
October 24, 2021 – Hebrews 4:14-16 – Jesus, Our Great High Priest 

 
A dad wanted to teach his young son how to shoot 
a basketball.  They grabbed a ball and headed to 
the hoop in the driveway.  The dad smoothly took a 
shot and made it.  “Just do it like that,” he said, “It’s 
easy.” 
 
The son took the ball and pushed it up as hard as 
he could toward the basket, but it fell short.  Again, 
and again he shot.  Again, and again his shot fell 
short.  Patiently his dad demonstrated how to 
shoot.  Finally, the frustrated son looked at his dad 
and said: “It’s so easy for you up there.  You don’t 
know how hard it is for me down here!” 
 
I don’t have to tell you how hard it is down here!  
That’s one of the reasons Jesus came.  “For we do 
not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses.”  Jesus knows 
what we are going through.  He’s been here and 
done this. 
 
Our lesson brings up the OT office of high priest.  
The book of Hebrews is the only NT book that takes 
the title of high priest and applies it to Jesus.  
Actually, Jesus, the “Great” High Priest is the 
central theme of this book, and today’s message.  
No OT high priest was ever called “great,” not even 
Aaron, the very first one.  That title is reserved for 
the Son of God, Jesus, the very last one. 
 
To better understand the significance of Jesus, the 
“Great” High Priest, it’s helpful to remember the 
target audience for this letter.  It’s written to 
Jewish or Hebrew Christians.  Hence the book’s 
title.  These people would be very familiar with the 
OT sacrifices and ceremonies performed by the 
high priest.  Any high priest talk naturally takes us 
to OT worship. 
 
In some ways, OT worship was much like ours 
today.  Worshipers gathered in synagogues on the 
Sabbath.  They sang.  They prayed.  They gave 
offerings.  They listened to Scripture read, then had 
it explained to them, like we do with our readings 
and sermon. 
 

In some ways, OT worship was nothing like ours 
today.  God designed it to be unforgettable.  The 
worshiper was front and center as the animal was 
sacrificed.  Who could forget the sound animals 
make preparing to be sacrificed, or the sight of the 
high priest’s knife slicing the animal’s neck and 
filling a bowl with blood, or the smell of a “burnt” 
offering? 
 
Every Jew was well aware that blood needed to be 
shed, otherwise there could be no atonement or 
compensation for sin.  As you approached the 
Temple for worship, the first thing you would have 
noticed would have been the huge altar.  The 
specifications God gave for this giant-sized grill 
used for sacrificing was 9x9 foot square, by 4.5 feet 
high. 
 
As worshipers gathered in the courtyard and 
watched, there was an unmistakable message: 
Israel you’ve sinned against God.  That’s God’s 
anger!  But there was another even more powerful 
message: Israel you’ve been spared from God’s 
anger by the death of a substitute.  That’s God’s 
mercy! 
 
Only once a year, on the Day of Atonement, did the 
repetition of those daily sacrifices change.  That’s 
when the high priest offered 2 sacrifices – one for 
the sins of the people and another for his own sins 
before he went behind the curtain into the Most 
Holy Place of the Temple.  When he came out, two 
goats were waiting.  He sacrificed one and soaked 
his hands in the blood, then he placed those bloody 
hands on the head of the other goat.  That scape-
goat would be taken far away from the camp, 
carrying the sins of the people as far as the east is 
from the west. 
 
The high priest in the OT only went behind the 
curtain into the Most Holy Place once a year.  Our 
“Great” High Priest has done more than just pass 
through the temple area.  He’s gone through the 
heavens – to the throne of God – where he lives 
and reigns for us forever. 
 



Jesus is the fulfillment of what Isaiah prophesied in 
our OT lesson.  He’s the one sacrifice offered, the 
one life given.  The blood he shed was his own.  It 
was only necessary once, for all, not year after 
year, because it was perfect. 
 
Our “Great” High Priest is called Jesus, the Son of 
God for a reason.  He’s Jesus to assure us he’s true 
man.  He arrived here to live as our substitute 
under God’s law and sin’s curse.  He’s the Son of 
God to assure us he’s true God.  That’s the only 
way our substitute could be sinless under God’s 
law and innocent under sin’s curse. 
 
Each day of our life is a constant and painful 
reminder of sin and its curse.  Our High Priest 
knows these things.  That’s part of what makes him 
great.  During his entire earthly stay Jesus faced 
temptation more intense than anything we will 
ever go through.  And, while we often cave in 
during temptation’s first round, he remained 
sinless through every attack.  A sinful Jesus could 
not be our Savior, or our “Great” High Priest.  From 
experience he knows what we face and his heart 
can sympathize with us.  When faced with 
temptations, we’ll find what we need from him 
who knows just when and how to give it. 
 
And yet, in spite of all that our Savior and “Great” 
High Priest has done for us, we haven’t always 
responded so positively.  We doubt his promises.  
We disobey his Word.  We don’t always love our 
neighbor.  We get preoccupied with ourselves. 
 
That’s why the writer insists: Let us then approach 
God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our 
time of need.  It’s all about approachability.  
Sinners can only remain silent and cringe in terror 
before the throne of God, unless they have a 
“Great” High Priest who is a mediator, a go-
between.  His job is to bridge the gap between a 
holy God and his unholy people.  Jesus perfectly fits 
Scriptures’ job description: “There is one God and 
one mediator between God and men, the man 
Christ Jesus!” 
 
If you’ve ever been put in the middle of a struggling 
relationship, you know how hard it is to bring two 

people back together again.  Imagine how much 
harder it is when the relationship is between a 
perfect God and the imperfect human race! 
 
When a company’s employers and employees can’t 
agree on a contract, they need a mediator.  This 
person shuttles back and forth the employer’s offer 
and the employee’s counteroffer. 
 
There is no shuttling back and forth with God.  We 
don’t bring our Christian lives to the table and try 
to cut the best deal we can.  While we realize how 
ridiculous that sounds, we still try it.  Dragging 
ourselves out of bed Sunday after Sunday.  Digging 
into our hard-earned money to keep the ministry 
here going.  Bringing our children up right in a 
culture that is dragging them down.  Shouldn’t 
those things count for something? 
 
If we really want to talk about what we deserve, 
God says we deserve hell.  Not getting hell, that’s 
called “mercy.”  Getting heaven, the opposite of 
what we deserve is called “grace.” 
 
That same idea of grace and mercy were illustrated 
when God instructed bells be attached to the 
bottom hem of the high priest’s robe: “The sound 
of the bells will be heard when he enters the Holy 
Place before the Lord and when he comes out, so 
that he will not die.”  Why the bells?  Over and 
over the OT states that when a sinner comes into 
God’s presence he dies.  The bells were a reminder 
to the high priest: “A sinner is coming,” and of what 
should happen to him.  But God is withholding his 
natural reaction of striking the sinner dead. 
 
Thankfully, Jesus, our “Great” High Priest, allowed 
his Father to abandon him on the cross so we 
wouldn’t have to endure the hell we deserve.  And 
so, every time we sin, Jesus leans in and says: 
“Father, forgive them.”  And every time we pray, he 
says: “Father, listen to your child’s request.” 


