November 11, 2018

Hebrews 9:24-28

100 Years of 11.11.11

When the armistice was signed at the end of World War I, the fighting came to an end. And then, a century of remembrance began. 

AT A GLANCE: 
One hundred years ago to the day, an armistice was signed that ended hostilities that came to be known as the Great War, the “war to end all wars” and World War I. November 11 quickly became a day of remembrance, and since today is November 11 and since we’re precisely 100 years from the signing of an armistice and since our text is Hebrews 9 which speaks of a bloody death, this is a great opportunity to discuss the meaning of sacrifice.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s OT text, see “Ruth and the Matchmaker,” November 8, 2015, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Mark 12:38-44, see “It Is Enough.” 

On the 11th  hour of the 11th  day of the 11th  month of 1918, hostilities ceased.
11.11.11. Exactly 100 years ago.
World War I had been raging four long years, leaving 9 million soldiers dead and 21 million wounded. Germany, Russia, France and Great Britain each lost around a million soldiers. The United States suffered 116,000 losses, about twice the number killed in Vietnam.
By the end of the war, Germany was running out of soldiers and supplies, and the country was facing an imminent invasion. On November 11, 1918, German leaders met with Allied leaders in a railroad car in France, and there they signed an armistice agreement — a temporary suspension of hostilities. World War I was over, and no more blood would be shed.
Then the remembrances began. One year later, November 11 was declared in many countries to be Armistice Day. It became a federal holiday in the United States in 1938, and later, in the aftermath of World War II and the Korean War, the name was changed to Veterans Day. The day is now a holiday dedicated to American veterans of all of our wars.
In Canada, the holiday is called Remembrance Day, and red poppies are sold to raise money for veterans. These flowers are symbols of World War I, tied to the poppies that began to grow after the burial of fallen soldiers in the Flanders Field cemetery in Belgium. The poem “In Flanders Fields” by John McCrae includes the lines:
In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row …
We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie,
In Flanders fields.
In Great Britain and other European countries, two minutes of silence are observed at 11 a.m. on every November 11. Perhaps we should do the same, in remembrance of those who have served our country. Take a moment to think about their sacrifice as you close your eyes and picture this scene:
In Flanders fields, the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row …

We have been observing this holiday for 100 years, and the fact that it falls on a Sunday gives us an opportunity to reflect on the veterans who gave their lives. The color of the day is red, from the poppies of Flanders Fields to the blood that has been sacrificially shed. Today, we remember the significance of sacrifice.
The letter to the Hebrews speaks of Jesus as the One who came to “remove sin by the sacrifice of himself” (v. 26). He shed his own blood on the cross, once for all. Jesus was not like the high priest in the Jerusalem temple who entered “the Holy Place year after year with blood that is not his own” — that is, with the blood of a sacrificial animal (v. 25). No, Jesus offered his own blood on the cross, and his sacrifice was offered one time “to bear the sins of many” (v. 28).
The color of the day is red. The red poppies are associated with veterans. The color red reminds us of the blood of Christ on the cross. But what is the true significance of sacrifice offered by veterans and by Jesus?
When veterans make their sacrifice, they give up their own security for the security of others. They put themselves in harm’s way to protect their family members, friends and neighbors from danger. Following the example of Jesus, they show a willingness to “lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). 

But not every veteran is a fighter. Desmond Doss was a devout Christian who refused to touch a weapon or work on the Sabbath. He enlisted in the Army during World War II because he believed in the cause, offering to be a combat medic.
At first, the Army wanted nothing to do with him. “He just didn’t fit into the Army’s model of what a good soldier would be,” said a documentary filmmaker to National Public Radio (November 4, 2016). Members of his battalion considered him a pest. They saw him as a slacker and threw shoes at him while he prayed.
But at Okinawa in the spring of 1945, Doss and his company faced a grueling task: They had to climb a steep, jagged cliff and face thousands of heavily armed Japanese soldiers. Under heavy fire, Doss climbed the ridge and crawled from wounded soldier to wounded soldier, dragging them to safety. He was praying the whole time, “Lord, please help me get one more.”
In the end, Doss saved 75 men over a 12-hour period. The soldiers who had shamed him now praised him, and his captain described him as “one of the bravest persons alive.” President Harry Truman awarded Doss the Medal of Honor in 1945, and more than 70 years later, he was the hero of the movie Hacksaw Ridge. He was, and is, an example of a veteran who gave up his own security for the security of others, both on the battlefield and back at home.
When Jesus made his sacrifice, he “appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself” (v. 26). Through his death on the cross, Jesus bore “the sins of many,” and the result is that we are restored to a right relationship with God (v. 28).
The sacrifice of Christ is good news for all of us who struggle with sin and guilt. But it is not immediately clear how the death of Jesus removes sin and brings us back into relationship with God. To understand how this works, we need to step back and take a look at what Jesus faced in Jerusalem, a struggle that was every bit as harrowing as the fighting at Okinawa.

Presbyterian pastor Mark Sandlin points out that “one of the most significant factors that put Jesus on the cross was his actions in the Temple courtyard.” Jesus entered the courtyard during Holy Week knowing that he was entering the religious, political and economic power center for the region of Judah. He knew exactly what he was doing, fully aware that he would be seen as a threat. His words and actions were in full view of the Roman guards who were there to arrest and crucify anyone who was viewed as an opponent of Roman power.
So why did Jesus die? He died because he offended the power people and challenged the status quo. He could have remained silent, but he didn’t. Instead, he spoke up for and helped the people around him who were being stepped on, used and abused. Sandlin says that “Jesus died on a cross to show us what love looks like in action.” 
We shouldn’t be surprised that Jesus did this. After all, he is the one who said to his followers, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). Like Desmond Doss and others who have given up their own security for the security of others, Jesus showed us what love in action looks like.
What made Christ’s sacrifice unique was that it was “offered once to bear the sins of many” (v. 28). The “sins of many” are any things that separate people from God and from each other. These sins are any unloving words or actions that drive wedges between people destroy relationships. When Jesus died on the cross, he showed true sacrificial love in action, in a way that had the power to restore broken relationships and change people forever. The cross of Christ was a kind of 11.11.11 moment — when Jesus died, hostilities ceased.
Christ’s “sacrificial act does away with sin,” says biblical scholar Richard Nelson. It was “an act that removed the obstacle that blocked the relationship between God and God’s people.” The death of Jesus saves us from our sins by giving us a new path for our lives, one that challenges us to follow Christ in the way of love. When we put our faith in him and really trust him to be our Lord, we are able to love God and neighbor in a new way. Our lives are enriched by the love of Christ, instead of being corrupted by sinful separation from God and neighbor.
This path is challenging, but fortunately we don’t have to walk it alone. Hebrews tells us that Jesus “will appear a second time, not to deal with sin, but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him” (v. 28). The life of Jesus continues long after his death and resurrection, and we can be thankful that he is always walking ahead of us, calling us to follow him into the future.
The armistice was signed at a particular point, 11.11.11. Our veterans have served in a variety of wars, all of which had a beginning and an end. But the saving work of Christ goes on, and will continue until the end of time.  

Henry Brinton, Renee Johnson, Amy Seifert, Melanie Silva, Julie Western and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Why Jesus appears in the presence of God on our behalf
· Christ the Great High Priest
· Dealing with sin

Participation Pointer:
The use of poppies is so prominent in the early part of this material that it might be a neat idea to use them in the worship space. Perhaps an arrangement could be made with local VFWs to get some for that Sunday. 
Using live red poppies could be a very poignant statement. At the very least, a photo of poppies growing at Flanders Field could be used during the service at churches that use projection during worship.
—Rev. Amy Seifert, Central UMC, Lawrence, Kansas.
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Animating Illustrations
When he joined the Army, Desmond [Doss] assumed that his classification as a conscientious objector would not require him to carry a weapon. He wanted to be an Army combat medic. As luck would have it, he was assigned to an infantry rifle company. His refusal to carry a gun caused a lot of trouble among his fellow soldiers. They viewed him with distain [sic] and called him a misfit. One man in the barracks warned him, “Doss, as soon as we get into combat, I’ll make sure you won’t come back alive.” …
Things began turning around when the men discovered that this quiet unassuming medic had a way to heal the blisters on their march-weary feet. And if someone fainted from heat stroke, this medic was at his side, offering his own canteen. Desmond never held a grudge. With kindness and gentle courtesy, he treated those who had mistreated him. He lived the golden rule, “Do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12, NIV).
Desmond served in combat on the islands of Guam, Leyte and Okinawa. In each military operation he exhibited extraordinary dedication to his fellow men. While others were taking life, he was busy saving life. When the cry, “medic” rang out on the battlefield, he never considered his own safety. He repeatedly ran into the heat of battle to treat a fallen comrade and carry him back to safety. All this, while enemy bullets whizzed past and mortar shells exploded around him. Several times, while treating a wounded soldier, Desmond was so close to enemy lines, he could hear the whispering of Japanese voices. 
—“Desmond Doss: The real story,” Desmond Doss Website, desmonddoss.com.

##

[Jesus] came to show us what the fullness of love looks like in action. 
It looks like healing people who are hurt. It looks like feeding people who are hungry. It looks like loving people who are shunned. It looks like defending people who are overwhelmed. It looks like friends sharing food together. It looks like grieving over the loss of a friend. It looks like a conversation over a drink of cool water. It looks like helping the celebration along at a wedding. It looks like helping the lost find meaning in life.
It looks like a man, hanging from a tree, because the threat of death from the most powerful government on the face of the planet was not enough to subdue his love for those who were being taken advantage of.
—Mark Sandlin, “God did not kill Jesus on the cross for our sins,” Patheos, March 31, 2015, patheos.com.

##

At this point we must be clear: Ultimately, power does not flow from the barrel of a gun. While violence may destroy power, it can never create it. “Every war already carries within it the war which will answer it,” wrote Käthe Kollwitz, artist of torment. “Every war is answered by a new war, until everything, everything is smashed.” Or as the poet e.e. cummings wrote with such concise precision, “Hatred bounces.”
—Ken Sehested, “Wade in the water: Baptism as political mandate,” prayerandpolitiks.org. Retrieved June 5, 2018.

##

Let us look at the past 10 years. What land and sea did not witness warfare? What region was not soaked in Christian blood? The cruelty of Christians surpasses that of pagans and beasts. We must look for peace by purging the very sources of war — false ambitions and evil desires. As long as individuals serve their own personal interests, the common good will suffer.
—Desiderius Erasmus, 1517. Cited by Fran Rees, Desiderius Erasmus: Writer and Christian Humanist (Compass Point Books, 2006), 74.

##

Hate succeeds. The world gives plentiful scope and means to hatred, which always finds its justifications and fulfills itself perfectly in time by destruction of the things of time. That is why war is complete and spares nothing, balks at nothing, justifies itself by all that is sacred, and seeks victory by everything that is profane.
—Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow (New York: Counterpoint, 2000), 249.

##

The symbol of blood with its specific quality of cleansing appears throughout the Bible, from the earliest books to the latest. ...
I suggest a simple experiment if you truly wish to grasp the function of blood as a cleansing agent. Find a blood pressure test kit and wrap the cuff around your upper arm. When it is in position, have a friend pump it up to about 200 mm of mercury, a sufficient pressure to stop the flow of blood in your arm. Initially your arm will feel an uncomfortable tightness beneath the cuff. Now comes the revealing part of the experiment: Perform any easy task with your cuffed arm. Merely flex your fingers and make a fist about 10 times in succession, or cut paper with scissors or drive a nail into wood with a hammer.
The first few movements will seem quite normal as the muscles obediently contract and relax. Then you will feel a slight weakness. Almost without warning a hot flash of pain will strike, after maybe 10 movements. Your muscles will cramp. If you force yourself to continue the simple task, you will likely cry out in absolute agony. Finally, you cannot will yourself to continue; the pain overwhelms you.
When you release the tourniquet and air escapes from the cuff, blood will rush into your aching arm and a wonderful sense of relief will soothe your muscles. The pain is worth enduring just to experience that acute relief. Your muscles move freely, the pain vanishes and life feels good again. Physiologically, you have just experienced the cleansing power of blood.
While the blood supply to your arm was shut off, you forced your muscles to keep working. As they converted oxygen into energy, they produced certain waste products (metabolites) that are normally flushed away instantly in the bloodstream. Due to the constricted blood flow, however, these metabolites accumulated in your cells. They were not “cleansed” by the swirling stream of blood, and therefore in a few minutes you felt the agony of retained toxins.
In blood we have the perfect analog to reveal the process of sin and forgiveness with startling clarity. Forgiveness cleanses the wasteful products, sins, that impede true health, just as blood cleanses harmful metabolites.
—Paul Brand, “Blood, part 1: The miracle of cleansing,” Christianity Today, February 18, 1983.

##

In November 1944, 36 young men took up residence in the corridors and rooms of the University of Minnesota football stadium. They were not members of the football team. Rather, they were volunteers preparing for a nearly yearlong experiment on the psychological and physiological effects of starvation. ...
At the time, World War II was raging around the world, and so, too, were hunger and starvation. Over the centuries, people had recorded anecdotal reports of the effects of famine and starvation, but there was little in the scientific literature that described its physiological and psychological effects. Just as important, doctors and researchers didn’t know how to help people rehabilitate and recover from starvation.
In previous nutrition studies at the lab, [Dr. Ancel] Keys had drawn subjects from the ranks of the Civilian Public Service (CPS). During World War II, the CPS provided conscientious objectors an alternative to military combat service. These objectors were often referred to as human guinea pigs because of their willingness to serve in medical experiments. ...
The research protocol called for the men to lose 25 percent of their normal body weight. ...
During the semi-starvation phase the changes were dramatic. Beyond the gaunt appearance of the men, there were significant decreases in their strength and stamina, body temperature, heart rate and sex drive. The psychological effects were significant as well. Hunger made the men obsessed with food. They would dream and fantasize about food, read and talk about food and savor the two meals a day they were given. They reported fatigue, irritability, depression and apathy. ...
In 1950, Keys, Brozek and other members of the team published their data in the two-volume set, “The Biology of Human Starvation,” which is still a landmark work on human starvation.
—David Baker and Natacha Keramidas, “The psychology of hunger,” Journal of the American Psychological Association, October 2013, Vol 44, No. 9, 66. apa.org. Retrieved June 5, 2018.

##

Heroes can give their lives all at one time, or they can give a little each day.
—Inscription on a monument in the Heroes Garden at Pepperdine University. The words are those of Deena Burnett Bailey, widow of Thomas E. Burnett Jr., who died on September 11, 2001, aboard United Flight 93, as he joined his fellow passengers in fighting back against the hijackers. pepperdine.edu. Retrieved June 5, 2018.

##

James Harrison, an Australian man whose blood contains a rare antibody that can create a treatment that saves babies' lives, has donated plasma one last time.
Harrison, 81, is now over the age limit for donors — in fact, he hit the cap months ago.
But the Australian Red Cross Blood Service let him donate one last time on Friday. The service estimates that over the course of his life, he has helped save some 2.4 million babies.
Harrison, known as “the man with a golden arm,” has donated blood and plasma regularly for more than six decades, from age 18 to age 81. All told, he donated 1,172 times — 1,162 from his right arm, 10 from his left, the Sydney Morning Herald reports.
“I hope it’s a record that somebody breaks,” Harrison told the Blood Service.
—Camila Domonoske, “Australia’s ‘man with the golden arm’ retires after saving 2.4 million babies,” NPR.org, May 14, 2018. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

Commentary
Hebrews 9:24-28

Of all the documents of the NT, Hebrews arguably has the highest and most developed Christology. This passage in 9:24-28 is no exception as it skillfully paints a picture of Christ as both high priest and sacrificial offering. With both of these models, the author of Hebrews draws on the imagery of the sacrificial cult system which, the author envisions, is ultimately superseded by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ.
For the reader who has been following Hebrews from the beginning, the notion of Christ’s serving in the role of high priest is not a new one. As early as 2:17, the author describes Christ as a high priest, and this characterization is reiterated frequently throughout the book (e.g., 3:1; 4:14−5:10; 6:20; 7:26-28). While the term “high priest” (ἀρχιερεὺς) is not itself used in this passage, the imagery of a priest and priestly duties is difficult to miss. In addition to the repetition of allusions to priestly duties, the idea that Christ performs his priestly responsibilities in a true place of worship rather than a mere antitype is also familiar from earlier in Hebrews. Similar sentiments have already been expressed in 8:2 and 9:11. This notion of type and antitype may reflect the idea of Platonic forms. Plato had theorized the existence of two worlds: a material world (the world of becoming) and a non-material world (the world of being). In this system of thought, the only objects that are perceptible to humanity are those in the material world of becoming, which only poorly mirror their true corresponding forms in the non-material world. While it is difficult to tell whether the author of Hebrews was intentionally drawing upon this Platonic notion (or was even familiar with it, for that matter), the concepts seem to be quite similar. Although the Mosaic tabernacle was designed to serve as a dwelling place for the divine presence on earth, the author of Hebrews suggests in verse 24 that the true presence of God is not on earth but rather in heaven. Thus, Christ transcends the realm of the earthly to enter the heavenly realm in the role of a true high priest.
If verse 24 sets up a comparison between earthly sacrifices and heavenly ones, verse 25 goes to great lengths to detail the differences between Christ’s offering and the sacrificial offerings. While Christ might be envisioned as performing the role of high priest, his duties are decidedly different from those of the high priest in the temple. The author of Hebrews is not explicit at this point in verse 25 that Christ’s sacrifice is the single act of offering his own blood, but this may be assumed from the negative description of what Christ did not do. The introduction of “again and again” (πολλάκις) here sets the stage for the repetition of this term in verse 26, as well as for the contrast with the repetition of “once” (ἅπαξ) in verses 26, 27 and 28. Thus, while Christ may be envisioned as serving a priestly role, the author is careful to be clear that the duties of this priesthood are markedly different from those of the temple priests. The relationship may be envisioned along the lines of the Platonic notion of forms where Christ’s sacrifice is seen as the form which all other cultic sacrifices can only attempt to emulate.
Verse 26 argues for the truth of what has already been explained in verse 25 by means of a reductio ad absurdum argument. Had Christ’s sacrifice been exactly equivalent to the sacrifices of the temple priests, then he would have been obligated to begin enduring suffering over and over again starting at the time of the foundation of the world. The connection between Christ and the foundation of the world appears across an impressively diverse swath of NT texts: John 17:24, Ephesians 1:4, 1 Peter 1:20 and Revelation 13:8, among others. The pervasiveness of this connection suggests that Hebrews may be drawing upon a common tradition that upheld the preexistence of Christ. Nonetheless, the point here in verse 26 is that, preexistence aside, Christ has not been trapped in a constant cycle of suffering, but has only suffered once. Given the one-time nature of this suffering and its sufficiency, it stands to reason that the sacrifice that he offers is qualitatively superior (in the author’s mind) to the sacrifices required under the Mosaic Law. However, there is some ambiguity about the content of the sacrifice. Although the NRSV translates the last phrase of verse 26 as “the sacrifice of himself,” it could just as readily be translated “his sacrifice” (as in, “the sacrifice which he made”). The point, however, may be moot insofar as it appears that for the author of Hebrews both the individual making the sacrifice and the content of the sacrifice are the same.
The point of verse 26 is restated in verse 27 as the author notes the absurdity of positing a dying and re-dying person since humans only die once. This claim, however, serves a dual purpose. Not only does it underscore the thrust of verse 26 (namely, that it would be absurd to imagine Christ suffering multiple times), but it also emphasizes the humanity of Christ. As early as 2:14-18, Hebrews has made clear that in spite of Christ’s exalted status, he is still wholly human. Thus, when in verse 27 the claim is made that humans only die once, the author is simultaneously making the claim that since Christ has only died once, it can logically be inferred that Christ, in addition to whatever divine attributes he has, is also fully human.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This section comes to a close in verse 28 as the author spells out the implications for Christ’s role as a divine high priest. There is a slight word play in the Greek on the words “offered” (προσενεχθεὶς) and “bear” (ἀνενεγκεῖν), with both words coming from the same verbal root. This shared root may serve to highlight the close relationship between Christ’s dual role as both high priest and sacrificial victim. The outcome of this sacrifice and this second appearance is that “those who are eagerly waiting for him” will be saved. No further identity markers of the individuals are given, and it is equally unclear what the fate of those who have not been “eagerly waiting” will be. Rather, this verse provides a conclusion to what has come before: Christ has served once for all as the high priest and the sacrificial victim who is ultimately able to provide a final salvation which was not definitively available through the repetition of cultic offerings.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Hebrews 9:24-28
Show the children two Popsicle sticks. Hold one vertically and say that the stick represents the connection between God and people, with God at the top of the stick and people at the bottom of the stick. Break the stick in half, and say that people sometimes break this connection by sinning — they forget about God or worship something besides God, such as money or personal possessions. Hold up a second stick horizontally and say that the stick represents the connections between people, one to another. Break the stick in half, and say that people sometimes break this connection by sinning — they lie or hurt another person. Ask if there is anyone who can repair these broken connections. Hold up two new sticks in the shape of a cross, and say that Jesus died on the cross “to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself” (v. 26). Point to the vertical stick and say that Jesus removed our sins and repaired the connection between us and God. Then point to the horizontal stick and say that Jesus removed our sins and repaired the connection between people. Admit that there are many things we do that hurt our relationships with God and with each other, but the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross is always able to repair these broken relationships.
									
Worship Resources

Invocations — General
Invocation and Call to Worship
We follow you, Jesus, today as we worship. In words of love and devotion sung and spoken, in service and kindness, in shared life and sacred meal.
And all we need do to follow you as we leave this place is to continue saying and doing to others what we bring to you in this hour.
And so we pray for praise and affirmation to empower our families and communities; for confession and forgiveness to reconcile personal and national enemies, and lead us into integrity and goodness; for thanksgiving and generosity to curb our greed and overcome poverty; for intercession and compassion to heal the broken, defend the weak and guide the powerful.
As you feed us now, Jesus, in our worship, may we become, again, your body that nourishes the world and embraces all people with kindness. Amen.
—Posted by “John” on the Sacredise website, sacredise.com. 

Benedictions — General
Leader: To whatever you have already entrusted for the good of your people,
People: Open our eyes, good Lord!
Leader: To intersections between human need and the desires of the heart,
People: Open our eyes, good Lord!
Leader: To recognize and nurture new gifts, to consider unique possibilities dawning on the horizon,
People: Open our eyes, good Lord!
Leader: Our souls are poured out before you, O God.
People: Let your servants find favor in your sight. Amen.
—Adapted from Safiyah Fosua, Discipleship Ministries, umcdiscipleship.org.

Hymns
There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood
Just as I Am
It Is Well with My Soul

Praise 
Mercy
You Are
In Your Mercy, Lord
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twenty-Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle B
Ruth 3:1-5; 4:13-17*
Psalm 127
Hebrews 9:24-28*
Mark 12:38-44*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.





