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December 23, 2007

“Jesus – A Priest Like Melchizedek”

Hebrews 7:11-28
FCF:  The problem of guilt.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus, our Great Savior, is our Great High Priest.
(magnet) And so it is to Him we must look to make us right with God.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

We keep so very busy.  Why?  Why the need for unceasing entertainment and distraction – every leisure moment filled with unreflective stimulation?  It could be we couldn’t bear it.  Why all the activities – the philanthropic work or the volunteering?  It could be we’re trying to purge something.  Why the philosophies and religions that deny any universal standards of what is right and wrong?  It could be we can’t handle the guilt.
Guilt crushes.  We can’t live with it.  We’ll go to any lengths, jump through any hoops, shift any blame.  It’s really nothing new.  We see the beginnings with Adam and Eve.  It would seem we have a problem with simply coming clean with what we’ve done.

What does this plainly tell us?  We are great sinners in need of a great Savior.  And He has come.  The great Savior for great sinners has come.  And His name is Jesus.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Hebrews 7:11-28
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

One of the fixtures in many communities this time of year are living Nativities – folks dressed as shepherds, magi, Mary and Joseph, perhaps even with animals walking around as well.  It’s a creative way to put forth critical things – that Jesus actually came into this world in space and time and that these events were real and not just theoretical. 
This idea is not original to us.  God used “living pictures” to communicate the good news of His grace, long before the first Nativity.  The need for and the promise of salvation came right away.  We talked about that two weeks ago.  The need and promise came right away.  But the Savior did not.  God used various means to gradually unveil His intentions.  The Children’s Catechism is helpful here.  Because of our ignorance, He sent prophets to reveal.  We talked about that last week.  Because of our weakness and helplessness, he sent kings to rule.  I hope to address that next week.  And because of our sinfulness and guilt, He sent priests to represent.  Jesus fulfilled the roles of all three.  All three offices served as “living pictures” to prepare, to point to these needs met fully and finally in Him.  We are great sinners.  The needs are deep.  But we have a greater Savior.
Which brings us to Hebrews and Melchizedek.  The theme of Hebrews is Jesus as the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises and foreshadowings.  This is why He is identified with Melchizedek – the mysterious figure referred to in Genesis 14 and Psalm 110.  And repeatedly in Hebrews.  The point throughout being that Jesus’ priesthood, coming in the line of Melchizedek, is superior to any others.  He is, in fact, the One to whom this man and indeed all the other priests pointed.  They were ultimately but to prepare the way.  Now, that was an important message for the church in the 1st century.  And it is no less so for the church in the 21st for this reason.  Jesus, our great Savior is still our great High Priest.  And so it is to Him we must turn to make us right with God.
I. OFFERING HIMSELF
Let’s look at some texts in Hebrews that bear this out.  How is Jesus, our great Savior, our great High Priest?  First, in His offering Himself (READ Hebrews 7:26-27).
A) What He Has Done

1. Offered a sacrifice

A sacrifice has been offered for us.  Jesus has made a holy offering, rendered to God by a priest of God’s appointment.  Jesus is that appointed priest – called and anointed by God.
2. The sacrifice of Himself

But this sacrifice, this offering, went far beyond any other.  For this priest gave Himself.
B) Why He Has Done It

But why?  Why such an offering, why such a sacrifice at such a cost?
1. To satisfy divine justice

To satisfy divine justice.  God’s perfect justice demanded that someone die for our sin.  Jesus, the perfect sacrifice, offered Himself and satisfied divine justice as no other could.  

2. To reconcile us to God

But sin has relational and not just judicial effects.  It separates us from God.  And so someone needed to mediate, to make peace as well.  And so Jesus, our great Priest, came not only to satisfy God’s justice but to reconcile us to Him that we might begin anew.  
And what He has come to do He has done (READ Hebrews 9:24-26).  Nothing has been left unfinished.  His mission was accomplished with His once-for-all death.
Illustration:

Which brings us to some comparisons between the work of Jesus and the work of the Old Testament priests.  For starters, they were of but Aaron’s order; Jesus of Melchizedek’s.  Read Hebrews 7:1-10 this week for the flow of the argument there. 

But Hebrews goes on.  It wasn’t just the inferiority of the Old Testament priests.  It was their sinfulness as well.  And for that reason, the priests had to offer sacrifices not just for the people but for themselves as well.  Yet not Jesus.  Jesus showed Himself to be holy, perfectly free from sin.  His sacrifice was only for others, not for Himself.

The priests were flawed.  And so too were the sacrifices.  The death of an animal could not pay for our sin against God.  Nor could the death of a sinful human being.  We needed more.  We need the One these “living pictures” foreshadowed.  We need Jesus.

Application:

What then does this show us?  For starters, it impels wonder and amazement at God’s determination to reveal all this in such a thorough way.  So much care.  But beyond that there is what is revealed – His determination towards reconciliation with us.  

All the more reason for us to rest secure.  No more working.  No more wondering.  Now resting.  (READ Hebrews 9:13-14) When Jesus died, the temple shook, and the veil separating God’s “throne room” from the rest of the building tore top from bottom.  The message being, “It’s finished.  Your sin is fully taken care of and punished.  Now we can be close.  Now we can be honest.  Now we can actually deal with it.”  Do you see?  Jesus, in being our great Priest, is our great Savior.  And so it’s to Him we must turn.
II. INTERCEDING FOR US

For He is the One, the Priest, who alone can deal with our guilt.  And more, He alone is the One, the priest, interceding for us before God (READ Hebrews 7:23-25).
A) What This Means
What does this mean?  It’s definitely worth our considering.
1. What He is doing

Because of our union with Him, Jesus represents us before God in heaven.  When God sees Jesus, He sees us.  When God sees us, He sees Jesus.  The message being, “This one you gave Me is  coming to you through my blood shed, my body broken for them.”
He represents us.  He also speaks on our behalf, asking that the fulfillment of the promises, the bestowment of the benefits of all He has done be worked out in our lives.

2. Why He is doing it

And why?  Because He is faithful.  He is faithful.  And because He knows our frailty.  For as surely as we are unable to make ourselves right, we are unable to be or to do right.  We need this great Savior.  We need this great Priest.  We need His intercession for us.
B) What This Entails
And what does this intercession entail?  
1. Close at hand

Jesus stands not removed at a distance but close, standing at the Father’s right hand.
2. Without ceasing

His intercession not intermittent but continual, without ceasing.
All of which ties in to these beautiful words from Hebrews 4 (READ Hebrews 4:14-16).  Again, who is this interceding for us?  One who is sympathetic to our needs and fully so.  Yet One who is also sinless and so truly and deeply so – beyond any other.
Illustration:

Again, let’s compare this with the Old Testament priesthood, the limited but real foreshadowing of Jesus’ own ministry.  Yes, they interceded on behalf of the people.  Yes, they labored to bring the people near, to stand in the gap.  But they were mortal and so died one by one.  Yet Jesus lives eternally.  And more, they were sinful – just as any of us.  Even when they were alive, they could not have known what to pray in every case and to the fullest extent.  Again, their role was to serve as the preview, “living pictures.”
Application:

Now the implication of this aspect of Jesus’ ministry as our great High Priest is profound.  His offering up Himself was but once-for-all.  But His intercession for us is continual.  It never stops.  In fact, our persevering in the faith depends upon it.
What after all, did Jesus say to Peter?  (READ Luke 22:31-32a) And we get a hint of this again in what is called Jesus’ “High Priestly Prayer” in John 17 (READ John 17:11).  This is what Jesus is praying for us!  For our perseverance and our protection.  For our growth, maturity, fruitfulness, unity in the faith (READ John 17:17-19).  And then, when we do actually fall and fail, there is yet this held out to us as well – for the Father to have mercy upon us (READ 1 John 2:1).  Does this not encourage you?  Jesus, being our great Priest, is our great Savior.  And so, again, it’s to Him we must turn.
III. RESTORING US

That said, looking then outside the book of Hebrews, there is yet one more thing related to the work of our great Priest.  And that is restoring us to priesthood ourselves.
A) Frustrated Purpose

Understand that outside of His work for us, ours is but a frustrated purpose.
1. Creation

There is a pattern deeply woven into the Bible.  We have been created to live as prophets revealing God, kings ruling in His behalf, and priests representing Him in this world.  In terms of our priesthood, we were made righteous before God, to lead creation in worship.  
2. Fall

But with the Fall, all of this was disrupted, twisted and contorted.  Now, left to ourselves, our guilt estranges us from God, makes us subject to His wrath, ill representing Him.
B) Recovery Begun
But with Christ’s work, the recovery of that calling has begun.  We are all being remade, in Christ, a people who worship God and help others to do so themselves.  How?
1. Brought near

How has Jesus done this?  By bringing us near (READ 1 Peter 2:4-5).  Listen to what Peter is saying.  For centuries, the foreshadowing of God’s presence, the living picture of His dwelling with His people was with the Tabernacle and the Temple.  No more.  There is now no special place we have to go to go to God.  For His Spirit now dwells in us.
2. Sent forth

For He has brought us near.  And even more, in re-calling us as His priests, Jesus has also sent us forth (READ 1 Peter 2:9).  Again, just as there is no longer any place more special than another, there is now no person more special than another.  We are all priests.  We are also all living ambassadors for God.  And we all can go straight to Him.    
Application:

Now think with me of the implications of this.  Your prayers for the affairs of this world and the lives of your family and friends – no matter how unsophisticated or dull – really do get through to God and are heard.  We are priests!  Your worship – God hears it and delights in it, despite however flawed it might be.  We are priests!  Your service – whatever the venue, however lacking, no matter even how twisted your motives – is accepted.  We are priests!  How?  Because of the bond, the tie, between us and our great Priest, Jesus, who makes all that is ugly beautiful.  Does this not encourage you?  Jesus, being our great Priest, is indeed our great Savior.  And so it is to Him we must turn.
CONCLUSION:

Now, that said, let me come back to where we started.  What is this season about?  Is it only the celebration and the glitter, times for sweet memories and warm gatherings?  This may seem like a dour statement to make but it needs to be said.  There are deadly ways to celebrate this season.  And that deadliness can come in various forms.  There was a time when the glow of a Christmas tree came not from a string of lights but from candles in special holders attached to the branches.  From the 16th century forward, it was the pre-electric Hallmark moment.  Which often brought another glow.  This was a fire hazard.  Countless trees were set ablaze, thousands of homes were burned to the ground, and hundreds died each year.  Yet the glow of the candlelight, despite the obvious hazard, meant so much to people that fireman often could not convince even their own families to give up using these fiery decorations.  It would take time and technology for that.
The point?  Again, there are deadly ways to celebrate this season.  Some can kill the body.  And some can kill the soul.  How?  Think with me.  What is this season about?  Remember our problem.  We are great sinners.  But we have a great Savior, a real Savior.  A real Savior come to save us from real guilt, to wash us, to cleanse us, that we might begin anew.  No matter how hard we try, no matter how many distractions to which we cling, no matter how many pursuits we chase, no matter how many excuses we give, and no matter how much blame we try to shift, the fact of the matter is the guilt is ours.  So the question is – who will bear it?  Us to our eternal peril or Jesus for our everlasting joy?  Don’t make the mistake of taking the shell of Christmas – the celebration and the glitter – and think that’s enough.  Jesus is what, is who, is enough.  Our great High Priest.  And that is what this season is for, that is why He has come – to make us right with God.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus, our Great Savior, is our Great High Priest.

(magnet) And so it is to Him we must look to make us right with God.

