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Much of the New Testament, particularly 
Hebrews, is meant to show how Jesus falls within 
the prophecy and tradition of the Old Testament, 
only more excellent and complete. He is the new 
Adam, the perfect man without sin. He is a prophet, 
like Moses, only with clearer vision and more 
powerful teachings. He is exalted and heavenly as 
the Angels themselves but even they bow to his 
glory. 

Hebrews also makes the case that he is the 
most perfect sacrifice. In the days of the priests, 
animals would be sacrificed again and again and 
again and, no matter how many animals you 
sacrificed, more would be needed. 

Jesus was one and done. 

The author of Hebrews speaks rather harshly 
against the sacrificial system. And it seems so 
foreign to our culture today that it would be easy 
to dismiss all of it as superstitious and meaningless. 

But we must resist this temptation. For to 
understand the role of Jesus’ sacrifice and how the 
New Testament speaks of it, we must fully 
appreciate the purpose of this system back in 
Biblical times and, for that, we turn all the way back 
to Israel’s emergence into the Promised Land. 

For us the sacrifice seems unusually cruel, but 
we should first remember animal sacrifice was 
widespread in the ancient world. Israel took this 
tradition and repurposed it. In Israel it played a 
different role than the attempt to appease the 
anger of the gods. 

It was a recognition of both God’s holiness and 
God’s mercy. 

Leviticus explains the process for blood 
sacrifice, 

He shall slaughter the goat of the sin-
offering that is for the people and bring 

its blood inside the curtain, … sprinkling 
it upon the mercy-seat and before the 
mercy-seat. Thus he shall make 
atonement for the sanctuary, because 
of the uncleannesses of the people of 
Israel, and because of their 
transgressions, all their sins; 

(Leviticus. 16:11ff.) 

God’s holiness would not and cannot abide sin. 
The tabernacle was the place where God’s 
presence abided on earth. If the tabernacle was 
defiled with human sin, it needed to be cleansed or 
else God would remain absent. 

Sprinkling the blood was key because it was the 
super-cleaning agent of sin. 

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; 
and I have given it to you for making 
atonement for your lives on the altar; 
for, as life, it is the blood that makes 
atonement. 

The blood was believed to contain the vital life 
force of the animal. Sin was understood to be 
death. But to sprinkle blood in the tabernacle was 
to sprinkle life to negate death. 

Secondly, God’s justice demanded that sin be 
dealt with. Sin is not only a violation of God’s law it 
is death. In a very real sense, to choose sin is to 
choose death. It is why Adam and Eve grew old and 
died. 

The visceral terror of seeing the animal’s life 
blood drain out served to underscore how seriously 
God takes sin. It served as a deterrent. The life or 
death of the community was at stake. 

In Egypt, the pharaoh dealt with sin through the 
whip, torture, and execution. God’s holiness and 
justice meant sin needed to be dealt with. But 
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God’s mercy removed that punishment from the 
individual and the animal served as the substitute. 

Thus, the sacrificial system served as a reliable 
means for the people to deal with their sin and 
maintain a right relationship with God. 

But, over time, two problems became clear 
with this system. First, there was always more 
sacrifices that would be needed.  Like Martin Luther 
centuries later, who upon walking home from the 
confessional would turn around because he 
committed a sin on the way home, confessing and 
cleansing of sins never ends. You will always need 
more. More confessing and more animals to 
slaughter. 

Secondly, the people became inured to the 
deterrent power of the sacrifice system and took 
advantage of it. 

Amos excoriates Israel saying, 
Therefore, because you trample on the 
poor and take from them levies of grain 
(5:11) …Even though you offer me your 
burnt-offerings and grain-offerings, I 
will not accept them; (5:22) 

The people were abusing the poor and then 
expecting their sacrifices to cleanse their sins. God 
would not allow this system to be used to take 
advantage of others. 

With this dual problem, God used the prophet 
Jeremiah to promise a new way to deal with sin that 
would break the cycle and change the people at the 
same time, 

But this is the covenant that I will make 
with the house of Israel after those days, 
says the Lord: I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it on their hearts; 
… for I will forgive their iniquity, and 
remember their sin no more. 

This would be made possible through a sacrifice 
of love not from the people, not from an animal, 
but from God’s very being. An act of giving so pure 
and powerful that it would never ever be needed 
again. As Hebrews tells us, “Christ…offered for all 

time a single sacrifice for sins”. It would be the 
blood of Christ, symbolically, that would be the last 
sacrifice ever needed. 

It is hard for us to appreciate the radical 
implications for our lives today. 

As far as God’s holiness and righteousness is 
concerned, there is no need for any more sacrifices. 
Jesus’ death, as Hebrews tells us, was a single 
sacrifice! This completely and utterly frees you 
from sin’s grip of death, from having to “pay” for 
your sins. The penalty has already been paid. 

If you believe there is “power in the blood,” as 
the saying goes, then you believe this. 

Your sin, however egregious cannot and will not 
be more powerful than the eternal gift of God’s 
grace in Jesus Christ, thus there is no need for guilt 
any longer. 

Guilt is a debilitating disease that stems from 
our lack of faith in Jesus’ power. That is why we 
have a Confession of sin and an Assurance of 
Pardon in our Worship service. It is not so that God 
will forgive us. It is to remind us that God has 
already done so in Jesus Christ. 

It is to remind us that God does not want my 
guilt, my quivering soul trembling before the 
infinite majesty of his holiness, or my sniveling, 
whimpering whinings about what a miserable 
sinner I am. NO, and again NO!!!! 

It is to make us certain that, no matter how 
many times we commit the same sins, these are 
already forgiven!!! Remember ONE SACRIFICE FOR 
ALL TIME! 

Jesus’ death on the cross cleanses all sin for all 
time. That means any sins that you have committed 
in the past, that you commit today, and that you 
will commit tomorrow have ALREADY BEEN 
FORGIVEN and by the way…forgotten as well. 

You have heard that phrase, forgive and forget. 
There is wide agreement in the world that we 
should forgive people. But no desire to forget. We 
don’t want to forget because we don’t want to get 
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burned again. We want to be able to hold over 
someone their past sins against us for leverage in 
the future. 

“Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice 
shame on me” … the saying goes. But if God has 
forgotten our past sins, if “God remembers our sins 
no more”, then we certainly should not! 

Forgiven is forgiven and forgiven means 
forgotten…at least according to God. This is why 
God told us through Jeremiah, “I will remember 
your sins no more!”  Never again. 

But people respond, “How can you forget?” 
How can you truly forget when a terrible wrong has 
been committed? It would be foolish! When 
someone thanks you for a favor and you say “forget 
about it” what you are really saying is that you are 
not going to hold that favor over their heads. You 
are saying they owe you nothing in return. You are 
saying it is truly a completely free gift with no 
strings attached. 

Forgotten in this case does not mean literal 
amnesia concerning an event. It does mean I am 
going to treat you as if the transgression never 
occurred. When God remembers our sins no more, 
it means he is going to love us as completely and 
unreservedly, as if we had never wrong him before. 
God will make himself vulnerable once again, and 
again, and again, and again, and again, and again... 
70 times 7 and more. 

What then of accountability? How are people 
held accountable for their actions in God’s 
economy? They aren’t. Remember they are all 
forgiven. But God has another concern. It is not 
accountability but transformation. God wants us to 
change but the change will be from within. 

This is the second half of God’s plan. If there are 
no more sacrifices to pay for sins this means 
obedience is not based on the fear of punishment. 
God tried this time and again with Israel and it 
never worked – with any person or any people. 

In the old system, a sacrifice was needed in 
order to be good with God again…to be with God 

meant this thing, this sacrifice, had to happen 
between God and the people. 

In the new system, God has promised to put the 
law within us. 

The animal sacrifices were external to the 
people and were not transforming them into new 
behaviors and more faithful living. Like all of us, we 
may be truly sorry for our transgressions and then 
turn around and commit the same sin the next day. 
God’s new covenant would not be a law written on 
stone but on their hearts. It would become a part 
of them through the gift of the Holy Spirit. It would 
be God’s Spirit within them that would create 
change from the inside out. It would be God’s Spirit 
that would purify them. 

In the new system, we don't do it to earn points, 
but because our heart is transformed in Christ. 

So, living a faithful life then is no longer meant 
to depend on our ability to be good people. It is not 
a discipline of screwing up our courage to do the 
right thing. Instead, the discipline is one of letting 
go. Letting go of our will and of our wants and giving 
them over to God, to the Holy Spirit within us. 

May we all trust that forgiven is forgiven, once 
and for all time. And when it comes to God, 
forgiven truly means forgotten. May we look to 
God’s Spirit, not our own will, as we seek to be 
faithful to our Lord. Amen. 

 


