11

Sermon: “Jesus, Our High Priest”

Scripture: Hebrews 8:1-12

“Now the main point in what we are saying is this: we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a minister in the sanctuary and the true tent that the Lord, and not any mortal, has set up. For every high priest is appointed to offer gifts and sacrifices; hence it is necessary for this priest also to have something to offer. Now if he were on earth, he would not be a priest at all, since there are priests who offer gifts according to the law. They offer worship in a sanctuary that is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly one; for Moses, when he was about to erect the tent, was warned, ‘See that you make everything according to the pattern that was shown you on the mountain.’ 

But Jesus has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that degree he is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted through better promises. For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no need to look for a second one. God finds fault with them when he says: ‘The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah; not like the covenant that I made with their ancestors, on the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; for they did not continue in my covenant, and so I had no concern for them,’ says the Lord.

‘This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws in their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. And they shall not teach one another or say to each other, 'Know the Lord, 'for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more.’" 

Introduction: There was a painter named Jimmy who was very interested in making a penny where he could, so he often thinned down his paint to make it go a wee bit further. 

As it happened, he got away with this for some time, but eventually the Church decided to do a big restoration job on one of their buildings. Jimmy put in a bid, and, because his price was so low, he got the job. 

So he set about erecting the scaffolding and setting up the planks, and buying the paint and, yes, I am sorry to say, thinning it down with turpentine. 

Well, Jimmy was up on the scaffolding, painting away, the job nearly completed, when suddenly there was a horrendous clap of thunder, the sky opened, and the rain poured down washing the thinned paint from all over the church and knocking Jimmy clear off the scaffold to land on the ground below, surrounded by telltale puddles of the thinned and useless paint.

Jimmy was no fool. He knew this was a judgment from the Almighty, so he got down on his knees and cried:

"Oh, God, forgive me; what should I do?"

And from the thunder, a mighty voice spoke... 

"Repaint! Repaint! And thin no more!
It’s good that we can laugh! There are so many things that make us sad in this world that we desperately need laughter in our lives—not that we do not need to repent of our sins, though. For this is what all of the great “prophets of old” called humankind to do—as we learned last Sunday in our study of “Jesus, Our Prophet.” 

For those of you who were unable to be with us last Sunday, we are currently in the middle of a 3-part sermon series entitled “The Offices of Christ”—Prophet, Priest and King. Last week we learned how Jesus fulfilled the role of prophet by speaking the words of God to the people. 

We were reminded that his messages to those whose hearts were right were words of encouragement and hope--and that his message to those who were filled with hatred, resentment, selfishness and greed were extremely harsh...for this is what prophets do—they call people to repentance so that the relationship between them and God can be repaired and restored.

Obviously, it didn’t work for most. And that is why priests were needed as well.

So today we are going to take a look at priesthood—at the roles priests that played in the lives of God’s chosen people in OT days—and how it was that Jesus Christ himself took on that role—as our high priest. Let’s take that closer look…. 

The duties of a priest, 

complete with detailed instructions,

can be found in the Old Testament book of Leviticus, 




which gives us much more information 
than we ever wanted to know!
Consider the inauguration of Aaron’s priesthood as an example,

from Leviticus chapter 9:

Then Moses said to Aaron, "Draw near to the altar and sacrifice your sin offering and your burnt offering, and make atonement for yourself and for the people; and sacrifice the offering of the people, and make atonement for them; as the LORD has commanded." 

 Aaron drew near to the altar, and slaughtered the calf of the sin offering, which was for himself.  The sons of Aaron presented the blood to him, and he dipped his finger in the blood and put it on the horns of the altar; and the rest of the blood he poured out at the base of the altar. But the fat, the kidneys, and the appendage of the liver from the sin offering he turned into smoke on the altar, as the LORD commanded Moses; and the flesh and the skin he burned with fire outside the camp. 

“And this shall be an everlasting statute for you,” 

said God,“to make atonement for the people of Israel 

once in the year for all their sins.”

And they did as the LORD had commanded them. 

The burnt offering
were carried out exactly as the Lord had commanded the priests
—using goats and calves and grain, 
the priest turned each into smoke on the altar, 
hoping that the aroma would be pleasing to God



so that the relationship between God and the people

 
could be fully restored. 
And then, each year, 

after all of the many sacrifices had been made,
Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them after sacrificing the sin offering, the burnt offering, and the offering of well-being.  
Both Moses and Aaron entered the tent of meeting, and then came out and blessed the people; and the glory of the LORD appeared to all the people.  

The LORD had accepted their sacrifice! God’s holy fire had consumed the burnt offering and the fat on the altar; and when all the people saw this, they shouted and fell on their faces. 

Let’s hold onto this last phrase,

because I believe that it tells us much 

about the important role the priest played 

in the lives of God’s chosen people.
When they knew that their sins had been forgiven
… “they shouted and fell on their faces.”
As we can see, 

the offering of burned sacrifices was a very important role of priesthood

—but further study will show us 

that it was not the only role. 
In addition to this, the priest was called to have compassion and sympathy 
for the weak and ignorant 
and to bear the names of Israel upon his heart. 

It was he who bore the responsibility for the future of the nation


--because if sin was not atoned for,



God would not hear their prayers.
It would all spiral downward from there--
God would not protect them, nor would he bless them.
So it was the priest who carried the burden of sin upon his shoulders,

interceded for God’s disobedient children,


and pleaded mercy on their behalf.

Without a priest, the people of God would be lost forever…

Now, that was Old Testament…

which leads us into that which is new.

In the New Testament, 

it is the book of Hebrews that gives us 

everything we need to know about priesthood.

It’s often called a commentary on the Book of Leviticus, 
because it is replete with the duties of the high priest. 
Just like in Old Testament days, the primary role of the priest was to reconcile people with God. 

The problem was, it wasn’t working.

Ignoring the warnings of the prophets, 

people continued to do whatever they pleased.

And this is why Jesus came

--he had to come and be a priest for us

…a high priest---higher than any 
who had come before him.
But the sacrifice Jesus made would not be an animal or grain.
This time, a final sacrifice would be made—once and for all


--that the people might be forgiven of their sins



--and their relationship with God restored…forever.

And so it was, (the writer of Hebrews tells us,)
“Jesus, in the days of his flesh, prepared himself to be that final sacrifice. 

And he did this by offering up prayers and supplications, 

with loud cries and tears, 

…and was heard 

because of his reverent submission. 

“…And, having been made perfect, 

he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him, 

having been designated by God a high priest…” 

And because…under the law of God

almost everything is purified with blood, 

and without the shedding of blood 

there is no forgiveness of sins, 
This is what God had set as the requirement, and he wasn’t going to change his mind.

It was therefore necessary for human beings to be purified with these rites.

People knew this—nothing less would have convinced them that their sins had been forgiven. 
But the heavenly things themselves need better sacrifices 

than that of goats and calves and grain.
That which was to be sacrificed had to be perfect—without flaw or blemish.

Therefore, Jesus, the perfect Son of God, was the only one who could fill this requirement.

And it was not to happen every year, but once—once and for all.

Jesus did not need to offer himself again and again, 

as the high priest enters the Holy Place year after year

 with blood that is not his own; 

for then he would have had to suffer again and again

 since the foundation of the world.

And Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands,

 but he entered into heaven itself, 

now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. 

And now, he is seated at the right hand of God," 

Waiting-- "until his enemies would be made a footstool for his feet." 

 For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are sanctified. 

 And the Holy Spirit also testifies to us, saying, 

"This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds," 

he also adds,

"I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more." 

So here we have it: Jesus is our priest—for ever and ever.


With him as our priest, we do not have to be afraid of punishment.

With him seated at the right hand of the Father, interceding on our behalf, 

we can live our lives filled with hope--assured of our salvation. 

“But what about that dreaded judgment day?” some might ask.

Scripture teaches us that Jesus will appear a second time.

This is true, but for those who have been washed clean by the blood of Jesus,

Christ  will not be dealing with sin. 
Instead he will save those who are eagerly waiting for him. 

“But what about the here and now?” we might ask.

Well, the Bible offers us help with this as well.
The words come from Paul, 
in his letter to the church at Rome:

Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, he tells us, holy and acceptable to God. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God — what is good and acceptable and perfect.   

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord.   Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all.  If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." No, "if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

There is a true story which brings these words to life for us


--showing what it means to present our bodies as a living sacrifice:
“Jermaine Washington, 26, did something that amazes many people. He became a kidney donor, giving a vital organ to a woman he describes as "just a friend." Jermaine met Michelle Stevens, 23, when they began working together at the Washington, D.C., Department of Employment Services. They used to have lunch with one another and chitchat during breaks. "He was somebody I could talk to," says Michelle. "One day, I cried on his shoulder. I had been on the kidney donor waiting list for 11 months, and I had lost all hope."

She told Jermaine how depressing it was to spend three days a week, three hours a day, on a kidney dialysis machine. She suffered chronic fatigue and blackouts and was plagued by joint pain. He could already see that she had lost her smile. "I saw my friend dying before my eyes," Jermaine recalls. "What was I supposed to do? Sit back and watch her die?"

Michelle’s mother, suffering from hypertension, was unable to donate a kidney. Her two brothers were reluctant. "I understood," says Michelle. "They said they loved me very much, but they were just too afraid."
Her friend knew what he had to do.
The operation at Washington Hospital Center in April 1991 began with a painful procedure in which doctors inserted a catheter into an artery in Jermaine’s groin. They then injected dye through the catheter into his kidney before taking X rays to determine if it was fit for transplant. A week later, an incision nearly 15 inches long was made from his navel to the middle of his back. After surgery he remained hospitalized for five days.

Today, both Michelle and Jermaine are fully recovered. "I jog at least twice a week," Jermaine says. Three times a month, they get together for what they call a "gratitude lunch." Despite occasional pressure by friends, a romantic relationship is not what they want. "We are thankful for the beautiful friendship that we have," Michelle says. "We don't want to mess up a good thing."

To this day, people wonder why Jermaine did it -- and even question his sanity. But when one admirer asked him where he had found the courage to give away a kidney, his answer quelled the skeptics. "I prayed for it," Jermaine replied. "I asked God for guidance and that's what I got." 

Well, chances are…not very many of us will be called upon to give an organ to another, 

but each of us will, most certainly, at sometime in our life,

be called upon by God to make sacrifices on the behalf of others. 

And when that time comes, you may do something that makes no sense to others, 


but you will know that it is the right thing to do, as it was for the persons in this story:
Boarding the SS Dorchester on a dreary winter day in 1943 were 903 troops and four chaplains, including Moody alumnus Lt. George Fox. World War II was in full swing, and the ship was headed across the icy North Atlantic where German U-boats lurked. At 12:00 on the morning of February 3, a German torpedo ripped into the ship. "She's going down!" the men cried, scrambling for lifeboats.

A young GI crept up to one of the chaplains. "I've lost my life jacket," he said. "Take this," the chaplain said, handing the soldier his jacket. Before the ship sank, each chaplain gave his life jacket to another man. The heroic chaplains then linked arms and lifted their voices in prayer as the Dorchester went down. Lt. Fox and his fellow pastors were awarded posthumously the Distinguished Service Cross. 

Truly, many lives will be saved once we catch that glimpse 

of the sacrifice that God made for us

--giving his own son….so that we might live.

The goodness of God and the holiness of our priest Jesus Christ 


is enough to cause us to fall on our faces.

It is powerful enough to transform our lives if we will only allow this love 

to dwell within our hearts. 
So let us now take the insert from our bulletins that contains the hymn,  “Holy is the Lord.”

James will sing for us, and each time he comes to the chorus, we will all join in.

This will be our spiritual worship. 

