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The qualifications of a priest 5:1-4 
 
5:1 For every high priest taken from among men is appointed on behalf 

of men in things pertaining to God, in order to offer both gifts and sacrifices 
for sins; 

5:2 he can deal gently with the ignorant and misguided, since he himself 
also is beset with weakness; 

5:3 and because of it he is obligated to offer sacrifices for sins, as for 
the people, so also for himself. 

 

In 5:1 the priesthood of Christ is elaborated upon by contrasting and 

comparing it to the Aaronic priesthood in the OT. Two qualifications of the high 

priest stand out: oneness with the people, and appointment by God.   

 

Since no one can approach God based on his own merits, he is in need of a 

mediator - someone who can intercede for him and undertake his cause. This was 

the priest’s primary work. He was appointed on behalf of man. He was appointed to 

do the things of God. It was his responsibility to offer the various sacrifices the 

worshippers brought to him. But, to be perfectly fitted to act as man’s 

representative, the high priest had to be “taken from among men,” that is, he had 

to have the same nature as those whom he represented; this role, therefore, could 

never be fulfilled by an angel. 

 

Although priests were necessary, people could not choose to be one, nor was 

it an elected office. The priest had to be appointed by God. Aaron was appointed as 

the first high priest (Exo. 28; Lev. 8) and after him all other priests had to be both 

part of the tribe of Levi and his descendant (Num. 16:40; 18:1-7). Any exception to 

this had to have a specific command by God (cf. I Sam. 16:1-13 where God 

commanded Samuel to offer sacrifices for the house of Jesse) and anyone who 

violated this rule suffered severely (Korah, a Levite but not of Aaron – Num. 16; 

Saul, a Benjaminite- I Sam. 13:5-14; King Uzziah - II Chron. 26:16-23).  

 

Verse 1 also tells us is that a priest offers gifts and sacrifices.  “Gifts” 

probably includes various kinds of sacrifices, and is therefore a general term; but 

the second denotes especially the sacrifices for sin. The “priest without a sacrifice 

is no peacemaker between God and man, for without a sacrifice, sins are not atoned 

for, nor is the wrath of God pacified. Hence, whenever reconciliation between God 

and man takes place, this pledge must ever necessarily precede. Thus we see that 

angels are by no means capable of obtaining for us God’s favor, because they have 

no sacrifice. The same must be thought of Prophets and Apostles. Christ alone then 

is he, who having taken away sins by his own sacrifice, can reconcile God to us.”  

(Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews). 
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The writer then says in verse 2 that the priest ought to be kind and gentle 

to sinners, because he partakes of their infirmities.  “To deal gently” translates a 

Greek word (metriopaqe,w – metriopatheo ) which refers to taking a middle ground 

between two extremes (Morris, 47). The priest was to find the balance between 

indifference and extremes – especially anger or grief (O’Brien, 190). If they were 

angry with the ignorant, they could not minister to them effectively.  A good high 

priest could win the sinner’s confidence and help him, because he was fully aware of 

the temptations that overcome men, for he was also plagued by human sinfulness 

like the rest of humanity (5:2). This is why on the Day of Atonement, before the 

priest could make sacrifice for the people, he first had to offer a sacrifice for his 

own sin and the sins of his household (Lev. 16:6, 11-14, 7). This procedure helped 

remind him of his own weakness, so he could maintain a balance between severity 

and gentleness, rebuke and encouragement, apathy and anger (5:2, 3). 

 

By way of analogy, Christ can also be a gentle high priest because He also 

partakes of the same flesh and nature as we do (Heb 2:14ff). His common nature 

with humanity makes it possible for Him to sympathize with our weaknesses (Heb. 

2:17-18; 4:15). The great difference between Jesus and the Aaronic priests was 

that even though He was tempted as man, He had no sin! He knew human weakness, 

but He was never disqualified because of His character to offer sacrifice (Heb. 

4:15). 

 

“The sum of what is said is, that Christ is a brother to us, not only on 

account of unity as to flesh and nature, but also by becoming a partaker of our 

infirmities, so that he is led, and as it were formed, to show forbearance and 

kindness.” (Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews)  

 

5:4 And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it when he is 
called by God, even as Aaron was. 

 

The office of priest was only legitimate if the person was called; Aaron and 

Christ shared this in common. The difference, however, is explained in the verses 

that follow. 
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The qualifications of priest met in Christ 5:5-10 
 
5:5 So also Christ did not glorify Himself so as to become a high priest, 

but He who said to Him, "YOU ARE MY SON, TODAY I HAVE BEGOTTEN 
YOU"; 

5:6 just as He says also in another passage, "YOU ARE A PRIEST 
FOREVER ACCORDING TO THE ORDER OF MELCHIZEDEK." 

 

Because Jesus was of the tribe of Judah, not Levi, nor was He a descendant 

of Aaron, it must be demonstrated that He qualifies as a priest. In other words, it 

must be shown that He was both appointed by God (Heb. 5:5-6) and able to relate 

to men (Heb. 5:7-11). 

 

Verses 5 and 6 use two texts from the OT to prove Jesus’ divine 

appointment as a priest. 

 

The first is Psalm 2:7, "You are my Son; today I have become your Father." 

(Heb. 5:5, cf. 1:5). Although this doesn’t directly settle the priesthood issue, it 

does demonstrate Christ’s acceptability before God, for no OT priest was so highly 

esteemed that he was called God's Son. (See Appendix for how this quote 

demonstrates the dignity of Christ over any in the Aaronic line) 

 

The second quote is from Psalm 110:4 (Heb. 5:6, cf. 1:13). In this verse God 

addresses Messiah saying, "You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek." 

The OT saw the priesthood as one of the functions of the messianic King. The 

translation “in the order of Melchizedek” is incorrect. It more likely means “of the 

same kind as Melchizedek” for there was no succession of priests from 

Melchizedek and thus no “order” (Morris, 49). Jesus, like Melchizedek, belonged to 

a priesthood without successors. He is a priest forever. 

 

5:7 In the days of His flesh, He offered up both prayers and 
supplications with loud crying and tears to the One able to save Him from 
death, and He was heard because of His piety. 

5:8 Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which 
He suffered. 
 

Verses 7-10 in Greek are a single sentence. The two main verbs are “learned” 

in verse 8 and “became” in verse 9 (see below). In these verses the author points 

out two reasons why it was necessary for Christ to suffer, the proximate and the 

ultimate. “The proximate was, that he might learn obedience; and the ultimate, that 

he might be thus consecrated a priest for our salvation.” (Calvin, Commentary on 

Hebrews) 
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“In the days of His flesh” is speaking of Jesus’ incarnation, but by 

expressing it this way it emphasizes the frailty of His humanity (O’Brien, 198), not 

simply the days He lived on this earth (as the NIV has it – 5:7).  The suffering and 

trials that are spoken of happened when Jesus was subject to the weaknesses of 

humanity. Christ, who was declared to be the Son of God, possessed dignity that 

should exempt Him from the suffering and trials experienced by others, and yet 

for our sakes He subjected Himself to them (5:8).  

 

Many commentators believe that Hebrews 5:7 is a reference to Jesus’ 

suffering at Gethsemane, just prior to His trial and crucifixion. At that time Jesus 

prayed, “O My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; nevertheless, not 
My will, but Yours be done." (Mat. 26:39). Philippians 2:8 says, “He humbled Himself 

by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” 

 

However, the following also needs to be considered: 

 

 Mention of the cross is not specifically made 

 It says He offered up prayers in the “days” (plural) of His flesh, 

which seems to refer to a pattern over the course of His life 

 Some argue that verse 7 says that God “heard” His prayer – that is, 

He answered it – yet at Gethsemane Jesus died shortly after He had 

prayed 

 

(However, it should be observed that in Gethsemane He ended His 

prayer with “not My will, but Yours be done.” The important thing 

to remember about answered prayer is that God brings about the 

desired end, not that His answer corresponds exactly to the 

request of the petitioner. Though God did not spare Jesus from 

the suffering of the cross, He did answer His prayer by giving 

Him the strength to endure under the distress. In addition, He 

was delivered from the realm of death through the resurrection.) 

 

 In 5:8 the “learning” of obedience seems to be broader than one 

event – (i.e. His trial at Calvary)   

 

Although it may being going too far to restrict the meaning of verse 7 to 

Calvary alone, “It may at the same time be truly said that Christ by his death 

learned fully what it was to obey God, since he was then led in a special manner to 

deny himself; for renouncing his own will, he so far gave himself up to his Father 

that of his own accord and willingly he underwent that death which he greatly 

dreaded.” (Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews)  Furthermore, “The fact that the cup 
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was not removed qualifies Him all the more to sympathize with His people; when 

they are faced with the mystery and trial of unanswered prayer they know that 

their high priest was tested in the same way and did not seek a way of escape by 

supernatural means of a kind that they do not have at their disposal. At no point 

can the objection be voiced that because He was the Son of God it was different, 

or easier, for Him. . . He recognized the path of the Father’s will, and followed it to 

the end; herein lies godly fear” (Bruce, 130). 

 

Though He was the Son (5:5, 8), He was not exempt from the common law 

that obedience is learned through suffering. Notice that Hebrews 5:8 does not say 

“He learned to obey,” for He had always done that. Rather, He learned obedience 

through actually obeying. Obedience is not theoretical but experiential; it is 

practiced in concrete circumstances. To learn obedience meant to fully appreciate 

what conformity to God’s will involved. Therefore, His faithfulness to God was 

challenged, and He was tested to do God’s will over and over again. He did this to be 

a faithful and merciful high priest for His people (2:17; 4:15; 15:2). 

 

Jesus’ suffering should shape the way we see suffering. God is bringing many 

sons and daughters to glory (Heb. 2:10) and like Jesus, they are being tested. 

Realizing that God brought Jesus to glory from the midst of suffering means that 

God will do the same for those who persevere.  

 
5:9 And having been made perfect, He became to all those who obey 

Him the source of eternal salvation, 
5:10 being designated by God as a high priest according to the order of 

Melchizedek. 
 

Here is the ultimate reason why it was necessary for Christ to suffer: it was 

so that he might be made perfect (cf. Ja. 1:3, 4) and thus become initiated into his 

priesthood and become the source of eternal salvation. 

 

As the author has already painstakingly demonstrated, Christ qualifies as 

our high priest because as a man He can sympathize with us and represent us 

perfectly.  But now we also learn that through His sufferings, Jesus was made 

complete (Heb. 5:9, NIV = “perfect”; cf 2:10). That is, through His experiences, 

Christ was brought to a point where He was fully qualified to be our high priest 

(Kent, 101) and, as the perfected one, can be the source of our salvation (8:1-10:18).  

 

With verse 10 the writer concludes the paragraph. Both Jesus’ appointment 

and experience surpasses any high priest; Jesus has become the perfect 

representative of man. 
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“. . .  whenever our evils press upon us and overwhelm us, we may call to mind 

the Son of God who labored under the same; and since he has gone before us there is 

no reason for us to faint. We are at the same time reminded that deliverance from 

evils can be found from no other but from God alone, and what better guidance can 

we have as to prayer than the example of Christ? He betook himself immediately to 

the Father.” (Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews) 

 

 

 
5:11-6:20 THE THIRD WARNING PASSAGE 
 

5:11-14 Rebuke for Spiritual Immaturity 
 
5:11 Concerning him we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, 

since you have become dull of hearing. 
5:12 For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need 

again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of 
God, and you have come to need milk and not solid food. 

 

“This particular section is of special interest because it shows that the 

recipients of the letter were people of whom better things might have been 

expected” (Morris, 51). 

 

The author has much more to say about Melchizedek and his relation to 

Christ, but he is not able to do so for the hearers couldn’t handle it. They were dull 

in hearing (Heb. 5:11). To be dull in hearing is to be sluggish or lazy (nwqro,j 
nothros) in hearing. Their interest to hear and understand the word of God had 

cooled. Although many issues needed to be addressed, spiritual lethargy prevented 

them from hearing (2:1-4; 3:7-19; 4:12-13). 

 

Since the readers had professed faith in Christ, a sufficient amount of time 

had elapsed for them to be able to lead others to maturity. But they were like new-

borns confined to a milk diet (elementary instruction). Their health languished and 

they were in desperate need of something more substantial (“solid food” - i.e. 

advanced instruction) (Heb. 5:12).  

“Elementary principles” is the word stoicheion (stoicei/on) and refers to the 

basic elements of something. In grammar, it's used to speak of the ABCs. In 

physics, it's used to speak of the four basic elements of earth. By extension, it 

refers to any basic teaching (O’Brien, 207). In this case it refers to the Old 

Testament (i.e. “the oracles of God”; Acts 7:38; Ro. 3:2; I Pet. 4:11; Num. 24:16; Ps 

12:7; 18:31). This was the primer of faith, full of pictures and shadows as well as 
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direct and prophetic statements about Christ and the New Covenant. The Old 

Testament was the basis of the truths the writer was expounding. In different 

imagery, Paul refers to the law as a schoolmaster to train or discipline (Gal. 3:24). 

But, he says, with the coming of Christ, the schoolmaster wasn’t needed any more 

(Gal. 3:25). The shadows have been replaced with substance; the picture book has 

been replaced with something far greater. 

In other words, the OT types had given way to the great anti-type. Yet 

because of rejection, indecision, and continuous hardness, the professing Jewish 

believers had become sluggish. They refused to give up the elementary teachings of 

the OT for the reality in Christ; they drifted back to that spiritual stupor where 

they needed somebody to go back to the Old Testament and explain its content  

once again (Heb. 5:12; cf 6:1). Until they could understand the intent of their own 

Scriptures, the author doubted that they could really appreciate his teaching about 

the Melchizedek priesthood and its relationship to Christ. 

5:13 For everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to the 
word of righteousness, for he is an infant. 

5:14 But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have 
their senses trained to discern good and evil. 

 

“For” expands upon what he means when he says that they have come to need 

milk and not solid food.  

 

In the context, “milk” is most likely another reference to the Old Testament 

– the elemental picture book of faith (see above). Solid food, therefore, would be 

the deeper realities revealed to the apostles. So the contrast is not as simple as 

that of young and mature believers. It involves a refusal to completely accept the 

truths of New Testament revelation – particularly in relation to the person of 

Christ.  

 

They had not trained their senses to discern between good and evil. 

 

In general, the Jews thought themselves to be teachers of the blind and 

foolish, but based on their moral actions Paul, in Romans, challenged their 

perception of themselves: 
 

Romans 2 

 
17 But if you bear the name "Jew " and rely upon the Law and boast in God,  18 and 

know His will and approve the things that are essential, being instructed out of the Law,  19 

and are confident that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in 

darkness,  20 a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of the immature, having in the Law the 
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embodiment of knowledge and of the truth,  21 you, therefore, who teach another, do you not 

teach yourself? You who preach that one shall not steal, do you steal?  22 You who say that 

one should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob 

temples?  23 You who boast in the Law, through your breaking the Law, do you dishonor God? 

 

Knowledge and moral discernment go hand in hand in reaching maturity. To 

become mature and understand the deeper teachings of the Scripture, the moral 

senses— the spiritual mind— needs to be transformed to discern between good and 

evil. “The pathway to maturity and to solid biblical food is not first becoming an 

intelligent person, but becoming an obedient person.” (Piper)  

 

The mature are accustomed to solid food and have their senses trained to 

respond to situations in godly ways through “the word of righteousness” (Heb. 5:14). 

Submission to the Scripture makes it possible to live righteously and avoid the 

foolish decisions that characterize young believers. Christ learned obedience 

through the exercise of choice (2:17; 4:15; 5:5, 8; 15:2), we must too. The eye must 

be taught to see the ways of God, the ear trained to hear His voice, and the heart 

must develop a hunger for righteousness. These in turn result in greater spiritual 

understanding. 

 

In Luke 8:18 Jesus said, "So take care how you listen; for whoever has, to 

him more shall be given; and whoever does not have, even what he thinks he has 

shall be taken away from him." ." In other words, if God grants the grace to hear 

the Word of God and it is combined with faith, more ability to hear will be given; 

but if it is not combined with faith, even what we think we have will be taken away. 

Surely, the readers of Hebrews were experiencing this to a degree already. 

 


