 Sunday Church School Lesson 06/08/08
“Christ as Intercessor”

Lesson: Hebrews 7:20-28
Background Scriptures: Hebrews 7:1-29
Time: Unknown place about A.D. 67
Introduction of today’s Lesson: 

In last week’s lesson we learned that the original readers of Hebrews were Jewish believers who were under persecution.  As a result, they were beginning to doubt whether faith in Jesus was really better than their previous beliefs.  Our author addressed one aspect for his readers by proving from Scripture that Jesus is infinitely better than the angels.
Today’s passage falls in the middle of a lengthy discussion covering the priesthood.  The larger section includes Hebrews 4:14-10:25; we note the repetition of “high priest” in 4:14 and 10:21, marking off the beginning and ending of this large unit.  The Old Testament role of high priest was that of a mediator between God and the people to make peace (Hebrews 5:1).  It is as though the Jewish believers in Christ were wondering, “Is Jesus’ priesthood better than the Levitical priesthood set up in the Law of Moses?”
In Hebrews 5, our author began to establish proof of Jesus’ superior priesthood.  In 5:1-4, the author lists the universal qualities of a priest.  In 5:5-10, the author shows Jesus’ relation to high priesthood by quoting Psalm 110:4, which compares the Son’s priesthood to that of Melchizedek.
The author interrupts the argument at Hebrews 5:11 to warn the readers about falling away.  After proving that Melchizedek’s priesthood was greater than that of the Levites (the descendants of Abraham, 7:1-10), the author shows that Scripture describes the Son’s priesthood as superior even to Melchizedek’s (7:11-28).  The fact that Jesus’ priesthood is superior to even that of Melchizedek is the immediate backdrop to today’s lesson (7:13-19).
Lesson Aims:

1. Compare and contrast Jesus’ priesthood with the Old Testament Levitical priesthood.
2. Explain why it is better for us to live under Jesus’ priesthood than under a continued Levitical priesthood.
3. Prepare a response to the assertion that living under the Jewish system is just as good as being a Christian.
Golden Text – “He is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them” (Hebrews 7:25)
I. A Priesthood Based on a Divine Oath (Hebrews 7:20-22)
A. The assertion (Hebrews 7:20)
“And inasmuch as not without an oath he was made priest.”
The priesthood was central to Jewish worship, and Jewish converts to Christ would have been reluctant to leave it behind.  For centuries their priests, the descendants of Aaron, had received their sacrifices and interceded for them before God.  The Christian faith, by contrast, had no priestly institution.  Who would now represent them before God?
The writer of Hebrews therefore took pains to show his readers that Christ Himself was now their High Priest and Intercessor.  But how could he justify ignoring the Aaronic priesthood, which God Himself had established?  He did so by identifying Christ with a priesthood superior to Aaron’s, the priesthood of Melchizedek (6:20).  He could do this because Psalm 110, a messianic psalm, had linked the Messiah with this priesthood (Psalm 110:4, Hebrews 7:17).
Thus, after establishing that Melchizedec’s priesthood was superior (Hebrews 7:1-19), the writer specified how Christ’s priesthood fits this pattern.  He first asserted that it was instituted with an oath (vs. 20).  God Himself swore that the Messiah was a priest forever after Melchizedek’s order (Psalm 110:4).
How important was it to have a divine assertion sealed with an oath?  The writer had already told his readers in Hebrews 6:13-18.  God wishing to establish the inviolability of His promise to Abraham and his heirs, swore by Himself to keep it.  Thus, those who are heirs of this promise have double assurance that it will be fulfilled –His promise and His oath.  So also His oath to the Messiah concerning His priesthood gave additional assurance that His word was trustworthy.
B. The contrast (Hebrews 7:21)
“(For those priests were made without an oath; but this with an oath by him that said unto him, The Lord sware and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchisedec:)”

Unlike the Messiah, Aaron’s descendants assumed their priestly duties without an oath.  Aaron and his sons were consecrated to the priesthood with strict instructions and a solemn ceremony (Exodus 28-29), but a divine oath was never given.  It is true that “for ever” is used to describe their prerogatives as priests (29:28), but tin context this meant merely that they – and no others – should perpetually be recognized as priests in Israel.
By contrast, “with an oath by God” Hebrews 7:21, the promise of an eternal priesthood was made to Christ.  Psalm 110:4 is especially strong because it includes not only the Lord’s positive commitment (“sworn”).  Thus, He vehemently asserted that this eternal priesthood is a matter on which He will never change His mind.  The promise is not conditioned on any contingencies such as human unworthiness to have such a priest.
C.  The conclusion (Hebrews 7:22)
“By so much was Jesus made a surety of a better testament.”

The contrast between Christ and the Aaronic priests has infinite implications; “By so much was Jesus made a surety of a better testament (covenant).”  “By so much, “ or “to that extent,” focuses on the vast difference between His status and theirs and introduces a better covenant.
The writer of Hebrews had previously hinted at the need for a better covenant by speaking of the “weakness” and “unprofitableness” of the law and by stating that it “made nothing perfect.”  Now in Christ such a new covenant between God and man has been provided through a succession of events: His incarnation, life, death, resurrection, and eternal priesthood.  While His death was the basis for the covenant, His priesthood is the guarantee of its continuing fulfillment.
Jesus became “a surety” of this better covenant (Hebrews 7:22).  This word, found only here in the New Testament, refers to a guarantee.  Jesus guarantees, through His priesthood, the perpetual fulfillment of the covenant.  In 8:6 Jesus is called the mediator of a better covenant,” a description that focuses on His reconciling death on the cross.  While His mediation made the covenant possible, His intercession guarantees its continuance.
It appears that the writer was building this statement to a climax, which he found in Jesus.  And it is fitting that His human name should be used, for it is because He became human that He can now intercede for us.  Although He is also God and presently occupies a glorified body, He nevertheless remains truly human and can identify with our needs.

II. A Priesthood Based on an Enduring Life (Hebrews 7:23-25)
A.  The contrast (Hebrews 7:23-24)
“And they truly were many priests, because they were not suffered to continue by reason of death;

But this man, because he continueth ever, hath an unchangeable priesthood.”

The priesthood of Christ is superior not only because it is sealed with a divine oath but also because He will not die.  In this He is again contrasted with the Levitical priests.  The descendants of Aaron were “many priests.”  This does not refer to many serving at the same time, although that was true.  It means, rather, that many served in succession.  So even though there was only one high priest at a time, there were perhaps eighty-three (83) of them who served from Aaron to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70.
The reason for this succession was death.  The Lord’s arrangement for the priesthood was with the house of Aaron, not merely with Aaron himself.  This is the only way the priesthood in Israel could be perpetuated.  To fulfill its function, this institution had to rely on a perpetual line of successors, each one with his idiosyncrasies.
The superiority of this priesthood is immediately evident.  Under the Old Testament economy, the death of an aged and beloved high priest could not fail to bring sadness and uncertainty.  The people had depended on him for his intercession and valued his godly example.  What would his successor be like?  Would he be as diligent in his duties and as godly in his behavior?
No such uncertainty can ever arise about the high priesthood of Jesus Christ.  As to character, He has already accredited Himself as the perfect God-man, who has withstood the most severe temptations.  As to efficacy, His intercession will always be accepted because He pleads His own shed blood as its basis.  And because He is eternal, His ministry will never be erased by another.
B.  The implication (Hebrews 7:25)
“Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them.”

The spiritual impact of Christ’s eternal priesthood is enormous.  He is able “to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him.”  “Save” here should be taken as complete deliverance from all the baneful effects of sin.  This is reinforced by “to the uttermost,” or “completely.”  The picture is clear: because Jesus lives forever, He is forever our High Priest.  And because of this, He has the power to deliver us completely and throughout the history of time.
Those who acknowledge their sinful condition and trust Christ’s saving work on the cross are received by the Father as His own.  And now they enjoy the spiritual benefits that continue to come from Jesus’ high priestly ministry.  On earth, He prayed for Simon Peterr and for all His disciples.  His intercession in heaven is implied in the vision of Stephen, who saw Him standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:56).
Christ’s intercessory work is essential to keep us in God’s favor in spite of our weaknesses.  Paul declared that no one can charge or condemn us because Christ died for us and is now at the right hand of God, where He “maketh intercession for us” (Romans 8:34)
Jesus’ intercession does not take the form of pleading w9th an angry God to forgive us.  Rather, having already satisfied God’s wrath.  He has triumphantly taken His seat at the Father’s right hand (Hebrews 1:3).  He is fully accepted, as are all who identify with Him by faith.  His very presence in heaven constitutes His intercessory work for us.
III. A Priesthood Based on a Perfect Character (Hebrews 7:26-28)

A.  The character of Christ (Hebrews 7:26)
“For such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens;”

A third basis for the superiority of Christ’s priesthood is His flawless character.  The qualities of His character are introduced by the words “For such a high priest became us.”  This means that He was fitting, or suitable, for us.  In light of the nature of our needs, it is fitting for God to provide this kind of high priest for us.
Jesus is fitting high priest because He is, first, holy.  The Greek word used here refers to His devout, pious character.  He is also completely without guile.  Being without a sinful nature, He is never motivated by base, impure, or deceitful thoughts.  Third, He is morally undefiled.  He is free from any ethical taint whatsoever and is unstained by sin.

Fourth, our High Priest is totally separate from sinners.  This may be taken in one of two ways.  If the writer was considering Christ’s present position in heaven, the separation is physical.  But if the writer was including His earthly sojourn, the separation is spiritual.  Indeed, while on earth Jesus never stayed aloof from sinners.  But He knew how to walk among them without becoming like them.
Fifth, He has been exalted above the heavens.  This refers not to His original heavenly status, which He enjoyed by divine right, but rather to the exaltation that occurred after His earthly humiliation (Acts 1:10-11 or Hebrews 4:14).  He now enjoys the position due Him for all He accomplished in God’s cosmic plan (Philippians 2:9-11).

B. The contrast with other priests (Hebrews 7:27-28)

“Who needeth not daily, as those high priests, to offer up sacrifice, first for his own sins, and then for the people’s for this he did once, when he offered up himself.
For the law maketh men high priests which have infirmity; but the word of the oath, which was since the law, maketh the Son who is consecrated for evermore.

The Levitical high priests had repetitive duties that Jesus does not have to perform.  He does not have to offer sacrifices “daily” as they did.  There is a potential problem in this statement, for the high priest, while overseeing the temple sacrifices, was not required to offer them daily.  The description of his work here seems rather to fit the annual Day of Atonement.
But since the high priest here represents the entire priesthood, the daily sacrifices are probably attributed to him.  In addition, high priests were vulnerable to sin like everyone else, and this required daily sin offerings to guarantee their fitness for service (Leviticus 4:3).  The point is thus made that high priests had to offer sin offerings repeatedly.  Moreover, they had to offer first a sacrifice for their own sins and then one for the sins of the people.

Jesus was not bound to this endless cycle (Hebrews 7:27).  He did this once (literally, “once for all”) when He offered up Himself.  As both High Priest and Sacrifice, He put an end to the necessity of animal sacrifices.  

The writer concluded his argument by showing why Christ’s single sacrifice was eternally efficacious and the earlier ones were not.  Two arrangements were in operation.  The arrangement of the law utilized high priests with normal human frailties.  Thus, they always had to offer sacrifices for their own sins.

The second arrangement, which superseded the law, was “the word of the oath” (Hebrews 7:28).  God swore that there would be a new priesthood after the order of Melchizedek (vs. 20-21).  It came into being with Jesus, God’s own Son, who validated His priesthood through a perfect sacrifice – Himself.  So He is consecrated forever to this ministry, and it is He who represents us in heaven this very day.

General Comments related to the Lesson:
· We can take comfort in knowing that God, not man, made Jesus our High Priest (Hebrews 7:20-22).
· Our High Priest always lives, never changes, and is always available to us (vs. 23-24).
· We have One praying for us constantly whose prayers never fail (vs. 25).
· Jesus is precisely the kind of high priest we need, for He is everything we are not (vs. 26).
· Christ’s priestly work on our behalf is fully sufficient because of who He is and what He has done (vs. 27).
· We must never put a human being in the place of Christ (vs. 28).
· Hebrews 4:14-16 says, “Seeing then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into the heavens.  Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession.  For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.  Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.”
· Jesus’ high-priestly role was superior to that of any priest of Levi, because the Messiah was a priest of a higher rank (Psalm 110:4).  If the Jewish priests and their laws had been able to save people, why would God need to send Christ as a priest, who came not from the tribe of Levi (the priestly tribe), but from the tribe of Judah?  The animal sacrifices had to be repeated, and they offered only temporary forgiveness; but Christ’s sacrifice was offered once, and it offers total and permanent forgiveness.  Under the new covenant, the Levitical priesthood was canceled in favor of Christ’s role as High Priest.  Because Christ is our High Priest, we need to pay attention to him.  No minister, leader, or Christian friend can substitute for his work and his role in our salvation.
· The Law was not intended to save people, but to point out their sin (see Romans 3:20 & 5:20) and to point toward Christ (see Galatians 3:24-25).  Salvation coves through Christ whose sacrifice brings forgiveness for our sins.  Being ethical, working diligently to help others, and giving to charity are all commendable, but they cannot save us or make us right with God.
· This “better testament” is also called the new covenant or new testament.  It is new and better because it allows us to go directly to God through Jesus Christ.  We no longer need to rely on sacrificed animals and priests to obtain God’s forgiveness.  This new covenant is better because while all the priests died, Christ lives forever.  Priests and sacrifices could not save people, but Christ truly saves.  You have access to Christ.  He is available to you, but do you go to him with your needs?
· What does it mean that Jesus is able to save completely (to the uttermost)?  No one else can add to what Jesus did to save us; our past, present, and future sins are all forgiven, and Jesus is with the Father as a sign that our sins are forgiven.  If you are a Christian, remember that Christ had paid the price for your sins once and for all.  (see Hebrews 9:24-28).
· As our High Priest, Christ is our advocate, the mediator between us and God.  He looks after our interests and presents our requests to God.  The Old Testament high priest went before god once a year to plead for the forgiveness of the nation’s sins.  Christ makes perpetual intercession before God for us.  Christ’s continuous presence in heaven with the Father assures us that our sins have been paid for and forgiven.  This wonderful assurance frees us from guilt and fear of failure.
· In Old Testament times when animals were sacrificed, they were cut into pieces, the parts were washed, the fat was burned, the blood was sprinkled, and the meat was boiled.  Blood was demanded as atonement for sins, and God accepted animal blood to cover the people’s sins (Leviticus 17:11).  Because of the sacrificial system, the Israelites were generally aware that sin costs and that they themselves were sinful.  Many people take Christ’s work on the cross for granted.  They don’t realize how costly it was for Jesus to secure our forgiveness – it cost him his life (1st Peter 1:18-19).

· These verses help explain why Jesus had to die.  As we better understand the Jewish sacrificial system, we see that Jesus’ death served as the perfect atonement for our sins.  His death brings us eternal life.  How callous, how cold, how stubborn it would be for us to refuse God’s greatest gift

Questions from the Lesson:

1. Why did the readers of Hebrews need to have proof that Christ was now their High Priest?
2. Why was it important that God sealed Christ’s priesthood with an oath?
3. How is Christ’s priesthood the surety of a better covenant?
4. Why is it essential that our High Priest be human?
5. Why did many Aaronic priests have to serve in succession?
6. Why might Israelites have had uncertainties when a high priest died?
7. How does Jesus’ intercession guarantee complete salvation?
8. How is the character of our High Priest described?
9. In what two senses is Jesus separate from sinners?
10. Why was Jesus’ single sacrifice better than all the rest?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Book of Hebrews
Chapter 7:20-28
Verse 20

[20] And inasmuch as not without an oath he was made priest:

And — The greater solemnity wherewith he was made priest, farther proves the superior excellency of his priesthood.

Verse 21

[21] (For those priests were made without an oath; but this with an oath by him that said unto him, The Lord sware and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedec:)

The Lord sware and will not repent — Hence also it appears, that his is an unchangeable priesthood.

Verse 22

[22] By so much was Jesus made a surety of a better testament.

Of so much better a covenant — Unchangeable, eternal.

Was Jesus made a surety — Or mediator. The word covenant frequently occurs in the remaining part of this epistle. The original word means either a covenant or a last will and testament. St. Paul takes it sometimes in the former, sometimes in the latter, sense; sometimes he includes both.

Verse 23

[23] And they truly were many priests, because they were not suffered to continue by reason of death:

They were many priests — One after another.

Verse 24

[24] But this man, because he continueth ever, hath an unchangeable priesthood.

He continueth for ever — In life and in his priesthood.

That passeth not away — To any successor.

Verse 25

[25] Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them.

Wherefore he is able to save to the uttermost — From all the guilt, power, root, and consequence of sin.

Them who come — By faith.

To God through him — As their priest.

Seeing he ever liveth to make intercession — That is, he ever lives and intercedes. He died once; he intercedes perpetually.

Verse 26

[26] For such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens;

For such an high priest suited us — Unholy, mischievous, defiled sinners: a blessed paradox! Holy - With respect to God.

Harmless — With respect to men.

Undefiled — With any sin in himself.

Separated from sinners — As well as free from sin. And so he was when he left the world.

And made — Even in his human nature.

Higher than the heavens — And all their inhabitants.

Verse 27

[27] Who needeth not daily, as those high priests, to offer up sacrifice, first for his own sins, and then for the people's: for this he did once, when he offered up himself.

Who needeth not to offer up sacrifices daily — That is, on every yearly day of expiation; for he offered once for all: not for his own sins, for he then offered up himself "without spot to God."

Verse 28

[28] For the law maketh men high priests which have infirmity; but the word of the oath, which was since the law, maketh the Son, who is consecrated for evermore.

The law maketh men high priests that have infirmity — That are both weak, mortal, and sinful.

But the oath which was since the law — Namely, in the time of David.

Maketh the son, who is consecrated for ever — Who being now free, both from sin and death, from natural and moral infirmity, remaineth a priest for ever.
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