The Ascended Christ #3

“The Great Priest”

selected Scriptures

Growing up I had a poster in my room—no, it wasn’t Farrah Fawcett or anyone like that—it had the titles and names of Jesus.
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Most of those names and titles are familiar, though a few are more obscure. But I notice one that is missing: “High Priest.” Yet, as we have seen, one of the offices of the Messiah (or Christ) is priest, along with prophet and king. We don’t often think of Jesus as our Great High Priest. Yet if we don’t understand the priesthood of Jesus, we are missing out on a great part of our Christian heritage.

In the Old Testament, the priests were appointed by God to offer sacrifices, prayers, and praise to God on behalf of the people. In the New Testament Jesus becomes our Great High Priest.
 This theme is developed extensively in the letter to the Hebrews, the only book in the Bible where we find Jesus described as a priest or high priest.

Like priests in the Old Testament, Jesus as the Great High Priest offers sacrifices, supplications (or prayers), and sympathy. As we examine these activities of the ascended Christ, notice the posture described. We will see Jesus sitting, Jesus kneeling, and Jesus walking.

Jesus Offers Sacrifices

The first activity of the ascended Christ as our Great High Priest is that Jesus offers sacrifices. In our previous study we saw how all three offices of the Anointed One are depicted in Hebrews 1:1-3,

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

Jesus is shown as the great prophet, “He has spoken to us by His Son”; the great priest, “He...provided purification for sins”; and the great king, “He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.”
 While all three offices are mentioned here, though, at the heart of this book of Hebrews is the author’s presentation of Christ as high priest.
 I want to work our way through several passages in Hebrews—though not all—and not in chronological order.

The author next refers to Jesus as a priest in Hebrews 2:17, “For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.” Jesus became human in order to become the ultimate high priest who would make atonement for our sins. Offering sacrifices is crucial to the priest’s role.
This is amplified in Hebrews 5:1-6,

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness. This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people. No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was. So Christ also did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high priest. But God said to him, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” And he says in another place, “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.”
Jesus is compared and contrasted to the Jewish priests throughout Hebrews.

In this passage we see comparisons: The priest was chosen from among the people, and so Jesus had to become human. The priest represented people to God by offering sacrifices (as well as prayers and worship), and we will see how Jesus gave the ultimate sacrifice for sin. Here is a contrast from the office of prophet: A prophet spoke to people from God; a priest spoke to God from the people. Priests did not nominate themselves or promote themselves to become priests; they were called by God. In the same way Jesus was designated as “priest forever” by the Father.

Verse 6 quotes Psalm 110:4, regarded by Jewish rabbis as a Messianic prophecy. What does it mean that Jesus was a priest “in the order of Melchizedek”? We are introduced to Melchizedek first in Genesis 14:18 as “king of Salem” (the original name for Jerusalem) and as “priest of God Most High.” This was no ordinary person—he was both a king and a priest. This combination is found sometimes in the ancient world, but not so much in the Bible.
 In fact, God established the kings of Israel to come through the line of Judah while the priests descended from the tribe of Levi. No one person could hold both offices. But Melchizedek did, and the author of Hebrews uses him as a type of Christ—both priest and king.
The author returns to Melchizedek in chapter 7, demonstrating how his priesthood was superior to the priesthood of Levi. We won’t explore that whole chapter this morning but I would direct your attention to verses 26-28,

Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever. 

Rather than comparing the priestly ministry of Jesus to the Jewish priests, the author contrasts the weakness of human priests who had to sacrifice for their own sins before offering sacrifices on behalf of the people with the purity of Jesus, who because of His sinless state could sacrifice Himself once for all (an important phrase in Hebrews).

This superior sacrifice of Jesus is expounded further in Hebrews 9:11-14,
When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation. He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!

Verses 24-28 echo this thought that Jesus died once for all, offering the permanent sacrifice for sin that need not be repeated, as the priests under the Old Covenant did.

Moving down to Hebrews 10:11-14 we read,

Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy. 

Notice the posture of Jesus here: He “sat down” at the right hand of God (just as in Hebrews 1:3). We should not stretch this image too far. Although the ascension itself was a literal, visible, historical event, the sitting down in heaven was not. That is to say, there is no celestial chair or throne on which Jesus is literally sitting today. No, we have to understand and interpret this great affirmation that He is seated at the right hand of God. The picture of His sitting is taken from everyday life after retiring day’s work we put our feet up and rest from our labors. When Jesus had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, He sat down to indicate that the work was done and the sacrifice completed.
 The tense of the verb indicates that the action is complete. Christ has fully performed the purification. Nothing needs to be added to what He did at Calvary.
 He did everything that is necessary for our salvation. There is nothing left for us to do.

Jesus is now the “great high priest who has passed through the heavens” (Heb. 4:14) and who has appeared “in the presence of God on our behalf” (Heb. 9:24), since he has offered a sacrifice that ended for all time the need for any further sacrifices.

Jesus Offers Supplications

Furthermore, as the great priest Jesus offers supplications, or prayers. This is seen in Hebrews 5:7-10,

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek. 

While on earth, Jesus was a praying man. This passage seems to refer to Jesus praying in the garden of Gethsemane, where He prayed with “loud cries and tears.” But what does it mean, “He was heard”? God did not spare Him from death, so in what way was this answered? The end of Jesus’ prayer was, “Not my will but yours be done.” And that is exactly what happened. The Father answered Jesus’ prayer not in the immediate sense but in the ultimate sense. That lesson could take an entire sermon in itself!

Yet Jesus did not stop praying when He left earth. Jesus ascended in order to begin his heavenly ministry as High Priest, making intercession for his people. This is seen in Hebrews 7:25, “Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.” It is also mentioned by Paul in Romans 8:34, “Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.” I especially like how J. B. Phillips worded this verse: “Christ died for us, Christ rose for us, Christ reigns in power for us, Christ prays for us!” Thus worship and prayer of the people of God are offered through our Lord Jesus Christ who is the exalted High Priest.
 Christ’s ascension was the beginning of His work of intercession as our great High Priest. As our High Priest, His business is to represent us constantly to the Father.

Some have argued that this work of high priestly intercession is only the act of remaining in the Father’s presence as a continual reminder that He Himself has paid the penalty for all our sins. According to this view, Jesus does not actually make specific prayers to God the Father about individual needs in our lives; He “intercedes” only in the sense of remaining in God’s presence as our high priestly representative.

However, this view does not seem to fit the actual language used in Romans and Hebrews. In both cases, the word intercede translates the Greek term entygchanō. This word does not mean merely “to stand as someone’s representative before another person” but clearly has the sense of making specific requests or petitions before someone (as seen in Acts 25:24 and Romans 11:2). 

Both Paul and the author of Hebrews are saying that Jesus continually lives in the presence of God to make specific requests and to bring specific petitions before God on our behalf. This is a role that Jesus, as God-man, is uniquely qualified to fulfill, as Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:5, “There is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.”
 The intercession of Christ in Hebrews 7:25 and Romans 8:34 is His ongoing prayer for believers to persevere. In the context of the letter to the Hebrews, this is not an excuse to relax but an incentive to persevere in faith.

Jesus Offers Sympathy

Third, Jesus as the great priest offers sympathy. Returning to Hebrews 2:17-18,

For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. 

The Bible tells us in James 1:13 that God is so holy that He cannot be tempted by evil, yet Jesus was tempted multiple times by Satan. How can this be? Jesus was fully human as well as fully divine, and it was His humanity that was tempted to sin.

This thought is amplified in Hebrews 4:14-16,

Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. 

“Wait a minute,” you may be thinking. “How can you say Jesus was tempted ‘in every way just as we are’? He didn’t deal with temptations modern technology brings!” That’s true, but modern temptations are not really new. All temptations fit into three categories as seen in 1 John 2:16—“the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.” All three are evident when Satan tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden and all three are seen when Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness. The essence of sin is the same.

And we can never say, “It was easier for Him—He was God” It was not. Jesus’ temptations were greater than ours because He did not yield. The only person who knows the full force of a given temptation is the one who resists it right to the end. The one who gives in at some point along the way does not know the fierceness of the temptation that would follow at a later point. But Jesus did not give in. He knows all the power and all the force of temptation, not only the small part that sinners who give way know.
 As our great High Priest, it is His to deal with the whole question of our sins and failures, and settle every matter respecting our salvation and our spiritual interests. He can sympathize with our sorrows and to send us comfort and relief in time of need.

Back in Hebrews 5:2 we read, “He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness.” This requires from the priest a right attitude toward the worshipers. He must be able “to deal gently” with the people. This unusual verb (found only here in the New Testament) denotes the taking of a moderate line. A godly high priest might be tempted to feel anger at the sins of the people, but he cannot well represent them in a mood like that. Rather, he should take the middle course, condemning the sin while being compassionate to the sinner.

In conclusion, turn to Hebrews 10:19-25,

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 

Jesus is our great High Priest, “able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). What an awesome Savior we have, who is seated above anything or anyone who could ever do us harm! How glorious a High Priest who serves as our eternal mediator before the throne of God! Because of His ascension, our hearts are calmed. Our panic subsides. Our fears are relieved. We draw near to Him in His high position.

What is Jesus doing now? He is sitting at the right hand of the Father appearing on our behalf. His work of redemption is complete. Nothing more needs to be done—by him or by us—to reconcile us to God. But although the work of redemption is complete, the work of the gospel progressing to the ends of the earth and the work of Christians continuing steadfast in Christ needs to continue. And Christ (with the Father and the Spirit) is involved in this work. We have seen that he undertakes to ensure that the gospel continues to progress and he is involved in ensuring that Christians persevere to the end.

When we sin, we can remember that Jesus is sitting down, that his work is finished and that he is appearing in heaven on our behalf—that full atonement has been made. When we struggle to persevere and are tempted to give up, we can remember that someone is always praying for us. And not just anyone but the risen and exalted Lord Jesus. Jesus is the one who is continually interceding that we will be saved to the uttermost. Thus our Christian hope, Christian life, Christian faith and Christian theology are all inextricably bound up with the ascended Christ.
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