
Lesson 2 Hebrews 4-5-6 Handout – Christ’s Priesthood 

Among all the writings of the New Testament, Hebrews is unique in attributing to 
Jesus the title “priest.” This was a brilliant insight, a deeper revelation arrived at 
only after years of reflection on the meaning of Christ’s passion under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. For first-century Jews, recognizing Christ as a priest 
required a revolution in thought. For over a millennium they had related to God 
through the Levitical priesthood instituted during the exodus, whose function was to 
offer animal sacrifices in the Jerusalem temple.  

In order to see Christ’s death as a priestly act, the whole meaning of the priesthood 
had to be transposed to a new level and understood in a new way. Hebrews first 
announced the theme of Christ’s priesthood in 2:17, and this insight will unfold 
throughout chapters 3–10. Chapters 3–5 begin by elaborating on the two qualities 
that described Christ’s priesthood in 2:17: he is faithful (3:1–6) and merciful (4:14–
5:10). 

As noted above, Hebrews alternates between doctrine (teaching about God and 
what he has done for us) and exhortation (how we are to respond). The first 
exhortation was in 2:1–4. The second, in the form of a lengthy meditation on Psalm 
95, runs all the way through chapters 3–4. The author uses this psalm to give 
Christians a vision of our identity as God’s people, the Church.  

Surprisingly, given his emphasis on the fulfillment of God’s promises, he calls us to 
identify with the generation of Israelites who wandered for forty years in the desert. 
Like them, we are pilgrims traveling on the way to a promised homeland. Like 
them, we are being tested: In the face of trials and dangers will we cling to God in 
trust and obedience, or will we harden our hearts in unbelief? But there is also a 
crucial difference. Unlike the ancient Israelites, we are already partakers in Christ 
(3:14). Even now we share in the heavenly blessings promised by God, although not 
fully until we reach the city “that is to come” (13:14).1 
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