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Messiah Interpreted – October 29, 2017 
 
We, all of us, see the scripture through our own personal set of lenses. And we 
interpret it according to the view through those lenses. I know lots of people like to say 
things like: “You don’t have to interpret the Bible, just read it and do what it says.” “God said it, I 

believe it, that settles it.” The problem here is the assumption that the way I read it is not 

interpretation but objective understanding and shared by any “thinking person.”  Not so much.  

 
All of us have our own set of experiences and understandings, culture, the way we 
were raised, our church background or lack of it- not to mention our inborn nature 
[optimist, pessimist, introvert, extrovert], our personal tastes and views: all of this comes together 
to create our own particular set of spectacles through which we view the Biblical 
text. In an article about Biblical Interpretation Jim Denison says [SLIDE]: It is impossible 

to interpret the Bible with absolute objectivity.  No one can interpret the Bible apart from his or her 
own presuppositions.  Our opinions will always affect our Bible study.  
 
Individual perspectives can hinder correct interpretation: like the women who wouldn’t 
accept Chloroform to ease pain of childbirth because they considered it a violation of Gen 3:16 …with 

pain you will give birth to children… Or ministers in Pennsylvania who opposed the first oil wells. They 
argued from 2 Peter 3:10 & 12 that this would deplete oil stored in the earth for the burning of the 
world.  

But individual perspectives can also be helpful in revealing more about God. The Ten 
Commandments of Exodus 20 are followed by 37 chapters [the rest of Exodus & Leviticus] 
interpreting and applying them to the people’s lives. Deuteronomy is presented to us 
as Moses interpreting the law for the people before they enter the Promised Land. 
The Prophets are constantly interpreting God’s words for the people. Each of the 
gospel writers interprets Jesus’ ministry and the gospel message- as does every 
letter in the NT canon.  [And every Sunday I’m interpreting for you in 2017.] 

 
When any human reads or hears scripture he or she is interpreting it through his or her 
own set of lenses. Our lenses, sometimes need, correction. And yet, our lenses can 
provide a new and valuable perspective.  
 
I say this because no other NT writer speaks of Jesus as a High Priest except the 
author of Hebrews. My old friend William Barclay refers to the doctrine of the High 
Priesthood of Christ as the authors’ “special contribution to Christian thought.” FF Bruce 
says: for all we know the writer to the Hebrews was the first ever to connect Messiah King with 

Perpetual Priest in the same person. Ben Witherington writing in 2007 says: “We do not know 

where the author got the ideas he shares here… Whatever the source of the ideas our author has 
made them his own and turned them into a unique and specific commentary on Jesus…”  

The author of Hebrews is interpreting Jesus in a new way for his congregation, 
seeing Him anew but rightly from the perspective of the scripture. 
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And so, like the skilled communicator he is, he introduces the concept slowly, gently 
so his people can have time to wrap their minds around the idea when he’s ready to 
flesh it out come ch5.  
The first mention was in the context of Jesus being fully human [SLIDE]:  2:17 For this 

reason he had to be made like them fully human in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and 

faithful high priest in service to God,  The next mention is in [SLIDE]:  3:1 … fix your thoughts on 

Jesus, whom we acknowledge as our apostle and high priest.  
In both of these our author just intros the idea of Jesus as a high priest- who is 
merciful. And then in ch4 it’s simply assumed that the exalted, ascended Christ IS A 
HIGH PRIEST who is sinless, but is full of empathy because he was tempted just like 
we are. [SLIDE]  14 

Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven,
[f]

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 

empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he 

did not sin.  
Most of ch5-10 are then focused on our author’s exploration of Jesus as High Priest. 
 
Our author’s interpretation was unique because it was an idea that would never even 
occur to a Jew and the early church was primarily Jewish. Within Judaism the roles of King 

and priest were kept separate with a few exceptions- and those were mostly condemned. It would 
not have been obvious at all for them to see Jesus the Messiah as High Priest.  
 
We find a description of the High Priest in the book of Leviticus. [SLIDE]  Lev 21:10 

“‘The high 

priest, the one among his brothers who has had the anointing oil poured on his head – No anointing oil on 
Jesus- nor a purification cleansing for that matter. …and who has been ordained to wear the 

priestly garments,… No fancy, priestly garments for Jesus. All he had was an under-
garment like a long shirt and a seamless cloak for which the soldiers gambled.   …must 

not let his hair become unkempt or tear his clothes. Let us remember that for the majority of his 
ministry Jesus was homeless, camping in the wilderness with the boys. He certainly 
appeared “unkempt” to some. 11 

He must not enter a place where there is a dead body. Jairus’s 
daughter [lk8], touching the coffin of the widow’s son [lk7], Standing outside the open 
tomb of 4-day dead Lazarus. He must not make himself unclean, even for his father or mother, Jesus 
was constantly touching or being touched by those who were considered unclean- 
lepers, Woman with the bleeding problem, taking Water from the Samaritan 
woman,…12 

nor leave the sanctuary of his God  Jesus visited the Temple but the majority of his 
ministry was North in Galilee. …or desecrate it, …You may remember a small incident 
when Jesus caused a ruckus in the Temple: tossing tables and chasing out livestock, 
interrupting its daily business for at least awhile. …because he has been dedicated by the 

anointing oil of his God. I am the Lord  [Doesn’t look much like a High Priest of Israel.]  

 

And here’s a capper: You could only be a priest- of any sort- if you were a member of 
the tribe of Levi- the tribe of Moses and Aaron. The Messiah HAD to be “of the House of 
David,” which is the tribe of Judah, which Jesus was. Not all Levites were Priests but 
ALL PRIESTS were- had to be- LEVITES.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews%204#fen-NIV-30029f
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So it was outside the bounds of common thinking that the Messiah, born in Bethlehem, 
of the House of David, tribe of Judah, God’s special King could ever be considered 
priest, let alone a High Priest. Jesus could not be a priest within the Priesthood of Aaron.   
But as the resurrected Jesus interpreted the scriptures for the fellows on the 
Emmaus road saying: 26 “ Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into His 

glory?” our author has looked at the scriptures and seen something no one else has. 
And he is working to explain it in hopes his people will … hold firmly to the faith we profess… 

because …we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven Jesus the Son of God…[4:14].  
 

So beginning in ch5 he lays out his argument for Jesus’ identity as King and Priest.  
He begins by reminding them of three primary qualifications for any High Priest. 
[SLIDE]   
I. A High Priest is one of the people he represents to God.1Every high priest is selected 

from among the people and is appointed to represent the people in matters related to God, to offer gifts and 

sacrifices for sins.  
A High Priest is there to be a bridge between his people and God. He approaches God 
as a “representative of his people” To represent the people he has to be one of 
them. He has to be a people- a human being. Obviously that seems idiotically obvious. 
But, for instance, a supernatural being- say an angel- could not represent humanity to 
God. They know nothing of human nature and they do not understand our relationship 
to God or our salvation. It is not within their experience. In Peter’s first letter he’s talking 

about our salvation –born again to a living hope through Jesus’ resurrection. He says the Prophets 
pointed to it so things about salvation could be revealed to us then 1Pet 1:12b — things into which  

angels long to  look. 
Honestly I wonder if the Mega-church pastor living in the multi-million dollar home, hopping from city 
to city in his private jet can possibly represent the worker laid off the production line, the struggling 
single mother or the homeless veteran.  

Only someone with our limitations, our abilities, our outlook can properly represent us. 
For the Jews, a High Priest had to come from among the flesh and blood people he 
would serve.  
 [SLIDE]   
II. A High Priest is sympathetic with the weaknesses of the people. 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 
This is a critical piece of being a Priest [or pastor for that matter] the “pastoral role, looking 
after people,” sympathizing or empathizing with them in their experiences.  
The High Priest had to be able to engage a “gentle understanding” even with those 
who were straying off course due to their own ignorance. One writer says: it would be a 

lot easier if we could just write off the” ignorant and wayward”- as the rest of the world typically does. 
But that’s not the way it works in the Kingdom of God.  
The High Priest was expected to remember his own weakness and let that knowledge 
mediate his response- so he could “deal gently” even with “difficult” cases.  
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Unfortunately, rather than leading to compassion and gentleness, the “weaknesses” of 
way too many Hebrew High Priests led them to cruel or just idiotic actions: Remember 
the High Priest Eli from 1Samuel whose priest-sons abused and took advantage of 
the people- Eli, in weakness, did nothing and the people suffered until his sons were 
both killed on the same day- just as God promised by Samuel. And Eli dies too.   
For a Biblical commentator FF Bruce gets rather passionate on this topic 
describing Aaron saying…“…whose feeble yielding to the people’s demand for a visible symbol 

of deity is matched only by the ineptitude of his excuse to Moses: “I just threw this gold in the fire and 
out popped this calf-idol.” 

Bruce pretty much gets out a soapbox and rants about Alexander Jannaeus- part of the 

Maccabee/Hasmonean dynasty ruling over Judea before Rome took over. Not satisfied with 
being King of Judea Alex took the position of High Priest too. During one festival he 
performed a ritual wrong. The people got angry and threw little oranges at him. He- the 
High Priest, mind you- responded by ordering soldiers to kill everyone who insulted 
him. Six-thousand dead by the High Priest’s command.  
Of Alexander Jannaeus Bruce says: “No man in Israel was less disposed to “bear gently” 

with the ignorant and erring- or with anyone else. And indeed from the fall of the house of Zadok to 
the destruction of the temple 240 years later there were very few high priests in Israel who manifested 
the personal qualities so indispensable for their sacred office.”  
 

Before a High Priest could approach God on behalf of the people he had to make 
sacrifices to God to atone for his own sin. This regular reminder of his own weakness, 
his fallibility was supposed to empower him to empathize, to sympathize, and so deal 
gently with those struggling to follow God.  
[SLIDE]   
III. A High Priest cannot appoint himself- he is only called by God. 4 

And no one takes 

this honor on himself, but he receives it when called by God, just as Aaron was. 

Pretty obvious, huh? Alexander Jannaeus appointed himself High Priest. Look how well that went.  

God called Moses’ brother Aaron and his sons to be Priests.  
Ex. 28:1 “Have Aaron your brother brought to you from among the Israelites, along with his sons Nadab and 

Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar, so they may serve me as priests. As Aaron’s death neared God 
specifically called his son Eleazar to the post of High Priest [Num 20:23]. God’s intention 
for his people was that their High Priest would be called by God and no human 
entity- Just as God called Moses, and Samuel, and Isaiah.  
 
Next Sunday we mark 17 years together. And there is no other way for me to 
categorize how that all came about other than to say it was God’s Call. Certainly 
human decisions were a part of it but, truly, there was no logical reason for things to 
happen as they did, no logical reason for me to be here in service to God and you.  
And yet there was clearly Divine Initiative that brought us together.  
I could not and would not have taken this honor on myself. But God thrust the 
honor on me just the same and I still tremble at the thought. Pastor or Priest it has to 
be God’s call and only that.   
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So our author gives us three requirements of any High Priest of God. [SLIDE]   
I. A High Priest is one of the people he represents to God. 
II. A High Priest is sympathetic with the weaknesses of the people. 
III. A High Priest cannot appoint himself- he is only called by God. 
And then He proceeds to show how Jesus fulfills all of these requirements 
He starts with the last one first: 
 III. A High Priest cannot appoint himself- he is only called by God. [SLIDE]     
And according to our author Jesus didn’t grab after being a High Priest. But God spoke 
to Christ [the anointed one] in Psalm 2:7 saying: “You are my Son; today I have become your 

Father.”  And then he follows that up with God speaking to Christ in Psalm 110:4 saying: 
“You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” 
Psalm 110 is considered a Messianic psalm. It’s first verse is quoted in Heb1 Psa. 110:1 

The LORD says to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” 

The author’s big point: The appointment of Jesus to the position of High Priest, as well 
as Messiah King is not something Jesus dreamed up for himself, or something his 
followers manufactured. It was God’s calling and God’s appointment- period.  
Next in order to address  
II. A High Priest is sympathetic with the weaknesses of the people [SLIDE]  
Our author paints us a vivid word picture in 5:7-8 
7 

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to the 

one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. 
8 
Son though he was, 

he learned obedience from what he suffered
 

Our author offers us a snapshot of the Lord Jesus Christ suffering. He is suffering 
because he is facing what Isaiah [25:7] calls - the shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that 

covers all nations; -DEATH. Jesus, our High Priest is suffering greatly over the fear that 
holds us all. And, like us, he prays to God that “this cup might be removed from him.”  
And God hears our High Priest’s prayer because of his “reverent submission” – his 
willingness to obey. And our High Priest, Jesus, received the answer: “No my Son I 

cannot save you from this if we are to redeem the world.” And our High Priest’s prayer shifts to 
become: “Not my will but yours be done.” As was said in ch4 Jesus has been tested in 
every way, just as we have. And though He did not sin. He understands our 
weakness and can sympathize- which is a definitive requirement to be a High Priest. 
 
Finally and Simply to address I. A High Priest is one of the people he represents to 
God. Our author simply says this: 7 

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, which is more 
literally translated from the Greek: NAS: Heb. 5:7  In the days of His flesh,…  his flesh, skin, 
bones, hair, arms, legs, sweat, breathing, beating, flexing, working, resting, eating, 
drinking.  
 
Jesus is the Son of Man. He is one of us. And as such he is a valid appointment to be 
our Great High Priest –as well as our Messiah King. 
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And because he’s one of us, and empathizes with us and he submits himself to God’s 
call he was, as our author is trying to show his people –and us- 10 

… designated by God to be 

high priest –not in the order of Aaron but- in the order of Melchizedek. 
 
Now your assignment for this afternoon is to go home and read Genesis 14. In it you 
will find everything we know about the mysterious and fascinating character of 
Melchizedek.  
He is the Priest of God Most High. He is the King of Salem [Peace], He is the King of 
Righteousness- that’s what his name means- and he brings bread and wine to Abraham, 
and he blesses the Patriarch who, in return, gives him a tenth of all his spoils of war.    
And Jesus, our Jesus, is a High Priest forever in the order of Melchizedek.  
 
Our author is interpreting scripture to help us see that: Jesus is one of us. Jesus is 
sympathetic with our weaknesses- empathetic really, And he was appointed by 
God to be our Lord and our advocate. This unknown author is seeing Jesus anew, 
but rightly from the perspective of Scripture as both our High King and High Priest in 
the order of Melchizedek. 
 
amen 

 
 
 


