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

 Our author has been speaking of Melchizedek, the mysterious Old 

Testament character recorded in Genesis 14.  Melchizedek was both a priest 

and a king, an unusual combination in Israel’s history where, generally 

speaking, those offices were kept strictly separate.  He was, as his name and 

title indicate, a bearer of righteousness and of peace.  His priesthood, which 

our author focuses upon, was superior in every way to that of Aaron and 

Levi.  It was established well before their priesthood even began.  It would 

last long after theirs had come to a conclusion.  Not only that, it had an 

authority and power that was recognized as superior by Abraham, the father 

of the people of Israel, who paid Melchizedek a tithe and bowed down 

before him to receive his blessing.   

 Why does the author of Hebrews spend time speaking of this obscure 

priest of Jehovah?  He does it because Melchizedek’s priesthood teaches us 

something of the ministry of Jesus Christ; there are aspects of the person and 

work of Melchizedek that clearly point us to the sovereign and priestly work 

accomplished by Christ.  And so, in our lesson today, our author moves from 

his discussion of the priesthood of Melchizedek to the priesthood of Jesus 

Christ.  He will explain to us why in Jesus we have a better hope than that 
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offered in the Old Covenant under the Levitical priesthood and how Jesus is 

the one and only who can save to the uttermost those who come to God 

through him.   

 Let’s turn to our lesson and pick things up at the eleventh verse.  It 

reads,  

 If perfection could have been attained through the Levitical 
priesthood (for on the basis of the law it was given to the people), why 
was there still need for another priest to come—one in the order of 
Melchizedek, not in the order of Aaron? 

The Levitical priesthood, established through the Law given to Moses, could 

not attain “perfection.”  What does that mean?  The word “perfection” has to 

do with “maturity” and “completeness.”  Here it means, “to put someone in 

the position in which he can come and stand before the thrice holy God.”  

Our author is saying that through the law, access to God the Father cannot be 

granted.  The word “perfect” means the same thing in verse 19 where we are 

told that “the law made nothing perfect.”  You cannot be saved by the Law 

of God.  It will never bring you into a right relationship with God.  If you 

stand before God Almighty on the Last Day and say to him, “God, I want 

you to give me exactly what the Law requires—I want to stand here on the 

basis of my obedience to your perfect Law of love—I want you to give me 

exactly what I deserve according to your commandments—then please 

 3



believe me when I tell you that you will be condemned to hell.  You do not 

want to do that. 

 This does not mean that the law was entirely useless; it only means 

that the law was useless in terms of our being granted access to God.  The 

Law was not designed to save us, but it was nevertheless holy and good 

because it had its own appropriate role.  Think of it: The God-given law 

provides important services.  First of all, the Law enhances our awareness of 

sin.  Paul talks about that in Romans 7:7.  He writes, 

 What shall we say, then?  Is the law sin?  Certainly not!  Indeed, 
I would not have known what sin was except through the law.  For I 
would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not 
said, “Do not covet.” 

It was through the Law that Paul became aware that he was a sinner.  Now I 

want you to notice this.  Paul, before his conversion, thought he had obeyed 

the Law.  He says in Philippians that as for legalistic righteousness, he was 

faultless (3:6).  He obeyed the Law to the letter, or so he thought.  But then 

he really heard for the first time the words, “Do not covet.”  That 

commandment is not like the others.  The others deal with outward actions.  

Don’t kill.  Don’t steal.  Don’t worship idols.  But coveting is an attitude of 

the heart.  When Paul finally understood this commandment which teaches 

that obedience to the Law is not simply a matter of outward actions but also 
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of inward attitude, he realized that he hadn’t kept any of the commandments 

after all.  He hadn’t obeyed from a humble and contrite heart; his so-called 

obedience had, in fact, rendered him cold, proud and hard-hearted, a despiser 

of men.  It was the Law that showed him how far he had fallen from what 

God required—how deeply mired in sin he had become. 

 The Law does more.  It teaches us that spiritually speaking the natural 

man is born dead.  Paul called that work of the Law “the ministry that 

brought death” (I Corinthians 3:7).  The Law teaches the need for blood 

atonement.  That is why there were provisions in the Law for the repeated 

offering of blood sacrifices in the tabernacle and temple.  The Law provides 

a type of Christ.  That is to say, the Law teaches us that Jesus Christ is the 

real sacrifice for our sins and the sins of the whole world.  Paul says in 

Galatians 3:24 that the Law is a “tutor to lead us to Christ that we may be 

justified by faith.”   

 But for all its many uses, the Law was powerless to do anything about 

man’s sinful nature.  It could condemn, but it could not regenerate.  It could 

not perfect us—it could not give us access to God so that we might be 

received by him in mercy.  Our lesson makes the point that if the Law could 

have done this, then there would have been no need for another priest from 
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another priestly order to come to minister life to us.  But the Law cannot 

attain this perfection and so someone had to come who could. 

 Let’s look at the lesson again: 

 For when there is a change of the priesthood, there must also be 
a change of the law.  He of whom these things are said belonged to a 
different tribe, and no one from that tribe has ever served at the altar.  
For it is clear that our Lord descended from Judah, and in regard to 
that tribe Moses said nothing about priests.   

The new priesthood of Jesus requires a new law, for it is clear that the Law 

of Moses does not apply to him.  Under the Law of Moses there were 

regulations that had to be met before a person could become a priest.  He 

had to be legitimate.  He had to be a Levite; that is, his mother had to be a 

Jew and his father had to be a priest before him.  He was not allowed to have 

any physical defects.  There were 142 disqualifying blemishes, some of 

which are listed in Leviticus 21:16-23.  A Levitical priest could not be blind.  

He could not be lame or disfigured.  He could not have a crippled hand or 

foot or running sores.  On top of this there were regulations about his 

ordination—how he was to be bathed, clothed, anointed with oil and marked 

by blood.  After ordination there were rules about how he was to be washed, 

how he was to be washed and even how he was to have his hair cut.  And 

this is important to note: The requirements under the Law of Moses were all 

external.  The priest didn’t need to have a godly character.  He didn’t have to 
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have a life marked by spiritual devotion.  He got the job simply because the 

Law said he had met certain external criteria.   

 The Law of Moses regarding the priesthood of Levi obviously does 

not apply to Jesus.  We know that right off the bat because he was not of the 

tribe of Levi but of the tribe of Judah.  With the new priesthood of Jesus, 

then, there had to be a change in the law.  What is it?  What change was 

made, or, to put it another way, if Jesus is not a priest on the basis of the Law 

of Moses, what is the basis of his priestly ministry?  We find the answer in 

verse 16.  Jesus did not become a priest “on the basis of a regulation as to his 

ancestry but on the basis of the power of an indestructible life.”  Our author 

is saying Jesus is our great high priest not on the basis of external 

qualifications but on the basis of internal qualifications.  His is our Great 

High Priest because of the quality of his life.   

 Think about the life of Christ.  It is from everlasting to everlasting, for 

Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, the First and 

the Last.  It is morally perfect, pure and utterly holy and righteous, without 

sin and therefore without the wages of sin, which is death.  And so the life of 

Jesus is a life that death and the grave could not hold; it is a resurrection life 
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of honour and glory before which every knee will bow and every tongue 

confess.  Philip Hughes put it this way in his commentary: 

 He who died once for us now lives, never to die again.  The 
crown has followed the cross and it is this power of an indestructible 
life which guarantees that he is indeed our priest forever. 

 Think of it this way.  When Jesus died on the cross he fulfilled the 

intent of the old priesthood, accomplishing the full atonement it anticipated 

and symbolized.  In the tabernacle and temple lambs were killed to teach the 

people that one day the Lamb of God would come and die to take away their 

sins.  When Jesus gave his life at Calvary the old order was set aside; it had 

done its job; it was no longer needed.  And then, after the crucifixion, when 

Jesus rose from the dead and ascended to the right hand of God the Father, 

he established a new and eternal priesthood that is able to accomplish all that 

the old priesthood could not.  His heavenly ministry, carried out in the power 

of an indestructible life, sends forth the Holy Spirit to cleanse his people 

from their sins, to cover them with his perfect righteousness and to draw 

them into fellowship with God the Father, that they might know the peace 

that passes understanding, the peace the world cannot give and which the 

world cannot take away.   

Peace, perfect peace, in this dark world of sin? 
The blood of Jesus whispers peace within. 
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Peace, perfect peace, by thronging duties pressed? 
To do the will of Jesus, this is rest. 

Peace, perfect peace, with sorrows surging round? 
On Jesus’ bosom naught by calm is found. 

Peace, perfect peace, with loved ones far away? 
In Jesus’ keeping we are safe and they. 

Peace, perfect peace, our future all unknown? 
Jesus we know, and he is on the throne. 

 Now to recap what I have been saying, our author has made three 

basic points.  First of all, he has said that the priesthood of Levi could not 

grant a sinner perfection—could not grant a sinner access to God—and so 

another priest had to come.  Second, he has said that with the change in the 

priesthood came a change in the Law.  When the old priesthood was put 

away, the ceremonial law was put away too and a new law arrived.  And 

third, he has said that the new law was established upon the indestructible 

life of the risen Christ by which sinners can gain access—can come into 

fellowship—with the living God.   

 Now, because our author wants to hammer these points home, in 

verses 18 through 25 he repeats those same three points in the same order.  

Look at verses 18 and 19.  These verses speak of the inability of the old Law 
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to save and of the necessity of a better hope by which we might draw near to 

God in loving fellowship.   

 The former regulation is set aside because it was weak and 
useless (for the law made nothing perfect), and a better hope is 
introduced, by which we draw near to God. 

The former regulation—the Law of Moses—was useless in so far as making 

people perfect was concerned.  It could not wash away sins; only the shed 

blood of Christ could do that.  He is not saying the Law was useless for all 

things—only for this thing.  A hammer is a useful tool but you can’t carve a 

turkey with it. 

  

 Second, our author speaks of a change in the Law.  The new 

priesthood of Jesus comes with an oath.   

 And it was not without an oath!  Others became priests without 
any oath, but he became a priest with an oath when God said to him: 
“The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind: ‘You are a priest 
forever.’”  Because of this oath Jesus has become the guarantee of a 
better covenant. 

We talked a bit about this a couple of weeks ago.  Our God is a God of truth.  

He cannot lie.  As such, oaths are redundant for him.  Why would someone 

who is the Truth with a capital “T” take an oath?  God takes this oath for our 

benefit.  It is to grant us a double portion of assurance that the ministry of 

Jesus is an eternal one.  Think about it this way.  Jesus was born a man and 

lived a perfect human life so he is able to understand and sympathize with 
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us.  He offered up that life at Calvary as our substitute, fully meeting and 

putting away the wrath of God for our sins.  He rose from the dead as a sign 

that his sacrifice was accepted by the Father.  He ascended into heaven 

where right now he makes intercession for his people at the right hand of the 

Father.  In heaven Jesus, who did all of this for us, is now acting as the 

guarantee for those of us still here on earth awaiting the fullness of salvation.  

And on top of that guarantee, given in the life of Jesus, we have the oath of 

God the Father to bless us with even greater assurance.  You see, God knows 

that we are weak.  He knows that our faith fluctuates.  He knows that we 

have seasons in which we hang on to Christ only by the skin of our teeth.  

He does not get angry with us because of this.  He grants us what we need so 

that our strength might be renewed. 

 Third, our author speaks again of the indestructible life of Jesus. 

 Now there have been many of those priests since death 
prevented them from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives 
forever, he has a permanent priesthood.  Therefore he is able to save 
completely those who come to God though him, because he always 
lives to intercede for them. 

Under the Levitical priesthood there were many priests, for they kept dying, 

as people do.  Numbers 20:28ff. records the death of Aaron.  He was with 

his son Eleazar and his brother Moses.  When he died his priestly garments 

were put on his son.  From the time of Aaron to the destruction of the second 
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temple the Talmud records 401 high priests.  The priesthood of Jesus is 

different.  It is permanent.  “Permanent” here means that it is both 

unchangeable and non-transferable.  It is his and his alone and it is his 

forever.  In him we are saved completely—saved to the uttermost.  We have 

complete, absolute, total and eternal salvation.   

 Two points need to be made.  First of all, these words leave no room 

at all for us to supplement our salvation by doing good works.  We are not 

saved by the work of Christ joined together with our work.  No.  Christ is the 

one who saves and he saves completely.  Salvation belongs to him alone.  

Paul puts it this way in Ephesians 2:8, 9 

 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this 
not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no 
one can boast. 

Even the faith you have is the gift of God.   

 Second, notice how the lesson says that Jesus “is able to save 

completely those who come to God through him.”  It is in the present tense.  

Jesus is able to save.  This points us to the fact that while at one time in the 

past we were justified—put right with God—the saving work of Jesus in our 

lives continues right now.  Right now he is interceding on our behalf before 

God Most High.  Right now he is preserving us in our walk with God 
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through the Holy Spirit whom he has sent.  Right now he is providing a way 

of escape when temptations come.  Right now he is working in us a 

teachable spirit, a spirit of repentance, a spirit of devotion a spirit of 

obedience.  Right now he is taking our prayers and as our prayer partner is 

perfecting them and presenting them before the throne.  He has made them 

acceptable.  He has made them prevailing.  He has made them fruitful.   

 Let me say this in conclusion.  It is a point I have made over and over 

again in this study.  Our author is exhorting his small congregation of Jewish 

believers to hold fast to the gospel of Christ and not to return to Judaism 

even though they face terrible pressures and looming persecutions.  The old 

way was inadequate; when Christ came it was put away.  But now, in him, 

everything the sinner needs to enter into eternal and blessed fellowship with 

God has been granted.  Richard Phillips writes this: 

 Christianity is radically different from every other religion and 
every other solution to life in this world.  All the other philosophies or 
religions have one thing in common: they rely on the performance, the 
work, or the power of man.  Whether the hope is education or social 
action, New Age mysticism or some other solution, salvation depends 
on what you do and how well you do it.  The answer is found in 
having the right technique or desire.  What sets Christianity apart is a 
living Saviour, who not only puts away our sin forever but sends us 
power from heaven.  What matters most for Christians, therefore, is 
not what we are doing, not the spiritual power we are supposedly 
working up, but the wholly effective and powerful ministry of Jesus 
Christ, who lives and ministers forever as our great high priest.   
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 If you will believe that because Jesus lives you have everything 
you need not only to remain in the faith but to bear abundant fruit, it 
will change your entire life.  You will be freed from the bondage of 
performance religion.  You will have the peace that comes from laying 
your burden on him, trusting him in his time to give you power for 
newness of life.   

So speak to your soul, as Charles Wesley’s hymn advises, and proclaim to it 

an all-sufficient Saviour in the crucified, risen and ascended Jesus: 

Arise, my soul, arise, shake off your guilty fears; 
The bleeding sacrifice in my behalf appears: 

Before the throne my Surety stands, before the throne my Surety stands, 
My name is written on his hand. 

He ever lives above, for me to intercede, 
His all redeeming love, his precious blood to plead; 

His blood atoned for ev’ry race, his blood atoned for ev’ry race, 
And sprinkles now the throne of grace. 

Five bleeding wounds he bears, received on Calvary; 
They pour effectual prayers, they strongly plead for me. 

“Forgive him, O forgive,” they cry, “forgive him O forgive,” they cry, 
“Nor let that ransomed sinner die!” 

We’ll sing that now.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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