
Hebrews 4:14-16

Previously we considered the fate of the Israelites who through their  disobedience 

failed to enter into God’s rest. Their lack of faith prevented them from recognising 

that sabbath rest comes only through accepting God’s promise. Instead of resting in 

God’s grace,  they turned aside  to idolatry,  seeking rest  through means other  than 

God’s grace.

We too are just as prone to fail as the Israelites, and like the Israelites, we need a 

priest to make atonement for our sins. However, unlike the Israelites, we have a priest 

who is like us in every way except that he himself did not sin. Aaron, the first and 

greatest  high  priest  of  Israel,  was  a  sinner  like  the  rest  of  Israel.  He  willingly 

participated in the making of the golden calf, and thus committed idolatry before the 

Lord, and compounded his sin by coming up with the most ridiculous explanation 

imaginable. He claimed that he had told the Israelites to give him their gold, and said 

“I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf.”

Aaron with his sister Miriam subsequently rebelled against the leadership of Moses, 

and was judged by the  Lord.  His  sons  sinned against  the  Lord  and profaned the 

tabernacle,  and eventually  he  died  on  Mount  Hor,  stripped of  his  priesthood  and 

unable to enter the promised land.

But we do not have a high priest like this, fickle in his allegiance and succumbing to 

the persuasion of an idolatrous people. Our high priest was tempted in every way and 

yet was without sin. Our great high priest has ascended into the heavens: he is Jesus, 

the Son of God. 

The high priest we have is not like any other high priest, but is in fact a great high 

priest. Since in the Old Testament the term high priest is literally “great priest,” to 

refer to Christ as the great high priest is simply to pile on superlatives. He is literally 

the  great  great  priest.  He is  the  priest  whose greatness  cannot  be surpassed:  it  is 

almost beyond description, and the piling up of superlatives can go on forever without 

coming anywhere near the greatness of our high priest. Once again the writer to the 

Hebrews stresses the supremacy of Christ to every other creature, including one as 

exalted and honourable as the Jewish high priest. 

This great high priest is our high priest: the one who prays for us and who has offered 
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himself as a sacrifice for us. He did not offer himself merely for the people of Israel,  

or for the people of his time, but he offered himself for all people and for all times. He 

is our high priest: we who are not members of the people of Israel have never had a 

high priest before, and we will never have any other high priest. But Jesus Christ is 

now the one and only high priest for all people, Jews and Gentiles: he is our high 

priest, the one who prays for us and offered himself for us.

This high priest is Jesus, the Son of God. He is both human and divine. It is Jesus, the  

man born in Bethlehem, who grew up in Nazareth, whose mother and brothers and 

sisters  are  known  to  the  people  to  whom he  preached,  this  same  man  has  been 

revealed to be also the Son of God. The author uses his human name, stressing the 

true humanity of Christ. He did not appear to be human, or pretend to be human, or 

simply become a human for a short time. The Son of God really and truly became a 

human being and remains a human being for all time. As long as there are human 

beings, Jesus will be human. As long as the creation continues to exist, Jesus will be 

one  of  God’s  creatures:  the  perfect  and obedient  man,  one of  our  race,  our  elder 

brother and our great high priest. 

Our high priest is not an alien from some other planet, not an angel or some other 

spiritual being, but one of us. Although he was conceived by the Holy Spirit, he was 

born of a human mother in a perfectly ordinary way, grew up as a normal child and 

teenager,  and matured  into  a  perfectly  normal  man,  a  human person just  like  us, 

except without sin. He suffered and died as any human subjected to that treatment 

would suffer and die. 

Jesus has now gone through the heavens and entered the throne-room of God. The 

book of Hebrews never mentions Christ’s resurrection except implicitly; the writer to 

the Hebrews prefers instead to speak of Christ’s exaltation and ascension into heaven. 

But this does not mean he down-plays the resurrection. Since he was writing to Jews, 

who believed in the resurrection of the dead, simply to state that Jesus was dead but 

has now ascended into heaven was to state that he was resurrected and now is alive 

forever more. Only the living can ascend into heaven; those who have died and who 

still  await  their  resurrection  cannot  enter  heaven.  Thus  to  assert  that  Jesus  has 

ascended is to assert that he is alive ; that he has been raised from the dead. And this  

is  to  assert  once  again  the  supremacy  of  Christ,  since  no  other  person  has  been 

resurrected from the dead.
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There had been those who were raised from the dead, as for instance those brought 

back to life by Elijah and Elisha, by Jesus and by the apostles. But these people were 

not resurrected; they were only recently dead, and were restored to the former life 

they had. Those who are resurrected are not simply resuscitated: they are changed. 

The bodies of flesh and blood we now have will be glorified and made incorruptible. 

As Paul writes to the Corinthians in chapter 15,

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of  

God, nor does the perishable inherit  the imperishable.  Listen,  I  tell  you a  

mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed - in a flash, in the  

twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead  

will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must  

clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the  

perishable  has  been  clothed  with  the  imperishable,  and  the  mortal  with  

immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been  

swallowed up in victory.”

Jesus was raised from the dead, glorified and transformed just as we will be when we 

too are raised. Jesus is now what we shall be like: he is the firstfruits of those who are 

to be resurrected from the dead. The resurrection of the dead has already begun. It is 

not something which will take place in the far-off future, it is not an event which is 

uncertain or unreal. The resurrection has begun and the first person to be raised was 

Jesus. We too will be raised just as he was raised, not in a separate resurrection, but in 

the continuation of the same resurrection. We who are joined to Christ will be raised 

in  his  resurrection,  not  in  a  separate  and distinct  resurrection.  So what  we see of 

Christ after he was raised tells us what it will be like for us when we too are raised. 

We will be glorified just as he was glorified, we will be transformed just as he was 

transformed,  we  will  be  made  incorruptible  and  immortal  just  as  he  was  made 

incorruptible and immortal. If we have this hope, we must hold fast to that hope, for 

as the writer to the Hebrews says, it is only those who endure to the end who will be 

saved, that is, receive the fullness of salvation through being raised from the dead.

Jesus has not simply been raised from the dead, he has been glorified and exalted, he 

has ascended into heaven to God’s right hand. Thus we have a representative of the 

human race in heaven. A man just like us, a human being in every respect, is now 

resident in heaven before God, and this fact should encourage us to continue steadfast 
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in the faith, with full assurance that we too will one day stand before God in glory. 

We can be sure that it is possible for us to do this, since one of us has done it already.  

Jesus, the man from Nazareth, the Jewish carpenter, is right now standing before God, 

and we who are joined to him by faith can trust that we too will one day join him.

Having then been convinced of this truth, that the man Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is 

now our  great  high  priest,  standing  before  God  on  our  behalf,  the  writer  to  the 

Hebrews exhorts us to: hold firmly to the faith we profess. 

We are not simply to believe, but to grasp that faith and never to let it go, never to be 

persuaded to believe otherwise, never to be diverted for an instant from our trust and 

confidence in God. We are not simply holding on to that faith for ourselves, however. 

It is not the faith we keep in our hearts that we must hold on to; it is the faith we  

profess. Our profession of faith is to be clear and outright, not cringing or apologetic. 

We are to be open about our faith, not concealing it or down playing it. 

If we are to be fearless witnesses for Christ, we must be willing to bear the shame and 

abuse which this  will  bring from an unbelieving world.  Later  on in the letter,  the 

writer to the Hebrews exhorts us to go outside the gate with Christ, bearing the abuse 

and the rejection of the world, since we do not have here an abiding city, but we look 

for the city which is to come.

Our confession of faith before the world is to be fearless and bold, knowing that what 

we suffer  for  proclaiming the Gospel  is  as  nothing compared to  the  sufferings of 

Christ. He has shown great mercy and love towards us and redeemed us from our sin, 

and we must proclaim this message to others so that they too might have the chance to 

believe and be saved. 

But in the midst of our struggles against sin and suffering abuse and scorn because of 

the Gospel, we need to remember Christ, our great high priest, who has suffered for us 

on our behalf and bears all the scorn and abuse of the world which comes upon us  

because of his message of grace and forgiveness. 

For  we  do  not  have  a  high  priest  who  is  unable  to  sympathise  with  our  

weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we  

are - yet was without sin. 
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Our high priest was a human being like us in every way. Although he was the Son of 

God who became a human being in order to save us, he was a genuine human being. 

And because he really was human he is able to sympathise with our weaknesses. He 

realises the extent of our struggles and suffering, because he has stood were we stand, 

and faced the very struggles and temptations we face.

He has been tempted in every way, having been subjected to all the efforts of the 

devil, of sinful humans and of the frailty of his own human nature to persuade him to 

draw back from perfect obedience. To do so would have been the end of God’s plan 

of redemption, for he had no other plan than to send his only Son to learn obedience 

through perfect fulfillment of the law, and thereby to be worthy to die as a sacrifice 

without spot or blemish on behalf of an apostate and disbelieving humanity. Christ 

was perfect in every way, not because he was kept free from sin by his holy divine 

nature,  but  because  as  a  human  being,  he  refrained  from  sin  through  choosing 

obedience. 

He was not simply free from sin, he was victorious over sin. His temptations were real 

temptations, which would cause any human being to weaken. Jesus as a real human 

being was subjected to real temptation: there was the possibility that he might weaken 

and fall. But he did not. He learned obedience and was perfected, and thus able to 

save those whose obedience failed. Because Jesus did not sin, he is far superior to the 

high priests of the old covenant, far superior to Aaron, who sinned with the rest of the 

people of Israel. The superiority of Christ is once again stressed by the author, so that 

we are in no doubt that no-one is able to compare with Christ in any way, neither the 

prophets  nor the angels,  the priests  nor the high priest,  neither  Moses nor Aaron. 

Christ is superior to them all, since he alone is without sin and thus he alone is able to 

save those who are without obedience. But his superiority to Moses and Aaron, the 

priests and the prophets, does not mean that he is out of touch with the rest of the 

human race. Christ’s superiority is found in his perfect obedience to God, not in some 

intrinsic quality which he has which other human beings lack. He is like us in every 

way except he is without sin. He is a perfectly normal human being, and has not cut 

himself off from us, but in fact as we saw in chapter two, he is not ashamed to call us  

brothers. That is in spite of our sin, because he recognises us as fellow creatures of 

God,  who  are  all  subject  to  the  frailty  of  fallen  human  nature.  He  knows  our 

weakness, and sympathises with us, having suffered the same temptations, and having 
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overcome, knows how difficult it is to resist those temptations. But in spite of being 

so much greater than us all because of his obedience, he is still willing to call us his  

brothers, and to show his grace towards us in love and forgiveness.

Since this  is the one who has entered heaven on our behalf,  and who now stands 

before  God  as  our  representative,  the  writer  to  the  Hebrews  says,  Let  us  then 

approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find  

grace to help us in our time of need.

We need not come cringing and fearful to God, as though he might condemn us or 

punish  us  for  our  sins,  but  instead  we  can  come  with  confidence  and  boldness, 

knowing that since Christ has taken on himself the guilt and the punishment of our 

sin, we can be free to come to God openly. Under the old covenant the people of 

Israel could not draw near to God, since their sins kept them at a distance. Even the 

high priest could enter the Holy of Holies only once a year, and that only after having 

made atonement for his own sin and for the sin of the people. But Christ has opened a 

better  way for us,  whereby we can come boldly before God himself,  having been 

purged from sin and made new, being represented by one who is perfectly obedient in 

every way. 

The throne of grace to which we come is the source of all good things. God shows his 

grace to us, his undeserved, unmerited favour and goodwill. He does not condemn us 

or hold us in contempt, but in his love he shows his grace to us, so that in spite of our 

continued sin and disobedience, he receives us in and through our representative in 

heaven, Jesus Christ the righteous.

God’s grace is not some sort of “spiritual stuff” that he gives us, but it is the way he 

relates  to  us,  it  is  his  love  and  compassion,  his  willingness  to  forgive  and  his 

acceptance of us, not because we are holy or obedient, but in spite of the fact that we 

are  not  holy  or  obedient.  God shows us  his  grace  not  because  we deserve  it  but 

because we do not deserve it. Grace is undeserved favour, and there is nothing we can 

do to earn it. God shows grace to us because he loves us, and for no other reason. 

So in spite  of our sin and our disobedience,  in spite of our lack of faith  and our 

ineffectual struggles against sin, we are exhorted to draw near boldly to the throne of 

grace, there to find mercy, so that in spite of our failings we can be forgiven and 
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enabled to stand before God cleansed and holy, through the sacrifice of his Son on our 

behalf.

There too at the throne we find grace to help us in our time of need. God extends his  

love and his power to us, so that when we are in need of anything, our prayer will be 

answered and his grace will be all that is necessary for us. There is nothing that we 

need except God’s mercy and grace, for in receiving his forgiveness and provision, 

we have everything there is. Nothing that we have has come to us in any other way 

except through God’s grace and mercy. We have not earned it, we have not worked 

for  it,  we have  not  been  entitled  to  it.  Everything  we own,  everything  we wear, 

everything we eat and everything we use has come to us through God’s grace. As 

soon as  we think  that  our  possessions,  our  time,  our  health,  or  anything  else,  is 

something that we have made for ourselves or have earned as of right, then we have 

shown contempt for God’s grace and have turned aside from the path of obedience to 

idolatry, just as the Israelites did in the wilderness.

But we have a high priest in the heavens, who is able to intercede for us, and if we are 

willing to turn from our stubborn and disobedient ways, we can come to the throne of 

grace, and there to find forgiveness for our sin, mercy instead of judgement, and grace 

to enable us to live a new life of obedience and thankfulness to the God who made us 

and made all things which we have received from him.
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