RELIGION VS. REALITY
SERIES: THE SUPREMACY OF THE SON

By Steve Zeidler

Last week | talked with aman in his mid-60's whose wife recently abandoned him after 40 years of marriage. He was
overcome with grief and shock. A sense of loneliness, fear and devastation had overtaken him. As we talked, it was
obvious to me that he needed a physician for his soul, someone who could minigter to him in atime of sorrow and crisis.
Our conversation reminded me that we al need the minisiry of a priest, one who is cgpable of helping usin our inner man.
In our Protestant tradition we frequently find ourselves forgetting, perhaps sometimes not even knowing, what is the
function of apriest. Y e when we search the Scriptures we discover that mankind was meant to benefit from a priestly
minigry in life

I would like to suggest three functions that describe the respongbility and ministry of apriest. First, apriest is one who
knows you exactly the way you are. Y ou don’t have to cover up your faults from him. He knows what it is like to be you.
Secondly, apriest is someone who loves you. Although he knows you intimately, he loves you nonethdess. And thirdly, a
priest is someone who can help you with the burdens you have to bear in life.

We dl need thiskind of minigtry. Sadly, however, many of us seek it by appesling to human sources. Take marriage, for
ingance. Some people marry with the expectation that marriage will provide them with the things we have suggested are the
functions of a priest. Now marriages do, in asense, provide aform of priestly exchange. But we dl have needs that are
beyond the ability of any human being to meet. We cannot let ourselves be known as we redlly are. We cannot even know
oursalves. While much of the world today strives after such things as physicd fitness, financia security, or a sense of
emotiona and psychologica wellbeing, the hunger of the human heart ill remains. We need a priest, someone who knows
usasweredly are, loves us without reservation, and is committed to helping usin our need.

Where can we find such a physician for the soul? Today, in our studiesin the book of Hebrews, we come to a passage that
identifies Jesus Chrigt asthe Priest we dl need in our lives. He is the one who has the resources necessary for thisintimate
persona supply. In Hebrews 6, we saw that Jesus ministry is such that “...we may have strong encouragement, we who
have fled for refuge in laying hold of the hope set before us. This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, a hope both sure
and steadfast...” (Hebrews 6:18b, 19a). “An anchor for the soul...” What a striking metaphor: an anchor that will hold fast
in the midst of the storms and circumstances of life. Earlier we read the words, “Let us therefore draw near with confidence
to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and may find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16). In Christ
we have one who extends mercy to us. He gracioudy offersto supply uswith al we need.

The author of Hebrews set out to write a treatise on Jesus Christ, a powerful expression of the greatness of our Lord.
Increasingly he was drawn to the recognition that Jesusis a priest. God incarnate had al the qualifications required of a
priest and acted in away that profoundly fulfilled the ministry of a priest. We have aready looked at the qudifications of a
priest in Hebrews 5. He should come from among men, he must know what it is to be frail and burdened with human
limitations, he should be gppointed by God, and, most importantly, he should be able to dea with sins. Jesus, of course,
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fulfilled each one of these qudificationsto the letter. He fulfilled exactly what an Old Testament high priest was expected to
do for his people. Jesus, then, is the one who meets the needs of human hearts. He isthe great physician of the soul .

But then, because the Old Testament listed detailed instructions on the ancestry expected of a priest, the author realized
there was alegd problem with his contention that Jesus was a priest. He illugtrates this problem in 7:14 in thewords “....it is
evident that our Lord was descended from Judah, a tribe with reference to which Moses spoke nothing concerning

priests.” There is the problem. According to the Old Testament, only the descendants of Levi qudified as priests, and

Jesus, of course, was of the tribe of Judah.

Then, in Hebrews 8:4 we read, “Now if He were on earth, He would not he apriest at dl, since there are those who offer
the giftsaccording to the Law....” If Jesusisapriest whose primary emphasisis thisworld and its religious order, he would
not qudify. He came from the wrong tribe; he didn’t legally measure up to the correct sandard. And yet heis our High
Priest. Thereis no one more effective in taking away our sin. Heis our High Priest, dthough legdly he does not qudify.

Having recognized this problem, the author searched the Scriptures until he came to a profound understanding of two hard
to understand Old Testament references. If this were amystery nove, a this point the “ mysterious stranger” would make
his entrance. The mysterious stranger, we know, isa greet literary and cinemétic device. Heisthe dark figure, slhouetted
againg the sky, who makes only occasona but aways highly significant appearancesin the plot. He never quite entersinto
the story, but prefers to remain on the periphery of things. And athough he appears but for a moment, he dramaticaly
affects the entire ory. It isthat kind of figure whom the writer of Hebrews discovered in the Old Testament when he
sought to answer the question, how could Jesus legdly be cdled a priest?

Meélchizedek is this mysterious figure whom the author discovered. He has aready made reference to him, in Hebrews
5:11, “Concerning him we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing.” Clear-
headed thinking was a requirement for word of this high priest. Now the author is going to share his discovery of the
mydsterious M chizedek. There are two references to him in the Old Testament: eight versesin the book of Genes's, which
tell the story of Abraham’s encounter with him, and another reference in Psalm 110. That powerful Messanic psam isone
of the most important of the entire Psdlter. The fact that Mechizedek is mentioned in it is extremdy important.

Let us consider these references to Me chizedek in the Old Testament. In Genes's, Abraham won a great military victory,
despite the tremendous odds againgt him, when he rescued his nephew Lot and returned with the spails of battle. Then, just
as he was savoring one of the high points of hislife, Abraham was offered a choice. The king of Sodom, representing the
world and the riches of the world, met Abraham and offered him great wedth. But another figure, the mysterious
Melchizedek, king of Sdem, met Abraham and offered him asmple med of bread and wine. Each king made his pitch to
Abraham, but Abraham chose to partake of Me chizedek’s offer, and worshiped God by giving atenth of the spails of
battle to Melchizedek. He did not accept the offer of’ the king of Sodom but instead gave of hisriches to the representative
of Got.

That incident is dso referred to in Psalm 110: “The Lord has siworn and will not change His mind, Thou art a priest forever
according to the order of Melchizedek” (verse 4). Having considered these things, the author of Hebrews realized that
when Jesus came to earth he did qualify as a priest, but not according to the law, not as a Leviticd priest. Jesus quaified on
adifferent basis—the bass that God had introduced in Abraham’s day and promised again in Psalm 110, that he would do
something that would overturn the human priesthood of the line of Levi.
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For thisMelchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, who met Abraham as he was
returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him, to whom also Abraham apportioned a
tenth part of all the spoils, wasfirst of all, by the tranglation of his name, king of righteousness, and
then also king of Salem, which isking of peace. Without father, without mother, without genealogy,
having neither beginning of daysnor end of life, but made like the Son of God, heremainsa priest
perpetually. (Hebrews 7:1-3)

‘The writer of Hebrews makes certain observations on this account, some of which arc based on what we are told in the
text; some of which are based on what information isleft out. Firgt, he says, the name Mé chizedek means “king of
righteousness’ and further, “...then dso king [of aregion caled] Sdem...” (Shalom, “peace’ in Hebrew)—in other words,
king of peace. Abraham redlized this king was God' s representative. Something about him clearly samped him asan
important servant of God. Then Abraham, in an act of worship to God, gave to M chizedek, one-tenth of everything he
had won in battle.

The writer does not even involve himsdlf in other important details of the Genes's account—things which identify
Melchizedek as atype of Christ—but he does make some observations about what is not in the text. Firet, he asserts
Meélchizedek did not have a genealogy. He just showed up. Not only that, we don’t know what happened to him later,
where he went, when he died—nothing. Me chizedek is a mygterious figure who is briefly injected into the Genesis story only
to disappear again without trace. When those facts are set dongside Psalm 110 (where we see that Messiah to come
would be a priest like Me chizedek, “a priest forever”), we deduce that God ordained an eternd qudlity about this
priesthood. Mée chizedek was aman. He had a father and mother and he certainly died, but Snce we are not told the details
of hisbirth and deeth it isasif he were eternd.

We see a greet detective a work here. The author of Hebrews has only afew clues to work with, but he is beginning to

see something of the plan of God as the Spirit gave him ingght about these things. Having made these observations, what
follows are reasons for the deduction that because Jesusis a priest of the order of M chizedek, heisfar superior to the

Levitical priestswho served in the temple in Jerusdem.

Let me draw attention to two points of logic that are part of the argument for this superiority, beginning at Hebrews 7:4.
Firdt, the priesthood of Melchizedek was ingtituted prior to the Levitica priesthood; and secondly, it was subsequent to it.
It came both before and &fter it, in other words. As aresult, it is greeter. In apeculiar (to us) argument, beginning in verse
4, Mélchizedek is described as a great man because he came before the Levitica priesthood. Within Abraham’s body a
thetime of his encounter with Melchizedek was contained the genetic materid that would later become Isaac, Jacob and
the twelve sons of Jacob-the tribe of Levi and dl their descendants. So when Abraham worshiped God at the feet of
Meélchizedek, his descendants-saac, Jacob and the others-also participated in that act of worship. Thus Melchizedek was
greater because he preceded the Levitical priesthood. Secondly, consider the argument of Hebrews 7:11.

Now if perfection was through thelL evitical priesthood (for on the basis of it the people received
the Law), what further need wastherefor another priest to arise according to the order of
M elchizedek, and not be designated according to the order of Aaron?

What heis saying is, not only was Me chizedek before Aaron and the others, now we have along history. Levi and his
sons became priests, the tabernacle was built, and eventualy the temple with countless animals daughtered in sacrifice, but
the problem was that system did not work (it didn’t result in perfection). God had to promise a Messiah to come, and his
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priesthood would he greater than that which had failed to work. So the priesthood of Christ symbolized by Mélchizedek
was grester because it came both before and after. He was the replacement for the failed, weak ministry of the priesthood
of Jerusdem.

Another argument is advanced in Hebrews 7:16 by contrasting the awvesome power of an indestructible life with the puny
authority derived from human ancestry (the law that required physical descent from Levi).

That same discrepancy is often demonstrated in business. Certain people who have the correct degrees, the proper
pedigree-they went to the right schools and were born into the right families-assume these things qudify them for a certain
type of work. Then, on the other hand, there are others whose only qudification is that they are good at what they do.
Although they were not born into the right family, they have an ability thet, while it never has been awvarded with a university
degree, is neverthdess extremely effective. The writer of Hebrews lays these two things Sde by side: aphysical
requirement, and then the challenge by some one who can actudly do what he is said to be able to do. Which of theseis
the greater?

There is a difference between a human reguirement and the power of an indestructible life. Jesusisthe great High Priest
because he is supremely capable of meeting our needs. He knows us, he loves us, and he can help us. Wheress, the
Levitical priesthood was wesk, hisis powerful.

Consder dso the oath of God (Hebrews 7:20-22). Psalm 110 says. “The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind,
Thou art a Priest forever....” God took an oath to establish his Son Jesus Christ as High Priest. That fact strikes the author
as remarkable. Why should God have to take an oath? Shouldn’t hisword be good enough? Think of the humility involved
in God' s swearing, as if before a magidtrate, that he would tell the truth.

He does so, of course, because man is weak and deceitful. Because of this, we have developed an e aborate system
designed to make people keep their word. Have you noticed how children try to escape the consequences of their
promises to their peers by saying, “We didn't shake on it?” As adults we must sign contracts, and have them notarized, to
ensure we will do what we have promised to do. We must lay one layer of safeguards on top of another testifying to the
fact that we will perform what we have promised we will do. In atremendous act of humility, God subjected himsdf to our
standards and swore an oath to convince us he would do what he had promised. Jesus' priesthood comes by the oath of
God. Its effectiveness, therefore, cannot be challenged.

In Hebrews 7:23-24, another comparison made is that Jesus remains a priest forever in contrast with the great numbers of
priests required in the Old Testament as one generation succeeded another. Some were godly, some wicked, but they al
passed on. The priest who could offer help one day was dead and gone the next, yet Jesus remains a priest forever. His
ability to minister to us never fals. The various arguments in Hebrews 7 for the superiority of Jesus high priesthood are
summarized in Hebrews 7:26-28:

For it wasfitting for usto have such a high priest, holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners
and exalted above the heavens; who does not need daily, like those high priests, to offer up
sacrifices, first for Hisown sinsand then for the sins of the people, because thisHe did once for all
when He offered up Himself. For the Law appoints men as high priests who are weak, but the word
of the oath, which came after the Law, appoints a Son, made perfect forever.
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Hebrews 7:12 declares that once the new priesthood was ushered in, once Messiah is put in place as a Priest, the old rules
don't apply anymore; henceforth matters are on a different basis. Hebrews 8 sets out the new rules-the new covenant-the
new agreement in the relationship between God and man.

Now the main point in what has been said isthis: we have such a high priest, who hastaken His
seat at theright hand of the throne of the M ajesty in the heavens, a minister in the sanctuary and
in the true taber nacle, which the Lord pitched, not man. For every high priest is appointed to offer
both gifts and sacrifices; so it is necessary that this high priest also have something to offer. Now if
Hewereon earth, Hewould not be a priest at all, since there are those who offer the gifts
according to the Law; who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things, just as M oses was
warned by God when he was about to erect the tabernacle; for, “SEE,” He says, “THAT YOU
MAKE all things ACCORDING TO THE PATTERN WHICH WAS SHOWN YOU ON THE
MOUNTAIN.” (Hebrews 8:1-5)

When Moses was told to build the firgt tabernacle (which would eventualy become the Jerusdem temple), he was given a
vison of heaven in which worshippers have access to God. Based on what he saw, he built something that was a shadow,
asymboal of hisvison.

Jesus ministry takes place in God' s presence in the heavenly places. That is where he ministers-in the presence of God.
We no longer have to dedl with symbols but with the red thing. The realm of the spirit world iswhere God can be known
by us, and it isin that relm that Jesus serves as Priest. A human organization, a clinic on earth to supply uswith a priestly
ministry, isno longer necessary. We now have an Advocate in heaven itself—and not only in heaven but in our hearts aso.
Our High Priest ministers both in the heavens and in our hearts.

But now He has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as He is also the mediator of a
better covenant, which has been enacted on better promises. For if that first covenant had been
faultless, there would have been no occasion sought for a second. For finding fault with them, He
says,
“BEHOLD, DAYSARE COMING,
SAYSTHE LORD,
WHEN | WILL EFFECT A NEW COVENANT
WITH THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL
AND WITH THE HOUSE OF JUDAH;
NOT LIKE THE COVENANT
WHICH | MADE WITH THEIR FATHERS
ON THE DAY WHEN | TOOK THEM
BY THE HAND TO LEAD THEM
OUT OF THE LAND OF EGYPT;
FOR THEY DID NOT CONTINUE
IN MY COVENANT,
AND | DID NOT CARE FOR THEM,
SAYSTHE LORD.
“FOR THISISTHE COVENANT THAT | WILL MAKE
WITH THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL
AFTER THOSE DAYS, SAYSTHE LORD:
| WILL PUT MY LAWSINTO THEIR MINDS,
AND | WILL WRITE THEM ON THEIR HEARTS.
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AND | WILL BE THEIR GOD,
AND THEY SHALL BEMY PEOPLE.
“AND THEY SHALL NOT TEACH EVERYONE
HISFELLOW CITIZEN,
AND EVERYONE HISBROTHER, SAYING,
KNOW THE LORD,’
FOR ALL WILL KNOW ME,
FROM THE LEAST
TO THE GREATEST OF THEM.
“FOR | WILL BE MERCIFUL TO THEIR INIQUITIES,
AND | WILL REMEMBER
THEIR SINSNO MORE.”
When He said, ““ A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is becoming
obsolete and growing old isready to disappear. (Hebrews 8:6-13)

Our Lord minigersin the very presence of God in the heavenly places, and he a'so minigers in the minds and hearts of
those who love him. We no longer have to approach him by means of religion. We no longer have to ded with the shadow.
Our God will henceforth meet our needs by his Spirit within us (Hebrews 8:10).

We have aHigh Priest, a physician for the soul, who minigtersto usin our degpest needs-one who knows us intimately and
loves us anyway; he is committed to helping us. to freeing us and supplying us with everything we need in life. Thereisno
more important bridge we can cross as Chrigtians than the recognition that it is possible to be religious and yet leave God
behind; to serve an old covenant that appedls to an obsolete priesthood for hel p—-one that never worked anyway. In Chrigt,
God offers us an effective High Priest, one who pleads our case in the very presence of the living God. “Let us draw near
to God” isthe refrain that is sung over and over in this letter to the Hebrews. “Jesusis an effective High Priest. Let us draw
near to him.”

A sdesman friend recently attended a sales convention filled with razzle-dazzle and hype-atogether a high-energy event.
Afterwards the sdlesmen returned to their jobs brimming over with a new enthusiasm for their company and their product.
My friend compared the sdes convention happening to the Christian fellowship he experiences weekly with a group of
Chrigtian brothers and sisters who meet to worship God and live to the praise and glory of Jesus Christ. The sdes
convention was externd, filled with hype and false energy. It soon petered out, and failed to ddiver what it promised. The
second experience, however, touches eternity—God himself is present in their midst

When Chrigtians meet in obedience to God in humility before him there is nothing to compare with that experience. From
him we receive true imulus, energy and power from within to live as we ought to live. That isthe offer made herein this
passage. We dl need apriest in our lives. We dl will, a one time or another, apped to someone or something to mest that
need. Perhgps some will even seek in rdigious quarters the kind of help they need. But the challenge of this passageisto
not seek a priest from any other source-not even from among the religious-but to bdieve that God has met our need for a
priest in the person of Jesus Chrigt.
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