Lesson Five – A Great High Priest
Lesson Text:
Hebrews 4:14 - 5:10

Memory Verse:
Hebrews 4:14

Lesson Scope:
The scope of Lesson Five - A Great High Priest will center on the end of Hebrews chapter four and the first two-thirds of chapter five.  The lesson will follow the text as it establishes the qualifications for a high priest in the Old Testament and then show how Christ has met these qualifications and more.  This naturally flows into the development of Jesus as the source of salvation and the means of approach to God for Christians.

Key Themes in the Lesson:

Jesus is a Great High Priest.  This is the basic theme of the whole lesson.  The original readers of Hebrews knew what it meant to have a high priest.  Now they were being shown what it means to have a great high priest.  The good news is that he is still a great high priest today.

Jesus is a Pioneer.  Jesus was a pioneer of suffering.  He learned obedience through suffering, and gives an example for all Christians to endure and to obey.

Jesus is the source of Salvation.  His sacrifice is what made salvation possible.  With his sacrifice of his own life, he took away the sins of those who believe in him.

Lesson Objectives:

Understand the High Priest.  Establish an understanding of the Jewish High Priest including qualifications and responsibilities.
Show Qualifications.  Show how Christ met and surpassed the qualifications of a high priest.

Develop the Source of Salvation.  Develop the thought of Jesus as the source of salvation because of his sacrifice.

Establish Obedience.  Establish obedience as an essential for followers of Christ.

I. There are certain qualifications for to be a high priest.

A. The Jews were very familiar with the role of the High Priest in their religion.  He was their way of drawing close to God via his responsibilities culminating in his entrance into the Most Holy place annually on the Day of Atonement.  It is possible that the readers of the book of Hebrews may have been tempted to go back to Judaism.  So, it makes sense that it was important to show that Christ was a better high priest.  And it was important to show that he was the only one that could meet and beat the qualifications required.  To show this, the author starts out by stating the qualifications of a high priest.

Hebrews 5:1-4

1
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.

2
He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness.

3
This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people.

4
No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was.  (NIV)
B. Take a look at the various qualifications for the High Priest that come out in these first four verses.

1. He is selected from among men (5:1).  Only by being a man can the priest represent men.

2. He is appointed by God (5:1).

3. He represents the people in matters related to God (5:1).  An important role of the high priest was to be a mediator between man and God.  In a manner, he brings the people to God.  It is noteworthy that this is as close as the people could get to God in the Old Covenant.

4. He offers gifts and sacrifices for sins (5:1,3).  Although the term could apply to any gift or sacrifice, the author probably has in mind the Day of Atonement where the high priest was the central figure.  This is apparent due to the references of “For his own sins” and “For the sins of the people” in (5:3).  Additional information about the Day of Atonement can be found in the in Leviticus 16 and in Additional Reference section of this lesson.  It is important to note that sacrifices had to be made not only for the sins of the people, but also for his own sins.  As we will see, this is a key difference between the Jewish high priest and Christ.  This is an important foundation for future statements about the function of Christ.  Here, he is setting the tone for similar references later in the book.  We won’t dig into the details here, but a couple of these references in chapters eight and nine come to mind.

Hebrews 8:3
3
Every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and sacrifices and so it was necessary for this one also to have something to offer.  (NIV)
Hebrews 9:9

9
This is an illustration for the present time, indicating that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the worshiper.  (NIV)
5. He is subject to weakness (5:2).  This term emphasizes the completely human nature of the priest himself.  He has the same weaknesses as humans.  Since he is human, he understands human weaknesses.

6. He deals gently with the ignorant and the ones going astray (5:2).  Because of his weakness, the priest is able to more easily understand and sympathize with the sins of the people.  Unfortunately, this attribute was often not seen in the Jewish high priests.

7. He doesn’t take honor upon himself (5:4).

8. He must be called by God (5:4).  This is not a call from men, it is a divine appointment.  Furthermore, it is not a role that one appoints for himself.

II. Jesus meets the qualifications…and more!
A. It has been said that Hebrews’ unique contribution to the New Testament thought about Christ is most apparent in its view of Christ as high priest.  In the last few verses of chapter four, and verses 5 and 6 of chapter five, the author of Hebrews demonstrates how Christ meets and beats the qualifications for a High Priest.

Hebrews 4:14-16, 5:5-6

14
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.

15
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.

16
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.

5
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."

6
And he says in another place, "You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek."  (NIV)
B. He has gone through the heavens (4:14).  Jewish high priests like Aaron passed through the veil into the Most Holy Place (Holy of Holies).  It was in the Most Holy Place that the High Priest was closest to God.  It was access to God, but not to the degree that Christ was able to gain.  Furthermore, this access of the High Priest was for everybody, not just himself.  However, Christ was able to pass through the heavens (instead of the veil) to gain access to God.  What’s more, he pioneered that access for his followers.

C. He is able to sympathize with weakness (4:15).  Since Christ understands what it means to be weak like a man, he can sympathize with the weaknesses.  This is a key qualification of the high priest.  And it is meaningful to us as well.  Since he is our mediator, it should make us feel more comfortable that he understands and can sympathize with those weaknesses.

D. He was tempted like other men (4:15).  We are aware of the temptations in the Gospels and his wilderness experience (Matthew 4:1-11).  However, these were messianic temptations that ordinary men would not encounter.  This verse emphasizes the fact that Christ was tempted like other men.  What’s more, since he did not give in to sin, he completely understands the full force intensity of temptation.  Can you imagine the force of that temptation?  It sometimes seems to me that the more I resist temptation, the greater the intensity of the temptation.  Can you imagine Jesus who resisted a lifetime worth of temptation?

E. He was without sin (4:15).  This is a key difference between the Jewish high priest and Christ as High Priest.  Remember, the Jewish high priest was required to offer sacrifices for the sins of the people and for his own sins.  However, Christ is a superior high priest because he did not sin and therefore did not have to make a sacrifice for his own sins.  The sacrifice he made was strictly for others, not for himself.  Take a look at some similar scriptures that discuss the sinless nature of Christ.

1 Peter 1:18-19
18
For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers,  
19
but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.  (NIV)

1 Peter 2:22, 
22
He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth. (NIV)

1 Peter 3:18, 
18
For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit.  (NIV)

John 7:18, 
18
He who speaks on his own does so to gain honor for himself, but he who works for the honor of the one who sent him is a man of truth; there is nothing false about him.  (NIV)

John 8:46
46
Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don't you believe me?  (NIV)

F. He did not take on the glory of becoming a high priest (5:5).

1. Christ allowed God to bestow this glory upon him.  This is perfectly in line with the qualification/requirement that the priest must not take the glory upon himself (5:4).  Even though he was the Messiah, Jesus did not glorify himself to be made a high priest.  Consider this scripture from John’s gospel:
John 8:54, 
54
If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing.  My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me.  (NIV)
2. Furthermore, he did not come in His own name nor did He rely solely on His own testimony.  Two other verses from John chapter eight on this topic are below.
John 8:31, 
31
If I testify about myself, my testimony is not valid.  (NIV)

John 8:43
43
I have come in my Father’s name…  (NIV)
G. He was called by God (5:5 - 5:6).  Look at what the two quotations together are saying, “You are my Son…You are a priest forever.”  Sonship is the essential prerequisite of eternal priesthood.  In some ways, this becomes a pivotal verse between the first four chapters and chapters five through ten.  Chapters one through four developed the fact that Christ truly is the son, and has demonstrated all the qualities of a son.  Therefore, he is eligible for the eternal priesthood.  Chapters five through ten develop the fact that he truly is that priest.  So, verses five and six glue these two essential ingredients together.

H. Conclusion:  He is a great high priest (4:14).  The Greek term for great is megas.  That seems rather appropriate.  We have a Mega-High Priest!  Of course, the greatness of this high priest consists in his access to God.  He pioneered the way. Now that really is Mega!  Another aspect of his greatness is that he is both Son and High Priest.  That’s something the Jewish high priests could not claim.  But it is a key thought of the book of Hebrews.  It fits in well with (5:5-6) and chapters five through ten.

III. Jesus became the source of salvation.

Hebrews 5:7-10

7
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.

8
Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered

9
and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him

10
and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.  (NIV)
A. He spent time on earth (5:7).  This verse and the following verses show how he indeed became human like his brothers, and met the requirements of being a high priest chosen from the people.  This reminds us of 
Hebrews 2:17
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.  (NIV)
B. He offered prayers and petitions to be saved from death (5:7).  Although it does not explicitly state it, this probably refers to Jesus in Gethsemane.  It also emphasizes that Jesus faced the fear of the prospect of death just like other humans do.  Consider the following Gethsemane passages from the Gospels:

Matthew 26:36-46
36
Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to them, "Sit here while I go over there and pray."  
37
He took Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and troubled.  
38
Then he said to them, "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me."  
39
Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will."  
40
Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. "Could you men not keep watch with me for one hour?" he asked Peter.  
41
"Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak."  
42
He went away a second time and prayed, "My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done."  
43
When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their eyes were heavy.  
44
So he left them and went away once more and prayed the third time, saying the same thing.

45
Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, "Are you still sleeping and resting? Look, the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.  
46
Rise, let us go! Here comes my betrayer!"  (NIV)

Mark 14:36
36
"Abba, Father," he said, "everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will."  (NIV)

Luke 22:40-46,  
40
On reaching the place, he said to them, "Pray that you will not fall into temptation."  
41
He withdrew about a stone's throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed,  
42
"Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done."  
43
An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  
44
And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground.  
45
When he rose from prayer and went back to the disciples, he found them asleep, exhausted from sorrow.  
46
"Why are you sleeping?" he asked them. "Get up and pray so that you will not fall into temptation."  (NIV)

C. He was heard because of his reverent submission (5:7).  Reverent submission has also been translated godly fear.  In fact, the New King James Version translates this verse as follows:
Hebrews 5:7

7
Who, in the days of His flesh, when He had offered up prayers and supplications, with vehement cries and tears to Him who was able to save Him from death, and was heard because of His godly fear,  (NKJV)
In context, we can see that his fear of death was overcome by Godly fear.  Godly fear is one that places everything at the feet of God, and leaves it to be worked out according to His will.  The point here is that what Jesus went through required help from God.  And because he had the Godly fear, where he put things before God and trusted him, he was heard and he received that needed assistance.  So, it was through the reverent submission or Godly fear that he was able to overcome his fear of death.  The fear showed him as human.  His ability to overcome shows him as a pioneer and as one qualified to be a high priest.

D. He learned obedience from suffering (5:8).  Although he was a son, he still had to suffer.  That was part of the overall purpose of his coming to live on earth.  Obedience suggests the idea of patient endurance.  In other words, to disobey means to fail to endure.  Obviously, this has particular relevance to the original readers of the book.  They were suffering severe temptation to lose their endurance.  But the writer shows here that Christ was able to endure when he was a human, and they can too.  Of course, Jesus did not need to learn in the sense of learning factual information.  Nor did he need to learn through his suffering so he could perform better the next time he suffered.  His suffering and his sacrifice were once for all, as we will see later in the book.  However, he did need to learn through suffering in the sense that it was a qualification for the high priest, and, therefore, a qualification for providing his benefits to man.

E. He was made perfect (5:9).  The connection here between suffering and perfection reminds us of an earlier passage in Hebrews:  
Hebrews 2:10

10
In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering.  (NIV)

1. Perfection is a common theme throughout Hebrews, and is used in the sense of “completion.”  His perfection, or completion, was in place because (a) he shared in human weaknesses, (b) he overcame death, and (c) he was exalted to God’s right hand.

2. Perfection also shows how his priesthood is superior to the Jewish or Levitical priesthood.  The Jewish priests had weaknesses that they could not completely overcome.  But Christ had weaknesses that he overcame.  He is even more qualified to be a high priest than the high priests of the Old Testament.

3. Yet another way to look at the perfection of Christ is to consider his qualifications of sympathy, love, mercy, and understanding.  Each of these attributes was perfected because he was able to endure the human situation.  His followers can truly know that he understands what they’re going through.  In fact, he understands perfectly.

F. He became the source of eternal salvation (5:9).

1. This thought is parallel with the pioneer (author) of salvation in (2:10) and the source of eternal redemption in (9:12).  He is the source of eternal salvation in the sense that he showed his followers the way to share with him in his glory.  He pioneered the way.

2. Not only was he a pioneer of this way, but he was also the sacrifice that provided salvation.  In his death, he took on the sins of many.  This sacrifice of himself was the only way to obtain salvation.  So, his sacrifice became the source of salvation for those who obey or for those who endure.

G. He was designated by God to be high priest (5:10).  The pre-requisite for a high priest was to be chosen by God.  Of course, Christ was chosen by God.  But he was chosen by God for an even more important type of high priest.  He was chosen for the Melchizedek type of high priest.  And this choosing was not done by himself or one of his followers.  It was done by God himself, adding to the authenticity of his priesthood.

H. He is a priest of the Melchizedek type (5:10).  This is a new order or a new type of priest.  The implied contrast is to that of the Jewish type of high priest.  This verse becomes an introduction for the discussion of Melchizedek.  However, as we will see in the next lesson, the readers may not be ready for the Melchizedek discussion.  But this is the next logical thought to consider.  The writer has built up to this point of describing how Christ is more than qualified to be a Jewish high priest.  So, Melchizedek is used as a more appropriate comparison of what type of priest Christ actually is.

IV. Consider the response for Christians

A. Christians have a great high priest (4:14).  What do you think makes him so great?  Consider all of the qualities of a high priest that Christ has fulfilled.  Consider the ways in which he has surpassed these qualities.

B. Christians must hold firmly to the faith they profess (4:14).  Of course, this is the whole purpose of the book of Hebrews.  In this section of Hebrews, this point is brought about in a couple of ways.  First of all, the readers have just been shown how Christ (and their faith in Him) is better than anything they might have left behind.  Better than angels.  Better than Moses.  Better than any other type of rest.  Second, the book is starting to develop the idea of Christ being a high priest.  This high priest is definitely someone they want to hold onto.  In fact, they should hold firmly to this high priest and the things he has pioneered.

C. Christians can approach the throne of grace with confidence (4:16).  This confidence is not merely a psychological state, but it is a gift which results from Christ’s sacrificial death.  Consider a verse later in the book:

Hebrews 10:19
19
Since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus…  (NIV)
Christians can be confident because it is a throne of grace, and not a judgment seat.  It is interesting to note that the Greek word is parresia (full story) which denoted the right of a full citizen to speak his mind and give the “full story” on any subject in the town assembly.  Through Christ, Christians have the right to make their story known to God at his throne of grace.  It is great to know that we have a personal relationship with the center and power of authority in the universe.  It is great to know that we have a relationship with the one who represents good, and who controls the eternal victory of good over evil.  What a blessing for sinful men!
D. Christians must us obey Christ (5:9).  Remember that the original readers were suffering and being tempted to give up their previous conviction.  They were being tempted to give up on their endurance.  This amounts to disobedience.  However, Christ suffered.  He pioneered the way to God through obedience.   Christians must also obey Christ.  Sometimes this requires patient endurance.  Sometimes it involves suffering.  But, Christ provided the example and pioneered the way to overcome the temptation to disobey and give up the original conviction.  He showed the way for his followers to approach God.  And, he provided the source of eternal salvation.  Suffering may occur due to obedience.  But salvation will also occur.

E. The statement about holding firmly to Jesus in 4:14 serves the purpose of encouraging the readers.  Their pioneer, their savior was also tempted, but did not commit apostasy.  They are encouraged to hold firmly to the faith they profess.

V. Conclusion:

A. The Israelites in the Old Testament had a high priest.  His function was to bring the people closer to their God.  However, his abilities were limited due to his own imperfections.  When Christ offered himself as a sacrifice, he overcame these imperfections by offering himself.  He was the perfect sacrifice because he was tempted just as we are tempted.  Although he is deity, he knows what it means to be human.

B. Because of his perfect sacrifice, he is therefore not just a high priest, but a Great High Priest!  Because of this, his followers can get even closer to God.  In fact, they can actually approach the throne of grace with confidence.  What a Sacrifice!  What a High Priest!  What a Savior!  And all it takes is obedience to his teaching.

C. He has done so much.  And we have to do so little.  Take some time today to consider how close you are to God.  Remember, you can be really close just by obeying the Great High Priest.

VI. Personal Study:

A. Memorize 4:14
B. Additional Study.  Hebrews 5:7 talks about the prayers and petitions to the one who could save Jesus from death.  Consider the following passages about Jesus in Gethsemane.  Think about the suffering he went through in order to become the Great High Priest.

· Matthew 26:36-46

· Mark 14:36

· Luke 22:39-46

C. Additional Study.  The Day of Atonement was an important day for the Israelites in the Old Testament.  It also provides an important comparison to Christ in understanding his role as the Great High Priest.  Spend some time reading Leviticus 16 about the Day of Atonement.  This will provide a deeper understanding of Christ’s role as high priest.

D. Read Hebrews 5:11 - 6:20 for next week.
VII. Additional Reference – The Day of Atonement
Hebrews 5:1
1
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.  (NIV)
Hebrews 9:7
7
But only the high priest entered the inner room, and that only once a year, and never without blood, which he offered for himself and for the sins the people had committed in ignorance.  (NIV)
The Day of Atonement was a key event for the Israelites in the Old Testament.  Today it is known as Yom Kippur.  Below is an excerpt about Yom Kippur from Harper’s Encyclopedia of Bible Life on pages 118 - 119:

The title indicates that the day was one of “covering,”, “atonement,” “expiation,” or “propitiation.”  In the New Testament this observance was simply called “the fast” (Acts 27:9).  There is no mention of this day in passages that date from before the Exile, but we do know that it became extremely popular in the post-exilic period.  This day was a day of fasting and penance.  No work was done just as if it were a Sabbath.  It was a serious day and its somber tone was much in contrast to the tone of the agricultural festivals.

The rites connected with the day are found in Leviticus 16; further descriptive material is found in the Mishnah.  There are three animals used for the observance:  one bull and two goats.  The bull is sacrificed by the High Priest for his own sins and for the sins of the entire priesthood.  During this ceremony he takes the blood of the bull and enters into the Holy of Holies itself.  After censing the place where the ark had stood, he sprinkles blood on the mercy seat.  Then he returns and selects one of the two goats by lot so that it can be sacrificed for the sins of the people.  After sacrificing this goat, he returns to the Holy of Holies and repeats the ceremonies with the blood of the goat.  During this time he has uttered the name of God, “Yahweh,” several times in the various prayers that are appointed to be said.  (He is the only person who is allowed to utter the Divine Name, and it is the only time during the year when it is permissible even for him to do so.)  Then he returns to the second goat.  The first goat had been selected “for Yahweh”; the second had been selected “for Azazel.” The meaning of the term “Azazel” is obscure but it may refer to some kind of demon who lived in the wilderness.  This goat is set before the High Priest who lays his hands upon its head in order to transfer the sins of all the people to it.  Then the goat is driven out into the wilderness of Judea where it symbolically takes away the sins of the people.

There are a number of references to this feast in the New Testament, particularly in the Epistle to the Hebrews, where Jesus is seen to be the Great High Priest himself.
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Lesson Five – Teacher’s Lesson Plan

1. Conduct an opening activity.  Ask the class to think about names of high priests that they can remember from the Bible.  What was each of these priests known for?  Capture these thoughts on the board.  Ask the class if anyone knows what the high priests were responsible for in the Old Testament.
2. Call attention to the lesson title, text and scope.

3. Follow the author’s summary of high priest qualifications as shown in Hebrews 5:1-4.  You may also want to include some comments and/or thoughts from the additional reference material.
4. Show how Jesus meets and even beats each one of these qualifications.  

5. Develop the thought that his ability to beat the qualifications makes him the perfect source of salvation. 

6. Facilitate a discussion about the response for Christians.  Ask the class about the things that are so great about Jesus being a high priest.  Talk about the importance of obedience and following the high priest.  
7. Conclude and summarize the lesson.

8. Encourage personal study, memorization and preparation for next week.

Hebrews – Lesson Five
A GREAT HIGH PRIEST – Hebrews 4:14 – 5:10
STUDENT GUIDE

The scope of Lesson Five - A Great High Priest will center on the end of Hebrews chapter four and the first two-thirds of chapter five.  The lesson follows the text as it establishes the qualifications for a high priest in the Old Testament and then shows how Christ has met these qualifications and more.  This naturally flows into the development of Jesus as the source of salvation and the means of approach to God for Christians.
What are the qualifications to be a High Priest?
How does Jesus meet these qualifications?
What should be the response of Christians?
Personal Study

1. Memorize 4:14

2. Additional Study.  Hebrews 5:7 talks about the prayers and petitions to the one who could save Jesus from death.  Consider the following passages about Jesus in Gethsemane.  Think about the suffering he went through in order to become the Great High Priest.

· Matthew 26:36-46

· Mark 14:36

· Luke 22:39-46

3. Additional Study.  The Day of Atonement was an important day for the Israelites in the Old Testament.  It also provides an important comparison to Christ in understanding his role as the Great High Priest.  Spend some time reading Leviticus 16 about the Day of Atonement.  This will provide a deeper understanding of Christ’s role as high priest.

4. Read Hebrews 5:11 - 6:20 for next week.

Preview for Lesson Six
How important is the study of God’s word?  Do you feel like you study enough?  Too much?  Would you say your understanding of God’s word is elementary or mature?  The author of Hebrews thought it was important to become mature.  Join us in Lesson Six as we look at Maturity.
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