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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #12

During the Days of His Flesh

Hebrews 4:14-5:10

FINAL!  – This meeting wraps up our spring semester study of Hebrews, which George will continue next fall here at E91.  What a blessing this class term has been …it’s sad to see it end.  We will stay in touch with everyone in the interim.  – Bob Walters / 694-4141 

Hebrews 4:14 Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 15 For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.  16 Therefore let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and grace to help in time of need.

5:1 For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of men in the service to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.  2 He is able to deal gently with the ignorance and the errors of the people, since he himself is subject to weakness. 

3 This is why he is bound to offer sacrifice for his own sins as well as for those of the people.  4 And one does not take the honor to become a high priest, but he is called by God, just as Aaron was.  5 In the same way also Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed by him said to him,

“You are my Son,

Today I have begotten you”;

6 he says also in another place,

“You art a priest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek.

7 During the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard for his godly fear.  8 Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered;  9 being made perfect he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, 10 being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek.”

Notes on Some Greek Words

4:15-16:  The noun “sympathy” and the verb “to sympathize” means to share the experience of someone.  It is not to be understood in a psychological sense (‘sympathize with”) but it is sharing rather than standing away, and offering some good feelings of sympathy.  Jesus in spite of the fact that he is the exalted high priest suffers together with the weakness of the one, who is tested and brings active help.  Here the word “help” is the name for grace.  This should attract our attention that grace is a constant relationship even in time of temptation.

“Tempted” means Jesus completed his test; Jesus was tried and tested    

“Without sin” could be translated “tempted in all points as we are with the exception of sin,” but this translation weakens the whole teaching.  Jesus was tested by every agency by which others are – sorrow, weariness, persecution, hostility, but all these circumstances were for overcoming sin, at least those circumstances which stir up hatred, nevertheless Jesus was without sin in all these circumstances. 

“Confidence” is a good Greek word: parresia means “boldness” (Heb 3:6) or freedom of speech.

Questions:

1. What is the ground for our confidence?

2.  How far can we become bold especially in our prayers?

“Let us draw near” is in the present tense which emphasizes a constant opportunity which is available. 

The “throne of grace” is certainly a quality of God’s ruling as our King.  His throne is characterized by grace.  In the LXX such expression is analogous to the common locution, “the throne of glory.”  Other English translations are weak, such as the NEB: “approach the throne of our gracious God;” and TEV: “come forward to God’s throne, where there is grace.” 

The High Priest Jesus Christ

5:1. OT priests were appointed by God to offer “both gifts and sacrifices for sins.” (See also in Heb 8:3; 9:9, which carefully and accurately distinguishes two classes of offerings in the OT.)

The verb “to offer” was used about 19 times in the OT. 

The ministry of Jesus Christ as High Priest is expressed in more detail in verses 9-10.

1. Here every high priest in the OT is “appointed” as an intermediary between God and Israel, chosen from among human beings to act on their behalf. 

2. The ministry of the high priest is that of a human person and being human he functions with respect to God.  This plays a decisive part in the comparison between all high priests and Jesus.  Herein the humanity of the Incarnate Son comes into focus.  The emphasis on the humanity of the high priests serves primarily to make clear that the all high priests are ordinary humans.  It also prepares for the remark of the next verse that the high priest being human is surrounded weakness.  This notion will be echoed in the description of Christ as a high priest but to show and prove how Jesus was able to use his humanity.  

3. Every high priest is appointed to serve God and to offer sacrifices and “to deal gently with the ignorance and the errors of the people” and sinners.  The Greek words “to deal gently” means to be able to control his anger.  This is the highest level of the service of the earthly high priest who moderates anger toward others and treats them with consideration.  That is what the human high priest is supposed to do.  The difference between controlling anger and “sympathy” in this section (and Heb 4:15) is significant.  The ordinary high priest controls his anger; Christ actively sympathizes.  His ministry as Savior and his function as high priest, being also the Divine Person who has the divine power, make Jesus far better than the high priests. 

4. The OT high priests deal gently with the ignorance and the errors of the people which echo the prescriptions of the OT sacrificial regulations that prescribe sin offerings only for unwitting offenses.  At the same time, the implicit exclusion of willful sins from the ordinary high priest’s forbearance will be paralleled in Hebrews’ stringent attitude toward the willful sin of apostasy.  The high priest can act with moderation because, like the people for whom he functions, he too is characterized by weakness.  The Greek verb perikeitai means “to be clothed with,” but here it is used in a metaphorical sense.  The weakness with which the high priest is beset is simply a function of his humanity. 

5. The weakness of the high priest “required” that he should sacrifice for himself as well as for the people.  This is probably refers to the regulations for the sacrifices on the Day of Atonement.  The pattern of the Yom Kippur ritual will, however, dominate the exposition of Christ’s priestly act in chapters 9 and 10 of Hebrews which we will look at later.  The fact that the OT high priests must sacrifice for themselves will later be stressed as a major difference between their priesthood and that of the sinless High Priest.

6. The final characteristic of the human high priest is the fact that he is “called” by God, which corresponds to the divine installation of Christ proved from the scriptural texts cited in verses 5-6.  

Christ Did Not Glorify Himself

1. Verse 5:5-6, the old and new high priests begin with a direct comparison of the mode of appointment of Aaron and Christ.  Jesus did not “glorify himself” by assuming the high-priestly honor because God designated his Son as High Priest. This appointment preceded the coming of the Son to be in our human flesh.  Two key texts come from the Psalms.  The first text is from Psalm 2:7: “You are my Son, Today I have begotten you,” which was the initial text cited in the opening chapter of Hebrews (1:5).  Once more notice the use of “Today” which is not about 24 hours but the revelation of the Son in time.  Time does not play any part in the new creation which has its roots in the divine Sonship of Jesus.  

2.  The glory of Jesus comes from “one who said” and that is God.  Psalm 2:7  recapitulates the theme of Christ’s divine sonship and Hebrews adds a quotation, (from Ps 1 10:4) to give more power to the attribution of an eternal priesthood to the Son which puts Jesus above all others.  The glory of the High Priest Jesus is his divine Sonship which gives the grounds that Christ did not glorify himself.  

Son and High Priest

The citations of the two scriptural texts (Ps 2:7 and 110:4) are the most important declarations of the great and new ministry of the Eternal High priest.

1. The text of Psalm 2:7 testifies to Christ’s Sonship which is the main bulk of the new revelation.  God did not desire the continuation of the old relationship.  This is not because God loves promotion and hates the old, but it is we who needed promotion because the old remedy for sin did not cure the root of sin which, after the “fall,” became death itself.  There was a great need for a “dose” of “life” and that could not come from any service or sacrifice.  All created forms of life were subjected to death.  Only God can provide this “dose” of life, which this time must be superior to death itself and can annihilate sin.

2. The new High Priest was not called from the old ranks of Aaron but from his high status as the Son and Heir of all things. 

During the Days of His Flesh

The “days of his flesh” or “his fleshly [days]” (i.e., mortal) recalls the earlier reference to the incarnation (2:14). “Flesh” again is the term used for the sphere of weakness and suffering to which Christ was subject. No precise indication of the time when Christ’s prayers were offered can be inferred from the expression, which refers to the general conditions of Christ’s humanity, culminating in his death (2:9). Such humanity is fully compatible with Christ’s divine Sonship is, in fact, the condition of realizing the “perfection” the Son’s priestly status.  In his human condition, in confrontation with death, Christ “offered” prayers.  We need to notice:

1.
“Offered” prayers and entreaties.  The use of the verb “offer” which is a technical term used for offering sacrifice is deliberate.  Jesus’ prayers stand as sacrifices parallel to those of the OT.  If the priest of the OT offered “gifts and sacrifices,” Jesus the High priest offers prayers and entreaties.  The reference in verse 7 to the prayers of Jesus is not to particular moments in his ministry but to the totality of Christ’s high priestly service.  

2.  The final clause of verse 7, “and he was heard because of his godly fear” qualifies the rest of the verse that “he was heard” and is equivalent to stating that Jesus’ offering was accepted by God.  Here we need to purify our minds from wrong understanding of the ministry of Jesus:

a) Acceptable prayers mean that Jesus was never under God’s Judgment.

b) As a High priest, Jesus came to restore the broken relationship between God and humanity, thus he himself can’t become among the rejected and punished sinners 

 3. 
The statement that Jesus “was heard” has frequently been considered in relationship to the description of God as “the one who was able to save him from death.”   In what sense was Jesus heard:

a)  
Jesus was not rescued from impending death, because he died.  In the OT God is     the one who is able to rescue life from Sheol “from the realm of death”; (Job 33:28, 30; Ps 30:4; Prov 23:4).  Jesus was not kept from the experience of death, but death had no dominion over him.  He was led out of the realm of the dead through resurrection (13:20), and in that sense he was heard. 

b) 
The object of the prayers of Jesus was glorification (Jn 12:27; 17:5); his prayers were heard in the sense that he was exalted and seated at the Father’s right hand.

c)   It is preferable that the statement “he was heard” is a reference to the context that speaks of his sacrifice and to recognize that “the one who was able to save him from death,” is simply a traditional OT way for speaking of God as the one who saves (Hos 13:14; Ps 32 :19 LXX; Jas 4:12).  It defines not the content of Jesus’ prayers but the character of God as the Lord of life who acts for the accomplishment of salvation.

d)   Jesus’ prayers and entreaties may be an old tradition of what took place in Gethsemane or may be the agony of Golgotha.  References to “cries and tears” are not uncommon in Hellenistic Jewish sources describing prayer in a setting of crisis (cf. 2 Macc 11:6; 3 Macc 1:16; 5:7, 25; Philo, Questions on Genesis 4.233). 


Jesus the Son learned:

“Although he was the Son, Jesus is inherently and intrinsically the Son of God, whose essential Sonship is the fact that lead him to experience: learning and obedience in suffering.  Although Jesus was the eternal Son of God, he entered into a new dimension to experience his Sonship by virtue of his incarnation and sacrificial death.” 

So What Did Jesus Learn?

He brought our humanity into a new relationship with God which was not only new but has to face three main obstacles:  

The first, the ignorance of our humanity which does not know God as Father.

The second, our humanity that does not know the “obedience” of love.

The third, our humanity which is totally alien and strange to the divine life.

1. Although our Lord is the Son of God, but when he became man, he entered a new realm of life which is totally foreign to the divine life and he had not only to live but to accomplish two things that are unacceptable to our humanity:

a) Living in total surrender to God

b) Accepting death

2. From a divine point of view, Death is totally alien to the one who is light and life by nature and is against his divine status as the Son of the living God.  Death in the OT means “descend to shoal,” “the Pit of darkness” where the dead are deprived from the presence of God (Ps 88) and are forgotten.

3. Jesus the man learned that hard lesson by taking this “walk” in order to become the “way” and to lead our humanity out of the Pit.

4. Thus “he suffered” and by suffering in undeviating acceptance of the divine will as his own, Jesus honors God as sovereign and entrusts himself to him, confident that he will give him his office and dignity.  The term “he learned” carries a nuance developed in biblical Greek, where learning takes place in the reception of Scripture as the word of God.  From Scripture, and especially from the Psalms, Jesus learned that his passion was grounded in the saving will of God and could not be severed from his calling.  Thus in the declaration that Jesus “learned obedience from what he suffered,” the term “obedience” has a very specific meaning: it is obedience to the call to suffer death in accordance with the revealed will of God.  Jesus freely accepted the suffering of death because Scripture, and through it God, appointed him to this sacrifice for the sake of his office.

Jesus Became Perfect

Verses 9-10 are extremely important.  Jesus completed his redemptive mission, or in the concise words, “was made perfect.”  The Greek word teleiwtheis has two meanings:

- Finishing a work

- Reaching the end which is the goal.

1. 
It has no “moral or ethical” connotation in the NT.  So, Jesus completed his priestly work.  The LXX translators of the Pentateuch gave the word teleioun a special cultic sense of consecration to priestly service (Exod 29:9, 29, 33, 35; Lev 4:5; 8:33; 16:32; 21:10; Num 3:3), and this official conception stands behind that Greek word used here in verse 9.  It signifies that Jesus has been equipped to come before God to do his priestly service. 

2.
Through his sufferings and the accomplishment of his redemptive mission, Jesus has been perfected by God as the priest of his people and exalted to the divine presence.  The result of his death and offering his sacrifice Jesus has become the source of eternal salvation for all those who obey him.  The description of the community of faith as those who obey Jesus is appropriate to the stress on the radical obedience of Jesus in verse 8.  As the one who experienced obedience in the suffering of death in response to the will of God, Jesus recognizes obedience in his followers and on their behalf carries out his priestly ministry of intercession.

3.
The salvation Jesus provides is “eternal” not simply because it extends beyond time but because it is true, heavenly, and not human-made (Heb 9:23-24).  Jesus was made complete by changing our mortal nature to the immortal nature of the resurrection:

“Jesus was made complete by his death and resurrection.  On the cross, Jesus accepted our death and trampled that death under his feet.  He was buried in the grave, and since then Jesus made all our cemeteries fields waiting to be harvested on that Day of the resurrection of all the dead. By his resurrection, our mortality and the sting of death was taken away. Jesus planted in all those who believe in him and are united with him the seed of immortality which will flourish on the Harvest Day.’

Garment of Our Mortality

Do you see in yourself that body of the resurrection which is hidden under the garment of our mortality?  St. Paul says, “For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  Here indeed we groan, and long to put on our heavenly dwelling, so that by putting it on we may not be found naked.  For while we are still in this tent, we sigh with anxiety; not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.  He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.  So we are always of good courage; we know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord.” (2 Cor 5:1- 6).  We see that immortal life in us in four different but united ways:

1. We see our immortal life in Jesus and in particular when we receive his body and blood in his Supper.

2. We feel our mortality but the Holy Spirit reveals to us the glory of the life to come and grant us that this new immortal life is secured in Jesus.

3. Under our mortal life there is the immortal life which we sense when we persevere in spite of our bodily weakness. 

4. Also when we see that the great victory is in love and love has no end.  Love has the promise of eternal life because love which is poured into our mortal being comes from the Spirit of life, the Holy Spirit. 

A Short Note on Melchizedek.

Melchizedek has occupied a prominent place in the Targums, rabbinic tradition, Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Nag Hammadi Gnostic documents, as well as Patristic writings in Greek, Latin, Syriac and Coptic.

-
In the Bible we have no more than three texts concerning Melchizedek’s encounter with Abram occurred in the Valley of Shaveh (Gen 14:17 and Ps 110:4).

- 
It is odd that the name of Melchizedek does not occur in Targum Psalm 110, while the text of Ps 110 has a special place in Gospel.  
- 
The Aramaic translation of Genesis 14 has been preserved complete in Targum Onqelos (Tg. Onq.), in Codex Neofiti 1 (Tg. Neof.), and in the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan (Tg. Ps.-J.).  Fragments of it have been transmitted in the so-called Fragmentary Targums (Frg. Tgs.).

- 
Notable in this regard is Midrash Bereshit Zuta, composed by Rabbi Shemuel ben Nissin Masnut (13th century), who worked in Aleppo.  Some of his citations from the Palestinian Targums are identical with, or close to, the text of Tg. Neofiti.   

- 
Targumic texts provide us with limited knowledge of the importance of the Priesthood of   Melchizedek.    

After Abram’s victory over the king of Sodom, he went out to meet  Melchizedek in the Valley of Shaveh.  This valley was known as the King’s Valley.  The geographical place of this valley becomes shrouded in religious traditions.  Genesis Rabbah and other sources seem to indicate that one tradition must have prevailed up to the spread of Christianity.  It may be the King’s Valley mentioned in 2 Samuel 18:18, where Absalom erected a pillar for himself.  This name appears in Tg. 2 Samuel as the Valley of the King and in Josephus (Ant. 7, 243) who says that it was two stadia from Jerusalem.  J. Fitzmayer, depending on the Mishnah and the Copper Scroll, believes that it is quite plausible to locate the Valley of Shaveh as Beth-haccherem at the modern site of Ramat Rachel, which is situated some 400 yards to the east of the old route from Jerusalem to Bethlehem on a summit which dominates the Valley of Rephaim. 

Tg. Neof. identifies the Valley of Shaveh of v. 17 with the “Valley of the Gardens” “in the Valley of the Gardens,” pardesaya, and is the only source which indicates that the Oaks of Mamre is part of  Paradise which identifies this geographical part related to Jerusalem where the skull of Adam was buried according to Christian Tradition which comes to us in the Gospels and has its origin the Aramaic name pordesaya / pardesaya (gardens) on the outskirts of Jerusalem and has been known in later Byzantine and early Arab periods.  Does this point to the origin of two important elements of worship, the priesthood of Christ and the Eucharist?  We can speculate and complete the picture from later Christian sources where Jesus comes to revive the old form and may be the oldest form of priesthood which goes back to Noah and even to Abraham himself as we shall see later on.

Texts and Targums

Genesis 14:18
And Melchizedek king of Salem

brought out bread and wine,

for he was a priest of God Most High

from Targum Onqelos. 

And Melchizedek the king of Jerusalem

brought out bread and wine,

for he was ministering before God Most High

from Targum Neofiti. 

And Melchizedek the king of Jerusalem, he is Shem the Great, 

brought out bread and wine, for he was a priest ministering in the high priesthood before God the Most High.

from Fragment Targums Manuscript P 

And Melchizedek the king of Jerusalem, who is Shem the Great,
was a priest of the Most High; he brought out food and wine.

And he was standing, ministering, in the high priesthood before God the Most High.

from Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 

And the righteous king – he is Shem the son of Noah – the king of Jerusalem came out to meet Abram and he brought out to him bread and wine; and at that time he was ministering before God the Most High.
Melchizedek the Son of Shem the Great
As we have seen, Melchizedek is identified with “Shem (the Great) son of Noah.”  This identification is attested at an early date in rabbinic Judaism.  It is presupposed in a saying of R. Ishmael, a contemporary of R. Akiba (ca. 110-135 CE), transmitted by R. Zechariah (probably 4th century).

In Hebrew Questions on Genesis (14,18-19), a work completed as just noted late 391 and early 393, Jerome succinctly states the Jewish tradition of his own day on the matter: And Melchisedech king of Salem….  Because our little book is, in a word, a collection of Hebrew questions or traditions, let us therefore introduce what the Hebrews think about this.  They declare that this man is Shem, the son of Noah, and by calculating the years of his life, they show that he lived up to the time of Isaac; and they say that all the first-born sons of Noah were priests before Aaron performed the priestly office.  Next, “king of Salem” is meant king of Jerusalem, which was formerly called Salem.  Jerome took the trouble to provide the history and the number of years into the presbyter Evangelus on Melchisedek (written in 398).  Here Jerome says that the Hebrews have a tradition that Melchizedek of Genesis 14 was the eldest son of Noah and that at the time of the birth of Abram he (Shem) was three hundred and ninety years old.  He goes on to tell us the manner in which they calculate this, giving us from Genesis chapter 11 a chart of the sort we find in modern scientific treatment of this question.

Shem the Great in Palestinian Targum Texts and in Ephrem the Syrian
Shem the Great is mentioned twice in the Palestinian Targums with regard to events in the lives of Isaac and Rebekah.  As Rebekah was being taken in marriage to Isaac, Isaac “was coming from the schoolhouse of Shem the Great, to the Well over which was revealed the One who sustains every age.  And he was dwelling in the land of the South” (Pal. Tgs. Gen 24:62; Frg. Tgs. PVNL; Ps.-J).  The Pal. Tgs. Gen 25:22 say that when the children pushed themselves together in her womb, Rebekah “went to the schoolhouse of Shem the Great to beseech mercy from before the Lord” (PVNL, Tg. Neof.; Ps.-J.; NRSV: “She went to inquire of the Lord”).

   .

This Palestinian Targum tradition is found in the Commentary on Genesis by Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306-373), probably composed about 373 – although Ephrem makes no mention of any Jewish connection.  The comment on Genesis 14:18-20) in this commentary, in fact, consists almost entirely of material as found in the Palestinian Targums.  Not only is Melchisedek identified with Shem, but Shem who is believed to have lived on into the time of Jacob is identified with Melchizedek.  The relevant section of Ephrem’s commentary on Gen 14.18-20 (section 11, 2,4) merits reproduction in full.

Melchizedek, the king of Salem, brought out bread and wine…. (Gen 14:18-20)

This Melchisedek is Shem, who became a king due to his greatness; he was the head of fourteen nations.  In addition, he was a priest.  He received this from Noah, his father, through the rights of succession.  Shem lived not only to the time of Abraham, as Scripture says, but even to [the time of] Jacob and Esau, the grandsons of Abraham.  It was to him that Rebekah went to ask and was told, “Two nations are in your womb and the older shall be a servant to the younger” (Gen 25:22-23).  Rebekah would not have bypassed her husband, who had been delivered at the high place, or her father-in-law, to whom revelations of the divinity came continually, and gone straight to ask Melchizedek unless she had learned of his greatness from Abraham or Abraham’s son.

(Because the length of Melchizedek’s life extended to the time of Jacob and Esau, it has been stated, with much probability, that he was Shem. His father Noah was dwelling in the east and Melchizedek was dwelling between two tribes, that is, between the sons of Ham and his own sons. Melchizedek was like a partition between the two, for he was afraid that the sons of Ham would turn his own sons to idolatry.) – Ephrem the Syrian

El-Elyon: God the Most High of the Nations

 Melchizedek was a priest of El-Elyon (Gen 14:18).  This was not denied by R. Ishmael, whose point was that his priesthood (namely that of Shem) was transferred to Abraham. The biblical statement that Melchizedek was a priest is repeated in several texts: (1QapGen 22.15; the LXX; Josephus, Ant. 1,10,2, 180; War 6,10,1, 438; Philo, De lege all. 3, 25 § 79; 3,26 § 82; De Congr. 18, § 99).  Likewise the Syro-Palestinian translation and Frg. Tg. MSS VNL (“He was priest of God Most High”).  See also Tg. Neof. and Frg. Tg. MS P, both of which say Melchizedek was a priest, and add a reference to his having served in the high priesthood.  

The most important part for us Christians is to remember that Christ came to restore to the nations what they have lost and to be the priest of the nations according to the order of Melchizedek.
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