 
“Christian proclamation might make the gospel audible, but Christians living together in local congregations make the gospel visible." [I recommend Mark's message from Together for the Gospel on how a local church makes the gospel visible.]
I will give the last word to a British missionary, Leslie Newbigin, who served for many years in India.

“How is it possible that the gospel should be credible, that people should come to believe that the power which has the last word in human affairs is represented by a man hanging on a cross?

I am suggesting that the only answer ... is a congregation of men and women who believe it and live by it. I am, of course, not denying the importance of the many activities by which we seek to challenge public life with the gospel– 

But I am saying that these are all secondary, and that they have power to accomplish their purpose only as they are rooted in and lead back to a believing community.”

May God make Grace Baptist such a community.
