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The challenge of preaching from Hebrews chapters 7, 8, 9, and to some extent 10, is that this 

entire section of the letter is one carefully constructed argument.  Chopping it up leaves the 

preacher with the possibility of giving his or her audience some glistening gems of insight into 

the various parts of the argument, as I think Rev. Guantai did wonderfully well last week, but 

also leaves the possibility that the congregation will lose the flow of the argument as a whole 

entirely.  I have been blessed with the possibility of attacking this grand chunk of Scripture 

nearly as a whole this morning by the circumstance of the calendar.  Because Christmas Day fell 

on a Monday, there was only one Sunday in Christmas this year.  Yesterday was the Feast of the 

Epiphany and this morning we celebrate the first Sunday in the Season of Epiphany.  According 

to the new Lectionary Year D that I am following, that eliminated the second Sunday of 

Christmas and the assigned Epistle reading for that day, Hebrews 8.  I was left with the decision 

to either skip that chapter or combine it with chapter 9 today.  As I considered the possibility of 

combining the two and thus dealing in a more complete way with Priscilla’s argument, I realized 

that doing so would also allow me to fully celebrate the spirit of the Season.  As you may 

remember, Epiphany is meant to be the time that the Church considers how the wandering 

teacher, Jesus of Nazareth, was revealed as the Christ, the Anointed One of God.  Today, as we 

continue to consider the mystical priesthood of Jesus, we will turn our attention to the very heart 

of his work of salvation and how that greatest gift to humankind was and continues to be 

expressed in terms of some very simple earthly metaphors, from the earliest sacrifices made by 

humankind to God all the way to the ceremony which we observe on the first Sunday of every 

month. 

 

Let me begin, as I so often do, with the situation of the original audience for this letter.  As 

previously mentioned, there is good consensus among the scholarly community that the Book of 

Hebrews was indeed originally addressed to a group of Jewish Christians.  Chapters 7 through 9 

make this especially clear with their argument based on, first, a rather obscure story from the life 

of Abraham concerning the mysterious Melchizedek and, second, the details of sacrifice in the 

Tabernacle of the wilderness years which were carried through in the Jerusalem Temple.  In fact, 

the writing of chapters 8 & 9 make it likely that Hebrews was composed prior to the destruction 

of the Temple in A.D. 70, as all the references to the priests and their sacrifices are made in the 

present tense and these sacrifices, of course, came to an end with the burning of the Temple by 

the Romans under Titus. 

 

This is significant because it means that what seems to us like an argument built on ancient trivia 

would have been alive and of critical importance to the Jewish Christians of what may have been 

the Church of Rome, then under persecution by Nero.  Whether they had made the pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem and seen for themselves the elaborate system of sacrifices in action or whether they 

had heard all the details from excited returning pilgrims and been walked through the stipulations 

in Torah by their own rabbis previous to their conversion to the Way of Jesus, the images used 

by Priscilla (or whoever the author was) would have been vivid and important in their lives.  

These are the central images of their families’ heritage. 

 

Let me give you an example from closer to home.  How many of you grew up in homes where 

Christmas was celebrated as a religious holiday?  OK, keep your hands up.  Now, how many of 

you in that group feel like you could do a reasonable job of telling the Christmas story, with at 

least most of the important details?  So it would have been for those who first read this letter 
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with the Day of Atonement and its sacrifices.  The metaphors used by Priscilla would not have 

been mysterious at all but a bright and clear reminder that Jesus had, as he said to his disciples, 

come to fulfill the Law and had done so with his death on Calvary and subsequent resurrection.  

Even though these same Christians had likely seen the deaths of both Peter and Paul in their city 

during Nero’s reign of terror, they could be assured that they had not made a mistake by 

throwing in with the followers of Jesus.  It was Jesus who brought full meaning to the story they 

had grown up with. 

 

Now, that story was and is a powerful one, make no mistake.  It was a story of how God the 

Creator had given special attention to a tribe of wandering Aramaeans, making them the holders 

of the promise that God would use them to bless the whole world.  That story sustained the 

Children of Israel for thousands of years before Jesus came and it sustains them still.  We Gentile 

Christians have been blessed to hitch a ride on that salvation train.  But we must remember that 

although we have developed our own story and metaphors to explain the experience of 

relationship with the Living God, neither our story nor any other can completely encompass the 

reality of God Godself.  We tell our stories because we recognize the truth that lives in them far 

beyond the literal truths of the stories themselves.  We tell the stories of Peter or Paul or Priscilla 

or David or Deborah or Moses or Miriam or Abraham or Sarah because we see ourselves in 

them.  We tell the stories of Jesus because we still experience the divine in the ways he explained 

to us.  Those stories, far more than any theological treatise or covenant or creed, help us to 

understand and explain to the world how it is that God loves us and all of God’s creation. 

 

As I think you all know, I am a great fan of Star Trek in almost all of its incarnations.  I’m 

looking forward with great delight to the return of Star Trek: Discovery to CBS All Access 

television tonight.  26 years ago, there was an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation called 

“Darmok.”  The crew of the Enterprise-D encountered a race with whom the Federation had 

never been able to establish relations because no one could decipher their language, which 

appeared to be in some kind of code in which individual words could be understood but the 

context was unknown, perhaps like our experience of Hebrews.  Over the course of the episode, 

while Captain Picard and his opposite number from the Tamarian ship are deliberately marooned 

on a hostile planet, we learn that the Tamarian captain is trying to get Picard’s help in defeating a 

savage beast as he repeats over and over again, “Darmok and Jalad... at Tanagra.”  He is citing a 

legend from Tamarian history about a pair of friends who had worked together in a similar situation.  

By the end of the episode, Picard has deciphered the meaning of Captain Dathon’s words and is able 

to offer the Tamarians an word of peace by saying “Picard and Dathon... at El-Adrel,” referring to the 

way in which the two captains finally worked together and in which Dathon gave his life to save 

Picard. 

 

The author of Hebrews does not have this issue with her or his audience.  She or he is able to write to 

them, essentially, “Melchizedek and Abram… at Shaveh,” and they know what is meant.  After 

establishing via Psalm 110 that Jesus is Melchizedek’s equal in having a priesthood without end and 

therefore superior to the priesthood of Aaron and his descendants, the author then makes another 

comparison.  If we put it in the Star Trek idiom, she writes, “The Sons of Aaron… in the Holy of 

Holies… with the blood of goats and calves.  Jesus the Christ… in the true sanctuary… with his 

own blood.”  The story of Jesus’ sacrifice on behalf of all creation is more powerful than the 

story of generation after generation of priests sacrificing animals for the sins of individual men, 

families, or tribes. 
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Of course, this all still seems rather odd to us.  I suspect few of us have ever been present at a 

blood sacrifice, which was a common occurrence, not only in Jerusalem prior to A.D. 70 but in 

Rome and in every other city, town, or village of the Mediterranean world and Near East with a 

functioning temple in that time.  The symbolic act of sacrifice, like the symbolic story of 

Melchizedek, is lost to us and many would say rightly so.  We may see the act of sacrificing an 

animal to expiate human sin or to propitiate the powers in some other way as an act of 

unwarranted cruelty.  Of course, most of us are no longer present when the animal commonly 

present on our breakfast, lunch, or dinner menu is killed, either.  But for a less squeamish time, 

the symbolic act of offering an animal’s life in the place of our own when it was we ourselves 

who had broken the relationship between ourselves and God was freeing.  It restored the right 

relationship, it righted the world, it removed the fear of being cast out, abandoned, disregarded.  

For a time when the common understanding was that blood was the life force, the offering to 

God of the blood of a prize animal was powerful.  How much more so was the story of the most 

righteous man the world had ever seen freely giving his own blood, his own life force, in 

exchange for the right relationship with God for others. 

 

That’s just one way of restating what the author of Hebrews seems to be saying about the way in 

which Jesus healed the relationship between God and humanity.  That healing or restoration of 

relationship is commonly referred to by preachers and theologians as “the atonement,” which 

clever commentators have explained by breaking the word down in a faux etymology – the “at-

one-ment.”  Thanks to Jesus, we are now “at one” with God.  There are many theories about how 

exactly this worked and works.  The most common in the North American Protestant Church is 

the one about how God could only be satisfied with death as the punishment for all the sins of 

humankind and that the death of the Son was the only death potent enough to satisfy God’s 

righteous anger.  It’s been awhile since I found much if any satisfaction in that idea but that’s a 

conversation for another day.  The fact is that any theory of how Jesus’ death benefits us is a 

whole lot less powerful than the story of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  Sometimes, we’re 

much better off to tell the story and to feel its impact than to try to explain its impact. 

 

The Australian theologian, William Loader, says it this way: “The starting point… is the idea 

that Jesus’ death was God’s way of dealing with human sin. This, in turn, rests on old tradition 

which developed very early in Christianity and which came to explain the horror of Jesus’ 

crucifixion by not only claiming that it must have been in God’s plan, but also that God meant it 

as a way of dealing with human sin.  People had often reflected on the power which seemed to 

flow from an innocent life, especially one that was snuffed out prematurely. It is as though there 

is a surplus of goodness which bursts the bounds of that person’s life and flows on beyond their 

lifetime. People not only grieved over the death of genuinely good people; they also sensed a 

benefit, a blessing which came from such a death. Martyrs lost everything, but somehow they 

gained something and gave something to others who would come after them. Some people 

compared their deaths to sacrifices which were also believed to release life for others.  A range 

of explanations emerged to try to put in words the impact of Jesus’ death.  People began to hail 

his death, paradoxically, not as a defeat but as a victory, not as the snuffing out of life, but as 

something releasing life for others. Nothing could really explain this impact adequately, but in an 

age when people were well acquainted with cultic behaviour, many found it useful to interpret 

Jesus' death in such terms. He died for our sins. He died for us. This was never meant in a crude 
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or mechanistic way, as though God schemed up the violence in order to meet the detailed rules 

about payback for sins or pay-off against his vengeance.” 

 

The author of Hebrews spends the better part of chapters 7, 8, and 9 of the book we have today in 

convincing her audience that the Jesus story is the upgrade to the story they’ve used all their 

lives to explain how God has blessed and forgiven erring humankind for the evil that all humans 

do and participate in.  But if we take the stance that, powerful as those stories are, we cannot 

ultimately know or understand how God has worked this astonishing feat, then what is left to us?  

The answer comes in chapter 8, verse 6, which is enlarged upon by the last half of that chapter, 

which I did not read to you.  First, Hebrews 8:6 – “But Jesus has now obtained a more excellent 

ministry, and to that degree he is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted 

through better promises.”  What is this better covenant?  Priscilla explains through the use of a 

quotation of Jeremiah 31: “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will establish a 

new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah… I will put my laws in their 

minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  And 

they shall not teach one another or say to each other, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know 

me, from the least of them to the greatest.  For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I 

will remember their sins no more.” 

 

This is the heart of Priscilla’s letter – the reminder that her friends are now living in a new 

covenant with God, in which the anxiety over exactly how God must be propitiated for sins 

previously committed is gone and the aim of life is simply to live in loving relationship with God 

and with all people.  Or, as Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God… and love your neighbor as 

yourself.”  When life is lived without anxiety, when life is lived in order to love, that is truly the 

life of the Beloved Community, the life of God’s Kingdom come to earth.  When we live life in 

this way, in full knowledge that we are forgiven and that we are to love, then we can be free of 

the externally imposed fears that plague us.  We need not heed the continual commercial 

bombardments that tell us that we are not good enough if we do not live in a certain way or 

possess certain things. We don’t have to be afraid of the powers of earth that can destroy the 

body when God assures our souls.  No “Trumped” up fears of nuclear war can plague us when 

we are at peace with our Loving Creator.  Our security is not Social but eternal. 

 

Like the author of Hebrews, Jesus knew the power of the metaphors of the Old Covenant under 

which his friends had lived their whole lives.  He said, on the night on which he was betrayed, 

“This cup is the New Covenant in my blood.”  He had made a promise to them about God’s love 

and care for them and he was prepared to seal it in the old way – with his blood, his very life.  

We remember today, as we do on the first Sunday of every month, that promise and what it cost 

him.  But unlike those who gathered with him for that Passover meal, we know that his death 

was not the end of the story.  God set God’s own seal to the promise Jesus made on God’s behalf 

by raising to life the one who died in order to establish the promise of life.  We remember his 

broken body and his spilled blood and we celebrate – not because he died for us but because he 

lives, still lives for us, in the heavenly place, not made by hands, in the presence of God Godself.  

And, indeed, so do we live in the presence of the Lord, so long as we trust in the promises of 

God.  On that, more in the weeks to come.  Thanks be to God. 


