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High Priest Identified


The word “priest” and kindred words are mentioned approximately 800 times in the Old Testament Scriptures. The importance of the prevalence of these words is underscored when contrasted with the word “prophet” and its derivatives. These words occur only about 320 times in the Old Testament. Two thoughts immediately come to mind. First, most Christians would probably expect to see greater stress laid upon the prophet than upon the priest in the Old Testament. And second, since the priest is given such emphasis, what is that intended to mean to me as a Christian today? 


There is no reason to panic, though, because we find the answer in the Scriptures of the New Testament. It is not to be found in the Gospels or Acts. But when we come to the Epistles of the New Testament we expect to find many of our perplexing questions about Christ and redemption answered. What then about the priesthood which we have seen to be so prominent in the Old Testament? 


If we omit the book of Hebrews and consider the remaining twenty epistles we find only two mentions of  priests [1 Peter 2:5 & 9], both passages referring to the priesthood of the believer. But once we come to the book of Hebrews we are stunned to find words derived from the word “priest” no less than 37 times in thirteen chapters, averaging nearly three times per chapter. Sixteen of these refer to a high priest and, of these, ten are direct references to Jesus Christ as the great High Priest of God.


Going further, it is very interesting to find the writer of Hebrews summing up his “argument” at a certain point [8:1] by saying, “Now of the things which we have spoken this is the sum: We have such an high priest, who is set on the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens.” Evidently the leading element of the Holy Spirit’s intent at this point in the book of Hebrews is to identify the vital importance of the High Priesthood of Jesus Christ. 


And, from the overwhelming preponderance of emphasis upon His Priesthood in this wonderful book, we may rest assured that it is in this book that we may find the precious meaning of the Priesthood of our Saviour in our lives. An adequate study of Hebrews will leave us with no questions regarding our Great High Priest unanswered.


There is perhaps no other aspect of redemptive truth that has been more neglected or poorly understood than the High Priesthood of the Lord Jesus Christ. Yet, the Christian life of every believer and all God-honoring Christian service are wrought out in the power of the new life mediated unto us through Christ as our High Priest. Apart from His mediatorial work we could literally do nothing.

Excellence Described


Throughout this wonderful book the Holy Spirit places before the reader one very “good” thing [or person] after another, then proceeds to show how Jesus Christ is infinitely better than each of them. His superiority is revealed as we see that:

1. Christ is better than the prophets      1:1-3

2. Christ is better than the angels           1:4 - ch. 2

3. Christ is better than Moses                  3:1 – 4:13

4. Christ is better than Joshua                 4:1-13

5. Christ is better than Aaron                  4:14 - 10:18


No one would suggest that the prophets, or the angels, or Moses, or Aaron were not all “good.” The Holy Spirit does not impugn any of these in any manner. Instead, we are simply shown that Jesus Christ is infinitely better. In a sense, it is as if the Old Testament revelation given in relation to all of these comprises a photograph album, picturing the Redemptive purposes of God in Jesus Christ. But in Hebrews the Holy Spirit places before us the Reality pictured in the Old Testament photograph album, and that Reality is Jesus Christ Himself. Nor is that all. 


In addition, we are shown that He is excellent beyond measure because:

6. He gives us a BETTER hope



7:19

7. He brings us into a BETTER covenant

7:22; 8:6

8. That covenant is based on BETTER promises
8:6

9. He provides BETTER sacrifices


9:23

10. He leads us to a BETTER country


11:16

11. He gurantees us a BETTER resurrection

11:35


It certainly seems that it is in Hebrews, more than any other book, that the surpassing excellency of the Lord Jesus Christ is put on display. It almost seems that the Holy Spirit is saying to us, “If Christ is infinitely greater than all that pictures Him in the Old Testament, and if He offers you so much that is better in the way of hope, promises, etc., why would you look anywhere else?” His excellence is more than enough for an entire world full of hopelessly lost sinners because He alone opens the way to true fellowship with the true and living God.

Blood Emphasized


The word “blood” is used forty-one times in the twenty-one epistles of the New Testament. The stunning thing about this fact, though, is that of these mentions, twenty-two of them are in the book of Hebrews. That means that blood is mentioned nineteen times in the other twenty epistles, or essentially once per book. Yet, in Hebrews, blood is mentioned more often than in all of the other epistles combined. And, of the twenty-two times blood is mentioned in Hebrews, twelve of these are in a single chapter…chapter 9. Obviously this book has a great deal to say to us about blood atonement.


The first mention of blood in Hebrews is found in Hebrews 2:14, which says, “Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil.” This verse plainly shows that the Lord Jesus Christ became a partaker of flesh and blood so that through death He could destroy the devil. The emphasis upon the blood ought not to be overlooked in this verse. In a very real sense Christ could have become a partaker of the flesh in order to die, with no real mention being made of the blood. But that is not the case. According to Leviticus 17:11, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood.” And it goes on to say even more: “…and I have given it to you upon the altar to make an atonement for your souls: for it is the blood that maketh an atonement for the soul.” So then Christ became a partaker of flesh and blood so that He could die and make an atonement for sins. Hebrews 9:22 emphasizes this same important connection between the blood and the atonement for sins. “…and without shedding of blood is no remission.” 


The final mention of blood in the book of Hebrews is found in Hebrews 13:20, the great benediction of the book. There we find the following words: “Now the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant.” Evidently the blood of Christ has enormous influence. It is spoken of as the blood of the “everlasting covenant.”  


Different commentators take slightly differing positions on the meaning of the phrase the “everlasting covenant.” Those who hold a “covenant theology” perspective on the Bible as a whole say that it is the “covenant of grace” which precedes all other “covenants.” Others suggest that this is merely another name for the “new covenant” mentioned previously in Hebrews 8:8 and 12:24. Much depends upon the interpretation of the word translated “everlasting.” It is the Greek word , which can mean either “without beginning or end”, combining both ideas; or “without beginning” or “without end”, taking each idea separately. 


But, the important idea is that this “covenant” is everlasting, in one sense or the other, and its efficacy is based upon the blood significantly coupled with it in this verse. Apart from the blood of the everlasting covenant there would be no covenant at all. This is extremely important in light of controversial assertions made by a popular preacher and Bible teacher to the effect that the blood of Christ is not important in itself, but only in that it is associated with His death. The Holy Spirit does not say anything in this passage about the “death” of the everlasting covenant. 


So then, according to this wonderful book, the believer has every reason to glory in the shed blood of Jesus of Nazareth, since it is the blood of the everlasting covenant. Furthermore, the High Priesthood of Christ is of no value to the believer apart from the atoning blood He shed on Calvary. As our Great High Priest He has presented His own blood, the blood of the everlasting covenant, in the sanctuary in the heavens made without hands. And, on the basis of the Divine satisfaction linked to that precious blood, He has become the Mediator of the New Covenant. Every genuine believer ought to delight in the precious blood of Christ.

Rest Entered


More than any other book in the Bible, Hebrews reveals to the believer the way into spiritual rest. This revelation of the way into rest is centered in the revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ in this wonderful book. 


In chapter one the Lord Jesus Christ is revealed to be the almighty God. In chapter two He is revealed to be a man, made a little lower than the  angels, as Hebrews 2:9 says, “But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels for the suffering of death…”. The entire remaining portion of this blessed epistle is based upon this twofold revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ. But, more to the point, the next two chapters, chapters three and four, reveal the way into rest. And that way into rest is directly related to the previous revelation of Christ in chapters one and two. It is as the believing child of God fully enters into the revelation of the deity and the humanity of Christ that he genuinely enters into true and lasting rest in his soul. The following diagram helps to depict the relationship between rest and seeing Christ as both God and man.
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	Jesus Christ

Is God
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After revealing Christ for Who He is in the first two chapters, the Holy Spirit reminds the Hebrew believers that for their fathers of old there never was any rest under Moses. And the resounding reason there was no lasting rest for them under Moses was unbelief [3:12, 19; 4:6, 11]. The eternal redemptive purposes of God in Jesus Christ were available to the Israelites all throughout God’s dealings with them. Compare, for example, Hebrews 4:1-2: “Let us therefore fear, lest, a promise being left us of entering into his rest, any of you should seem to come short of it. For unto us was the gospel preached, as well as unto them: but the word preached did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in them that heard it.” 


No one today would dream of suggesting that the Gospel as we know it in its fullness was preached to the Israelites during the days of Moses. But the Holy Spirit did not make any mistake in inspiring the words of the quoted verses. From God’s perspective, the Gospel was preached to the Israelites through the revelation of redemptive truth given to them in the law, the priesthood, and the sacrifices and offerings. Genuine rest was available to them because all of these pieces of redemptive truth pointed to the God-ordained Redeemer. The fuller revelation of redemptive truth granted in the New Testament book of Hebrews shows that rest is a product of faith in the same God-ordained Redeemer, Jesus Christ, Who is both God and man. The entire message of this wonderful book hinges upon this precious revelation.

Earnest Faith Required


If the believer is going to fully enter into the possession of the powerful new life depicted in this wonderful book, it will be necessary for him to exercise earnest faith. Apart from active and ongoing faith this God-honoring and Christ-filled life will not be sustained. This is no more clearly discerned than by tracing the word “profession” as it is used in Hebrews. 


In Hebrews 3:1 we are admonished to “Consider the Apostle and High Priest of our profession, Christ Jesus.” The foundation of all that the Lord wants to do in the life of every believer is that believer’s personal knowledge of Christ. And, a believer’s personal knowledge of Christ is a product of his “considering” Him as the Apostle and High Priest of his profession. Through the infinite wisdom of God we have the full revelation of Christ in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. The more we “consider” Christ as He is revealed in these writings, the more our faith deepens and grows. And the more our faith deepens and grows, the more our lives glorify our God and Saviour. The reality of God’s redemptive power is released into such lives exceeding abundantly above all we could ask or think [Ephesians 3:20]. This is good reason for us to “consider Jesus.”


Then, in Hebrews 4:14, we are encouraged further: “Seeing then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession.”  Having previously had our attention focussed upon the Lord Jesus Christ as the Apostle and High Priest of our profession, we are now giving special attention to His work as our High Priest. We are encouraged to hold fast our profession of faith in Him, knowing that He is at work mediating our powerful new life into us moment by moment. We have every confidence that we can live as genuine Christians in this hostile world, hounded by our mighty enemy, and often distressed by our own flesh precisely because we have a great high priest in heaven. We are never to forget this reality, nor act apart from it.


Finally, in Hebrews 10:23, we are exhorted one last time regarding our profession. Here we are told: “Let us hold fast the profession of our faith without wavering; (for he is faithful that promised;)…” The entire argument of the epistle comes into perspective here. We can hold fast the profession of our faith because He is faithful to fulfill His high priestly work on our behalf. This is foundational to our entering into the reality of redemptive experience. It is vital, too, to our sustaining any constancy in redemptive labors. An active life of faith is only possible because we have an active High Priest Who enables us to become more and more something we never could have otherwise been. 


This call to active faith is an important part of redemptive life and labor. A true messenger of God will lay stress upon the need for active faith being continuously placed in the High Priest of our profession. Hebrews provides the perfect introduction to the revelation of the reality of redemption given in the remaining general epistles that follow it.

Warnings Included


John Owen, a great Puritan writer and scholar, calls Hebrews the “Epistle of Warning.” This is not really surprising when we take into account the fact that this book has five great warnings within its pages. In any meaningful study of the book these warnings need to be given their due consideration. Different commentators label these warnings differently. Here is how I have come to see them.


[1] Hebrews 2:1-4- Warning against a Neglectful Heart


[2] Hebrews 3:7-9- Warning against an Unbelieving Heart


[3] Hebrews 5:11-6:20- Warning against an Immature Heart


[4] Hebrews 10:19-39- warning against an Undecided Heart


[5] Hebrews 12:14-29- Warning against a Rejecting Heart


In his teaching on this wonderful book, Frank Sells has often added one further warning, a warning the serious saint and Bible student cannot overlook: The Great Warning against Ignoring the Warnings of the book of Hebrews. Surely, we do well to heed this warning. After all, we must never forget that these warnings in the book of Hebrews are Inspired Warnings. If the saint of God is wise to heed the warnings of the men of God in his life, how much more to give the more earnest heed to those forever inscripturated in the Word of God?


But, many have asked the question, “Why is such a book as Hebrews, which is taken up so fully with the revelation of the High Priestly Glory of the Lord Jesus Christ,…why is such a book also so characterized by heart searching warnings?” It is a fair question. There are at least three great values of these warnings in this book.

12. The more we see the revelation of the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ, the more we need to be warned against the very real danger of turning away from Him. The more light we are given the more light for which we become accountable to God. This is not to be taken lightly.

13. Quite often the strong statement of truth, as in Bible warnings, drives the believer to examine himself to determine the credibility of his profession. Such warnings, then, are invaluable in deepening the work of God in the heart. Apart from such strongly-worded warnings we are often far too lackadaisical in our consideration of our standing or state with the Lord.

14. Finally, these great warnings help to prepare the serious saint for the messages of the remaining General Epistles…the seven books immediately fowwloing Hebrews in the New Testament. In these books we are confronted again and again with strong tests of the reality of our profession of faith in Christ. It is therefore appropriate for this foundational book of Hebrews to start us upon the journey of serious self-examination. If we are not willing to face these warnings in the book of Hebrews seriously, perhaps we are not willing to face what the following books will place before us.

Summary Passages


This book is filled with great summary passages of Scripture. By this I mean simply that the Bible student finds in the book of Hebrews many passage that succinctly summarize great realities of Christian truth. This is especially true with reference to passages that summarize significant aspects of Christology, or the doctrine of Christ. I will mention only two examples at the present time.


First, there is a marvelous Christological summary passage in Hebrews 9:23-28. 


It was therefore necessary that the patterns of things in the heavens should be purified with these; but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. For Christ is not entered into the holy places made with hands, which are the figures of the true; but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us: Nor yet that he should offer himself often, as the high priest entereth into the holy place every year with blood of others; For then must he often have suffered since the foundation of the world: but now once in the end of the world hath he appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment: So Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto them that look for him shall he appear the second time without sin unto salvation.
This passage neatly sums up not the TWO appearings of the Lord Jesus Christ, but His THREE appearings. He has appeared, He is now appearing, and He shall yet appear. There is surely no other passage anywhere in Scripture that so clearly summarizes, in so few words, the broad scope of Christ’s full redemptive work than this wonderful portion of Hebrews does.


Second, there is the well-known summary passage given in what is often thought of as the great benediction of this wonderful book in Hebrews 13:20-21. 

Now the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant, Make you perfect in every good work to do his will, working in you that which is wellpleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ; to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

Here again we are confronted with a wealth of Christological truth in the space of two verses. In addition, these precious truths are presented in such a way as to make them enormously practical in the life of the believer. Christ is the great shepherd of the sheep, whose blood of the everlasting covenant can make the believer perfect in every good work. This is the supreme value of the revelation of Christ in this book, all summed up in sixty words! One of the greatest values of the book of Hebrews lies in its many passages that so concisely put before us very precious truth regarding our Saviour, and the life He ever lives to pour forth in His tried saints on earth.
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