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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.  He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness. This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people.

 No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was.  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."

 And he says in another place, "You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek."   Hebrews 5:1-6

Chapter Four concludes with our great High Priest…Jesus and the exhortation to draw near to His throne of grace to receive mercy and grace. Chapter Five begins with a comparison between the high priests who served under the Law of Moses and Jesus, our High Priest after the Order of Melchizedek. (Let’s remind ourselves that there were originally no chapters and verses in the Bible and that the reader would have naturally moved from 4:16 into 5:1 without the unnatural pause that accompanies the end of one chapter and the beginning of another.)

Both are called by God – they did not take the honor upon themselves.


Both are able to sympathize due to a common human experience – however the root of the sympathy is different, for note the words in the above passage, “since he himself [the Aaronic/Levitical priest] is subject to weakness. This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people.”

The Aaronic/Levitical high priests were sympathetic with those they served because of a shared sinful human experience, an experience that necessitated that they offer sacrifices for themselves as well as for those they served. Jesus Christ is sympathetic with us because of a shared human experience that includes temptation but excludes sin. Furthermore, while it includes temptation and excludes sin it includes obedience and the mystery of a maturation process that we see in verses 8 - 9; “Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered. And having been made perfect, He became to all those who obey Him the source of eternal salvation…”

The quotation from Psalm 2 in verse 5, “You are My Son, today I have begotten You”, takes us back to 1:5, which in turns points back to 1:2 – God is speaking to us in and through His Son; not through angels, not through Moses, and not through an imperfect priesthood. 

Do our hearts beat with the cadence of this drumbeat, the drumbeat of Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ? Jesus Christ greater than angels, Jesus Christ greater than Moses, Jesus Christ greater than a fallible priesthood, Jesus Christ greater than any system of worship? Or do we say with Peter, “Let’s build three tabernacles, one for Jesus, one for Moses, one for Elijah”?

If my conversation betrays any person, subject, doctrine, practice or passion in proximity to Jesus Christ, in competition to Jesus Christ, then perhaps I should pause and reflect before answering the above question. 


In 5:6 a second declaration of the Father to the Son is introduced; “You are a priest forever according to the Order of Melchizedek.” Along with this second declaration is, once again, a focus on the shared humanity of Jesus Christ as our High Priest, a theme continued from 2:17 – 18 and through 4:14 – 16.

“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. Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered. And having been made perfect…”


This is a passage with deep mystery, a mystery it shares with Philippians 2:5 – 8:  

“Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.”

Note the emphasis on obedience in both passages. Note the incarnation and servanthood of Jesus Christ. Note the suffering and death of Jesus. As we meditate on these dimensions of our Lord Jesus let us consider that we are called to have the same mind, the same attitude toward God and life, as Jesus Christ. 

Since the recipients of the letter to the Hebrews are a people in the midst of pressure, suffering and persecution there is a practical question behind the meaning of 5:7 – 9, how did Jesus view suffering? How did He view physical suffering and how did He view spiritual suffering? And this question leads us directly to the question of what death is referred to in verse 7, what death was it that Jesus prayed to be delivered from?

I have a sense of being an infant as I approach this verse, and a sense of fear, and a sense of absurdity. The sense of absurdity comes from an awareness that angles must be amused at the spectacle of a mere man attempting to touch such deep mysteries – after all, we tend to handle the holy things of God as if they are merchandise in our local K-Mart. On the other hand, I think angels may be touched when God’s mysteries are approached in wonder, awe, and humility – elements too little present in my own life, elements usually drowned by my arrogance, pride, and vanity. 

The fear I sense is a fear of the holy. Though I know so little of the holy, and though I have often been like a beast unafraid of the holy, this passage demands that I stop and remove the shoes of my understanding. I would be a fool and an idiot to think I can grasp this passage. I marvel that a mere man could write either this passage or Philippians Chapter Two, and I trust that when they were written that there was concurrent revelation – oh to touch just a measure of that unveiling! 


I am an infant in understanding and moral life. I am an infant in my maturity in Christ. I pray that I may not think and act like an infant in the sense of thinking that I am an adult in the things of the Spirit and in playing the fool by my actions. We think it cute when an infant shows-off. It may be cute with a one-year old infant shows-off; it is not cute when a sixty-year old infant shows-off. 


From my days as a teenager I have never believed that 5:7 spoke of physical death. Blind spots can develop in long-held beliefs, and I may have a blind spot in 5:7. I know there are those who see physical death as the death spoken of in 5:7. Yet I cannot believe that the Son of God in His humanity would be afraid of physical death – for physical death is simply that, physical death. Many men have faced horrendous death with courage and valor, and I cannot but believe that Jesus Christ was a man of courage and valor – if He was not a man of courage and valor, then He was less of a man than many sinful men and I do not believe that for an instant. 

Perhaps since courage and valor and manhood, manhood in the classical sense, in the virtuous sense, have long departed our Western thinking, we find it difficult to come alongside the man Jesus Christ and experience His courage and valor. Courage and valor were classical virtues, and the moral and physical elements of courage were seen as one for they were seen as the character of a man.

Without holistic moral and physical courage Jesus Christ, I believe, would not have approached the threshold of Gethsemane, nor would He have submitted Himself to the hands of sinful man. I believe it was as the Divine nature and sinless humanity of Christ Jesus, melded in mystery, contemplated and approached and experienced becoming The Offering for humanity, The Object of the wrath of God, that there indeed was a death worth crying out to be saved from, an abyss of death which our feeble impaired imaginations cannot begin to touch. 

How can it be otherwise? We live in a society of men without chests, to borrow from C.S. Lewis. The idea that cultures once extolled courage and valor as a virtue, that cultures did not avoid pain at all cost, that manhood was an ideal, that character mattered (as opposed to personality), that people understood that death was a part of life – oh how foreign and ancient and alien it all seems today. No wonder we immediately gravitate to the thought that Jesus must have been afraid of physical death! The One who raised Lazarus afraid of physical death? The One who proclaimed to Mary and Martha that, “I AM the Resurrection and the Life,” afraid of physical death? Did Christ not know what He was teaching? Did He forget His own doctrine? Was He engaged in some farce of positive thinking and speaking? 

It cannot be; and when we make it so we fall short of contemplating the deep mystery of the Atonement, of the darkness over the land, of the Divine-human transaction occurring within the heavenly Holy of Holies. When we make it so, when we make Jesus Christ afraid of physical death, we remain in the Outer Court, if indeed we’ve entered the Tabernacle at all. 


When we make it so we cheapen the obedience of Jesus Christ, and place it on the level of the obedience of countless courageous men and women in the annals of history. When we make it so, we lessen the perfection of Jesus Christ and the mystery of that Divine-human perfection of 5:9 and 2:10 – it becomes a perfection that any number of men and women have attained to. 

While we must not detract from the humanity of Christ, we must realize that His humanity was a humanity of manhood, a manhood of courage, a manhood of fortitude; not the contemporary Western manhood which is no manhood at all, which has no heart, no courage, no virtue, no ideal of sacrifice and no ideal of virtuous death – oh the depths to which we have fallen – no wonder our sons grow up to be machines and not men, no wonder most of them will never know the ideal of sacrifice or the virtue of courage, no wonder they are more the woman and less the man; and conversely no wonder our women are less the virtuous valorous woman and more the confused man. 

The letter to the Hebrews was written to a classical people, whether Eastern or Western, they did not make excuses for cowardice or for failure to fulfill one’s destiny – it was also written to a people who after reading Chapter 5 would read Chapter 11 – a chapter of courage and destiny and faith, a chapter of living in the knowledge and vision and reality of the unseen – a chapter in which physical death was not a prime consideration in the lives of the men and women portrayed therein. Would we make it a prime consideration in 5:7? 

As I approach the Holy of Holies I approach it as a place no longer with a veil to separate me and God. But when Christ Jesus approached the Holy of Holies on the Cross the veil had yet to be rent and the transaction behind that veil was, and is, hidden from the eyes of man. The awesomeness of that Sacrifice, of the Atonement, is such that we have been perfected in Christ, that our sins have been totally forgiven, and that we can now live in intimate union with the Trinity. Life within the veil is our inheritance in Christ. And yet do we mediate on the awesome holiness and mystery of the Lamb and the Cross? 

The measure of our awe at the Cross will be the measure of our recognition of the perfect work of Jesus Christ and His grace and mercy in our lives. The measure of our recognition that Hebrews 5:7-10 presents a mystery beyond our comprehension but not beyond our experience will be, in some sense, the measure of our acknowledgment that a new priesthood has been introduced into our lives with a new High Priest – Jesus Christ, a priest forever according to the Order of Melchizedek. 
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