Heb 13:10



 is the first person plural present active indicative from the verb ECHW, meaning “we have.”


The present tense is a durative of static or gnomic present for an action that began in the past at the beginning of the Church Age and will continue forever.


The active voice indicates that all Church Age believers produce the action of having something.


The indicative mood is declarative for a doctrinal statement of fact and reality.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular noun THUSIASTĒRION, which means “an altar.”

“We have an altar”

 is the preposition EK plus the ablative of separation from the neuter singular relative pronoun, meaning “from which” and referring to the neuter singular noun THUSIASTĒRION = “altar” just mentioned.  This is followed by the aorist active infinitive from the verb ESTHIW, meaning “to eat.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which regards the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the subject—the ones serving in the tabernacle/temple—produce the action of not having the authority to eat.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which is used after constructions denoting authority to indicate the content of that authority.

Then we have the absolute negative OUK, meaning “not” plus the third person plural present active indicative from the verb ECHW, meaning “they have.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.  This could also be considered an aoristic present for a present fact without reference to its beginning, end, progress, or result.


The active voice indicates that the subject—”those who serve in the temple/tabernacle”—produce the action of not having the authority to eat.


The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of fact.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun EXOUSIA, which means “authority, right.” (See BDAG, p. 352.)  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural articular present active participle of the verb LATREUW, which means “to serve” and when used as an articular participle also means “the worshiper in Heb 9:9; 10:2.”
  This can either be translated like a noun “the worshippers” or like a verb “those who serve” or “those who worship.”  The meaning is the same whether we are talking about the priests who serve or those who worship; for both groups have rejected the gospel and/or the spiritual life of the Church.  Because of the article, the participle is substantivized and is better translated like a noun—”the worshippers,” which would include those Levitical priests still serving in the temple, since they are also worshipping as they serve.  Finally, we have the locative of place from the feminine singular article and noun SKĒNĒ, which means “in the tabernacle” and refers to the temple in Jerusalem at this point in history.

“from which the worshippers in the tabernacle have no right to eat.”

Heb 13:10 corrected translation
“We have an altar from which the worshippers in the tabernacle have no right to eat.”
Explanation:
1.  “We have an altar”

a.  Having just mentioned that it is good that our heart be regularly strengthened by means of grace, which refers to the eating of spiritual food, the writer continues with another statement concerning our spiritual food.


b.  The subject “we” refers to the royal priesthood of all Church Age believers.


c.  The worshippers in the tabernacle refer to the unbelievers of the Levitical priesthood, who are still serving and ministering in the Temple in Jerusalem.


d.  So the big question in this passage is: To what or whom does the altar refer?



(1)  “Some scholars interpret the altar as the cross of Christ, others as the communion table; others give up the attempt to understand it.”
  “In Heb 13:10, it is impossible to fix any specific sense (the context does not allow of a reference either to the cross or to the Lord’s Table), and the only point which is clear is that there are no sacrificial meals in the sacrificial order of the NT.”



(2)  Many say that the altar represents Christ’s sacrifice or the person of Christ.




(a)  Clayton N. Jefford, writing in Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (p. 254) says, “Christ’s sacrifice is the Christian’s altar.”




(b) Easton’s Bible Dictionary agrees, “The word is used in Heb 13:10 for the sacrifice offered upon it—the sacrifice Christ offered.”




(c)  John Walvoord, writing in The Bible Knowledge Commentary, says the altar is a figure of speech for the sacrifice of Christ, “A Christian has a special altar (probably a figure of speech for the sacrifice of Christ) from which he derives spiritual sustenance.”




(d)  Bullinger explains the altar as a figure of speech called metonymy (The change of one noun for another related noun).  Metonymy is a figure of speech by which one name or noun is used instead of another, to which it stands in a certain relation.  When we say that a person writes “a bad hand,” we do not mean a hand, but we use the noun “hand” for the characters which it writes.  ‘We have an altar’: i.e., a sacrifice, referring to the sin-offering which was burned without the camp including the skin and the dung, no soul having a right to eat of it.  So Christ is our sin-offering offered without the gate.  The word ‘altar’ must, therefore, be used by metonymy for the sacrifices offered upon it, which were eaten.”
  In this interpretation the altar really refers to the sacrifice on the altar, and the sacrifice on the altar represents the work of Christ, so that, in effect, the altar is Christ.




(e)  William Vine says that the altar is Christ, “They [the Levitical priests] feed with others on that which, having been sacrificed, has been placed upon an altar; so the believer feeds upon Christ (who is the altar in Heb 13:10).”




(f)  Warren Wiersbe agrees and says the altar is Christ, “A New Covenant Christian’s altar is Jesus Christ; for it is through Him that we offer our ‘spiritual sacrifices’ to God (Heb 13:15; 1 Pet 2:5).  Christ’s sacrifice has already been made, once and for all; and the gifts that we bring to God are acceptable, not because of any earthly altar, but because of a heavenly altar, Jesus Christ.”



(3)  Robert Girdlestone, writing in Synonyms of the Old Testament, also equates the altar with the offering upon it, but has a different interpretation, “In Heb 13:10, the writer points out that there were certain offerings of which neither priest nor offerer might eat. They were not burnt, i.e. turned to vapor on the altar, but were entirely consumed, so that there was no communion with the altar or with God in these cases.  ‘We Jews,’ the writer seems to say, ‘have an altar with which neither the offerer nor the priests who minister in the tabernacle have a right to share.  [F. F. Bruce refutes this interpretation in his commentary.]  Where part of the blood of the victim was brought into the Holy Place as a sin-offering by the High Priest on the Great Day of Atonement, it was sprinkled on and before the mercy-seat or place of propitiation.  In this case none of the body was eaten, the whole being utterly consumed in a clean place outside the camp.”  He then applies this feature in the Levitical law to the Christian dispensation, and shows that we are in an analogous position.  Christ’s blood is presented in the Holy Place now as an  atonement for us.  His body, therefore, is to be devoted to consumption outside the camp.  But what is His body? ‘We Christians,’ he implies, ‘are the body of Christ; and as His crucifixion literally happened outside the city walls, so we are to go forth to Him bearing His reproach, sharing the ill-treatment He received, being mocked and jeered at by the world as it passes by, having no continuing city here, but seeking that city which is to come.’”



(4)  F. F. Bruce in his commentary (p. 378f) says, “The word ‘altar’ is used by metonymy for ‘sacrifice’…The sacrifice of Christ was the antitype of the sacrifice offered on the great Day of Atonement, and the flesh of the animals slaughtered in the course of that ritual was not eaten; their bodies were ‘carried forth outside the camp’ and there completely burned, Lev 16:27.  ...The Christian altar was the sacrifice of Christ, the benefits of which were eternally accessible to them.”



(5)  Kenneth Wuest makes the following observation in his Word Studies in the Greek New Testament, “On the word ‘altar’, Vincent has a helpful note.  ‘It is a mistake to try to find in the Christian economy some specific object answering to altar—either the cross, or the eucharistic table, or Christ Himself.  Rather the idea of approach to God—sacrifice, atonement, pardon and acceptance, salvation—are gathered up and generally represented in the figure of an altar, even as the Jewish altar was a point at which all these ideas converged.”

2.  “from which the worshippers in the tabernacle have no right to eat.”

a.  Again, the worshippers or those who serve in the tabernacle refer to the Levitical priests and the Jewish unbelievers.  Two passages in the New Testament give us some help in understanding this passage.



(1)  1 Cor 9:13, “Do you not know that those who are officiating at the temple rites eat offerings from the temple; those who serve at the altar share in the altar?”



(2)  1 Cor 10:18, “Consider the Israel according to earthly descent.  Are not those who eat the sacrifices participants in the altar?”


b.  The Levitical priests eat from the offerings in the Temple, but they have no right or authority to eat the spiritual food from the altar of the Church, because they have rejected Christ as their savior.


c.  Only those who have accepted Christ as their savior have the authority or right to eat from the heavenly altar in the heavenly tabernacle.


d.  As we have seen previously, the true tabernacle is in heaven.



(1)  Heb 8:1-2, “Now the main point in what is being said [is this], we have such a high priest, who has sat down at the right side of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a minister in the sanctuary; that is, in the true tabernacle, which the Lord set up, not man.”



(2)  Heb 9:11-12, “But when Christ appeared, the high priest of the existing good things, through the greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made by human hands (that is, not of this creation), and not through the blood of goats and calves but through His own blood He entered into the holy place once for all time, having obtained eternal redemption.”



(3)  Heb 9:24, “For Christ did not enter into a handmade holy place, a copy of the true [tabernacle], but into heaven itself to appear at the present time in the presence of God for us;”


e.  Eating from the altar represented belief in Christ, and therefore, fellowship with God.


f.  The emphasis of this statement and the context is that the Levitical priesthood and worship in the Jewish Temple have no place in the spiritual life of the royal priesthood.


g.  Only those in the royal priesthood of the Church have the right to enter the heavenly tabernacle and have fellowship with the High Priest.


h.  The Levitical priesthood and the worship of Temple in Jerusalem are excluded from the worship and service of the royal priesthood of the Church.  “The crucifixion of Jesus took place outside the wall of Jerusalem.  This fact is used by Hebrews to illustrate the complete separation of Christianity from Judaism.  No matter how the word ‘altar’ be construed the verse emphasizes this separation.”


i.  The implication of this statement is that the royal priesthood has an altar from which we have every right to eat.  Eating from the sacrifice on the altar is a picture of faith in Christ and the desire to share in the blessings of our association with Him.  Eating from the altar is a picture of living the spiritual life God has provided for us.  We live a spiritual life outside the camp of Israel.  We participate in the life of Christ apart from any identification with Israel.  This is the subject of the context.


j.  Therefore, the altar represents our entire relationship with Christ, which includes our priesthood, our fellowship, our spiritual life, and the blessings of being partakers of Christ, Heb 3:14, “For we have become partners in association with Christ.”  We have a relationship with Christ, a spiritual life, a worship of Christ, and service for Christ, in which those unbelievers still worshipping in the tabernacle of Israel have no right to share.
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