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Text 
The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming-- not the realities themselves. For this reason 

it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near 

to worship. 2 If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been 

cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. 3 But those sacrifices are an 

annual reminder of sins, 4 because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 5 

Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said: "Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body 

you prepared for me; 6 with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased. 7 Then I said, 'Here I 

am-- it is written about me in the scroll-- I have come to do your will, O God.'" 8 First he said, "Sacrifices 

and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were you pleased with them" 

(although the law required them to be made). 9 Then he said, "Here I am, I have come to do your will." He 

sets aside the first to establish the second. 10 And by that will, we have been made holy through the 

sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 11 Day after day every priest stands and performs his 

religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. 12 But 

when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. 13 

Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, 14 because by one sacrifice he has made 

perfect forever those who are being made holy. 15 The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this. First he 

says: 16 "This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord. I will put my laws in 

their hearts, and I will write them on their minds." 17 Then he adds: "Their sins and lawless acts I will 

remember no more." 18 And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin. 

 

Introduction 
 “Hebrews 10:1-18 brings us to the culmination of [Hebrews’] discussion of 

Christ’s superior high priesthood and his new covenant offering.”
1
  The next section of 

Hebrews starting in 10:19 is the more practical section of the book.  Although, as we’ll 

see today, this doctrinal stuff is also practical.  But this is the general outline of most NT 

letters: doctrine first and then devotion and discipleship; truth and then life application. 

 And that’s how sermons usually work too (remember: Hebrews is not just a letter, 

it’s a sermon-letter).  And so that’s kind of how today’s sermon is going to go too.  I’m 

going to unpack the theological content of this passage and then end with what it means 

for our daily life now.  It’s going to look like this: Point 1 is that Jesus had a body; Point 

2 is why Jesus had a body; Point 3 is what it means for us.  And I’m going to take the 

material a little bit out of order.  Point 1 corresponds to vv. 5-9; Point two takes up vv. 

10-18; and then Point 3 comes back and picks up vv. 1-4.  Follow me? 

 In short, the main point of it all is just this: Christmas makes all the difference.  

It’s not just an occasion for nostalgia, a cultural tradition.  Christmas truly does make 

all the difference. 
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Let’s pray… 
 

The Incarnation (That Jesus Had a Body) 
 So we’re going to skip over vv. 1-4 and come back to them at the end.  Let’s start 

by looking at vv. 5-9.  This is the section that makes this a Christmas sermon.  I love how 

this works out.  What are we celebrating at Christmas?  The birth of Jesus, right?  And 

Christians recognize that the birth of Jesus wasn’t just the birth of another historical 

figure – though it is that.  Jesus is also God.  Human and divine.  So Christmas is – v. 5 – 

“when Christ came into the world.”  He came into the world, literally.  If you came into 

this room this morning that meant that before that you were somewhere else. 

Christ didn’t come to be that first Christmas; he came into the world.  We’ve seen 

already in Hebrews that the Son is eternal.  He has always existed – “the radiance of 

God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his 

powerful word” (1:3).  He was part of the creation of the world (1:2).  So before coming 

into this world the Son of God had a pre-existent state.  But at a particular time in history 

God the Son entered into the world he created.  That is Christmas.  Jesus Christ is God 

the Son, now in human flesh appearing.  Veiled in flesh the Godhead see.  Hail the 

Incarnate Deity. 

Therefore, we have language in the NT like John 6:38 where Jesus says, “For I 

have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.” 

That verse sounds very familiar to vv. 5-7 here.  Let’s look at them – “Sacrifice 

and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and 

sin offerings you were not pleased.  Then I said, ‘Here I am – it is written about me in the 

scroll – I have come to do your will, O God’” (vv. 5b-7).  That is Christmas.  One scholar 

has remarked about these verses – “It is as if our author overhears the Son addressing the 

Father on the occasion of his entry into the world.”
2
 

The words come from a loose translation of Psalm 40:6-8.  There, even in the OT, 

we hear David remarking about how “sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin 

offerings” (v. 8) didn’t really cut it.  It’s not ultimately what God desired.  They didn’t 

please him.  What mattered was what was needed all along – perfect and perpetual 

obedience from the heart.  David is giving voice to this, but David ultimately couldn’t do 

it.  It took God the Son getting a body and living a life of complete obedience in it.  “A 

body you have prepared for me.”  That is a perfect description of the incarnation – the 

em-bodiment – of Jesus, the One written about in the scrolls, predicted and pointed to 

from ancient past. 

Jesus came into the world, taking a human body.  That is the first point. 

 

The Atonement (Why Jesus Had a Body) 

 Now, the second point – Why did Jesus take on a body?  Athanasius – a Christian 

from the 4th century – wrote: “He put on a body so that in the body he might find death 

and blot it out.”
3
  He came to do God’s will, right?  That means on one hand that he lived 

the life of righteousness that all humans were expected to live, but nobody has.  And then 

on the other hand, doing God’s will also meant he died the death that all humans deserve 

to die, a death under the judgment of God for our disobedience so that we could be saved.  

“It was the LORD’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and… [make] his life a 
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guilt offering” (Is. 53:10).  God the Father sent God the Son for the purpose of dying.  

“Being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death 

– even death on a cross” (Phil 2:8)!  That is what the Father’s will for the Son was.  And 

the Son obeyed.  He did God’s will. 

 Look at v. 10 – “And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice 

of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  Jesus took on a human body so that he could 

pay the price for human sin, so that he could die and provide the only sacrifice that could 

truly effect forgiveness and atonement.  Philip Hughes writes, “The incarnation, then, in 

which the Son took to himself the body prepared for him, can be understood only in 

relation to the redemption which he, in accordance with the gracious will of God, 

achieved for us at Calvary.”
4
  Christmas was necessary so that Jesus would have a body.  

And the body of Jesus was necessary so that he could provide the final sacrifice for sin 

and save us.  Salvation was God’s desire. 

 Look again at v. 10 – “we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body 

of Jesus Christ once for all.”  Have been made – the tense of the verb points to our 

“already achieved standing before God.”
5
  This is the point underscored in the remaining 

verses.  We’ve noted it before in Hebrews.  It cannot be highlighted too much.  Once for 

all!  Have been made holy!  It worked!  It’s final and complete.  Verse 11 highlights the 

over and over again nature of the OT sacrifices – “Day after day every priest stands and 

performs his religious duties, again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can 

never take away sins.”  But Jesus’ sacrifice only needed to happen once.  As one person 

has noted, “Repetition conflicts with finality: an action that is final does not tolerate 

repetition, and, conversely, an action that is constantly repeated thereby shows itself to be 

inconclusive.”
6
  Jesus’ sacrifice has finality. 

 That finality is expressed in another contrast here.  Not only were the OT 

sacrifices repeated over and over again whereas Christ’s was one and done, so also the 

OT priests offering the sacrifices were constantly standing “but when this priest [Christ] 

had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God” (v. 

12).  We’ve noted this seatedness of Christ before in 1:3, 1:13, 8:1 and we’ll see it again 

in 12:2.  “A seated priest,” says F.F. Bruce, “is the guarantee of a finished work and an 

accepted sacrifice.”
7
 

 So unlike the war to end all wars, the sacrifice to end all sacrifices actually 

worked.  Listen to the contrast one person paints between the Levitical priests and Jesus.  

It’s the contrast between: 

 

The vain zeal, the agitation of [the levitical] sacrificers, always on their 

feet – the standing position being that of [unceasing] action – never at rest, 

incessantly reproducing the same actions, offering the same victims, every 

day starting their task over again, serving without effect, since sin remains 

 

And then Christ: 

 

[Who] offered but a single sacrifice of absolute worth [so that now] he has 

only to rest and be seated.
8
 

 

He did it.  He really did it.  He’s taken his seat.  The work of atonement is done. 
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 Verses 13 speaks of some ‘not yet’ realities – “Since that time he waits for his 

enemies to be made his footstool” (world history is not completely wrapped up) – and v. 

14 talks of a process of our transformation, but the emphasis here is on the ‘already’ 

realities.  We’ll talk more in future sermons from Hebrews about what yet awaits us, but 

we must first realize all that has been accomplished by Christ.  We are not to picture him 

standing at the control panel of heaven, frantically going from one screen to another, 

pushing buttons, barking orders, trying to secure the victory.  He is seated.  Everything 

has been done.  What remains is just the application and working out of the victory that 

has already been achieved. 

 The reality of the New Covenant, which was the topic of ch. 8 – is brought up 

again in vv. 15-17, this time introduced not as the words of Jeremiah, but ultimately the 

words of the Holy Spirit (that’s how the Bible works).  And the New Covenant has at its 

foundation the complete eradication of sin as a record that stands against us – “Their sins 

and lawless acts I will remember no more” (v. 17).  Forgiven and forgotten. 

And then v. 18 sums it up – “Where these have been forgiven, there is no longer 

any sacrifice for sin.”  By taking a human body, Jesus was able to offer the perfect and 

final, once-for-all sacrifice to end all sacrifice.  That’s the second point. 

 

The Christian Life (What It Means for Us) 
 Now for the third point.  And for this we’ll go back to vv. 1-4.  What does this all 

mean for us?  How does Christmas really make all the difference? 

 Verse 1 – “The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming – not the 

realities themselves.”  We’ve already talked about this in Hebrews too.  And it’s an 

assertion we see other places in the NT as well.  For example, Colossians 2:17 says, 

“These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in 

Christ.”  Jesus, taking up a human body to lay down as a final, decisive sacrifice is the 

real deal, the substance that all of the Bible had been hinting at up to this point. 

 And since the OT sacrifices were but shadows, they didn’t work.  “For this reason 

it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those 

who draw near to worship.  If it could, would they not have stopped being offered
9
” (vv. 

1b-2a)?  “Offerings which can never take away sins can only be repeated ad infinitum.”
10

  

Again the once-for-all finality of Jesus’ sacrifice stands out in bold relief.  And the focus, 

like last week, is on the inability of the endless sacrifices to cleanse the conscience so 

people can draw near to God with boldness and warmth.  “For [if the repeated sacrifices 

worked] the worshippers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer 

have felt guilty for their sins” (v. 2b).  That is the so what.  I know I talked about it last 

week, but I want to explore the blessing of a clear conscience even more today – no more 

living in guilt. 

 I read this this week – “Only a ‘once for all’ cleansing (which only a ‘once for all’ 

sacrifice can provide) can break the vicious circle and set the conscience free.  Once that 

has occurred, there is no place for the repetition of sacrifices.”
11

  “Those [shadowy, 

insufficient OT] sacrifices [were only] an annual reminder of sins” (v. 3).  They didn’t let 

the conscience heal, they kept it pricked.  “Because it is impossible for the blood of bulls 

and goats to take away sins” (v. 4). 
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 It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins (another reason 

why it was necessary for Jesus to have a body, a human body, prepared for him).  As 

someone has put it so well: 

 

A brute beast is by its very nature unqualified to serve as a substitute for 

man, the crown of God’s creation.  Lacking both volition and rationality, it 

is passive and inarticulate and therefore incapable of the spontaneous 

declaration, [“Here I am… I have come to do your will” (v. 7)].  Only 

man, who is a rational, volitional, articulate, and responsible being, can 

serve as a proper equivalent and substitute for man: hence the incarnation, 

whereby the Son of God assumed our humanity, so that as man he might 

offer himself in the place of our fallen humanity…  Further, only perfect 

man, himself entirely free from sin, could properly stand in man’s place 

and absorb the punishment due to man’s sin.”
12

 

 

This is the difference Christmas makes: Jesus got a body that could be 

sacrificed as the once-for-all sacrifice so that we could live in the joy and freedom and 

power of forgiveness and reconciliation with God.  So that we could get out from under a 

paralyzing guilty conscience and get on with living.  If you’ve never looked to Christ as 

your sacrifice for sin, look to him today.  It will be the best Christmas ever. 

And if you have, if you’ve become a Christian, is the once-for-all sacrifice of 

Christ affecting your life tangibly right now?  To illustrate how it can I want to use the 

life and some of the writings of a man named Francis Schaeffer.  He’s somebody worth 

being acquainted with if you’re not.  He was an American, but he moved to the Swiss 

Alps and had an exciting ministry there in the 1960s and 70s reaching many young 

skeptics with the gospel.  The post-Christian culture he was engaging in Europe 50 years 

ago is quite similar what we find in Chicago today, and so I find him extremely relevant 

still. 

Well anyway, Schaeffer tells the story in his book True Spirituality about a crisis 

of faith he had in 1951.  He had been a pastor and a missionary for years, but was 

experiencing little of the reality of the Christian life.  Finally, he had a breakthrough.  He 

recalled: 

 

I searched through what the Bible said concerning reality as a Christian.  

Gradually I saw that the problem was that with all the teaching I had 

received after I was a Christian, I had heard little about what the Bible 

says about the meaning of the finished work of Christ for our present lives. 

Gradually the sun came out and the song came.  Interestingly enough, 

although I had written no poetry for many years, in that time of joy and 

song I found poetry beginning to flow again.
13

 

 

“The finished work of Christ” – it was a favorite phrase of Schaeffer’s.  It’s what 

Hebrews is talking about here – the incarnation, perfect life, substitutionary atonement, 

and seated reign of Christ.  It’s finished.  Everything has been done.  There is no need for 

coming up with more ‘sacrifices’ to atone for sins or for working to earn God’s love.  It’s 
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fully secured.  Our consciences don’t have to cast a shadow over our life.  We can live in 

the sunshine of God’s grace and favor. 

 Can I just quote at length from Schaeffer on what this looks like?  Because he 

says it so well: 

 

The blood of Christ can cleanse the darkest sin.  There is no sin so 

great that our fellowship cannot be restored, if we humbly call it sin and, 

through faith, bring that specific sin under the blood of Christ.  When my 

heart condemns me and cries, “You have done it again,” I am to believe 

God again as to the value of the finished work of Jesus Christ…. 

 This is not on the basis of my emotions…  The basis is the finished 

work of Christ in history and the objective promises of God in the written 

Word.  If I believe him, and if I believe what he has taught me about the 

sufficiency of the work of Christ for restoration, I can have assurance, no 

matter how black the blot has been,  This is the Christian reality of 

salvation from one’s conscience…. 

 When my conscience under the Holy Spirit makes me aware of a 

specific sin, I should at once call that sin sin and bring it consciously 

under the blood of Christ.  Now it is covered, and it is not honoring to the 

finished work of Jesus Christ to worry about it, as far as my relationship to 

God is concerned.  Indeed, to worry about it is to do [disservice] to the 

infinite value of the death of the Son of God…. 

 As I consciously say “Thank you” to God for a completed work, 

my conscience should come into rest. 

 For myself, through the twenty years or so since I began to 

struggle with this in my own life, I rather picture my conscience as a big 

black dog with enormous paws which leaps upon me, threatening to cover 

me with mud and devour me.  But as this conscience of mine jumps upon 

me, after a specific sin has been dealt with on the basis of Christ’s finished 

work, then I should turn to my conscience and say, in effect, “Down!  Be 

still!”  I am to believe God and be quiet in my practice and experience.  

My fellowship with God has been supernaturally restored.   I am cleansed, 

ready again to resume the spiritual life, ready again to be used by the 

Spirit [in the world].  I cannot be ready until I am cleansed, but when I am, 

then I am ready.  And I may come back for cleansing as many times as I 

need, on this basis.
14

 

 

That’s the Christian life, lived in light of the finished work of Christ.  Christmas does 

make all the difference for without it we would have no final sacrifice for our sins, 

forced to live in a dreadful relationship with our consciences. 

I fear that I and many other Christians don’t live fully in the blessings we have in 

Christ.  We may not bring bulls or goats to a Temple, but here’s what it often looks like: 

conscience flares up with obvious or subtle guilt – we feel bad – we beg for mercy and 

pledge to do better – we fail again – we try again…  It’s the repetition of sacrifices that 

doesn’t cleanse the conscience and only makes us live in the constant feeling of guilt OR 

self-righteousness when we’re doing well. 
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Maybe you’ve tried everything else you can think of to avoid feeling guilty.  You 

should feel guilty… because in yourself you are.  We may try to minimize sin by 

rewriting the rules, lowering the standards.  We may try to avoid our conscience and 

distract ourselves with entertainment or pleasures apart from Christ.  We may try to 

compare ourselves with other people, rehearse our accomplishments or sacrifices to set 

ourselves at ease. 

We try to cut ourselves some slack and forgive ourselves.  Andrea alerted me to 

an article in Good Housekeeping recently by a woman of faith (you’d be surprised how 

many of the articles in this magazine mention ‘faith’).  It was titled, “How I Finally Let 

Go of Being Perfect and Stopped Yelling at My Kids.”  It’s about the universal 

phenomenon called ‘mommy guilt’.  The sum of the article was essentially this – cut back 

on expectations and give yourself grace.  Maybe Jesus got cut out in the editing process, 

but somehow I don’t think so.  There was also some will power and mind trick 

techniques given here.
15

  Now I don’t doubt that some moms could read that and maybe 

stop yelling at their kids so much and take a chill pill, but this is not living in the reality 

of the finished work of Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
The Lord’s Table is not a sacrifice that we offer.  It is a symbol of a sacrifice that 

was offered once for all.  Therefore it is not a weekly reminder of sins that we still live 

under, a pledge to be better this week.  It is a reminder that because of Christ’s bodily 

sacrifice God remembers our sins no more. 

 

Benediction 
“The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in 

the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God 

and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to 

purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works” 

(Titus 2:11-14; ESV). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 22, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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