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Introduction 
 
This morning, we’re going to look at Hebrews 9:11-14 in order to understand the 
comfort that comes from having a cleansed conscience. 
 
Let’s face it, none of us enjoy feeling guilty. It’s a tremendous burden which, over time, 
becomes more and more unbearable. Guilt is the spiritual equivalent of carrying around 
a backpack full of rocks - all day, every day.1 It weighs us down and wears us out. It 
saps our joy. 
 

• There is, of course, such a thing as false guilt – which is blaming ourselves for 
something that’s not our fault. In the case of divorce, for example, children often 
feel guilty for what happened. This is false because it was not their fault. 

 
However, most of the guilt we feel is real. We feel guilty, because we are guilty. 
Romans 3:23 says that the whole human race “has sinned and fallen short of the 
glory of God.”  
 
The old Anglican book of Common Prayer says: “We have left undone those things 
which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to 
have done; and there is no health in us.” 
 
The truth is, not only have we fallen short of God’s glory; but we also fall short of our 
own standards. If God were to use the moral measurement we use for ourselves and 
others, every last one of us would stand condemned.  
 
This is the universal problem of human sin. The conscience is God’s built-in reminder 
that we’re all guilty because of our sin.  
 
NT scholar William Lane says that, 
 
“God has built into our consciousness a sensitivity to feeling [morally] filthy  as a means 
of summoning us to recognize that sin makes us dirty within. . . . Sin corrupts. It is not 
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simply a violation of the law of God; it is a violation of our personhood. Sin stains us 
and demands cleansing.” 
 

• Sin is “a violation of our personhood.” It defaces the image of God and twists our 
humanity. Sin stains and corrupts us. 

 
So, how can the stain of sin and a guilty conscience be cleansed? That’s what 
Hebrews 9:11-14 is about. 
 
Before we take a closer look at the passage that was just read for us, let’s pray. 
 
Prayer -  
 
Hebrews 9:11-14 is about the comfort of a cleansed conscience available to us all 
through the cross of Christ.  
 
As we look more closely at these verses, we’ll consider two things: 
 

Who Christ Is 
What Christ Did 

 
Who Christ Is 
 
First, who Christ is . . .  
 
Take a look at vv. 11-12. It says: 
 
11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then 
through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this 
creation) 12 he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of 
goats and calves but by means of his own blood, . . . 
 
Verse 11describes Christ as “a high priest.” Specifically, it says that “Christ appeared 
as a high priest of the good things that have come.” We’ll look at those “good things” 
in a few minutes; but right now, I want us to consider Christ’s high priesthood. 
 
Here, in Hebrews 9, the author contrasts Christ’s high priesthood with the Israelite 
priesthood.  
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In order to understand his argument, we need to take a run at it by going back to 
Hebrews 9:1-3 (NIV). It reads: 
 
Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also an earthly sanctuary. 2 A 
tabernacle was set up. In its first room were the lampstand and the table with its 
consecrated bread; this was called the Holy Place. 3 Behind the second curtain was a 
room called the Most Holy Place 
 
To help us appreciate Christ’s high priesthood, the author talks about the large tent or 
“tabernacle” that the Israelites would set up in their midst as they wandered in the 
wilderness – before they entered the Promised Land.  
 

Ø The tabernacle layout was later copied in the temple that Solomon built in 
Jerusalem. 

 
This morning, the thing to notice is that the tabernacle had two rooms – one was 
called the “holy place” and the other was “the Most Holy Place” or “the Holy of 
Holies.” The second room was separated from the first by a large thick curtain. 
 

• If you’re unfamiliar with the history of Israel in the OT, all this might sound a little 
bit strange . . . but, please, stay with me -- it’s important. 

 
In Hebrews 9:6-7 we read: 
 
6 When everything had been arranged like this, the priests entered regularly into the 
outer room to carry on their ministry. 7 But only the high priest entered the inner 
room, and that only once a year, and never without blood, which he offered for 
himself and for the sins the people had committed in ignorance. 
 
Although the priests were allowed into the “outer room,” access to “the inner room” 
was severely restricted.  
 
Only the high priest could go behind the curtain into “the Most Holy Place.” And, he 
was allowed to enter “only once a year” -- on the Day of Atonement. And, it says, he 
was “never” allowed to enter “without blood.”  
 

Ø If he dared to enter without blood, he would have been immediately struck down 
and killed by God’s righteous wrath. The point is – entering the Most Holy Place 
was done with “fear and trembling.”  
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• The blood of sacrificed animals was necessary because God is holy and human 
beings are not. The bloody sacrifice of the animal was a graphic reminder that 
the “wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).  

 
As biblical scholar Robert Lyon writes: “animal life was given up on behalf of the life of 
the people. Judgment and atonement were carried out through the transfer of the sin 
of the people to the animal sacrifice.”2 
 
By offering the blood of sacrificed animals, there was a temporary and a partial 
atonement made for sins. Therefore, the high priest – representing the people of Israel 
– was allowed -- very briefly -- into God’s presence. 
 
Hebrews 9:8 clarifies what all of this means when it says: 
 
8 The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had not yet 
been disclosed as long as the first tabernacle was still functioning. 
 
Ultimately, all the rituals and ceremonies that took place in the tabernacle were 
inadequate – they never actually offered anyone real access to God.   
 
Hebrews 9:9 explains why:    
 
9 . . . the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the 
worshiper.  
 
The reason for this should be obvious – the sacrifice of an animal cannot atone for our 
sins. That’s pretty much exactly what it says in Hebrews 10:4: 
 
It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 
 
Unless the guilt of our sins is completely, fully, and finally dealt with, we will never 
know the comfort of a cleansed and a clear conscience. And, without a cleansed 
conscience, we have no business approaching the presence of God. He is holy and 
we are not. 
 
At this point, I can imagine someone saying: “Hey, wait a second, what about people 
who get to the end of their life and say something like, ‘I have no regrets. I lived a 
good life. I have a good conscience. I’m ready to meet my Maker.’?” 
 
                                                
2	Baker	Encyclopedia	of	the	Bible	
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That kind of talk is just whistling past the graveyard. It’s a vain attempt to whitewash 
the truth about one’s life; a fruitless effort to put a good face on a very bad situation. 
 
The problem is, as 1 Samuel 16:7 tells us, 
 
“The LORD does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” 
 
God sees into our innermost being – he knows every thought and intention of our 
hearts. In light of this fact, who would dare to say that they are “ready to meet their 
Maker?” 
 

Ø So, the great question remains: how can the stain of sin and a guilty conscience 
be cleansed? 

 
That brings us back to Hebrews 9:11-12.  
 
In stark contrast with the temporary access of the high priest in the tabernacle, we 
read: 
 
11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then 
through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this 
creation) 12 he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of 
goats and calves but by means of his own blood, . . . 
 
The physical tabernacle -- and the later temple that Solomon built in Jerusalem – were 
only earthly copies of a more glorious reality – a heavenly temple. The author of 
Hebrews calls it “a greater and more perfect tent.” The heavenly temple transcends 
the time and space of this creation. 
 

Ø Ultimately, as Acts 17 reminds us, God does not dwell in a tent or a temple 
“made by human hands” (Acts 17:9); the Creator is utterly distinct from His 
creation.  

 
So, what Hebrews 9:11-12 is saying is that when Jesus died on the cross and rose 
again, He was the Great and Final High Priest. Instead of offering the blood of bulls 
and goats – He offered His own blood – His own life – as the full and final and 
complete atonement for our sins. 
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That’s why the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke all say that when Christ died, 
“the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (Matthew 27:51). 
 
Through Jesus’ sacrifice, God has opened wide the entry-way into His presence. 
Through Christ, God has opened the doors into His presence and nailed them open.  
 
Now, as Hebrews 10:19 says: “we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by 
the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way opened for us through the curtain.”  
 
That brings me to the second point . . . what Christ did. 
 
What Christ Did 
 
Hebrews 9:12-14 tells us that Jesus accomplish two very important things. 
 
First, He secured our eternal redemption. 
 
Let’s take another look at v. 12: 
 
12 . . . he [Christ] entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of 
goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. 
 
Year after year on the Day of Atonement, an Israelite high priest would enter into the 
Most Holy Place of the tabernacle and offer the blood of bulls and goats. This was 
only a partial or a provisional redemption. The fact that it had to be continually 
repeated was a reminder that the work was never completed. 
 
But, when Christ -- the Better High Priest came – He offered the Better Sacrifice upon 
the alter of the Better Temple. Thus securing for us an “eternal redemption.” 
 
That’s why, in John’s Gospel, Jesus’ last words from the cross are: “it is finished” 
(John 19:30). 
 
And that’s why in Hebrews 1:3 says that, 
 
“. . . after [Jesus] made purification for sins, He sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of the Majesty in heaven.” 
 
Years ago, I worked the night shift at a box factory in Cambridge, Ontario. (Let’s just 
say that it wasn’t the vocational highlight of my life.) During each shift I would have to 
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grab a stack of cardboard boxes off of one machine and move them onto another 
machine that banded each stack together. The machine moved so fast that a stack of 
boxes was ready to go by the time I had moved the previous stack onto the other 
machine. If you didn’t work very quickly, boxes would start piling-up and spilling-out 
all over the floor. There was no time to sit down and rest because the boxes just kept 
on comin. If I wanted to go for lunch, I’d have to call somebody over to take my place. 
The job was relentless; it was never completed. 
 
There were no chairs in the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle because the high priest 
was not able to offer a final sacrifice for sins – his job was never finished. 
 
But, through Jesus’ death and resurrection, He did what no other high priest had been 
able to do – He fully satisfied God’s just punishment against our sins.3  
 
As a result, all those who trust Him are redeemed from the penalty and power of sin.  
 
Our redemption is totally secure -- not because of anything we have done or can ever 
do; but, only because Jesus is THE FINAL SACRIFICE for our sins.  
 
Nothing more needs to be done. The work is complete. God has fully accepted what 
His Son offered Him on our behalf.  
 

Ø Let this good news ring in your ears and stir up your hearts. Through faith in 
Christ, your eternal redemption is secure! 

 
Second, Jesus has purified our conscience. 
 
Look at vv. 13-14: 
 
13 For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the 
ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, 14 how much more will the 
blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to 
God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God. 
 
Again, the author contrasts Christ’s work with the work of the Israelite priests. But now 
he adds a new element. By referring to “the sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes 
of a heifer,” he is referring back to a passage in Numbers 19. 
 

                                                
3	Alex	Philip,	“Why	are	There	no	Chairs	inside	the	Tabernacle?”	TGC	
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• If you’re not familiar with the details of ancient Israel’s sacrificial system, I know 
how strange this must sound to you, so I’ll be brief. Please track with me! 

 
According to Numbers 19, the Law of Purification required the priest to slaughter a 
young cow – a heifer – and then thoroughly burn the carcass. Then, the ashes of the 
heifer were to be taken up and mixed into some water. Then, after dipping a branch of 
hyssop into the water, the people were to be sprinkled by the priest waving the branch. 
In this way, they’re flesh was ceremonially purified from uncleanness. 
 
In contrast with “the purification of the flesh” by “the sprinkling of defiled persons with 
the ashes of a heifer,” Hebrews rhetorically asks in v. 14: “. . . how much more will 
the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to 
God, purify our consciences from dead works to serve the living God”? 
 
Here’s where this really hits home.  
 
Just as the priest would sprinkle the Israelites with water and ashes – a very tangible 
and personal experience of purification – so the Holy Spirit sprinkles our hearts with the 
blood of Christ.  
 
Unlike the blood of Abel that called out from the ground to condemn his brother Cain, 
Jesus blood calls out from heaven to acquit and cleanse us – the Holy Spirit makes that 
verdict resound in our hearts. 
 
The late Jerry Bridges wrote: 
 
“There are two ‘courts’ we must deal with: the court of God in Heaven and the court of 
conscience in our souls. When we first trust in Christ for salvation, God’s court is 
forever satisfied. Never again will a charge of guilt be brought against us in Heaven. 
Our consciences, however, are continually pronouncing us guilty. That is the function of 
conscience. Therefore, we must by faith bring the verdict of conscience into line with 
the verdict of Heaven. We do this by agreeing with our conscience about our guilt, but 
then reminding it that our guilt has already been borne by Christ.” 
 
So, when our conscience rises up and condemns us, where are we going to turn? 
 
Are we going to try to clear our conscience by serving God with good works we hope 
He will find acceptable? Or, are we going to turn to Christ and trust the work He has 
done for us? 
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The gospel demands our response.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Only by trusting that Jesus’ death has made a full atonement for our sins and 
completely washed our conscience can we ever be truly and totally free -- free to 
confidently enter into God’s presence and serve Him in a way that pleases Him. 
 
That’s why Hebrews 10:22 says: 
 
22 . . . let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our 
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience . . . 
  
Prayer -  
 


