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Christology in the Book of Hebrews


The Epistle of Hebrews may be considered a grand portrait of Christ with the Old Testament as its background. One person described it like this, “To read it is to breathe the atmosphere of heaven itself. To study it is to partake of strong spiritual meat. To abide in its teachings is to be led from immaturity to maturity in the knowledge of Christian truth and of Christ Himself.” The central truth and theme throughout this book is Christ, as the author presents him as the preeminent one, in contrast to the Old Testament sacrificial system and history. 

When one delves into the Christology of the Book of Hebrews the beginning point must be the first three verses of the epistle, for these verses lay the foundation for the arguments that the author wants to present to the audience.  In this short passage we see Christ presented as the legal heir of all things, the Creator, the exact representation of God, the omnipotent One, the perfect sacrifice and the majestic King. The remainder of the book presents Christ as being better or more excellent, key words in this epistle. The author gives us a list of things he proclaims to be better and more excellent; …better than the angels, a more excellent name, a more excellent ministry, a better covenant, better promises, a more excellent sacrifice, better things, a better hope, a better testament, a better country and a better resurrection. Throughout the book these phrases are used often, but even if the exact word or phrase is not used the theme or idea is still present.  

The author is very aware of the history and values of the audience to whom he is writing.  He takes this knowledge and methodically goes through each subject that has been placed above Christ, and using the Old Testament references and Jewish history he surgically removes them and replaces them with the more excellent Christ. The author uses the very system that they have put their faith in to prove to them the preeminence of Jesus.  Throughout this thesis the specific subjects which the author attacks will be examined in light of the Christology that is presented.  

The readers had an infatuation for angels to the point that they were being worshipped in the place of Christ.  A partial reason for this is that the Jews developed the tradition that angelic beings delivered the Law. The first and second chapter of Hebrews gives an extensive argument that convinces the reader of Christ’s superiority over the angels.  This passage is not denying the glory and magnificence of angels, or the ministry and service of angels to God, for they are His ministering spirits. The author declares that Christ has a more excellent name, the name of God’s only Son; angels have an inferior name (v.4-6). Christ is God’s heir; angels are created subjects of God (v.7-9).  Christ is the Creator and Sovereign Lord; angels are created subjects and ministering spirits. Christ is the divine Son of God; angels are not as the only begotten of God. “Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee” (Hebrews 1:5; cp. Psalm 2:8) (Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible , Book of Hebrews).  Paul recognized this tendency to exalt angels and wrote to the Galatians, “But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed (Gal. 1:8).  

Not only is Christ exalted above the angels, but He also humbled himself by putting on the robe of humanity, being made a little lower than the angels, in order to experience suffering and face death that He may overcome it in our behalf.  As a result of the humbling incarnation Jesus faced, He would now be able to help those who face the trials and temptations of life because He knows them first hand. At no time did an angel take on this role, nor did an angel die as the perfect sacrifice for the sins of the world, or deal with the power of death as Christ did. 


Not only were the angels placed in an exalted position but the Lawgiver, Moses was also given a superior position in comparison to Christ. To the Jews, Moses was a great hero; he had led their ancestors, the Israelites, from Egyptian bondage to the border of the promised land. He also had written the first five books of the Old Testament, and he was the prophet through whom God had given the law; therefore, Moses was the greatest prophet in the Scriptures.  In the first six verses of the third chapter the author takes on this challenge stating that, Christ is “counted worthy of more glory than Moses.”  Why is Christ exalted above Moses?  The Bible Knowledge Commentary sums it up with this statement, “But Jesus as a Builder excels Moses in honor since Moses was simply a servant carrying out instructions. But what Jesus has built is, in fact, everything, for God is the Builder of ‘everything.’ Implicit here is the Son’s role in Creation (cf. 1:2, 10) and indeed His identification as God (cf. 1:8).”   Moses represented the earthly shadow, the Tabernacle with the holy of holies, while Christ represented the substance of His Father’s house in heaven. As great of a man that Moses was and the fact that he was recognized as a special prophet, and The Prophet is compared to him, as well as being faithful in serving his house, he still must be put in his proper place in the eyes of the audience.

The next topic that must be confronted is the position of the high priest, who was the highest religious authority in the land, the Israelite representation before God, and their mediator who interceded in their behalf, and as God’s representative, he assures us of God’s forgiveness (Life Application Notes).  Christ did not have to offer a sacrifice for His own sins as the Levitical high priest did because He was “without sin (4:15).  


Jesus understands like no other our needs and invites us to come to Him unlike the high priest who was only a representative to God and was not divine.   Jesus’ participation in human suffering qualified him to be the ultimate high priest; the Septuagint applies the word used here for “made perfect” to the consecration of priests (Bible Background Commentary).   In these areas and many more we see the exceptional qualities that Christ has as the High Priest.

The next topic of discussion in Hebrews that deals with the excellence of Christ is seen in a better priesthood.  The Law had instituted and governed the nation of Israel for centuries and the priesthood was the center hub of it.  The priesthood was from the family of Aaron, but this “better” priesthood which Jesus is a part of, was after the order of Melchizedek.  The Melchizedek priesthood predated the Law and because Melchizedek gave his tithe to Abraham it shows his superiority over the Aaronic priesthood. Two obvious distinctions between these two priesthoods are seen in that Jesus “sprang” or came forth from the tribe of Judah, not from the Levites, and that Melchizedek and Jesus are the only two Biblical figures to hold both the office of priest and king simultaneously.


The author of Hebrews gives us four major areas in which he demonstrates the preeminence Christ in the Melchizedek/Christ priesthood.   Christ’s priesthood is not based upon the outward or carnal statute which passes the priesthood from man to man after the death of the priest, but His priesthood is based upon the power of an endless or indissoluble life (7:15-19). The phrase “after the order of” does not mean a succession or series of priests, such as pertaining to the Levitical priesthood, but when applied to the Melchizedek/Christ priesthood it means  “answering to the office of,” for the Psalmist declared this priesthood was “forever,” or eternal (Jamison, Faucett and Brown Commentary on the Bible).  

The second evidence of the superiority of the Melchizedek/Christ priesthood is found in that it was brought into existence and guaranteed by a divine oath (7:20-22), God declared with an oath that Christ’s priesthood is permanent (Wilmington’s Guide to the Bible).  The oath has the last word, not the law, and through the oath of God the Son was appointed. 


The next evidence is the permanence of this priesthood (7:23-25). The Levitical priesthood was constantly changing “by reason of death,”  Josephus says that there were eighty-three high priests from Aaron to the destruction of the temple in A.D. 70 (The Works of Josephus, Antiq. XX, 227 [x. 1]).  The word rendered “permanent” or unchangeable (:24), (aparabatos) is found nowhere else in the New Testament and it is often understood to mean “without a successor.”  Christ lives through eternity, and his priesthood lives with him. The quality of his life means a quality of priesthood that cannot be matched by the Levitical priests. The verb “to save”  is used absolutely, which means that Christ will save in the most broad sense; He saves from all that humanity needs saving from. The expression rendered “completely” is an unusual one, used again in the New Testament only in Luke 13:11 of the woman who could not straighten herself “completely” or “at all,” (Exposition Bible Commentary on the New Testament).  

The last proof the author gives on the truth of the better Melchizedek/Christ priesthood is that it is based on a more excellent sacrifice (7:26-28). In this passage as the others, Jesus stands in contrast to the earthly priests. He has no need to offer for his own sins because he has none (4:15). And he has no need to keep offering for the sins of the people, for his one sacrifice has perfectly accomplished this. They, the earthly priests, were sinful men and had to provide for the putting away of their own sin before they were in a position to do anything about the sins of the people. What they did for themselves, they then proceeded to do for others. Christ’s offering is different in that there is no offering of a sacrifice for himself, yet for others, he offered a “once for all sacrifice.” There is a sound of utter finality about this expression.  The contrast continues between men with all their infirmities and weaknesses, and the Son with his eternal perfection. When the law appoints high priests, they must be limited as all men are limited. There is no other possibility. The “weakness,” as one scholar puts it, refers to “the frailty to which all human flesh is heir.”  Priests are not made from some super race but from ordinary men, with all the frailty that characterizes ordinary men.  In Christ we have a sinless high priest.

The final major topic that the author approaches is the idea that Jesus is the mediator of a new and better covenant.  This topic is given a great deal of space for it covers chapter eight, nine and ten of the book of Hebrews.  Although we venture into a new topic, we will no doubt blend many of the things previously mentioned with the new ideas that are portrayed.  Many of these ideas are so closely related and intermingled that it is impossible to separate them completely.

The Israelites have always been in relationship with God through covenant and were known as the “covenant people.”   The idea of the covenant was the filter in which all things passed through in the Old Testament.  “It (the Old Covenant) included every aspect of the relation of Israel to Yahweh” (Robinson, MNT, Hebrews, p. 112).  It is radically new and daring to maintain that this whole system, the old covenant, has been done away and replaced by a new covenant. And central to the new covenant is the death of Jesus, the sacrifice that established the new covenant. This spells out the end of the Mosaic system and the author shows that once the Christian way is understood, there is no place for the old system.


The author of Hebrews begins this argument by introducing the concept of Christ’s more excellent ministry (8:1-7).  The readers of the epistle would be familiar with this priesthood, and the writer wants it to be clear that Jesus has a ministry far excelling it. A distinction is given between the two covenants, the mediator. The new covenant is founded by a perfect Mediator. The word “mediator” means someone who stands between two parties and brings them together. The mediator is a negotiator, a middle person, an arbitrator, a go-between. This is Jesus Christ, but there is one distinct and unique difference between Jesus Christ and human mediators. Jesus Christ is the Perfect Mediator.

 
The author brings out the superiority of the new covenant by referring to the supersession of the old one. If there had been “nothing wrong” with the old covenant, there would have been no place for the new. That the new covenant has now been established is itself evidence that the old one was not adequate. The old covenant was lacking, not so much in what its terms spelled out, as in the fact that it was weak and unable to bring men to God.

The author had shown that the Old Testament anticipated a better New Covenant (8:7-13) and that the ritual of the Old Covenant, carried on in an “earthly sanctuary,” pointed to its own inadequacy. When Christ entered the most holy place once for all by His own blood rather than by animal blood, He likewise demonstrated the superiority of His service because His blood had obtained eternal redemption (9:11-14) and not just a yearly covering of sins. The value of His sacrifice is immeasurably greater than the animal offerings of the Levitical system. A perfect ransom price had been paid for human “redemption,” and it need not be paid again for this sacrificial act was “once for all” (Bible Knowledge Commentary).  


The author has introduced the thought of the death of Christ and now proceeds to develop this theme (9:15-22).  Christ's death is viewed as "a ransom," the price paid to set free a slave or a prisoner or a person under sentence of death. While the idea of redemption is widespread in the ancient world, the actual word used here is a rare word, a fact that may point to the conviction that the redemption Christians know is not simply another redemption among many, but it is unique.  A last will and testament is not in effect until the testator’s death, therefore God had willed that His new covenant would not go into force until Jesus Christ had died. The institution of the old covenant shows that all things are cleansed by blood and this is clearly seen when the old covenant was instituted by Moses.  He took the blood of the animal and sprinkled both the book of the law and the people. “Saying, This is the blood of the testament which God hath enjoined unto you” (Hebrews 9:20).  This was a dedication service, a service commemorating the institution of God’s first covenant, and note how it was being instituted: by death—by the shedding of the blood of a sacrifice. It is the better blood of Christ that makes this covenant far superior than the old covenant.  


Not only was His blood superior but He was also the perfect sacrifice as the author describes in 9:23-28.  It was absolutely necessary that earthly sanctuaries and worship be purified with blood, and it is also absolutely necessary that the heavenly sanctuary and worship be purified with the blood of the Christ.  We could understsan the necessity of the earthly needing the cleansing through the blood, but one may ask the question,” Why the heavenly?” It is because the way into heaven must be covered and enshrouded with blood in order to cover man as he approaches God. Man has to be covered with the sacrificial blood of Jesus Christ even when he enters and stands in heaven. Everywhere man stands and everything man touches, no matter where it is, in heaven or on earth, has to be covered by the blood of Jesus Christ. It shall forever be his covering and his only acceptance into heaven before God.  


Another ironic passage that portrays the more excellent covenant and priesthood is found in Hebrews 10:11-12 (NASB)  “And every priest stands daily ministering and offering time after time the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins; but He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, sat down at the right hand of God.”  The priest of the old covenant stands daily ministering in the tabernacle, representing an unfinished, ongoing work that is necessary.  In contrast the new covenant priest, Christ, is seated, not in the tabernacle, but at the right hand of God upon a throne.  This shouts to the reader what Christ cried from the cross while dieing as the perfect sacrifice, “It is finished.”  Another argument is given in this verse, Hebrews 10:16 (NASB), 

        "This is the covenant that I will make with them 

        After those days, says the Lord:

        I will put My laws upon their heart,

        And upon their mind I will write them,"

No longer will their be the external tables of stone or even the “paper” or scrolls of that day that will contain God’s law, but in this new covenant the Lord Himself will write it upon the tables of their heart.  


The Christology of the book of Hebrews clearly and precisely shows the preeminence of the divine Son of God.   The author came to a point near the end of Hebrews ten and felt the necessity to sum up his argument in a few verses.  Using the word “since,” he calculates all to this point and gives us this wonderful conclusion as to the purpose of this most excellent Christ of whom he had been writing,  “Since therefore, brethren, we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of God,  let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, (Hebrews 10:19-22 NASB).
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