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Pastor Tim Pauls 
Appearances 

 

The Word of the Lord from Hebrews 9(:26): “He has appeared once for all at the end of the ages 
to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself.” 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

I. Three Appearings. Twice. 
It happened year after year, goat after goat, commanded by the Lord. 

 
A couple of weeks ago, the language of Romans 3 took us back to the Day of Atonement, and we 

must return there again today. Once a year, the people of Israel gathered outside of the tabernacle in 

the wilderness. After proper washing, vestments and other preparations, the high priest would appear 
before them at the sacrificial altar. He would sacrifice a goat and collect the blood. He would take a 

portion of that blood and sprinkle it on the people, marking them as the one for whom the sacrifice was 
made. Then he would take the rest of the blood in a basin and enter into the Holy Place of the 

tabernacle; and on this one day of the year, he would push through the curtain into the Holy of Holies. 
He would enter into the presence of God on earth. The steps were rehearsed for months before, because 

inside that curtain there was only darkness; and rabbinic literature tells us that he entered with a scarlet 

cord tied around one ankle, trailing out behind him past the curtain—in case he made a mistake, died in 
the presence of God and had to be pulled back out. 

 
Once inside the Holy of Holies, he poured out the blood of the sacrifice before the Lord at the 

mercy seat: he demonstrated to God that the sacrifice had been made. Once he was finished there, he 

went back outside and reappeared before the people.  The empty basin testified that the blood had been 
poured out. The truth that he was still alive testified that God had accepted the sacrifice—and that their 

sins were forgiven. 
 

Note the three appearings: the high priest appeared to make the sacrifice before the people. He 

then appeared before God in the Holy of Holies on behalf of the people. Then he appeared a second time 
before the people so that they could see with their eyes that the high priest lived, that the sacrifice for 

their sin was acceptable to God. 
 

It happened year after year, goat after goat. Time went on. High priests died and were 
succeeded by the next. Vestments grew old and needed to be replaced. More goats were required. The 

purpose of this annual feast, however, was not to teach that blood had to be shed again and again in 

order for sins to be forgiven. No, all of this pointed to the truth yet to be revealed: all those sacrifices 
pointed to the one Sacrifice that would atone for the sins of the world. All of those high priests through 

the centuries pointed to the High Priest who would make that sacrifice and present the blood to the Lord. 
And that tabernacle on earth pointed to the throne of God on high.  

 

In other words, all of this was given by God to point to Jesus, who would make and be the 
Sacrifice for the sins of the world. 

 
This is what our epistle is about on this 23rd Sunday after Pentecost, just three weeks away from 

the end of the church year. Hebrews 9 speaks of Jesus, and note the three appearings that it mentions. 
In verse 26, our text proclaims that Jesus “appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin 



by the sacrifice of Himself.” This is about the cross, where Jesus sacrificed Himself for the sins of the 

world, and note a couple of phrases in this verse.  
 

First, Jesus appeared “once for all…to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself.” Unlike those 
goats of old which only did the job for a while, Jesus’ one death on the cross has paid for the sins of the 

world once for all. There is no sacrifice to be made. You do not live your life in fear, wondering if the 

good works that you do are enough of an offering to add to His sacrifice in order to earn forgiveness. The 
sacrifice has been made, once for all. Your sins are atoned for. Rather than living in fear, you rejoice to 

do good works in thanksgiving because your sins are already forgiven. With that “once for all,” we also 
note this: Jesus does not need to return in order to be sacrificed for sin again. In some corners of 

Christendom, part of the reason for His presence in the Supper is so that we can offer His body and blood 
back up to God again; but there is no need for such a sacrifice. At the cross, Christ made the sacrifice for 

your sin, once for all. It is finished. 

 
The other interesting phrase is that Jesus “has appeared once for all at the end of the ages.” His 

death on Calvary took place at the end of the ages—two thousand years ago. The cross is not just a 
marker of one era of history before we move into a whole different epoch: the cross is the culmination of 

history—it is why the Lord let this sinful world continue. The past twenty centuries have been permitted 

by the Lord to allow more to hear His Gospel and be saved; but there is nothing left to be done before 
the Lord returns. We are living in the “end of the ages.” If the Lord returns today, then blessed be the 

name of the Lord. If the Lord tarries another millennium or two, then blessed be the name of the Lord. 
His sacrifice when He first appeared—His death on the cross, was enough to pay for all the sins of the 

world, no matter how long the earth continues its laps around the sun.  
 

So, like the high priest on the Day of Atonement, Jesus appeared, incarnate—before the people 

and among the people, to make the sacrifice for sin. Risen from the dead, He ascended into heaven—
why? Verse 24 tells you: “to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.” Here is another appearing. In 

the Old Testament, the high priest entered into the presence of God to demonstrate that the sacrifice had 
been made. This pointed to Jesus: He has appeared in the presence of God on our behalf, to declare that 

He has made the sacrifice for our sin. He retains the wounds in His hands and side, and He sits at the 

right hand of God the Father almighty. What of the right hand? He is His Father’s “right hand man,” to be 
sure, executing His Father’s will for us. But there’s more: in ancient courts, the criminal’s advocate—his 

defense lawyer, if you will—sat to the right of the judge, defending his client’s innocence. That is what 
the Lord does for you now: sitting at the right hand of God the Father, He intercedes for you. He shows 

Himself to be the Lamb of God, who was slain—and declaring that He has died for your sins, He therefore 

declares you innocent before His Father.  
 

This is important, because judgment is coming. This world will end. The Last Day will come and 
the final judgment take place. But you have nothing to fear: Jesus already declares that He has made the 

Sacrifice for your sin, that you are justified—not guilty—before God. Therefore, the Last Day holds no 
terror for you, but only deliverance to heaven. Thus our text speaks of another appearing: He “will 

appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.” On the 

Last Day, Jesus will not deal with your sin—He’s already taken it away. Rather, He comes to take you 
home. 

 
So, way back on the Day of Atonement, the high priest’s three appearances pointed to Jesus. His 

actions were “copies of the true things,” in that they pointed to the Truth who is Jesus. Because of Jesus’ 

first appearance on the cross, you know that the Sacrifice has been made for your sin. By His second 
appearance before His Father in heaven, you know that God no longer holds your sins against you. And 

by His third appearance on the Last Day, you know that you are not forsaken. The Lord will come to 
deliver you to eternal life in heaven. 

 
II. Your Appearings 



In the meantime, as you await the Lord’s return, you have your appearings, too: they are all 

accomplished in Christ. 
 

You do not appear to make a sacrifice for your sin, because the sacrifice has already been made 
by your Savior. However, you are joined to that sacrifice in Holy Baptism. As St. Paul says in Romans 6, 

“We were buried therefore with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from 

the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united 
with Him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with Him in a resurrection like His” (Romans 6:4-

5). That’s a remarkable truth. Jesus “appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the 
sacrifice of Himself” on the cross. At your Baptism, He joined you to His death and resurrection. His cross 

became your cross, His death your death. His appearance at the end of the ages became yours.  
 

Because Christ appeared at the cross and died for you, you make your appearance before God. 

This is what I mean: the evil cannot stand before the face of God—He does not shine His face upon 
them. But He looks upon you—the Lord sees you, and He sees you as one who is cleansed by His holy,  

precious blood. The Lord shines His face upon you—looks upon you with favor; He is gracious to you and 
gives you His peace. That’s the reason why that benediction at the end of the service is for you: because 

you are His baptized child, the Lord gives His grace and mercy to you. You are at peace with Him. And 

because you are at peace with Him, the Last Day and final judgment hold no terror for you. The Lord has 
already declared that you are innocent for the sake of Jesus, who already bore your guilt and suffered 

your sentence. 
 

So, by reason of your Baptism, the Lord looks upon you. You have appeared in His sight. 
Because the Sacrifice has been made for your sin—and given to you by water and the Word, you are 

numbered among His holy people, His royal priesthood. As His priesthood, you appear in His presence at 

the altar. We do not have a Holy of Holies like the tabernacle, a dark room behind the curtain where the 
Lord dwells; that is of the Old Testament. Now, the Lord is present in other means—namely, His body 

and blood in the Holy Communion. You do often what the high priest did only once a year: you come into 
the presence of God. You commune with Him. You receive His body and blood for the forgiveness of your 

sins. You depart in peace. But while you are with Christ in that Sacrament, do not forget—this is your 

Savior who now appears “in the presence of God on your behalf.” Jesus, who is with you in the Supper, is 
also at God’s right hand interceding for you. He bears the scars of the cross and declares to His Father, 

“that one is Your beloved child, because I have taken his sins away.” There is never a moment where the 
Father ceases to shine His face on you, because the Son ceaselessly intercedes on your behalf.  

 

Thus, as the royal priesthood, you engage in another priestly act: you pray. You offer prayers of 
thanksgiving and praise, petitions of intercession for others and pleas for mercy for yourself. As you do 

so, you are confident that God the Father hears your prayers: they appear before Him because Jesus is 
before Him, and they are pleasing to Him because the Holy Spirit crafts them into acceptable prayers for 

His hearing. For Jesus’ sake, your prayers are heard. 
 

You have a third appearing to mirror those of your Savior: it is yet to come. It is when Jesus 

appears again, this time in glory, “not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.” 
Should He return this day, you will stand before Him as one redeemed and innocent—not as one who has 

held onto his sin and now awaits condemnation. Should He tarry for a while and it is given to you to die, 
you know that your death is just a sleep. And when He returns in glory, He will raise you up in glory, that 

you might appear before Him in righteousness and purity forever. 

 
Those are your appearings. You appeared before God in Baptism, when Jesus joined you to His 

death and resurrection. You appear before God at His Supper, where Jesus visits you, really present to 
give you His body and blood. And because you are His, you will appear before His throne in eternity, alive 

in Him forever. 
 



That is the message of our epistle from Hebrews 9. You may be quite certain that with such a 

message of forgiveness, life and grace in Christ, the devil will do his best to leave you thinking that this 
proclamation was a waste of time. I would urge you to reconsider and examine yourself: for the reasons 

why you would not rejoice in this good news are dangerous ones to your faith. It may well be that you 
underestimate your sinfulness—and, in fact, you and I cannot comprehend how sinful we truly are. But 

by the grace of God, we confess our sin; by examination, we see how we indeed have offended God by 

thought, word and deed, and that we cannot save ourselves. It is then that this passage is such good 
news. If it does not strike us so, it means that we don’t see the need for it. But whether or not you see 

the need, it is there: repent and confess your sins, most notably the callousness that leaves you believing 
you’ve little need for grace. 

 
It may be that you don’t think you’re ever going to die, in which case a resurrection from the 

dead isn’t that important. This is especially a temptation for those who are young or who idolize their 

health a little too much. But the wages of sin is death—it comes to all. Confess your sins, give thanks to 
God for youth and health, and use them in service to Him. 

 
There’s another reason why this isn’t good news: you are enslaved to sins that you like very 

much. When you hear that you can and should be delivered from them, you don’t want to be. Dear 

friend, if that is the case, repent while there is still time. The pleasures, comfort and convenience of sin 
last only until the Last Day; then there is hell and judgment. The life and salvation of Christ last for 

eternity. Your sin enslaves you—otherwise you could easily give it up. Christ gives you forgiveness freely, 
that you might be set free.  

 
He is coming back. He will return and appear in glory. That is the ongoing message of these last 

weeks of the church year. But before He appears in glory, He has already appeared in shame on the 

cross—in your place, for your sin. Now, He appears before God in heaven, pleading and interceding for 
you. Therefore, when He appears in glory, there is no fear for the penitent child of God.  Christ has died, 

Christ is risen and Christ is coming again—for you.  
 

Because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 


