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Turn with me in your Bibles to Hebrews 9 – Hebrews is in the second half of the Bible 
that we call the New Testament and it’s part of a series of letters written to churches 
in the first century to help the people in those churches understand who Jesus is and 
what it looks like to be one of His followers. If you don’t have a Bible with you, grab 
the notes out of your worship guide or make a friend around you as we read the last 
part of Hebrews 9 together, beginning in verse 23: 
 
23 Thus [or because blood is God’s means of redeeming and renewing things which 
are ruined or broken – see 9:22] it was necessary for the copies of the heavenly 
things to be purified with these rites, but the heavenly things themselves [must be 
purified] with better sacrifices than these.  24 [This is why] 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 [And in case 
you were wondering, there is absolutely no need for Jesus] 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. 
 
I want to talk with you this morning about hope. As we said at the beginning of our 
time together, everything that we’ve been saying and singing and hearing has been 
focused on this idea of hope. For you and I to understand anything that’s going on in 
this room – and more importantly, if you and I are going to embrace and live in light 
of what’s happening in us and through us today – then we’ve got to get a handle on 
this thing called hope. 
 
Hundreds of years ago, a man named Martin Luther said that ‘Everything that is 
done in the world is done by hope1.’ I’m not sure how you’d define hope, but one 
way of thinking about it is that hope is the conviction that good things are going to 
happen, even when there is evidence to the contrary. You may remember the story 
of Pandora, who according to ancient Greek mythology was the first woman ever 
created. In the most famous story about Pandora, she is given a jar by the gods – a 
jar she is never supposed to open but does out of curiosity, and by opening what we 
now refer to as Pandora’s box, she released all the misfortunes of mankind (plague, 
sorrow, poverty, crime, despair, greed, etc.), before she could shut it and lock up 
one last thing – hope. The story goes that despair covered the world because of 
Pandora’s actions and it was not until Pandora comes back to the box and opens it 
once again that hope enters into the world, strengthening and encouraging people 
when life gets hard. 
 
We’ve talked often during our study of Hebrews about the hardships faced by the 
original audience of this letter – ethnic Jews who have found their hope in Jesus, who 
they believe to be the Savior promised by God to His people since the beginning of 
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time. Their convictions promptly serve as an excuse for people, even their own 
families, to mistreat them and make their lives miserable in every single way. On top 
of that, the writer reminds them and us that no matter how hard our life gets 
through the mistreatment of others or the pains of life in a fallen world, our most 
pressing concern is the place of God in our hearts, minds, and lives.  
 
This writer holds to the belief that our biggest problem is something called sin, which 
is anything that you bank your life on besides God. You might have grown up 
thinking that sin is breaking God’s rules and while that’s true, another way of 
thinking about sin is to see it as anything and everything that you bank your life on 
besides God. In other words, sin is hoping in anything and everything besides God 
who alone should be the source of our hope. 
 
If Luther’s right and everything that we do is done out of hope – out of a conviction 
that good things are going to happen – then it makes sense that we’d spend time 
this morning talking about hope and why it’s so critical that we put our hope in the 
right source. It’s the reason why this writer summarizes chapters 8 and 9 by 
reminding us in the verses we just read that because of what Jesus has done and 
has promised to do for us, we must put our hope in Him. 
 
Hebrews can be tough to get your arms around with all the talk about blood and 
purification and tabernacles and such. So without getting into all the twists and turns 
of the letter, let me try to help you get the message of Hebrews by connecting this 
idea of hope with the death of Jesus in 9:23-26, as well as the return of Jesus in 
9:27-28. In other words, my hope and your hope is found in what Jesus has done for 
us in the past and what he has promised to do for us in the future. 
 
Once For All, To Put Away Sin 
 
As we’re thinking about this thing called hope, I wonder what it is that you’re hoping  
in this morning? Don’t try to think of it from some big, macro-level perspective – just 
think back over yesterday and today and look for the things that you’ve given 
yourself to because you’re convinced they’ll make your life better. Maybe the whole 
concept of hope seems too optimistic and you’re skeptical because you want to be 
cool and all cool people are skeptical. So think of it this way, what are you giving 
yourself to because you want to be happy? Again, think about this weekend – how 
have you spent your time, money and energy in an attempt to be happy? It takes a 
minute for us to think in those terms because even though every single one of us 
wants to be happy, we’re kind of down on the whole happiness bit because life and 
happiness don’t seem to fit together. We’ve tried happiness and nothing of substance 
has been created; happiness has even gotten a bad rap in the church where we have 
made an unbiblical distinction between joy and happiness, so that we must be joyful 
all the time but because we think we can only be happy when everything is going 
well in our lives, happiness is fleeting, elusive, and not to be pursued. 
 
That kind of thinking is deadly because it keeps us from seeing that God has hard-
wired each of us to be happy. We were created to be happy and our default system 
is to pursue happiness (even if some of us pursue it through being miserable). So 
what have you been doing this weekend to make you happy? If you’re a dude, it’s 
probably some combination of food, sex, sports and machinery. You don’t have to be 
involved in all four of those, but your Man Card might get rescinded if three of those 
weren’t a significant part of your weekend. For the ladies, your happiness is shinier, 
smaller, smells better and much to the chagrin of your husbands, probably doesn’t 



involve as much sex as he’d like, but my guess is that for you and the rest of us, 
there’s at least one thing that you’re convinced would make you happy if you had it. 
 
If we were to collect everyone’s answers about what they look to for hope and 
happiness (which are linked together – you hope in what makes you happy), almost 
none of us would write down the thing that we hope in most strongly – ourselves. 
Most of us are smart enough to know that hoping in other things and other people is 
a foolish undertaking – things break and people will hurt you. What we hope in when 
it’s all said and done is ‘me, myself, and I’ and even when we do say that this thing 
or this person will make me happy, what we’re really saying is that my spouse or my 
job makes me happy because it makes me feel better about myself. It validates that 
‘I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!’ 
 
It’s amazing how much disconnect there is between perception and reality – 
disconnect that causes most of us to think that we’re different and nothing like all 
the self-centered people around us. So let me ask you this – what person in your 
world serves as the barometer of what is normal, right, acceptable, and good? When 
you look around this room, there are people who are smarter than others and people 
who are prettier than others and people who look more spiritual than others, but 
who would you say is the most normal person in the room? I’ll tell you who I think it 
is…me! And my guess is that the most normal person in your world is you – all of us 
measure what is normal, good, right and preferable on the basis of who we are, how 
we think, what we value and what we prefer.  
 
Our self-centeredness (which is seen in all of us, even those of us who have low self-
esteem) creates a massive problem for us because of Hebrews 9:23, which says that 
because blood is God’s means of redeeming and renewing things which are ruined or 
broken – see 9:22] it was necessary for the copies of the heavenly things to be 
purified with these rites, but the heavenly things themselves [must be purified] with 
better sacrifices than these. The problem has nothing to do with the sacrificial 
system found in the OT which God created as a temporary solution to the sin of His 
people – the problem comes at the end of the verse where it sounds like heaven is 
polluted and needs to be purified. Do you see that – not only must ‘the copies of the 
heavenly things be purified, but also the heavenly things themselves must be 
purified.’ 
 
Now I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sound right because heaven is 
supposed to be a place without sin and free from pollution, kind of the anti-Atlanta, 
right? But you can see it as plain as I can, it sounds like these ‘heavenly things’ are 
polluted and need to be cleansed, purged and purified. So what do we do with that – 
does that mean that heaven isn’t one big suburb with its own water part and that 
we’ve all been living a lie? No – what it means when you work through all that you 
need to work through to be a good student of the Bible is that the heavenly things in 
question are not angels or mansions or streets of gold or crystal seas; the heavenly 
things on the mind of this writer are…people. People like you and me who hear the 
promise of heaven in all its perfection and beauty and know that we don’t belong 
there. Rather than looking to ourselves as the barometer of what is right and normal, 
the Scriptures rock our world by reminding us that we are the problem. We are what 
need to be cleansed. If left to ourselves we would ruin heaven the way that George 
Lucas ruined Star Wars.  
 



I was reading the cover story in this month’s Esquire magazine about Senator John 
McCain2 that began with his commencement speech at Manhattan’s New School 
University, the kind of place that looks upon Republicans (even moderate ones) as 
the epitome of all that’s wrong with the world. After finishing a song, one of the 
music students tells the graduates and their guests that Sen. McCain ‘does not 
reflect the ideals of this university’; he is booed, heckled, and laughed at as he tells 
the story of the death of a close friend of his at the age of forty-seven – it becomes 
very obvious that the Senator is an unwelcome guest whose presence has tainted 
this day in the minds of this particular group of students. That experience of feeling 
like one doesn’t belong is exactly what the writer intends for us to be feeling as we 
contemplate our presence before God in heaven. If we understand that we were 
created to honor God by enjoying God and that we have subsequently sought our 
happiness in countless things besides God, we should understand just how spot on 
the writer is in reminding us that we would ruin heaven if left to ourselves.  
 
The Scriptures tell us that we are not the victims of poor self-esteem if we look at 
our lives, then look at heaven and conclude that we would pollute heaven the same 
way that Paris Hilton’s new album has polluted and ruined everything good about 
music. The picture here is a world free of disease or illness where people begin to die 
suddenly and painfully because of a mysterious plague that you find out you have 
been carrying and infecting everyone around you. And as we begin to grasp the 
extent of the damage we would do to heaven just by showing up, our only hope is 
found in Jesus who is the antidote to our plague and heals us and cleanses those of 
us here this morning who feel so filthy and hurt because we know that we are the 
problem and not the solution in this equation.  
 
What’s going on in your heart and mind as you hear this? Are you angry or disgusted 
because God hasn’t brought you here to receive a lifetime achievement award for all 
that you’ve added to this world? Or are you broken and humbled and sit here 
grieving because you know enough about your heart and mind and life to know that 
it’s true – you would ruin heaven if they let you in the way you are today? My hope 
is that God would be breaking some of us and healing others; destroying our pride 
and giving us hope in the person and work of Jesus, whom God the Father loves and 
accepts, not to keep you out of heaven, but to make you clean and able to 
experience happiness forever with God.  
 
What we need to hear and cling to and hope in is that 1) Jesus’ sacrifice on our 
behalf was perfect (he only had to die once and that single death obliterated every 
one of our sins; 2) that his death is the apex of human history; 3) that Jesus didn’t 
delegate our redemption out to someone else – he took the hit himself; and 4) the 
source of all true happiness is found in the fact that Jesus came into this world and 
‘put away sin.’ Anything and everything that would keep us from hope and 
happiness; anything and everything that would keep us from God has been neutered 
and nullified, covered by the blood of Christ.  
 
This is not information to be sorted and stored away – this is an antidote for despair 
that has been custom-designed by God to change you, to give you hope, to create 
unquenchable depths of joy and happiness that carry you through the darkest days 
of your life. 
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To Save Those Who Eagerly Wait For Him 
 
But that’s not all – not only does God call to us from the shadows of the past, 
reminding us of what Jesus has already done for us; he also reminds us that our 
hope is found in what Christ has promised to do for us in the future.  
 
9:27 reminds us that all of us share one common experience in that we will all die 
and stand before God to bear witness to this single question – was God the greatest 
treasure of our lives? Did we bank our life on God alone or did we rely on other 
things for hope and happiness?  
 
I wonder how often any of us rehearse our answer to this question. There is no 
single question in which the answer is more important than this one. There isn’t a lot 
of pomp and circumstance to 9:27 – here it is, in your face: you’re going to die and 
go on trial in which you will be convicted or freed on the basis of whether or not your 
life honored and made much of God. There is a weightiness to this verse that calls us 
to sober up and step away from the firewater of the world long enough to come to 
grips with our mortality and wonder if any hope is to be found before the God who 
sees all and knows all and is far more aware than even we are that we are guilty of 
treason and adultery against God himself.  
 
One example of how the reality of death and judgment enter into our world is found 
when we gather together to worship God. You might have been in other places that 
refer to Sunday mornings as a celebration – something very bright and sunshiny; 
which is an adequate but incomplete picture of what worship should be, which is an 
environment where people come to prepare to die, a time of God renewing his 
promises to us where we renew our devotion to him through Jesus Christ. There is a 
sense in which 9:27 is always at the center of our worship – we will die and there will 
be a judgment – the question that we must ask is where we will find our hope as 
death and judgment approach. 
 
I understand that a lot of us don’t take this event very seriously and I think it’s 
because we miss the story being told each and every week – condemned criminals 
who have come to the end of their appeals process; hope and joy are not to be 
found; the burden of our guilt crushes and paralyzes us. And it is in the moment 
when all hope seems lost when we hear this message that Jesus Christ suffered and 
died a very real death at a particular time and place in order to take on the weighty 
guilt of our sins and carry them into oblivion.  
 
And it is here where hope and happiness enter into our world as the perfect sacrifice 
of Jesus releases the unbridled power of God into our lives to not only fit us for 
heaven but to work in and through us to change everything. What is the point of 
work or love or creating art or laughing at a good joke or caring about justice if you 
have been condemned to die? We’ve talked about being agents of God’s kingdom 
where we live, work and play – living missionally – and I’m so thankful that we’re 
beginning to ask questions about what this looks like and how we’re supposed to live 
this way. Let me give you a partial answer from these verses: we will influence 
people for the kingdom of God – we declare and display God’s infinite value – when 
we live with the hope and happiness purchased for us by Jesus.  
 
Last week someone asked me why we aren’t having more of a kingdom impact here 
in Watkinsville and on the UGA campus and with these verses in mind I said that our 
influence in the community is directly proportional to how different our lives are in 



comparison to people just like us. We live in this world and we share in the pain and 
sorrow of this world – what sets us apart from people who look like us and work 
where we work and live where we live and play where we play is not that our lives 
are without heartache, but that our sorrows have been turned to joy. We must ask 
just how truly countercultural we are – not in the way we dress or the words we 
won’t say or the movies we won’t watch or the politicians we won’t vote for – no, 
what really sets us apart from people just like us in so many ways is that we are 
people living with hope and happiness in the midst of a jacked-up world. 
 
Why? Because of Jesus – specifically because he has promised to return and give us 
what he has promised. We look back to the cross and believe that life could be 
different and that there’s hope on the other side of the grave. What we cling to is the 
reality of 9:28 – that Jesus will one day return to actually do what he has promised 
and to save us from the punishment that our polluted lives deserve on the basis of 
his perfect life and perfect death. 
 
You might be here this morning and think that this all sounds like a bunch of bunk – 
I’d ask you what you have to lose? My guess is that you’ve tried everything else and 
life still isn’t that fabulous. Could it be that everything you’ve ever wanted is right 
here? There are no promises of a pain-free life, no billion-dollar signing bonus.  But 
for those of us who walk through an angry world that has crippled us and jaded even 
the most optimistic of us, hope and happiness is not a pipe dream, it’s reality for 
those of us who eagerly wait for Jesus to finish his work of redeeming and renewing 
everything. I invite you to hope. I invite you to happiness. I invite you to Jesus.  
 


