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Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 4:14-16
Sermon: Our Great High Priest, Part I

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

In his commentary on chapter four of the Letter to the Hebrews our
old friend Martin Luther said that God first terrifies us and then comforts us;
he wounds us and then heals us. Luther said that God first pours wine into
our wounds—wine being an antiseptic that stings—and only thereafter pours
on oil to soothe our hurts. Luther felt deeply the sting of our lesson last
week that told us that God’s Word was living and active, sharper than any
two-edged sword. The truth that nothing in all creation can be hidden from
God—that God sees every action we take, hears every word we speak,
knows every thought we think and watches every motion of our hearts was
overwhelming to Luther, a man who more than most knew he was a sinner
in need of cleansing if he were to stand before a holy God. But it was
because he had heard this troubling word and knew deep down how sorely
he needed healing, that Luther was able to rejoice exceedingly in our lesson
today. There is no joy like the joy found in the morning after a long and
dark night. He found in our lesson a soothing oil and balm for his spiritual
wounds, because our text points out not only what we as Christians are
required to do, but also what resources we are given so we can obey.
Requirements and resources. We are required to hold firmly to the faith we
profess; we have as our resource Jesus Christ and his work done on our
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behalf as our great high priest. Let’s take them one at a time. Let’s look at
what is required of us.

Our lesson begins, “Therefore, since we have a great high priest who
has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the
faith we profess.” “Let us hold firmly to the faith we profess.” In the Greek
it says literally, Let us hold firmly “to the confession.” Now the confession
we are to hold firmly to is the content of the Bible—the gospel message.
This is how the apostle Paul spoke of it in his Second Letter to Timothy:
What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching,
with faith and love in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was
entrusted to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives
in you.
The good deposit, the pattern of sound teaching, the gospel of Jesus Christ,
the message of the Bible: it is this we must confess, cling to and never
forsake.

Throughout her history the church has produced confessions of faith
in order to guard and defend the truths of the Bible. We confess the faith
every week in what is called the Apostles’ Creed. This creed is a short
summary of certain key elements of the faith and is a true reflection of the
apostles’ teaching and the content of the Bible. We read it before I preach so
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you can judge whether or not what I say in the sermon corresponds to the
truth expounded by the apostles through the Holy Spirit. For example, if I
deny that God the Father created all things and begin to teach you about
evolution—that we came into being by chance and are the result of a series
of random, meaningless mutations—you are to say, “That is not what I
believe; I believe in God the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and
earth. And Ken, you are not free to teach anything that denies that truth.
Get out of the pulpit.” If I preach that Jesus was not conceived of the Holy
Spirit or born of a virgin you are to say, “That is not what the Word of God
says. You must not dishonour our pulpit by preaching such lies.”

At the time the Apostles’ Creed was written people were denying that
Jesus was truly human. That is why we find the emphasis on his being born,
his suffering, his dying and his being buried. At other times in history
people denied Jesus’ divine nature. Against this lie the Nicene Creed was
proclaimed and the church came together to confess that Jesus is “God of
God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not make, being of one
substance with the Father.” The Athanasian Creed lifted up the biblical truth
of the Trinity at a time when that doctrine was under attack. The Belgic
Confession, one of the creeds of the Reformed Church, was written in 1561
when King Philip of Spain was persecuting Reformed Christians in Belgium
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and the Netherlands. It laid out clearly what the church believed; it
maintained that the church was no threat to the civil government; and it
proclaimed that as Christians they would hold firmly to their profession of
faith even if they had to give their tongues to knives, their backs to whips
and their bodies to be burned. The Barmen Confession was written in
Germany in 1933 when Hitler was trying to co-opt the church and use it for
his purposes. It opens by saying, “Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in
Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear and which we
have to trust and obey in life and in death.” In saying this it was denying
that Hitler had the authority to rule the church or to shape it to his own ends.

Now some people and some churches say, “We don’t want a creed:
Give us life, not doctrine, a relationship with Christ and not dogma.” This is
how Bishop Ryle responded to that objection:
A religion without doctrine or dogma is a thing which many are
fond of talking in the present day. It sounds very fine at first. It looks
very pretty at a distance. But the moment we sit down and consider it
we shall find it a simple impossibility. We might as well talk of a
body without bones or sinews. [Which, by the way, is what much of
modern Christianity looks like today.] No man will ever be anything
or do anything in religion unless he believes something…. No one
ever fights earnestly against the world, the flesh and the devil unless
he has graven on his heart certain great principles which he believes.
You can think about it this way: We all of us confess something or other by
the way we live our lives. The question is, “What do you confess?” What is
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graven on your heart? What are your principles? What is your standard
operating procedure? Let me give you a number of very common principles
or “standard operating procedures” which reveal the beliefs that are held in
the heart:
1. Do whatever is easiest. Live pragmatically.
2. Follow your heart. Put aside the Bible truth that the heart is deceitful
above all things.
3. Do whatever feels right. Let yourself be led by your emotions.
4. Die with the most toys.
5. Always take advantage.
6. Fixate on what you don’t have, not on what you do have.
Those principles are very common these days. We need to be aware of them
and we need to fight against them because we can find them at work in our
own hearts.

Here are principles we need to fight to maintain:
1. Walk in repentance and humility, considering others better than
yourself.
2. Seek first the Lord and his righteousness.
3. Give thanks in all things, for all things come from a sovereign God
who is also a loving heavenly Father.
4. Look not to the things that are seen, but to the things that are not seen,
for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen
are eternal.
5. Do all for the glory of God and the praise of his name.
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We all confess what we believe most deeply. What we treasure reveals
where our hearts lie. What is it that you confess by the way you live your
life?

Our author commands the small Hebrew congregation to “hold fast to
the faith we profess.” Hold fast to the confession. He commands them to do
that even though they are facing terrible hardships and persecutions because
of it. That would be a hard command indeed if it were not for the fact that
along with this requirement he points them to the one resource they need
which will allow them to confess their faith with both strength and joy. He
points them to Jesus Christ, their great high priest. Now note this: He does
not call Jesus their high priest. He calls Jesus their great high priest. Jesus
is a high priest in the superlative degree. He is a high priest unlike the
others. Let me talk of the priestly work of Jesus, to compare and contrast it
with the work of the Old Testament high priests.

In Old Testament times the high priest was charged with carrying out
the ceremonies of atonement. There were basically two things he did. First
of all he entered into the Holy of Holies where he sprinkled blood on the
mercy seat of God—the golden lid of the Ark of the Covenant. This act is
what theologians call an act of propitiation. Propitiation is an act directed
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toward God which satisfies the requirements of his perfect righteousness and
his holy law. The law of God requires perfect obedience. The one
punishment for breaking the law is death. An act of propitiation meets the
obligation of the law and so maintains God’s holiness, justice and
righteousness. An animal was killed. Its blood was sprinkled on the box
which held the Ten Commandments—the law of God. The law was broken.
A life was taken. In this way propitiation to God was made.

But that was not all the high priest did on the Day of Atonement. The
high priest also performed an act of expiation. Expiation is an act directed
toward man to take away his sins. The priest would lay his hands upon the
head of a goat, symbolically transferring the sins of the people on to the
goat. This goat or scapegoat would then be driven into the wilderness to die.
Now here is the thing. What the high priest did on the Day of Atonement
didn’t really make propitiation or expiation for sins. It didn’t satisfy the
demands of God’s law; it didn’t wash away man’s sin. In Hebrews 10:4 it
says, “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.”
So why did they have such sacrifices? Why did the high priests of Israel
repeat the atonement ceremonies year after year, decade after decade,
century after century? These ceremonies were teaching devices God used to
point his people to the work that his Son Jesus Christ would accomplish in
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his earthly ministry. They were used to teach Israel that Jesus is the great
high priest who would actually do what all the other priests could only teach
about.

The offerings the priests made were not fitting to actually take away
the sin of man, and so the first thing Jesus did in his priestly work was make
himself to be an offering fit to be laid upon the altar for the actual
forgiveness of sin. Let me get at it this way. Have you ever wondered why
Jesus didn’t just come to earth as a thirty-three year old man, go to the cross,
get it over with and then return to heaven? Here’s the answer. Jesus didn’t
just come to earth to die. Before offering up his life as the perfect sacrifice
he first had to fulfill all righteousness. He had to make a covering of
righteousness suitable to cover sinners like you and me. And he fulfilled all
righteousness by suffering through and passing test after test, temptation
after temptation. When he was born Herod tried to have him killed. As he
began his public ministry Satan tempted him in the desert when he was
hungry, thirsty and weak. His own family didn’t understand him and they
tried to stop his ministry. His own people rejected him. While his Father
owned the cattle on a thousand hills and even the birds had their nests and
the foxes their dens, the Son of Man had nowhere to lay his head. In
Gethsemane, when his Father said, “I have a cup for you to drink—a cup of
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bitterness and wrath and filth,” he fulfilled all righteousness by accepting it,
because for Jesus doing his Father’s will was paramount. It was not just a
life that Jesus offered up at Calvary; it was a perfect life, a sinless life, a
worthy life, a life that had met all the obligations of the law of God, down to
the dotting of the “i’s” and the crossing of the “t’s”.

When Jesus died at Calvary he satisfied the requirements of the law,
making propitiation to God the Father. And when he died he took away our
sins, making expiation for us by removing our sin and giving us his perfect
life of righteousness. Old Testament high priests were themselves sinners.
Before they could offer up the blood of bulls and goats they had to undergo
elaborate cleansing ceremonies. Not so Jesus Christ, the spotless Lamb of
God. Through him we are justified—we are put right with God so that when
he sees us he does not see us as we are in and of ourselves; he sees us
covered by the perfection of Jesus. We think the light of God will expose us
in naked shame. That is what it did when it brought us under conviction.
That is the terror—the wine in the wounds that Martin Luther spoke about.
But now, because of Christ’s priestly work, the light of God does not expose
our sin but reveals the radiant robes that have been draped around us—the
righteousness of Christ, the free gift given by grace to all who believe. Paul
put it this way in Galatians 2:20: “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”
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It is Christ’s work as our great high priest to justify us—but as
glorious as that is, there is more, for he is “able to do immeasurably more
than all we ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20). Our lesson tells us that Jesus
“has gone through the heavens.” What does this mean? This also points us
back to the work of the Old Testament high priests. They would take the
blood of the sacrifice through the door of the temple’s outer court. They
would next take it through the door of the holy place. Inside the holy place
they would see a curtain. On that curtain were embroidered cherubim and
on the other side of the curtain was the throne of God, the Ark of the
Covenant. The Holy of Holies was a symbol of the heavenly throne room of
God. Carrying the blood the high priest would enter through the veil—the
third door—into the presence of God.

Now think about what it means to say that Jesus passed through the
heavens. When he ascended, he passed through the first heaven, which is
our atmosphere. Next he passed through the second heaven, which is outer
space. Finally he entered the third heaven into the throne room of God. He
passed through “three doors” and entered into God’s heavenly presence and
glory to present his atoning work done on our behalf. And listen to this: He
invites us to come into his presence that we might bring our petitions before
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our heavenly Father. Jesus not only justifies us—he grants us access to God
the Father. Because of Jesus Christ we can come and stand before God and
be received by him in mercy.

You can think of it this way. When Adam and Eve fell into sin they
were expelled from Paradise and from the immediate presence of God they
had enjoyed before their plunge into sin. To guard against their return God
posted cherubim with flaming swords at the entrance to Eden. The cherubim
were like giant “No Access!” signs. That is why there were figures of
cherubim embroidered on the curtain of the Holy of Holies. It was to warn
people away from the presence of God, for sinners cannot look upon the
Lord and live. The cherubim said, “No Access!” But when Jesus offered up
his life as our great high priest, the temple veil was torn in two, from top to
bottom, proclaiming that the way had been made clear for all those united to
Christ by faith to enter into the presence of God. Instead of “Access
Denied!” the message now is “Access Granted!”

“Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we
may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.” Beloved,
God is ready to grant our requests. He is glad to provide for our needs and
to give us strength to persevere in difficult situations. God gives mercy for
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past failures and grace for present and future work. So come to his throne of
grace. Come boldly. That means come with lowly reverence and humility.
While we can come in confidence we are not to come impertinently. Come
with great joy, for while we do not deserve to be treated in such a blessed
way his mercy and grace have nevertheless been freely given. Come with
enlarged expectations. John Newton put it this way in a hymn: “You are
coming to a king; large petitions therefore bring.” And come with an
attitude of submission to God’s will and God’s wisdom. He knows what is
best for you. He is determined to give his children only what will best bless
them. Trust him for it, whatever it might be.

Many years ago Charles Spurgeon wrote a sermon entitled, “The
Throne of Grace.” Let me end the sermon with his words:
I could not say to you, “Pray,” not even to you saints, unless it
were a throne of grace, much less could I talk of prayer to you sinners;
but now I will say this to every sinner here, though he should think
himself to be the worst sinner that ever lived. Cry unto the Lord and
seek him while he may be found. A throne of grace is a place fitted
for you: go to your knees, by simple faith go to your Saviour, for he,
he it is who is the throne of grace.
In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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