Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
July 6, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 7:26-28
Sermon: Our Priest and Sacrifice

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

Our author has been saying three things. First, he has explained that
the Levitical priesthood, which was established on the basis of the Law of
Moses, could not “attain perfection.” “Attain perfection” here means that
the Law’s priesthood could not grant people access to God the Father. The
veil of the Temple continued to separate the people from their God, for the
Law could not provide the holiness necessary to stand in God’s presence.
The Law could enhance the sense of sin. It could teach the truth that the
natural man is born spiritually dead. It could point out the need for blood
atonement. It could even point a person to Jesus Christ. But it was
powerless to bring forgiveness. It was powerless to regenerate. It could not
save.

Second, our author has been teaching that a change in the priesthood
required a change in the Law. You can think of it this way: With the coming
of Jesus the old ceremonial law—the law concerning the rites and the
ceremonies and the sacrifices of the Tabernacle and Temple—has faded
away. It has been superseded. It did its work. It pointed to Jesus. But now
that Jesus has come, this aspect of the Law must be put away.
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And third, our author has told us that the priesthood of Christ is not
founded upon the Law of Moses but upon both the basis of his indestructible
life. That life was sinless. It was voluntarily offered up at Calvary. On the
cross he bore in his body the wrath of God for all the sins of all God’s
people. And death and the grave could not hold him and so he rose
victorious. And his priesthood, founded on that indestructible life, is made
even more secure by the oath of God by which God’s promise is made even
more certain. “The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind; ‘You are a
priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.’”

“Such a high priest,” our lesson says, “meets our need.” A better
translation is, “Such a high priest is fitted to us.” Jesus is perfectly fitted for
the predicament we are in; he is fitted in every way to be our Saviour. Let
me get at it this way. A medieval theologian named Herveus wrote a tract
about sacrifices and in it he mentioned four necessary elements found in
each sacrificial transaction. Every sacrifice has to be made for someone.
Every sacrifice has to be made to someone. Every sacrifice has to be of
someone or something and every sacrifice has to be made by someone. For,
to, of and by.
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In our study of the Hebrews 7 we have already taken up the first two
of these elements. We have found that a sacrifice has to be made for us,
because as sinners we are not perfect and our not being perfect morally and
spiritually means we cannot have access to God in whom alone is found the
rest and peace we so much need. We have also found that a sacrifice has to
be made for us to God, for he is holy, righteous and pure and by our sin we
have offended his majesty and have incurred the penalty of sin. It is a
serious penalty, for the wages of sin is death. We stand condemned under a
death penalty and unless a sacrifice is made to God, to propitiate his
righteous anger, we will not be able to “draw near to God” (v.19). We will
instead experience him as “a consuming fire.”

We need a sacrifice to be made for us to God. As we have seen,
however, the sacrifices offered under the Levitical priesthood of the Old
Testament cannot grant access to the Heavenly Father. The sacrifices of
Tabernacle and Temple had to be repeated morning and night, day after day,
week after week, year after year and century after century. That repetition
highlighted their total inadequacy in dealing with sin. And not only that, not
only were the sacrifices inadequate to deal with sin, the priests that made the
offerings were inadequate to deal with sin too. As William Barclay put it,
“The Levitical High Priest was a sinful man offering animal sacrifices for a
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sinful people.” Forgiveness and reconciliation could not be found through
the ministrations of such priests.

So as we come to our lesson today we find ourselves in need of a
proper offering—one sufficient to cover all our sins—and a proper priest—a
holy priest who is able to minister permanently before the Father on our
behalf. The good news is that we have such an offering and such a priest.
John Owen, possibly the greatest theologian England has ever produced, put
it this way:
Unholy sinners stand in need of a holy priest and a holy
sacrifice. What we do not have in ourselves we must have in him or
we will not be accepted by the holy God, who has such pure eyes that
he cannot look on sin. Such a high priest is the Lord Jesus Christ.
We have both sacrifice and priest both in Jesus Christ.

Let’s turn to our lesson and read verse 26: “Such a high priest meets
our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted
above the heavens.” There are five things said about Jesus in this verse.
The first three things said about Jesus go together: holy, blameless and pure.
Now the Hebrews had a habit of repeating things in order to intensify their
meaning. Jesus, for example, when he wanted particular attention paid to a
point he was making, would say, “Verily, verily” or “Truly, truly I say unto
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you.” That repetition meant, “PAY ATTENTION!” Now while there is
something of that going on here, there is more than just repetition for
emphasis. Think of it this way. “Holy” describes Jesus as he stands in
relation to his heavenly Father. Zeal for his Father’s house consumed him
(John 2:17). It was his meat and drink to do his Father’s will (John 4:34).
“Blameless” describes Jesus as he stands before men. There is none who
can accuse him of sin because he has perfectly and entirely loved his
neighbour as himself. “Pure” describes Jesus as he is in and of himself.
There was in him no spot or stain of sin. When tempted in the desert he did
not yield, but stood firm upon the Word of God. When in the midst of agony
in the Garden of Gethsemane, sweating great drops of blood, he gave
himself over to the will of God, saying, “Nevertheless, not my will but thine
be done.” Holy, blameless and pure, taken together, describe the sinlessness
of Jesus the great high priest. He is everything we are not so that he can
stand before God on our behalf.

The next thing our lesson says about Jesus is that he is “set apart from
sinners.” Now we have to understand what this means, for in a very
important way Jesus was not set apart from sinners. He was not set apart
from sinners in his nature, for as Paul tells us in Romans 8, God sent his own
Son “in the likeness of sinful man.” He was not set apart from sinners
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during the days of his earthly ministry, for he ate with tax collectors and
sinners and was rebuked by the Pharisees for so doing. It was the Pharisees
who had set themselves apart from such, not the Lord. Jesus’ being set apart
refers to his state and condition; he was holy and undefiled, unlike the rest of
mankind. He was separate from sin—its nature, causes and effects. He was
set apart from us in terms of sin and guilt.

Fifth, our lesson says that Jesus was “exalted above the heavens. This
is not just a geographical reference. It indicates that Jesus, who had
humbled himself, taking on the form of a servant, is now higher than every
other heavenly creature, is seated at the right hand of God the Father and has
power and authority forever. You can think of it this way: our author has
pointed out the perfection of Christ before the Father, before mankind and in
and of himself. He now reminds us that this perfect Christ is in heaven, right
where we need him most, interceding on our behalf and preparing a place for
us. His is indeed a high priest who meets our needs—who is perfectly fitted
to bring us peace with God.

In the next two verses our author elaborates on the last two elements
of the sacrifice—the sacrifice of whom and by whom. Of and by. Let’s take
them one at a time. Here’s verse 27:
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Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer
sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of
the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered
himself.
He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. Here our
lesson speaks of what was offered. The Lord offered up himself to die in our
place. How different that was from the Levitical priests. They offered up
the blood of bulls and goats. They offered animal sacrifices for themselves.
They offered them for the people. They offered them repeatedly, day after
day, for such sacrifices could not meet their real need. But Jesus offered up
his perfect life. He offered it once. And that perfect life was entirely
sufficient to cover all of the sins of all of God’s people for all time. It did
not have to be repeated. It was enough.

That sacrifice had been a long time coming. Think of Abraham. God
told him to take his son, his only son, Isaac, whom he loved, and make of
him a burnt offering. The next day Abraham and Isaac set off. On their
journey Isaac noted that they had the wood and the fire but not the lamb for
the sacrifice. “Where is the lamb?” he asked. You could say that Isaac’s
question is the question of the whole Old Testament. Where is the Lamb
that is sufficient to meet our need?
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Think back to the time of Adam and Eve. When they fell into sin and
ruin God killed animals and used their skins to cover their nakedness. It was
an act that not only covered their shame but taught them that only a blood
sacrifice could atone for sin. It was a lesson they taught their sons—but a
lesson that only Abel took to heart, for when he worshiped God he did so
fittingly, through an animal sacrifice. But Adam and Eve knew that mere
animals couldn’t atone for human sin and so they kept looking for the One
promised who would crush the serpent’s head and establish peace with God
and man.

Move ahead centuries and see a man named Moses. He is in Egypt.
It is the time of the Passover. The order has been given. Kill the Passover
lambs and use their blood to mark the doorposts and lintels of the houses.
The angel of death will pass over every house so marked and the people
sheltering inside will be safe. The Israelites sprinkled the blood, but they
knew full well that it was not the value of lamb’s blood that saved them.
The question remained: Where is the true Lamb that takes away the sin of
the world once and for all?

A short time later you will find Moses again. This time he is not in
Egypt, but in the desert. His people have fallen into terrible sin. They have
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made a golden idol and have worshiped it. Moses pleads on their behalf and
then he offers his life in their place. God does not accept the offer. Why?
Because Moses is himself a sinner. He cannot atone for his own sins, never
mind the sins of his people. He wasn’t a suitable sacrifice. The Lamb
would have to be found elsewhere.

Look at the Tabernacle at the center of the Israelite desert camp and
then at the Temple in Jerusalem. Sacrifices were offered continually, day
and night and, during the Passover, they were offered up in the tens of
thousands. Yet all that shed blood could not atone for the smallest sin of the
most righteous of persons. The question remained a pressing one: Where is
the Lamb?

But that was not the only question, for not only was a suitable
sacrifice needed, a suitable priest to offer it was needed too. The Levitical
priests, as we have seen, were not qualified to make such an offering. Look
at verse 28. It says, “For the law appoints as high priests men who are
weak.” Let me get at it this way. If you were to go to Exodus 28 you would
find mention of the special garments worn by the high priest. He wore a
breastplate covered with precious stones. He had an ephod, tunic and robe
all carefully and wonderfully made—made in the same painstaking fashion
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as the covers for the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies. He wore a turban
and on the turban there was a plate of gold on which was written, “Holy to
the Lord.” These outer garments were meant to symbolize the splendour and
beauty of holiness—but the priests’ need for such an outward covering
testified that in and of themselves they lacked true holiness. On seeing the
high priests the people would ask, “Where is the true high priest that we
need—the godly servant of the Lord who can bear the sins of many and
make intercession for the transgressors?” (Isaiah 53:12).

The message of the inadequacy of the Levitical priests was
underscored every year on the Day of Atonement. The priest first had to
cleanse himself with water, for he was defiled. He had to put on the
garments that bore witness to his inadequacy. He had to sacrifice an animal
for his own sins and the sins of his household. And then he had to carry the
blood of another sacrifice into the inner sanctuary and spill the blood on the
mercy seat. And all the while he was within the veil the bells on the fringes
of his robe would tinkle, letting the people outside know that God had not
struck him. Tradition tells us that the high priest would wear a rope around
his ankle when he ministered within the veil, for if God did strike him dead
nobody would dare enter through the curtain to claim the body; they would
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pull him out with the rope instead. So the question remained, “Where is the
true high priest?”

Some thirty years after Jesus was born a wild-looking man came in
from the desert and began to baptize people in the Jordan River, calling them
to repent for the time was at hand. What time? The time when the real
priest and the real sacrifice would arrive. And then one day this man, made
in the mold of an Old Testament prophet, looked up, saw Jesus and said,
“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John
1:29). William Barclay put it this way:
The Levitical High Priest was a sinful man offering animal
sacrifices for a sinful people; Jesus was the sinless Son of God
offering himself for the sin of men… Because he was what he was,
the sinless Son of God, he was equipped for his office as no [merely]
human High Priest could be.
Where is the Lamb? It is Jesus Christ. Where is the Priest? It is Jesus
Christ.

Jesus is fit to meet our need of deliverance. He is the perfect sacrifice,
without spot or blemish. He is the perfect priest, holy and pure and in
perfect fellowship and communion with the Father and the Holy Spirit. And
because he is fit to be our sacrifice and our High Priest he is fit for our

12

worship. Our lesson today not only teaches about how Jesus meets our
need; it also teaches us what is essential for true worship to take place.

First, true worship begins with an awareness of our need. Think of it
this way: This passage tells us that Jesus fits our need and so we must admit
to that need. We need forgiveness, for we are sinners. We need
reconciliation with God, for we are born enemies of God and at war with his
will for us. We need everlasting life, for in and of ourselves we are hellbound and perishing. Beloved, we may come to church Sunday after
Sunday but if we come without admitting our need we will never really
worship God.

Second, true worship includes an awareness that Jesus and Jesus alone
meets our need for deliverance. The word “worship” comes from the older
word “worth-ship.” To worship someone is to acclaim his worth, to
proclaim him “worthy.” When you understand deep down that Jesus isn’t
just a fine moral teacher or one wise man among many, but is the Saviour
you need, the only solution to your predicament, the only Lamb who can
bear your sin, the only High Priest able to offer that sacrifice, it is then that
you will truly worship him. It is then you will praise him for his surpassing
worthiness, his surpassing greatness.
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If you do not worship him, it is because either you do not understand
your need or you do not understand his sufficiency. If that is the case, then
you are not saved. This is what you must do. You must turn around and
look to Jesus. How? Spend time pondering his attributes and his character.
Think of what he is like. He is wise. He is good. He is gentle. He is firm.
He is righteous. He is truthful. He is pure. He is understanding. He is
loving. Think of what he has done. He healed the blind, cleansed the lepers
and caused the lame to walk. He forgave a woman caught in adultery; he
raised Lazarus from the dead; he received sinners and changed them from
the inside out. He set his face to Jerusalem and went to a shameful death on
behalf of sinners like you. And on the cross he granted salvation to a thief
deserving of condemnation. He said to that man, “Today you will be with
me in paradise.”

Beloved, today he says to you, “Come to me, all you who are weary
and heavy laden.” Are you weary? That is, are you sin-sick and tired of
pretending to be something you are not? Are you heavy laden? That is, are
you fed up with trying to keep us appearances? Jesus says, “Come to me
and I will give you rest.” Come to me and you will not have to spend your
time trying to justify yourself. You won’t have to spend time thinking up
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excuses. You won’t have to spend your energy pretending you are perfect;
nobody believes it anyway. He says, “Come to me. Come with your needs,
for I will meet them. Come with your sins, for I will cleanse them. Come
with empty hands, for I will fill them. Come with a broken heart, for I will
make it new. I am the High Priest who meets your deepest need.” In
Christ’s name. AMEN.
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