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Our Great High Priest 

Hebrews 4:14 – 5:10 

 

 You’ve heard the old saying that a picture is worth a thousand words. So is a mental image. 

 When you look at a picture or a mental image, your mind and heart can pick up so many 

more connections, echoes, and shades of meaning in just an instant than could be expressed in 

words in that brief moment. 

 Maybe that’s why the New Testament presents such a variety of images of Jesus Christ the 

Son of God and of what He has done. In the Gospels and other books of the New Testament, we 

see Jesus presented as the Son of God and the Son of Man, the suffering servant of God, the 

mighty Savior, the conquering Christ, the bread of life, the light of the world, the good shepherd, 

the true vine, the loving Redeemer, the great physician, the friend of sinners, and a host of other 

images. Many of these images are move us deeply, and as we meditate on them, give us a greater 

appreciation for what Christ has done. 

 Our text this morning, Hebrews 4:14 – 5:10, gives us one of the most deeply moving images 

of Jesus—as our great high priest. This image may not sound so moving at first, but as we 

reflect on it together this morning, I think we’ll gain a deeper appreciation for it. Listen to what 

the writer said about it . . . Read text . . . 

 

Some background . . . 

 Now you may remember from my sermon a couple of weeks ago that the writer of Hebrews 

was sending this word of exhortation (13:22) 1 to Christians who were apparently Jewish 

believers in Christ who may have been contemplating giving up their faith in Jesus and returning 

to the ways of their previous Judaism. So they would readily understand the concept of a high 

priest.  

In the Old Testament, God selected the tribe of Levi for special service to Him. Moses and 

Aaron were of the tribe of Levi, and Aaron and his male descendants were designated to be 

priests for the Israelites. Aaron himself was appointed the first high priest. Down through the 

centuries, there would always be one priest who was appointed high priest, the one who would 

enter the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement to sprinkle the blood of an animal sacrifice on 

the mercy seat that covered the Ark of the Covenant, which contained the tablets of the Law. The 
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purpose of this offering of blood was to atone for his own sins and for the sins of the people. 

While the priests offered sacrifices regularly in the Holy Place all year-round, it was only the 

high priest who could offer this sacrifice, and only on the Day of Atonement. 

Interestingly, this year’s Day of Atonement or Yom Kippur starts this evening at sundown 

and goes until tomorrow evening at sundown. 

 You may also remember that in that earlier sermon I talked about how the writer spends the 

first ten chapters of the book focusing on how Jesus is greater and better— 

• how He has inherited a better name (the Son) than the angels,  

• how He is greater than Moses,  

• how as the great high priest He is better than the priesthood of Aaron,  

• how He is the mediator of a better covenant (the new covenant vs. the old covenant),  

• how He ministers in a better sanctuary (the heavenly rather than the earthly tabernacle), 

• how He has offered a better sacrifice than the sacrifices prescribed under the old 

covenant, 

• and how His work is based on better promises than those of the old covenant. 2 

 

Jesus, our high priest 

In our text, the writer picks up the idea of Jesus as our great high priest that he has introduced 

in 2:14-18. He will expand on it further in chapters 7 – 10. But his focus here is a call to 

faithfulness based on Jesus’ priesthood. 

He begins with the appeal: Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through 

the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession (4:14). He identifies Jesus 

as our great high priest. He has passed through the heavens when He ascended to the Father 

(many ancient Jews and Christians held an understanding of the universe that thought of at least 

three and up to seven layers of the heavens, with the highest layer being what we think of as 

heaven, where God dwells). So Jesus has passed through the heavens where He is seated at the 

Father’s right hand (1:3). Because He is our great high priest who is in heaven, we must, and by 

His mercy, grace, and help, we can hold fast to our confession, whatever we may be facing. 

The writer then goes on to point out three truths about Jesus’ qualifications as high priest and 

the nature of His priestly ministry. 

 

First, God appointed Jesus as high priest according to His promise (4:14 – 5:10). As human 

beings, we need a priest, someone to mediate between God and us. Even the ancient pagan 

religions had priests and priestesses to represent the people to their false gods and goddesses. 

Under the Old Testament Law, the Levitical priesthood filled this role. But with the coming 

of Christ, there was no longer a need for a human priesthood, because as the incarnate Son of 

God, truly God and truly human, Jesus became our great high priest. 

Now the writer is careful to point out that just as the Levitical high priest didn’t take this 

honor to himself but was appointed to the role, So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made 

a high priest, but was appointed by God. He quotes from Psalm 2:7, You are my Son, today I 
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have begotten you, and Psalm 110:4, You are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek 

to make his point. Melchizedek was the priest of God Most High who met Abraham after his 

defeat of the five kings when he rescued his nephew Lot and his family. Melchizedek blessed 

Abraham, and Abraham gave him a tithe of the spoils (Genesis 14:17-20). Later on in Hebrews 

7, the writer reflects on how Melchizedek’s priesthood was greater than Aaron’s, and thus 

Christ’s priesthood is greater than the Levitical priesthood. 

But here’s the writer’s point: God has appointed Jesus as our great high priest according to 

His promise! We need a priest, and God has given us the greatest priest we could possibly 

have—His own Son! 

Author, professor, and former Methodist bishop William Willimon tells of an encounter he 

once had with a dying woman. She was in the last stages of lung cancer, gasping for breath day 

after day, obviously in great pain, and exhausted from fighting. But every day, she clutched a 

crucifix that her grandmother had given her when she was a girl, a symbol of her faith. When he 

entered her room that afternoon, he could see she was near the end. 

He asked her, “Would you like me to pray for you?” And knowing she was Roman Catholic, 

he asked, “Would you like me to summon a priest?”  

With her last ounce of energy, she held out toward him the crucifix that depicted Christ on 

the cross, and said, “Thank you—but I have a Priest.” 3 

Indeed, we have a great high priest! 

 

The second truth the writer points to is that because Jesus became a human, He understands 

our weaknesses, temptations, and trials (2:10-18; 4:15 – 5:10).  

No one really understands our feelings like someone who’s been through the same thing, do 

they? Think about it—nobody can console a widow quite like another widow, or a parent who’s 

lost a child quite like another parent who has lost a child. 

The writer of Hebrews tells us here and in chapter 2 that Jesus shared our humanity fully and 

was made like us in every way. Because He truly became human, He’s able to sympathize with 

our weaknesses, and knows what it means to suffer trials and temptations. Interestingly, the 

Greek word the writer uses here can be translated as being tried or tempted, depending on the 

context. Jesus knew both in His life on earth. 

Journalist Ellen Vaughn, in her book The God Who Hung on the Cross, retells the amazing 

story of how the Gospel came to a small Cambodian village. In September 1999, a pastor 

traveled to Kampong Thom Province in northern Cambodia. Throughout that isolated area, most 

villagers were Buddhists or practiced spiritism. The Christian faith was virtually unknown. 

The pastor was surprised when he arrived in one small, rural village. The people warmly 

received him and the gospel message about Jesus. He asked them about their openness to the 

gospel. An old woman shuffled forward, bowed, and took his hands and said, “We have been 

waiting for you for twenty years,” then told him the story of the mysterious God who had hung 

on the cross. 

In the 1970s the communist-led Khmer Rouge took over Cambodia, destroying everything in 

its path. When soldiers came to this rural, northern village in 1979, they immediately rounded up 
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the villagers. They forced them to start digging their own graves. When they finished, the 

villagers prepared themselves to die. Some screamed to Buddha, others to demon spirits or to 

their ancestors. 

One woman started to cry for help based on a childhood memory—a story her mother told 

her about a God who had hung on a cross. The woman prayed to that unknown God on a cross. 

Surely, if this God had known such suffering, He would have compassion on them. 

Suddenly, the entire village started praying to the God who had suffered and hung on a cross. 

Their wailing slowly turned to a quiet crying. Then there was an eerie silence in the muggy 

jungle air. Slowly, they turned around to face their captors—the soldiers were gone.  

The old woman told the pastor that ever since that day 20 years ago, they had been waiting 

for someone to come and tell them the rest of the story about the God who had hung on a cross.4 

We can always turn to Jesus in our trials and our temptations! He’s been there! He 

understands in a way no one else can! As our high priest, He is our friend and advocate, and is 

qualified and able to help those facing trials and temptations. And He is more than willing to 

help us! 

This is one of the most beautiful pictures of Jesus in the New Testament. Because He is our 

merciful and faithful high priest who sympathizes with us, we can hold our faith firmly and come 

with confidence before the throne of grace to receive mercy and find grace to help in time of 

need (4:16). 

 

The writer also declares that because Jesus has made atonement for us, He is the source of 

eternal salvation to all who obey Him (2:17; 5:1-10). Whereas the Levitical high priest made 

atonement once a year on the Day of Atonement, the writer tells us in 2:17 that Jesus made 

atonement for the sins of His people, and so has become the source of eternal salvation (5:10). 

Through the sufferings He underwent, He learned obedience and His humanity became fully 

mature.  

In the ancient Mediterranean world, there were three categories used to describe the moral 

and/or spiritual progress of persons: the beginner, the one making progress, and the mature or 

perfect. Jesus was absolutely faithful to the Father, learning this obedience through His suffering 

and thus becoming fully mature (He was always sinless). So His faithfulness and obedience 

make our salvation possible! 

We find forgiveness of sins and salvation in Jesus alone. We must put our faith in Him to 

save us. And genuine faith always leads to faithful obedience. 

 

 As our great high priest, Jesus saves us, understands our weaknesses, and helps us in our 

temptations and trials. We can look to Him for our salvation, and to help us face the difficulties 

of life each day. 

 And that picture is worth far more than a thousand words!  

MEG 
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