
Lesson 2 Hebrews 4-5-6 Handout  

Priestly Separation in the Old Covenant 

   For ancient Israelites, the fact that a priest was “taken from among men” 
(5:1) was obvious, in that the priests were chosen from among their brethren 
of the tribe of Levi. However, the accent in the Old Testament is not on the 
commonality between priest and people but on how the priest has to be set 
apart from the people. The account of the ordination of Aaron and his sons 
(Lev 8–9; see Exodus 29) expresses the extreme necessity of this separation. 
They are distinguished from others by their sacred vestments, their ceremonial 
bath that washes away the residue of any contact with the profane, their 
anointing with oil, and their sprinkling with sacrificial blood. They are subject 
to strict regulations to maintain ritual purity. They must be free of all 
blemishes and physical defects (Lev 21:17–23), and they must never approach 
a corpse or mourn for the dead except for their nearest kin (Lev 21:1–4). 

   In the case of the high priest, the rules are stricter still: he can never leave 
the sanctuary, and he may not even mourn for his parents (Lev 21:11–12). 
Only the priests may enter the sanctuary, and only the high priest may enter 
the inmost chamber, the Holy of Holies, and only once a year, on the Day of 
Atonement (Lev 16). Outside, the sanctuary is surrounded by a sacred zone in 
which the Levites stand guard to ensure that no layperson even inadvertently 
stray too near the sanctuary and bring down the wrath of God (Num 1:51–53; 
3:10). All this had the effect of instilling an awareness of the immense gulf 
between the holy God and sinful humanity. 

   In light of this background, the priesthood of Christ as described in 
Hebrews, in which the accent is on his solidarity with and closeness to human 
beings, is a striking innovation. (Ibid. Healy p. 104) 


