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Our faith is very much rooted in Judaism; we cannot – nor would we want to – separate ourselves 
from those roots, because they nourish our understanding of our Jewish Messiah (who is also the 
universal Messiah); Judaism is the source for our understanding Jesus’ earthly background and all 
that God did in preparation for His coming (the history of Israel = O.T.).  One of the N.T. images from 
those roots is of Jesus as our High Priest, which was an extremely important figure in ancient Israel 
as well as in Jesus’ day. So we need to review a bit about the role of the priest, and of course, the 
book of Hebrews helps a lot in that review. As our High Priest, Jesus set an example for us of 
submission, obedience, sacrifice, and inter-cession, and He calls us to imitate all of that in the 
fulfillment of our priestly role. So we start by looking at a few background verses that help us put 
things in context and perspective:  

Heb. 2:17-18 …  

“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, and that he might 
make atonement for the sins of the people.  Because he himself suffered by being 
tempted [tested], he is able to help those who are being tempted [tested].” 

In this passage we pick up both on qualities that had to characterize the priest as well as tasks he 
should fulfill: 1) he had to be human, one of us, a brother to our race, with our DNA; 2) he should be 
merciful and faithful in God’s service (not in the service of any government agency or political 
agenda); 3) he should be subject to suffering and testing/tempting (Greek peirázo embraces both 
meanings).  As for specific tasks, the priest made atonement for sins, that is, he offered the sacrifices 
stipulated in the law so that the people could experience peace and communion with God. “Make 
atonement” translates the Greek hiláskomai = take away sins or bring about their forgiveness (the 
Hebrew root is kippur = “to cover”; also the cover on the ark of the covenant where the blood of the 
animal sacrifices was sprinkled).  

So what was different about Jesus’ high priesthood? He didn’t bring the blood of goats, sheep, or 
bulls like the Jewish priests did, which represented their lives being given over to God; rather, Jesus 
brought His own blood; He was Himself the sacrifice. We should not interpret this to mean that God 
was “bloodthirsty”; we humans were the bloodthirsty ones, for God’s own blood, just as Cain had 
demonstrated by killing Abel. As Jesus would later say, “Inasmuch as you’ve done it to one of the 
least of these my brothers and sisters, you have done it to me!” In God’s viewpoint, what Cain 
did in killing Abel was actually what Cain was doing to God!  So when humanity had the chance to pull 
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out their old grudge against God for not letting us have our own way, that’s precisely how it played 
out, “for there’s nothing hidden that will not be revealed” (Mk. 4:22). God in human form was a 
target too attractive to be ignored – the enemy was after Him from the beginning (recall Herod’s 
order), and he would use humanity’s awful sin nature to bring about that murder. But it was only 
through Jesus that God’s mercy could be incarnated in the very place where the problem existed. 

Heb. 4:14-16 …  

“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, 
Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a 
high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has 
been tempted [tested] in every way, just as we are—yet without sin.  Let us then 
approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help us in our time of need.”   

More important characteristics of our High Priest appear here: able to empathize with weakness, 
tempted [tested] in every way like us, but without giving in – He never failed the test, but always stood 
the test!  Now He has walked “in our skin,” He knows how it feels, but He stood strong on our behalf. 

Heb. 5:1-2 …  

“Every 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.  He is able to deal 
gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to 
weakness.”   

Jesus also was selected from among the people, hence one of us; His purpose was to represent the 
people, acting on their behalf before God, offering gifts and sacrifices on behalf of sins (same as in 
previous passage); all priests should be able to deal gently and exercise compassion, especially 
toward those who are ignorant (of the gospel) and those who are wandering, straying, or deceived 
(Greek planóomai), because all are “encompassed” by weakness. 

Heb. 5:7-10 …  

“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. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he 
suffered, and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who 
obey him and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.”   

The focus here is on Jesus’ priesthood: He didn’t appoint Himself, but God did that (vv. 5-6). So in the 
days of His flesh, He offered up prayers and entreaties (His priestly intercession), with powerful crying 
out and tears to the One who could save Him from death. He wasn’t asking to be saved from dying 
(see Jn. 12:27-28), but from being defeated by death (see 1 Pe. 2:23). He was heard because of His 
reverence (Greek eulábeia = piety, sobriety, fear of God). Even though He was Son of God, He had to 
learn obedience because He was truly human (obey > Greek hupakouw, Latin ob+audire = to listen 
in a certain direction). So obedience is about listening to God instead of all the other voices clamoring 
for my attention! Jesus learned to listen always “in the direction of” His Father, so that even His 
sufferings were learning experiences (not wasted!). So we must not despise our suffering, since it is a 
choice tool in God’s hands. But it’s also a decision as I repeatedly will to live under Christ’s rule 
instead of that of my flesh. We cannot despair over the awful state of the world, the church, our lives!  
His Priesthood gives us hope and strength to keep going (Heb. 7:25, Rom. 8:34 … interceding on 
our behalf).  
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So finally when He had been made “perfect” (teleióo = made complete/finished/mature), He became 
the Source/Cause/Author of eternal salvation [this was through-out His public ministry, but only 
completed at the cross as He incarnated God’s mercies, declared and acted out our forgiveness in 
the face of the worst crime in all of history; the power of God’s love was put on display, thereby 
establishing God’s reign in a human life]. This was accomplished for all those who would listen in His 
direction! Thus He was designated/named by God as High Priest in the order of Melchizedek (as if of 
the same dignity, or the successor, of that O.T. figure – Gen. 14:18). 

Application to us  

In this next section, the writer of Hebrews brings to light the painful truth of his readers’ immaturity; so 
in the process of maturing into this priestly role, we have to come to recognize areas where we have 
been slow to learn and consequently haven’t yet fully assimilated basic truths of God’s Word.  

Heb. 5:11-14 …  

“About this we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become dull 
of hearing. For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to 
teach you again the basic principles of the oracles of God.  You need milk, not solid 
food, for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, since he 
is a child.  But solid food is for the mature, for those who have their powers of 
discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil.” 

“Much to say about this” reminds us of what Jesus said in the upper room (Jn. 16:12); the disciples 
were not able to hear more, but would have to learn from the Holy Spirit, who would guide them into 
all truth. The writer says they were “dull of hearing” (Greek, sluggish, lazy).  They ought to be 
teachers already, yet were still needing someone to teach them the basics! They were still on bottled 
milk after so many years! Drinking milk instead of eating solid food meant they were infants, as Paul 
called the Corinthians: “people who are still worldly—mere infants in Christ” (1 Cor. 3). He said 
he couldn’t give them solid food, “for you weren’t ready for it.” In fact, they were “still 
worldly…because there was jealousy and quarreling” among them.  

“Unskilled in the word of righteousness” meant they were unproven and inexperienced.  In 
contrast with this situation was that of the mature (the same word as in v. 9 about Christ); these do 
eat solid spiritual food, since their faculty for discerning has been trained (root word for gymnasium): 
by careful exercise, they have learned to distinguish between good and evil according to God’s 
standard, precisely what Adam and Eve decided they would do on their own, thereby abandoning 
their Teacher in the Garden of Eden in preference for his enemy. So the Genesis story is a picture of 
each of us, showing us how we decided to let our appetites rule and determine what’s good and 
bad; so we have to go back with new resolution to learn God’s criteria for distinguishing between 
good and evil. My flesh cannot tell me the truth, just like the world cannot!  Yet today’s education is 
practically in the hands of Internet, Social Media, Disney, Warner Bros., Amazon, Netflix: they’re the 
“Pied Pipers” of this century, and where they’re taking our children is not a safe place! Parents, 
grandparents, young adults, we must take our power of discernment to the gymnasium and to a new 
level, because this world is determined to consume our kids’ minds with trash and corruption! 

Spiritual maturity, “growing up” in Christ (Eph. 4:13-15), means learning His criteria for good 
and evil (no longer ruled by the world’s values), and following His path into the priesthood! It’s 
why in evangelical churches we don’t have an office of the “priest,” because we’re all called to act as 
priests (the universal priesthood of all believers): representing God before others (speaking and 
acting on His behalf), representing others before God (interceding, laying down our lives for others, 1 
Jn. 3:16). Yet this maturity in our life can sometimes feel like a quite elusive goal that just keeps 
receding farther away on our horizon. 
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What are some steps toward spiritual maturity that I can take? 

1. Openness: transparency, vulnerability, honest exposure of our true self = willingness to confess 
my weaknesses, instead of insulating myself from being known.  When we refuse to confess our 
true inner needs, we shut out the light and the truth of God’s healing presence.  Fears, insecurities, 
and anguish are burdens that need to be shared (Heb. 4:12). 

2. Recognition of our shallowness: growing toward maturity begins by recognizing our current 
immaturity (dullness, sluggishness, lack of discipline), and that of the society around us. The 
evolving fantasies of our culture simply reflect the futility of the human way of thinking, and infantile 
fantasies give way to juvenile fantasies, which give way to adult fantasies, and the tendency is for 
them to become more and more corrupt (desenfrenado): “just let me do anything that occurs to 
me, whatever suits my fancy.” Such sluggish morality has a name: debauchery, licentiousness 
(libertinaje), and it’s spiraling out of control.  That’s our culture today: no brakes and headed 
toward the cliff.  Our world is desperately in need of a Savior. If we remain immature (dull, 
unskilled, unproven), our spiritual strength will not be adequate for the challenges of the long haul.  
We need confession and repentance to become a daily habit! 

3. The biblical principle that especially points us toward maturity is deep awareness of our calling to 
the priesthood of the believer: the conviction that every person has direct access to go directly 
to God for forgiveness through repentance and faith in Christ. So each of us is ultimately 
responsible for our own growth; and our priestly role on behalf of others is modeled after 
Christ’s. Where did Christ complete His priesthood?  As He lay down His life for us, presenting it 
to God as an offering on our behalf (Mk. 2:10, Lk. 7:43, Jn. 5:27, Lk. 23:34, 43). And because 
even death could not defeat Him, He’s still carrying out that Priesthood by interceding on our 
behalf. So we’re called to imitate Him: sacrificing, serving, laying down our lives on behalf of 
others, and interceding.  His example at the cross is our pattern: As we cursed Him, He would 
bless us; as we broke His body, He would mend our souls; as we rejected His authority, He 
would bear our rebellion with patience and forgiveness; as we defeated Him, He would show us 
true victory; as we poured cruelty on Him, He poured kindness on us; as we hated Him, He was 
loving and forgiving us; as we killed Him, He was giving us life.  This is our High Priest! 

 

 


