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Hebrews 10:19-25 (1984 NIV)
Towards Better Things

Introduction

Somebody once described David in the Bible as a great optimist. The
Israelites looked at the giant Goliath and cried out, “Wow! Such a huge giant.
How can we ever win?” Along came David with a tiny stone in a little sling and
saying, “Wow! Such a huge target. How can I ever miss?”

I have titled my message today as “Towards Better Things”. With the huge
cloud of uncertainties in the world today, I may sound like a great optimist as
well. But if there is indeed any optimism we can have today, it is based not on
the woe of circumstances around us, but on the work of Christ Himself.

We are looking at Heb. 10:19-25 this morning. The recipients of this work
were believers (3:1). They had come to faith through the testimony of
eyewitnesses to Christ (2:3). They had endured hardships because of their
stand for the Gospel (10:32-34), but they were in danger of drifting away.

In this letter, the writer repeatedly argued for the superiority of Jesus Christ
and His sacrifice over Moses and the Old Testament sacrificial system. This
indicates that the recipients of this letter were probably Jewish Christians in
danger of lapsing back into the Jewish religion. Hence, the writer had to
repeatedly stress that Christ was better than Moses; that Christ’s sacrifice
was better than the Old Testament sacrificial system. In fact, a prominent
theme to describe this letter is the word better.

Indeed, the writer of Hebrews exhorts us to work towards better things
because we have become better-off in Jesus Christ. We ask two questions
today. The first is …

I. Why are we better-off in Jesus Christ? (vv. 19-21)

We are better-off in Jesus Christ because we have a new confidence as we
come into the presence of God. To understand the significance of this new
confidence, we need to go back to the days of the tabernacle in the Old
Testament.

This tabernacle was designed by God and built by Moses according to the
Lord’s instruction. It consisted of three main areas:

 First, the outer court where the blood of sacrificial animals was shed,
and where the priests would wash their hands and feet before taking
the blood of sacrifice into the holy place.

 Second, the inner sanctuary (Holy Place) where the furnishings there
were actually types of Christ—i.e. they pointed to what Christ would do
in His mission on earth.
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 Third, the Holy of Holies which was behind a thick veil and where the
Ark of the Covenant and the Mercy Seat were. It was here that God’s
presence was with His people, and here where the High Priest would
enter once a year to sprinkle sacrificial blood on the Mercy Seat in
atonement for the sins of himself and of the people.

Hence, you can imagine that this place behind the veil was a very fearful
place to enter and to be in, even for the High Priest who had the mandate to
be there only once every year on the Day of Atonement. Anyone who would
enter it was warned not to do so unworthily so that “they may not die” (Ex.
30:20-21). Thus, even the High Priest who entered it once a year did so with
much fear and trembling—it was quickly in and quickly out. This idea of
entering to enjoy and linger in God’s presence was foreign to the people
during the days of the tabernacle.

The worshippers of old did not have confidence and courage to come into the
presence of God. They only had fear and trembling because they were aware
that their sinfulness was keeping them from the Holy God. They had no
confidence at all in coming close to God, much less into the very presence of
God. They could only worship God at a distance—behind a veil and even in
the person of a weak, human substitute in the person of the High Priest who
had to atone for his own sins first before he mediated on behalf of the people.

But the writer of Hebrews tells us today that there is no need for us to hide
behind a veil; no need to stay away at a safe distance; no need to come with
fear; no need to worship God with “trembling knees”.

Just imagine this—we are all about to gather for worship today, but
because of the fear of coming into the presence of the Holy God, all of
us are hiding behind that heavy door at the entrance. Imagine our
pastor acting as our High Priest this morning—all alone in this worship
hall praying and offering worship on behalf of all of us. And all of us are
taking cover behind that heavy door, with a watchman peeping into the
hall from time to time to see what is happening.

And then one of us anxiously asks, “How’s our High Priest doing?
Does God accept his prayer and offering on our behalf? Is he still alive
or has he been stricken dead?” And the reply comes from the
watchman, “Not too sure about it. I see a flash of fire—not too sure if it
means our offering has been consumed and accepted by God, or our
High Priest has been roasted. But just in case the worse happens, ask
our church council chairman to stand by—we may need him to go in
and take over as High Priest.”

But such a scenario will not happen today. The writer of Hebrews has
good news for us. He tells us that as we worship today, we enter into
God’s presence not with fear; not at a safe distance; not impersonally
through someone else; not with “trembling knees”. Rather, the writer of
Hebrews tells us that today we come into God’s presence with
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confidence; with Him among us; with the intimacy of spirit-and-truth
worship; with praising hearts.

That’s why we are all here this morning with smiling faces; with joyful spirits;
with clapping hands. This is the new confidence we have today as we worship
God in His very presence.

But what is the basis of our confidence today? Is it because we have done so
well in the past year or so, and in the light of this, we come to God with
confidence because we can open up our report card and flash our straight A’s
before Him?

Of course not. The writer of Hebrews tells us that this confidence is not based
on what we have achieved, or on a way to God which we have opened up for
ourselves. Rather, this new confidence we have is based on what Jesus
Christ has done; based on Himself as the “Way” to lead us into the very
presence of God.

Yes, we enter into the presence of God with confidence; with joy and praise in
the very presence of God because Jesus Christ has done His part as our
“great priest” (v. 21). On the Cross, He shed His blood and offered that
perfect sacrifice for the forgiveness of our sins. It is perfect because unlike
the sacrificial blood offered in the tabernacle which must be done year after
year, Jesus shed His blood for our sins once and for all. By this act, He has
opened a way for us to enter into God’s presence anytime and anywhere. As
indicated in v. 20, Jesus by His perfect blood sacrifice on the Cross has
opened to us a new and living way into the Holy of Holies (God’s very
presence) through a torn curtain. The very barrier that separates sinful human
beings from the Holy God has been removed because of what Jesus has
done.

Yes, we come worshipping not as high-achievement people, but we come
worshipping as completely forgiven people in Jesus Christ. We come today
not to boast of our right to be confident before God. It is not what we have
done, but what Jesus Christ has done—we come and worship freely and
joyously today not as high-achievement people, but as forgiven people in
Jesus Christ. And as our Great Priest before God, Jesus Christ is not there to
accuse us, but to speak for us, even if we have failed.

 When we confess our crime before a judge, he says to us, “Guilty!”
 When we admit our incompetence to our boss, he says to us, “Fired!”
 When a student comes unprepared for the exam, the teacher says,

“Failed!”

But when a man acknowledges his sins, Jesus Christ does not accuse him
before God saying, “This man has sinned from A to Z, now condemn him.”
Rather, Jesus says to God on his behalf, “This man has sinned from A to Z,
now forgive him in my name.” And God would reply, “Yes, I will forgive in your
name.” That’s what it means to have Jesus to lead us to a new and living way
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to God and as our Great High Priest. This is the basis of our confidence
today—not in what we have achieved, but in the forgiveness we have in
Jesus Christ.

Today we are reminded to work towards better things because we are better-
off in Jesus Christ. Why are we better-off? We are better-off in Christ
because in Him we have the confidence as forgiven people to worship and
serve God in a very personal way, even though we are not perfect in all we
are and all we do. A second question then is this …

II. How are we to work towards better things? (vv. 22-25)

The writer of Hebrews gives us four exhortations. The first two have to do with
our relationship with God (vv. 22-23), and the next two have to do with our
relationship with one another (vv. 24-25).

In v. 22, we are exhorted to draw near to, not drift away from God if we are to
work towards better things. Verse 23 adds that we are to hold fast, especially
in tough times, to our hope in God who has promised and who is faithful.

Let me talk more on the writer’s two other exhortations in vv. 24-25—i.e. how
we are to work towards better things in our relationship with one another.

The first exhortation is in v. 24 where we are called to “consider how we
may spur one another on toward love and good deeds”. The word “spur”
has been translated as “stimulate”—“stimulate one another on toward
love and good deeds”. This is a rather mild and gentle way of saying it
because the word “spur” actually means “provoke, incite or irritate”.
“Irritate one another to love and good deeds”—that’s what it really means
and what a strange way to put it.

But this strange way of getting us to love and good deeds certainly
underscores two things.

 Firstly, it tells us that it is not natural for us to look beyond
ourselves in order to love and do good to others. Human nature is
basically self-centred. And the culture today certainly reinforces
this mind-set.

You watch these well-meaning, fund-raising charity shows on TV,
and you know what I mean. You have these TV personalities doing
all kinds of death-defying acts in order to move you to dial up and
donate a few dollars—you see them swinging in the air, kissing
poisonous snake, staying under water in a cage, being run over by
a truck, etc. And you see them shedding honest tears as they
earnestly call on you with choked emotions to donate because time
is running out but they are still short of the target by such and such
an amount. Not only that, some of the potential recipients have
their sad stories screened live in order to persuade us to give.
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I am not saying that what is done is wrong. But certainly, it
sends a very loud message that something is quite wrong with
human nature. It is not natural for us to love and do good
beyond ourselves; to be practical in showing love beyond
ourselves. We need something to prick, to provoke, to irritate, or
even to entertain our conscience before we will do that.

 Secondly, this strange way of telling us to work towards love
and good deeds is really a challenge to live as true Christians in
accordance to the teaching of Jesus Christ. You see the word
“spur” reminds us of the cowboy’s spurs on his boots with which
he digs into the sides of the horse if he wants it to go faster.
Hence, to spur someone is to cause pain to him because you
are poking into him; provoking and irritating him. The natural
thing to advise someone is to warn him not to provoke another
because provocation will cause the other person to do
something bad, not good, in return.

But here, we are called to provoke one another to love and good
deeds; to do something good rather than something bad. Now if
provocation is seen as something bad, then what we are asked
to do here is not to return evil with evil, but evil with good. That’s
not the natural thing to do—it is not the way of the old, natural
self; it is the way of the new, spiritual life in Jesus Christ. That’s
why I suggest that this strange way of telling us to provoke one
another to love and good deeds is really a challenge for us to
live as true Christians in accordance to Jesus’ teaching. This
may sound radical, but Jesus Christ has meant it to be practical
Christian loving and living.

And we are exhorted today to say to our Lord that we want to do
that. We are to spur; to provoke one another to do that. One
way to do that is to ask the Lord to help us be positive examples
of Christian loving and living to one another. Seek humility as
we do it. If someone decides to set an example, let him not say,
“All of you look at me! See what I have done in practical loving
and living. I am just as hard pressed as you all, but I have
chosen to do it. Shame on you!”

Now that’s provoking alright, but that’s not the kind of provoking
we are asked to do today. What we are challenged to do is to
exercise the confidence and hope we have in Jesus Christ, and
then in humility love others as we live among them in the grace
and power of the Lord. It is to be done in such a way that others
who see us will say, “What’s happening to him? His situation is
no better than mine. But he is going the extra mile. If he can do
it, I can do it too because we have the same God.” Now, I
believe this is the kind of provoking that we are challenged to do
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to one another today. It is not proud, offending provocation; it is
humble yet powerful examples of Christian loving and living that
“provoke” us to do the same for one another.

The second exhortation related to how we are to work towards better things
as a church is in v. 25, and it is this—“not give up meeting together …
encourage one another”.

Understand that the letter of Hebrews was believed to be written to
Jewish Christians at a time when they were facing many trials. Whether
you interpret the approaching Day in v. 25 as the Second Coming of the
Lord or the impending Roman persecution, what is certain is that the
Christians then were going through some very difficult times—difficult
enough for many to doubt their faith; to drift away and even to give up
meeting with other believers as a matter of habit.

The world today, including our own homeland, is going through some
difficult times. In fact, the by-word today is “cut back”—cut back on staff,
cut back on salary, cut back on spending, etc. Perhaps, that’s what the
Christians in our passage today were doing—times were so bad and
gloomy that they even cut back on their Christian commitment. In their
disappointment and discouragement, they gave up meeting together.
Instead of exercising their confidence and holding fast to their hope in
Jesus Christ, they had decided to “cut back” on their confidence and their
hope at a time when what they needed most was to press on.

Friends, there is no cutting back as far as God’s work is concerned.
Continue to come together; to love and do good; to give and to serve.
Otherwise, our worship today will be very hollow. We worship today not
because we want to cut back like people without hope in God, but we
worship today because our hope is firmly fixed upon God. We come
together not as people who have given up, but as people who continue to
give to God, to His work, and to one another.

And so instead of giving up, we are reminded today to encourage one
another—to put courage into one another. As we work at this ministry of
encouraging one another, two action points we can consider:

 One, encourage hope in God. By this, I mean helping one
another to bounce back with renewed determination from time
to time.

The story is told of a research done some years ago to
ascertain how humans respond to hardships. Two sets of
rats were used in the experiment. The rats in the first set
were thrown into a tub of water and left to struggle on their
own. Before long, they were all drowned.
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The rats in the second set were also thrown into a tub of
water, but they were lifted up periodically, given a short rest,
and thrown back into the water again. After 24 hours, these
rats were still fighting to survive.

The conclusion was this—the rats in the second set were
still able to fight on for life not because they were given rest,
but because they were given hope. Indeed, hope is the
reason for people to live and press on. So, let’s lift up one
another from time to time as we encourage hope in God.

(https://bible.org/illustration/laboratory-experiment)

 Two, encourage constructive openness. By this, I mean
keeping a listening ear to the views of others—views that help
address the problems rather than add to the problems. We trust
others to hear from God just as we ourselves do. Humbly and
prayerfully consider what others have shared rather than
quickly brushing away or belittling their suggestions. This leads
to better things in that it develops and deepens mutual respect
and trust. And with mutual respect and trust, we can work
together in accordance to a proper line of accountability to one
another—leaders lead yet with an open ear to what God is
saying through others, and people support with a submissive
spirit as leaders seek and obey the will of God. In this way, we
remind ourselves that we are always a team as we encourage
constructive openness.

Conclusion

I like to conclude by asking you now to join me in prayer:

Heavenly Father, we come today to worship you individually and
collectively, not because we come with a long string of straight A’s; not
because we have identified someone among us who is like a spiritual
giant who can do all things for us. Rather, we come and worship today
because we have our confidence and hope in Jesus Christ and in what
He has already done. It is this that gives us the reason to live and
press on for better things. And help us to work together towards better
things by provoking one another to love in action, and to encourage
one another with love in action. We pray this in Jesus’ name. Amen!


