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Hebrews
Lecture Two 
The Superiority of the Priesthood of Christ

Our next theme is introduced by the words of verse 14 of chapter 4: ‘We have a great High Priest that is passed into the heavens, Jesus the Son of God.’
The most significant comparison of the book of Hebrews is between the priesthood of Christ and that of Aaron, the High Priest of the Old Covenant. The writer shows that the priesthood of Christ is superior to the priesthood of the Levitical law. The central theme is Christ’s eternal priesthood and His sacrifice which availed for all time for the sin of the whole world.

Qualification of all Priests
Chapter 5:1- 4 describes the qualifications of all priests.
i)  Taken from among men (vs.1). Notice that it is because Jesus has become a man that He is able to be the High Priest. (note 2:17; 1Tim.2:5)
ii)  Ordained for men (vs.1). The prophet was particularly the representative of God among men, but the priest is particularly the representative of man before God.
iii)  To offer gifts and sacrifices for sins (vs.1) Every priest must have and offering and Jesus, as we shall see, has the greatest offering of all. (Note that Jesus differs from other priests in the sense of verse 3 - He does not have to offer sacrifices for Himself because He is without sin.)
iv)  Must be ’In touch’ with the people (vs. 2) Jesus fulfils this also (see 4: 5)
v)  Must be appointed of God (vs. 4) A self-appointed prophet or priest, or indeed any other self appointed minister, is worse than useless. The writer to the Hebrews shows that Jesus Christ had already been prophetically appointed by the Father before His birth at Bethlehem. (Verses 5-6) which are quoted from Psalm 2: 7 and Psalm 110: 4

Now that we have seen that Jesus fulfils the normal qualifications of a priest, Hebrews goes on to show us the way in which He is greater than the Levitical and Aaronic priesthood.

1. Greater than the Levitical and Aaronic Priesthood
Christ’s priesthood is greater because it is like the priesthood of Melchisedec (5:6, 10-11; 7: 1-25) (Psalm 110: 4 is mentioned 7 times in the book of Hebrews. It is quoted 3 times (5:6; 7: 17,21) and stated 4 times (5: 10; 6: 20; 7: 11,15). Note that in 7:15 we have ‘after the similitude of’ - this shows us that the phrase ‘after the order of’ means ‘of the same kind as’ and is not a reference to some mystical ‘order’.

a)  A royal Priesthood (7: 1-2)
The Aaronic priesthood could not sit upon the throne because the throne was given to the tribe of Judah (see 1 Chron. 5: 2 and Heb. 7: 14). The Messiah, however, was to be a priest like Melchisedec ; king of righteousness…king of peace’. Of course, in the case of Melchisedec this was only a type, based upon his name, but in Jesus we have the reality.

b)  His priesthood did not depend upon His genealogy (7: 3)
The Levitical priesthood was passed on from father to son but in the case of Melchisedec his parents are not mentioned in scripture because they are not important. His priesthood arises out of his nature and appointment by God, not from his earthly parentage. This is the meaning of ‘without father, with our mother, without genealogy’. Jesus is like this also - His priesthood does not depend upon His parents. For the importance of this from the Jewish point of view see Ezra 2: 62 (also Heb. 7: 15-17)

c)  Had no successor (7: 3)
No successor to Melchisedec is spoken of in the Bible as stepping into his place when he passed from the scene. In this way he is ‘made like’ the Son of God who can have no successor because His priesthood is eternal. Psalm 110: 4 states this clearly ‘Thou art a priest forever’

d)  Received tithes from Abraham and blessed him (7: 4-10)
Abraham paid tithes to Melchisedec and was blessed by him, thus accepting Melchisedec’s superior status spiritually. The writer makes the point that as Levi came from Abram there is a sense in which he was also involved in this, thus showing again that Christ’s priesthood (like Melchisedec’s) is superior to Levi’s.

e)  His priesthood given by an oath (7:15-21)
The Aaronic priesthood was established by an administrative commandment which was (as we shall see) to pass away with the old covenant. The Messiah’s priesthood, however, was established by an oath from God. ‘The Lord swear and will not repent, thou art a priest forever’. (vs. 21)
By these arguments the writer is showing clearly that the Old Testament itself indicates the replacing of the Aaronis/Levitical priesthood by the superior priesthood of the Messiah.

2)  Christ is the Priest of a better Covenant (7: 22, 8: 6-13)

a)  Contained a better hope. (7: 19)
While there are intimations of life after death and the resurrection in the old testament (e.g. Dan. 12: 2), yet the Mosaic covenant itself does not offer this hope. It is all materialistic, revolving around long life, prosperity, health, victory over enemies, protection and fruitfulness (see e.g. Lev. 26: 3-13). It ends at death. The new covenant in Jesus, however, offers the ‘better and more enduring substance’ (e.g. 10: 34; 11: 16,35,40). Of course these O.T. blessings are still God’s will in a general sense, but we have far more, and thus can accept problems knowing that they can work greater future glory (2 Cor. 4: 17)




b)  Based on better promises (8: 6)
Some of these better promises are:
· 8: 10 The word written on the heart and in the mind. The old gave commands with rewards and punishments while the new gives the power to keep those commands.
· 8: 11 All the people will know God. There is no more barrier. We now have God’s plan of the universal priesthood of believers revealed.
· 8: 12 Sins forgotten and unrighteousness overlooked. We are now totally acceptable to the Lord.
7: 11,18-19 The old could make nobody perfect - not the new can, Hallelujah!

c)  Contains greater glory - Heb.12: 18-26; 2Cor. 3: 6-11

d)  Sanctified by Christ’s blood (9: 16-20)
The old covenant was sealed by the type (animal blood) but the new deals with ultimate reality and is sealed with the greatest possible seal - the blood of the Son of God.

e)  Permanent (13: 20; 8: 13)
The new covenant is everlasting, whereas, as the writer shows, the old testament itself reveals the Mosaic covenant to be temporary.

3)  Christ is the Priest of the better Tabernacle (9: 1-12)

a)  Fulfils the old (9:1-2,9; 8: 1-2; 10: 1) - These verses show clearly that the OT tabernacle was only an earthly depiction of a heavenly reality. While the Levitical priesthood dealt with only the earthly type, the priesthood of Jesus encompassed the heavenly reality.

b)  The veil rent (9: 3,8) - The tabernacle had the veil between the holiest place which symbolised God’s immediate presence and the rest of the tabernacle. This showed that the way in to God was not yet in existence. In Christ this veil is removed and we now approach God freely.

c)  The holiest of all open to all for all time (9: 11-12; 24-28) - Under the old covenant the High Priest entered the holiest place once a year on behalf of all Israel (Heb. 9: 7). This took place on the day of atonement (read about it in Lev. 16: 2, 29-30, 11-13, 14, 17). During this ritual the High Priest wore garments which enable him to depict Christ who was to fulfill this ritual in reality. (See Exodus 28: 9-12, 15-21, 29 - the priest carried his people upon his shoulders, taking responsibility for them, and upon his heart, having compassion for them). Now read Hebrews 6: 18-20. If Jesus has already entered heaven having carried all our sins, then we need never fear that there is no access for us - our hope is secure!

d)  Purified with Christ’s own blood. (9: 21-23) - Again the writer shows that the old ceremonies of purifying the temple were only symbolic. Animal blood would never be acceptable for the heavenly reality - only the blood of Christ, the Son of God.


4)  Christ is a Priest with a better Sacrifice. (5: 1; 8: 3)

a)  O.T. priests sacrificed animals - Christ sacrificed Himself (10: 5-11)

b)  O.T. priests sacrificed continually - Christ once (9: 15-17; 10: 10-12)

c)  O.T. priests sacrificed ineffectively - Christ effectively (10: 4,11; 10: 12-14)

This is confirmed in the O.T. by
Jeremiah 31:33-34 which is expounded in Hebrews 10:14-18.
