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I have mentioned ‘The Bible Comes to Life’ exhibition several times in my Reflections. It came to St.

Editha’s Church in the town centre twice. The first visit probably made the greatest impression on

me. One of the sessions was devoted to the Temple in Jerusalem and I have mentioned the white

and gold model of it. The talk dealt with the various Jewish festivals and the role of the priests,

particularly the high priest. I remember the man who was conducting the session wearing the

costume of a high priest. These vestments were laid down by law. Specifically I remember the white

embroidered tunic which reached the floor, the robe which was blue, which was the robe of the

ephod. On top of this was the ephod, a sort vest or apron with two gemstones at the shoulder on

which were engraved the names of the tribes of Israel. Next came the priestly breastplate or

hoshen, I think that this made the greatest impression on me. It had twelve gemstones on it

arranged in threes. Each bore the name of a tribe. It was very impressive indeed. The high priest’s

office was by succession of the son right back to Aaron, brother of Moses. The high priest was the

chief religious official in Judaism.

Our reading from Hebrews begins with reference to the function of the high priest.

5.1‘Every high priest chosen from among mortals is put in charge of things pertaining to God on their

behalf, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.’

On Yom Kippur only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies, the most sacred part of the

temple to make atonement for his house and for the people.  He alone could offer the sacrifices for

the sins of the priests, or of the people, or of himself.



2‘He is able to deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is subject to weakness;

and because of this he must offer sacrifice for his own sins as well as for those of the people. And

one does not presume to take this honour, but takes it only when called by God, just as Aaron was.’

We link this back to the Hebrews passage from last week,

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 to our confession.’

Jesus is our great high priest and Son of God. Jesus is seen as a king and priest in this passage, the

writer of Hebrews uses words from the psalms, firstly psalm 2.

These are quoted in Acts 13,

32‘And we bring you the good news that what God promised to our ancestors he has fulfilled for us,

their children, by raising Jesus; as also it is written in the second psalm,

“You are my Son;

today I have begotten you.”

Jesus has been raised from the dead and the words of the psalms are used here as prophetic of

Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.

I needed to look up the references, the psalmist sings of Davidic kingship and the true king being

God’s servant.  But here the psalmist refers to the invitation from God to share sovereignty with

him, so after the end of the Davidic monarchy the psalm was understood to refer to the Messiah.

‘The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind, “You are a priest forever according to the order of

Melchizedek.” Psalm 110.4

Melchizedek was the ‘pre-Israelite king of Jerusalem’ who was remembered as priest and King

appointed by God. David’s dynasty was seen as heirs of Melchizedek. The Messiah is of course of

David’s line as indeed Jesus was. The promise is that God’s chosen one will vanquish sin and evil

forever.  The Messiah is the ruler who ‘will defeat evil and cruelty wherever it lurks. He will establish

God’s rule of peace, justice and compassion. He will be a king who will bring in God’s way, God’s new

creation.’

The psalmist was believed to be referring in a prophetic way to the Messiah in this psalm and this

would have been understood by the Jews. Apparently the name Melchizedek means ‘king of

righteousness’ and he was appointed by God. The high priests of the Temple were descendants of

Aaron. But Melchizedek far precedes Aaron by six generations. The point is that Jesus’ priesthood is

nothing to do with that of the Temple. Temple sacrifice and priesthood is superseded by Jesus ‘our

great high priest.’ Jesus is the Temple now. He is the presence of God within it. The Easter hymn, ‘At

the lamb’s high feast we sing’ actually sums this up when it says, ‘Christ the victim, Christ the priest.’

Jesus is, ‘The lamb of God that takes away the sins of the word,’ but before Jesus can take his place

at the right hand of God he has his earthly commission to fulfil.  As ‘our great high priest’ he

sacrificed himself for us putting an end to sacrifice one and for all. He is the king whose throne is

Calvary and that is the road he must walk.

Our reading from Hebrews continues,



7 ‘In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the

one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.’

We are taken straight back to Gethsemane and the ‘agony in the garden.’  It is quite clear here that

the writer of Hebrews knows about what happened in Gethsemane. Jesus cries out to God that ‘this

cup may pass from me. Yet not my will but yours be done.’

8’Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered;

How similar is this to what Paul writes in Philippians chapter 2, he ‘became obedient to the point of

death,

‘Christ Jesus,
6 who, though he was in the form of God,

did not regard equality with God

as something to be exploited,
7 emptied himself,

taking the form of a slave,

being born in human likeness.

And being found in human form,
8 he humbled himself

and became obedient to the point of death—

even death on a cross.’

The ‘perfection’ mentioned in our reading in verse 9 means perfect fulfilling of God’s will and

purpose for him throughout his ministry and death at Calvary. He has said Hebrews 4. 14.

14 ‘a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to

our confession. 15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses,

but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.’

Jesus is the ‘great high priest,’ he is divine but he also shares our humanity. That is so wonderful, our

God understands us because he became one with us. Our God is not in any way remote; he knows

our weaknesses and can ‘sympathise with them.’

We thank God that Jesus, human and divine, suffered and died in love and ‘became the source of

eternal salvation for all who obey him,’

Our reading from Mark begins at verse 35 but what precedes this is vitally important and links to

the passage from Hebrews. It also enables us to make more sense of the reading.

32 ‘They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of them; they were

amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He took the twelve aside again and began to tell them

what was to happen to him, 33saying, ‘See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be

handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will

hand him over to the Gentiles; 34 they will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him;

and after three days he will rise again.’



This is a turning point in Mark’s gospel. It is the third time Jesus has forewarned his followers what

will happen to him in Jerusalem. Here Jesus is taking the road to Jerusalem. Here he is facing his

final journey. If we read it in the light of Hebrews we see quite clearly that this is a road mapped out

for Jesus. This is his vocation; this is the will of his Father. This is not new, Jesus has known what road

he will be required to walk, what he will have to face at the end since his baptism, some would

argue from the very beginning. So there is no beating about the bush, there is nothing equivocal in

Jesus’ account. What will happen is that he will be condemned by the Jewish authorities and high

priest. He will be handed over to the occupying power (only the Roman authorities could issue the

death sentence) and he would be killed in the most horrific way humans could devise.  But, and it is

the greatest point in history, after three days he will rise again.

There is no avoiding Good Friday if Easter Day is to follow. It is the road mapped out for him. Jesus

will fight a terrible battle with evil at his crucifixion. He will take the whole sin of humanity on his

shoulders and he will win salvation and humanity will be reconciled to God. The horror of the

crucifixion is still to be faced. These are dangerous times for Jesus and his followers. Mark is at pains

to prepare his readers for it.

Isaiah writes of the suffering servant, the anointed Messianic figure who will carry the burden of sin

for Israel and will be killed to win redemption. Jesus is that suffering servant; he quotes directly from

Isaiah when at the end of the passage he says he will ‘give his life a ransom for many.’ Jesus will win

redemption not just for Israel but the world. He will herald God’s new created order.

There is no getting away from what awaits Jesus, it is only thus that he can fulfil God’s mission.

James and John still do not appear to understand. We remember there has been arguing among the

disciples as they walked along as to who was the greatest among them. Jesus has already tried to

spell it out to them that the ‘greatest among you must be the servant of all.’

After Jesus’ stark warning of what will happen to him in Jerusalem the request from James and John

seems remarkably out of place,

35 ‘James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, ‘Teacher, we want

you to do for us whatever we ask of you.’ 36And he said to them, ‘What is it you want me to do for

you?’ 37And they said to him, ‘Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your

glory.’

James and John are still thinking in terms of worldly glory. What Jesus is doing is turning worldly

values upside down. Yes Jesus will have a wonderful entry into Jerusalem on what we now call Palm

Sunday; yes people will put branches and their coats before him. Yes the disciples will be members

of his band who enter the holy city in triumph. But the voices which shout ‘Hosanna, blessed is he

comes in the name of the Lord’ will soon be shouting, ‘Crucify him’ and Jesus knows it.

It seems as if James and John want to somehow ignore the warning of the cross and get to the glory.

That cannot be. Jesus must face death on the cross. Jesus is the suffering servant, the anointed

Messiah of Isaiah’s prophesy. Only by the cross can Jesus fulfil his role. Apart from his making

atonement for the sins of the world, and the winning of salvation on the cross where love will

conquer evil, there is another dimension. The cross makes a clear statement about kingship.



Jesus is co-creator of all, God and man. He is one with God but he was ‘obedient to death, even

death on a cross.’ That word ‘even’ is important, it does not simply mean that he was willing to

suffer the vilest death humans could devise; it has another meaning. Any Jew that ‘hung on a tree’

was seen as cursed. Also it was the lowest form of execution reserved for traitors and so on. It is the

symbol of Jesus’ humility and greatest triumph in that he makes the ‘tree of shame’ into a throne. It

is not for nothing that Pilate wrote, ‘Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews’ on the notice hung above

Jesus’ head. Pilate might have meant it as mocking but it was anything but. We recognise it as a

proclamation of fact. Calvary is a throne. Jesus is reining from the cross. He won a huge triumph.

‘Hands that flung stars into space, to cruel nails surrendered.’ That is the point. Jesus subverts the

world’s values. He brings in a whole new world view.

38’But Jesus said to them, ‘You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I

drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?’ 39They replied, ‘We are able.’ Then

Jesus said to them, ‘The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am

baptized, you will be baptized; 40 but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it

is for those for whom it has been prepared.’

When James and John ask to be at his right and left hand I see the cross and the two men crucified

at either side. Jesus sees the cross too; the throne on which he will hang as king in love for the

world. James will suffer as Jesus did. They will both follow in his footsteps of service. They simply

cannot recognise the cost of love yet. They cannot get beyond visions of grandeur. They have much

to learn.

The disciples are angry, they see this behaviour as power seeking, ambition and desire for status.

The disciples still have not learned the true meaning of greatness. Humility and care for others is at

the centre.

To begin with ‘lording it’ over someone means controlling behaviour, often leading to getting your

own way, power, and at worst cruelty. That is not how it must be, says Jesus. There follows the

central political statement which links so absolutely with the cross and Jesus’ whole life.

‘You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and

their great ones are tyrants over them.’

Oppression must no longer happen. Tyrants are evil and must be recognised as such. You must not

seek to emulate them or the world’s values of power seeking and all that comes with it that will

corrupt you. Jesus gives a clear picture of the new way,

43 ‘But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your

servant, 44and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.’

This is central to Christianity, service, care for others and the rejection of power seeking, status and

control. That only corrupts and results in an atmosphere of fear. Fear is the opposite of love and

Jesus will have no room for that. When Jesus says, ‘I give you a new commandment. You must love

one another as I have loved you.’ he means it as a guide for the disciples, a guide for all his

followers, and a guide for our churches. To ignore it is to ignore Jesus. Jesus’ whole point is to

eschew power seeking and all that goes with it. He couldn’t be clearer about what are the hallmarks



of true Christian behaviour. The behaviour that is typical of the world he came to turn on its head

and to replace it with God’s new way of love. It is this way of love that Jesus exemplifies in his life.

45’For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.’

When we look at the cross we see the love of Jesus shining out. We see how worldly status is turned

on its head. Jesus reigns as king of the universe at Calvary. That cross is empty now but it stands as a

symbol of Christ’s love. On Easter day at his resurrection, Jesus man and God vanquished death

forever and won for us eternal life. Finally Jesus sits at the right hand of God but he will never leave

us.

At that first Pentecost God sent the Holy Spirit to guide and comfort those first followers. We thank

God for the gift of his Holy Spirit who is with us now to sustain us in times of trouble and who

rejoices with us in times of joy. We thank God that he has never left us but that Jesus Christ dwells

within us all. It is up to us to live our lives as Jesus would have us do.

‘So let us learn how to serve, and in our hearts enthrone him: each other’s needs to prefer, for it is

Christ we’re serving.’ Graham Kendrick
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