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Introduction  

Why this Paper and this Topic? 

The Jewishness of Jesus and his intimate connection with the Hebrew Scriptures can be lost in 

our studies at times and take a back seat to application and relevance for today, but that is a mistake. It 

is out of the historical, cultural, linguistic, and genre studies that we are then able to interpret 

accurately the text, and so apply it appropriately in our various ministry contexts and settings. The Old 

Testament’s very purpose was to anticipate and point to Christ. The book of Hebrews quotes or alludes 

to the Old Testament, more than any other book of the New Testament, save Revelation. The Book of 

Hebrews is an excellent example of sound biblical theology. The two main goals of the book of 

Hebrews are: (1) elevating Jesus as superior to all things and (2) challenging the reader to remain 

faithful to Jesus despite persecution (Mackie). Hebrews systematically shows us how Jesus is superior 

to all else, the ultimate revelation of God’s nature and character, making it foolish to reject his love and 

grace and choose to chase after anything else besides him. One of the most fundamental ways in which 

the author proves this point is through the theme of priesthood, or Jesus as the “greater than” high 

priest (3:1; 4:1-14-15; 5:1, 5, 10; 6:20; 9:11). The primary New Testament word for “high priest” is 

ἀρχιερέα (archierea) occurring nine times the New Testament, five of them appearing in the book of 

Hebrews referring to Jesus (DBL).  The development of this theme of Jesus as high priest throughout 

the book of Hebrews will be the undertaking of this paper. 

This theme is important because the implications of the realities to which it claims are of first 

importance to the Christian faith, as it involves such heavy-hitting doctrines and truths as salvation 

(5:8-10; 7:25), the forgiveness of sins, redemption and reconciliation (9:11-28), having a sympathetic 

intercessor to God (4:14–16), and eternal security (9:12;10:11-18). Further, the Melchizedekian 

priesthood in Hebrews is shown to be superior to the Levitical priesthood, and Jesus belongs to the 
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former (7:1–28; cf. 5:6, 10; Gen. 14:18–20; Ps. 110) (Carson and Moo). The book of Hebrews, 

“enriches our understanding of Jesus’ priestly work, the finality of his sacrifice, the nature of his 

sonship, the importance of the incarnation, and his role as ‘pioneer’ of our faith” (Carson and Moo, 

134). There is no place else in the New Testament that displays as deeply and clearly the implications 

of the priesthood of Jesus and what it means for the believer. Without the book of Hebrews, we would 

be left wanting in our efforts to grasp how things such as the sacrificial system, the Law, and the 

Levitical priesthood fit into the storyline of redemptive history, given Christ’s sacrificial death on the 

cross. Commentator Paul Ellingworth adds,  

“By a striking reversal, the writer to the Hebrews, alone among NT writers, claims the title of high priest 

for Jesus (Heb. 2:17; 4:14–5:10; 8:1–6), citing Genesis 14:18–20 and Psalm 110:4 in support of this 

claim. These texts in fact speak of a priest, but are interpreted by the writer of Hebrews as referring to the 

supreme priesthood realized in Jesus. (p.700) 

 In this paper I will first briefly outline the structure and context of the book of Hebrews as a 

whole, then move to dissect a few key passages that the author uses in his argument to show how Jesus 

is the ultimate high priest, and conclude with some summarizing thoughts and application points for 

today.  

(Graphic Below) 
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The Book of Hebrews Structure, Outline, and Context 
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The Book of Hebrews in Biblical Context 

Hebrews quotes or alludes to the Old Testament (OT), more than any other book of the New 

Testament, save Revelation. It would be impossible to share all of these instances here in such a brief 

space, because they are many! So, simply mentioning a few must suffice. Dr. Mackie points out the 

two main goals of the book of Hebrews as: (1) elevating Jesus as superior to all things and (2) 
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challenging the reader to remain faithful to Jesus despite persecution (BPV). It is to this end that every 

OT quotation is used. Psalm 110 is used prevalently throughout this letter (1:13;8:1;10:12-13;12:2). It 

happens to be one of the most Christological-Messianic texts from the OT as well. Further, it is the 

only other occurrence outside of the book of Hebrews other than Genesis 14 (referred to in Hebrews as 

well) to the mysterious character Melchizedek. Passages from the wilderness wanderings in the book 

of Numbers, the law in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy (particularly the sacrificial system) are 

influential as well. Without the OT background and context of these stories found especially in the 

Torah, when the author makes his claims and argument, he would have no basis for saying such things. 

Jesus can be said to be the greater than Moses, the better priest, the ultimate sacrifice, and the greater 

hope precisely because of these stories found in the Hebrew Bible. Each comparison of OT figures or 

events to Jesus, garner their meaning from the OT itself. The power and profundity of Hebrews would 

not exist without the OT. We are indebted to God for granting us such an amazing explanation of how 

Jesus fulfilled the law, showing us the continuity between the OT and the NT. The author of this book 

shows us why biblical theology is so important, and how to read our Bibles for all they are worth. 

As with in any letter we encounter in the New Testament, Hebrews relies heavily on the 

knowledge of the cross work of Christ and what it accomplished and means for the believer. Without 

the gospels this letter would be meaningless. What connects Hebrews so well with the rest of the New 

Testament is its key themes, which show the continuity between the New Testament authors. Faith is 

the major theme in Hebrews, particularly chapter 11 which essentially is like Israel’s top 20 hits in 

regard to faith.  This is prevalent throughout the NT as well (Matt. 21:21; Acts 15:9; Rom. 1 and 3; 1 

Cor.2; Gal.2:20; Eph.2; etc.). The supremacy of Christ is also a major theme in the book of Hebrews, 

perhaps the central theme from the introduction (1:1-3), to the arguments in chapters 1-10, to the 

benediction (13:20-21). This theme is vital to Paul’s letter to the Colossians (1:15-18; 2:9), Philippians 

(2:6-11), and John’s gospel and letters (Jn. 1; 1 Jn. 1). Also noteworthy are the themes of reconciliation 
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(Rom. 5:10; 2 Cor. 5:18;), forgiveness (Eph. 4:32; Acts 13:38-39), revelation (Jn.1; Eph. 4:17-32), 

perseverance (Rom.12:12; Rev.3:10) and suffering/ persecution (1 and 2 Thess.; Jam.1:13; Rev. 2:10). 

These are spoken on throughout this letter/sermon, and make the claims about Jesus so powerful and 

profound. The book of Hebrews is unique in that within its display of Christ’s supremacy, it paints the 

most vivid and stunning portrait of what it means for him to be our high priest and king than any other 

book in the canon of Scripture.  

The “Greater Than” High Priest: Jesus 

Chapters 1-4 

We don’t know who the author of Hebrews was or the recipients for that matter, but it is clear 

that he was very educated and steeped in a thorough knowledge of the Old Testament, and expected 

that his audience was as well. We know that the audience was facing persecution (10:32-34), but that’s 

it. The letter more accurately could be called a sermon or epistolary sermon, a sermon turned into a 

letter (Matthews). It reads more like a sermon than anything else. There is an introduction and four 

major sections in which the author compares and contrasts Jesus with key people and events from 

Israel’s history, each concluding with a warning passage (Mackie). The letter closes with a fifth section 

that challenges its readers to follow Jesus (see graphic above).  

It is important to remember that our theme (Jesus as high priest), doesn’t happen in a vacuum; 

it happens within a particular argument being made and within the storyline of Scripture as well. 

Chapter 1:1-3 forms the introduction to the letter and packs a punch right out of the gate. Everything 

that follows after it flows out of the truths contained in it, including our theme of Christ’s priesthood. 

Along with Colossians one, John one, and Philippians two, this is one of the most Christological 

passages in the New Testament, essentially stating that there is no God apart from Jesus, he is God in 

the flesh, the ultimate revelation of the nature and character of the Father. Therefore, Jesus is superior 
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to all the prior ways Yahweh had revealed himself to Israel (Mathews). The rest of this sermon 

explores this profound truth, and aims to show the reader why rejecting God’s grace and mercy given 

in the gift of the Son is such a huge mistake. The rest of chapters one through two compare and 

contrast Jesus to angels and the Law, showing how Jesus is greater than them both, while chapters 

three and four compare and contrast Jesus with Moses and the promised land. One might ask at this 

point, “If the priesthood of Christ is such a huge theme why does it take the author so long to introduce 

it?” Donald Guthrie points out that,  

“Although this theme is of prime interest to the writer, he does not introduce it at once. In fact, he 

introduces it gradually in order to build up his argument to a climax… This somewhat truncated handling 

of the theme cannot be accidental and must, therefore, be designed to concentrate the readers’ attention 

on its paramount importance” (p.55).  

The description of Jesus as our high priest is first introduced in chapters 2:17 and 3:1 faintly, 

but developed in detail in the lengthy section of 4:14–7:28, our primary focus (France, 31). The 

sections that follow show how Jesus is greater than the sacrificial system (chs.8-10) and a challenge 

and call to faithfulness and perseverance in chapters 11-13. The early references (2:17 and 3:1, ch. 4) 

are extremely valuable in the development of our theme, and profound despite their brevity. To simply 

mention a few examples, Hebrews tells us the high priest had to be like us (2:17); he had to be merciful 

and faithful (2:17); he had to make propitiation for the sins of the people (2:17), and  he had to be able 

to sympathize with the people he represented (4:15) {Guthrie, D.,55}. Said a different way, “Jesus is 

prepared for this priestly service by his earthly sufferings through which—along with his common 

origins in God—he develops solidarity with the people” (Mason, 39).  

A Survey of Key Ideas and Texts (chs. 5-10) 

Chapters five through seven show how Jesus is the greater than high priest, as he is compared 

to and contrasted with the Levitical priesthood, and presented as the anti-type of Melchizedek. The 

first occurrence of the term “priest” ֵהן  in the Old Testament is in reference to the pre-Israelite ,כֹּ
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“Melchizedek king of Salem … priest of God Most High” (Gen. 14:18) {BDB}. Richard Averbeck 

comments, “This, in turn, became the pattern for the thematic development of the Melchizedekian 

priesthood of Jesus Christ in Hebrews 5–7 since, not being a descendant of Aaron, he could not be a 

priest according to the order of Aaron (Heb. 7:11–14)” (p.637).  

  The priestly role was one of mediation; they represented the people to God, and offered 

sacrifices for sin (Atonement). A high priest is, “(1) chosen from among human beings, and so (2) not 

self-appointed but called by God to represent them (3) in the sacrifices he offers before God” 

(O’Collins and Jones, 48). The task of the priest is to bring the voice of God to humanity and to usher 

them into the presence of the living God (Barclay, 56).  The author of Hebrews though, shows us that 

the priests themselves were also morally flawed individuals just like the people were, and had to offer 

sacrifices not only for others’ sins, but also for their own. The sacrificial system should make us feel 

like the biblical authors are leaving us hanging. There must be something more, enter Jesus. The author 

puts forth Jesus as the “greater than” high priest, but not from the Aaronic line, who in Old Testament 

Israel, “held the monopoly in representing God’s people in the temple cult”, but mentions this obscure 

priest-king named Melchizedek from the time of Abraham (See Gen. 14 and Psa. 110) {France, 31). 

Psalm 110 (quoted or alluded to eight times between 5:6 and 7:28), explicitly states that the Messianic 

king will be a priestly-king in the order of Melchizedek (v.4). Melchizedek introduced a priesthood 

that is to be understood in contrast to Aaron’s priesthood; one that would be future (Mathews). 

Hebrews shows how this was fulfilled in Christ. The author’s point is this, “Jesus is the ultimate priest 

king. He is morally flawless, and he is eternally available, so he is superior to any other mediator who 

ever lived” (Mackie). Further, Jesus is shown to be the ultimate sacrifice and bearer of a better 

covenant in chapters eight through ten, in which he is compared to and contrasted with the sacrificial 

system and the Old Covenant. The preacher shows us how Jesus’ substitutionary death on the cross 

was the ultimate sacrifice in which he offered his life once for all sin. This act of love was sufficient to 
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cover all the sins of the world once and for all. It’s an incredibly profound statement. Up until Jesus, 

sacrifices were made not just on the day of Atonement, but daily, throughout the year, because of sin. 

Christ’s sacrifice on the cross is shown to be superior to all prior animal sacrifices made in the temple. 

Jesus’ sacrifice was permeant, and the foundation for the New Covenant spoken of in the prophets (Jer. 

31; Ezek. 36). In summary Carson and Moo state well,  

Unlike the sacrifices of the old covenant, which “made nothing perfect” (7:19), Jesus’ sacrifice is 

permanently effective, “able to save completely those who come to God through him” (7:25). The high 

priest and tabernacle of the obsolete old covenant are but shadows of the new covenant’s high priest: 

Jesus (8:1–13; cf. Jer. 31:31–34). Worship in the tabernacle (9:1–10) contrasts with the permanent effect 

of Christ’s sacrifice (9:11–28). The old order was “only a shadow” of the new covenant’s reality (10:1–

10). Even the new high priest’s enthronement attests the finality and permanent effectiveness of his 

sacrificial work (10:11–18). (p.132)  

A Closer look at Chapter 7 

This theme of Jesus as high priest is peppered throughout the book of Hebrews, as I have tried 

to show above in survey format. However, I would like to take a closer look at chapter seven 

specifically now as it seems to me to be the climatic chapter in the author’s argument regarding Jesus’ 

priesthood. For starters, we need to take a step back for a moment though to the gospels. In Matthew 

22:41 Jesus quotes Psalm 110, a text where David says the messianic king will also be a priest. This is 

profound, because offices that weren’t supposed to mingle, David is claiming, will one day in the 

Messiah be one. Commentator R.T. France states that, “ …it (Psalm 110) is remarkable in the OT as 

almost the only place where kingship and priesthood, normally kept rigidly separate in ancient Israel, 

are brought together in one person (as they were in Melchizedek himself, both ‘king of Salem’ and 

‘priest of God Most High’ 7:1)” {p.31}. Jesus himself (Mk. 12:35–37;14:62) and several of the other 

New Testament writers, were inspired by Psalm 110:1 as a pointer forward to him as king and 

Messiah. However, only the author of Hebrews extended it to a priestly role as well. This may seem 

like a stretch, or make us question, “Is their precedence for this?” It is a fair question to which the 

answer is, “yes, there is”. This is where the mysterious character of Melchizedek (mentioned above) 
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enters the argument put forth by the author (see, Gen. 14, and Psalm 110 for context). Hebrews seven 

systematically dissects the “mystery” surrounding this obscure reference, and it goes like this: vv.1-10 

seeks to answer who Melchizedek is, secondly, why is Jesus not taken from Levi (v. 11-19), and in vv. 

20-28 why is Jesus ultimate high priest? It seems to me that Melchizedek was a real person who 

prefigured the type of priesthood Jesus would one day institute. He was a “type” of Christ. 

Melchizedek was a king and a priest, without a genealogy (Gen.14). This is a way of saying there is no 

mention of his heritage in the Scriptures, not that he’s some supernatural being, it seems to me (Mason, 

30). If one wanted to be a priest, they had to prove they were Levite through and through, but it seems 

his qualifications didn’t come from his family lineage. Dr. Art Azurdia comments,  

“The author of Hebrews is saying that the priesthood of Melchizedek stands in defiance of the Levitical 

priesthood transcending ancestral lineage and temporal limitations. Built into the Old Covenant, there is a 

different priesthood.” (Lecture) 

God designed a priesthood that would be better than that of Levi and Aaron, to foreshadow 

Jesus, for in Jesus there is a perfect fusion of king and priest. Further, Jesus is not a successor to 

Melchizedek, but rather,“every feature of significance in Melchizedek’s priesthood is recapitulated on 

a grander scale in Christ’s priesthood” (Mason, 30). If the Levitical priesthood could accomplish 

salvation, why prophesy about a different priesthood and need for it in Psalm 110? Humanity must 

need a new priesthood.  

The old system could not get the job done and by design, it seems, was attached to a covenant 

that has been replaced. Further, Scripture intentionally shows the sins of priests. They were inadequate, 

and so were their sacrifices. Hebrews 10 talks about this, that they could never make perfect, never 

take away sins. The sacrifices were ongoing, and the continuation was not efficacious. God’s intention 

was always to prefigure, and foreshadow Jesus who would get the job done, who could accomplish the 

task because he was perfectly sinless. Chapter 8:7 states that if the Old Covenant was adequate, then 

the New Covenant wouldn’t need to be sought for. In speaking of a New Covenant he makes the Old 
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Covenant obsolete (NC texts, Deut.10:12-22; Jer. 31; Ezek.36). When Jesus said, “it is finished” God’s 

plan to save was accomplished. We can’t have it both ways. If the Old Covenant is enforced, Jesus is 

an imposter. However, if he is a different priest he has made the Old Covenant obsolete, for in his 

death and resurrection he inaugurated the New Covenant as the better-than priest, mediator, and 

sacrifice. 

Summary  

 We began our study together by arguing for its importance, stating that understanding Jesus 

against his Jewish background and as the referent of the entire Old Testament’s message of future hope 

and restoration, was central to our interpreting the New Testament accurately, particularly the book of 

Hebrews as it is steeped in rich OT theology. Chapter 1:1-3 forms the introduction to the letter and 

packs a punch right out of the gate. Everything that follows after it flows out of the truths contained in 

it, including our theme of Christ’s priesthood. Along with Colossians one, John one, and Philippians 

two, this is one of the most Christological passages in the New Testament, essentially stating that there 

is no God apart from Jesus, he is God in the flesh, the ultimate revelation of the nature and character of 

the Father. Therefore, Jesus is superior to all the prior ways Yahweh had revealed himself to Israel 

(Mathews). The rest of this sermon explores this profound truth, and aims to show the reader why 

rejecting God’s grace and mercy given in the gift of the Son is such a huge mistake.  Following the 

introductory remarks, we moved into explaining the structure and design of the book of Hebrews as a 

whole, pointing out its twofold purpose: to show the supremacy of Christ over all things and to 

encourage believers to stay faithful to Jesus as they endure persecution.  In chapters one through ten 

we learned that Jesus is greater than the law and the angels (chs.1-2), Moses and the Promised Land (2-

4), the Levitical priesthood and the anti-type of Melchizedek (chs.5-7), and he’s greater than the 

sacrificial system, and he inaugurates a better covenant (8-10) {Mackie}. The book concluded with a 

call to follow Jesus. After briefly describing the structure and purpose of the book, we saw how 
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Hebrews fits into the canon of Scripture as a whole as it relates to both the Old and New Testaments, 

sharing common themes and ideas. Next, I sought to explain how the theme of Jesus as high priest 

appears very faintly in the first four chapters, but then takes up the bulk of the center of the book, not 

by accident either. The description of Jesus as our high priest is first introduced in chapters 2:17 and 

3:1 faintly, but developed in detail in the lengthy section of 4:14–7:28 (France, 31). For the remainder 

of the body of this paper I attempted show how this theme played out in chapters 5-10, paying 

particular attention to chapter seven. In this section we learned that unlike the sacrifices of old, which 

“made nothing perfect” (7:19), Jesus’ sacrifice is forever efficacious and once for all sin (9:11-28;1 

Pet.3:18), “able to save completely those who come to God through him” (7:25) (Carson and Moo).  

The high priest and tabernacle as institutions in the old covenant are shown to be mere shadows of the 

new covenant’s high priest, Jesus (8:1–13;10:11-18; Jer. 31:31–34). Jesus didn’t just offer a sacrifice 

he was the sacrifice, the final Passover lamb (Jn.1:29;1 Cor. 1:7). In his death and resurrection, he 

inaugurated the new covenant as the better-than priest, mediator, and sacrifice. 

Application 

 The implication for having a text like the book of Hebrews that makes such astounding and 

provocative claims is huge. Hebrews 4:15 says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without 

sin”. This should be a huge encouragement to us that we serve a God who knows what it is like to be 

human and to struggle with temptations and experience suffering, (Matt. 4:1-11;ch.27). The following 

verse, verse sixteen reads, “Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” God’s throne for the believer is an image that 

should not spark fear, but gratitude and relief as it is a place of grace and mercy.  The fact that Jesus’ 

sacrifice is forever efficacious and once for all sin (9:11-28;1 Pet.3:18), “able to save completely those 

who come to God through him” (7:25), means that our sins are completely washed away as followers 
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of Christ, even the ones we have yet to commit. We cannot by our own merits earn such a gift, for it is 

freely given by grace through faith alone that one is justified before God. God designed a priesthood 

that would be better than that of Levi and Aaron, to foreshadow Jesus (that of Melchizedekian), for in 

Jesus there is a perfect fusion of king and priest, sympathetic mediator and just ruler, lover and warrior.  

In the book of Job, we’re introduced to the main character Job, and he goes through all of these 

horrible things and they seem unfair. Most of the book is about Job crying out to God and people 

coming to try and comfort him. He’s confused; he doesn’t feel like he’s done anything to warrant the 

things that are happening to him, and he’s right, he hadn’t done anything wrong (read Job ch.2). He 

wants an audience with God to be able to plead his case before him, but God doesn’t appear to be 

listening until chapter 38. There’s one point in the narrative in chapter 9:33 in which he calls out for an 

arbiter, he says “There is no arbiter between us, who might lay his hand on us both.” Job has no 

mediator. However, we have one such mediator! It’s Jesus Christ, he can put his hand on God the 

father, and his hand on you and I, and he intercedes for us on our behalf, to God the Father. That is 

Jesus Christ our great high priest and messiah. It is vital for us to understand that by Jesus’ victory over 

temptation, sinless life, death on the cross, and glorious resurrection, he has been qualified by the 

Father to be our savior, great high priest, and king. That is what the book of Hebrews pleads with us to 

realize and understand, that this is Christ Jesus our Lord.  
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