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The Word of the Oath

By Dr. Dave Neale

Over the last four weeks we have been sort of steeping ourselves in the view of Jesus that is presented in
Hebrews. Both the pleasure and the challenge of Hebrews is that it is a very complex argument with lots
of layers. It’s almost like peeling an onion layer by layer, only to find your self looking at the same idea,
but in a very different angle.

The complexity and the profundity of the argument reflect the fact that, in the days of Hebrews, say the
60s of the first century, people were recanting their faith because of political and religious pressures of
an intensity we can barely imagine. They were just giving up on Jesus as Messiah. What William Lane1

calls a “failure of nerve” on the part of Christians.

So this sermon was created because “the failure to grasp the full significance of Christ.” When we2

understand ‘who Jesus is’ we have the ability to hold fast to the confession of our faith.

So while we probably prefer simplistic faith formulas, reductionist slogans, shallow expressions of
profound Christian doctrines; our faith, especially when challenged, must be based like all well-built
buildings on piles not just a little pad on the surface.

What is at stake is our perseverance in our loyalty to the faith. So I don’t regret this complexity and we
need not apologize for it.3

To review a bit

● Chapter 1 – Jesus is superior to angels – he is not created he is the creator
● Chapter 3 – Jesus is superior to Moses
● Chapter 5-7 – Jesus is superior to Abraham (the Melchizedek narrative)  because he is a priest

after the order of Melchizedek (Psalm 110:4)

Melchizedek was the Canaanite king of Salem (Jerusalem, Gen 14:18), and by whom Abraham was
blessed (Gen 14:17-20), and to whom Abraham paid tithes, and of which, Hebrews 7: 4, says See how
great he is! Even Abraham the patriarch gave him a tenth of the spoils.4

4
This mysterious figure in the OT, who appears only in Gen 14 and Psalm 110:4, and then in the NT only here in Hebrews, was said to be by our

author an everlasting being, because he was without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of

3
Pile foundations are used in the following situations:

1. When there is a layer of weak soil at the surface. This layer cannot support the weight of the building, so the loads of the building
have to bypass this layer and be transferred to the layer of stronger soil or rock that is below the weak layer.

2 William Lane, Hebrews 1-8, pp cxxxviii.

1 The question the first generation of Christians had long been asking was ‘Who is Jesus?’ Hebrews is a potent response to that question. In fact,
some [e.g. William Lane, Hebrews 1-8, pp cxxxviii] call this a pastoral letter or sermon that is intended to clarify the identity of Jesus, the risen
Son of God, the High Priest Forever, so that those who were having a “failure of nerve” in holding to the faith could persevere.

Also, the church in the west has always been shy about Hebrews, even though it was accepted into the canon at the end of the fourth century as
part of the Pauline corpus. But the western church felt that repentance was possible throughout life. I agree. And certainly everything Jesus said
talks about repentance for sinners and an openness of grace that we all feel is God’s true nature. Lane Ibid, pp clii-cliii. “Even when its [Hebrews]
authority was fully recognized in the fourth century and it was acknowledged to belong to the canon of Scripture, there is little evidence that is
exercised any considerable influence on the thought, life and liturgy of the Western Church.”
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Which brings us to our lectionary passage for today, in which we will focus on this idea found in Hebrews
7.

Our passage today is based on the oath the Lord made to Abraham and thus the title of today’s message
The Word of the Oath.

For the law appoints as high priests those who are subject to weakness, but the word of the oath,
which came later than the law, appoints a Son who has been made perfect forever (Hebrews 7:28).5

There isn’t much about God making oaths in the Bible. There are “promises,” like the promise to never
again destroy the world by a flood in Gen 9. The swearing of an oath by God is a rarity.

There are two things that God has sworn to do:

1. The oath of the Lord to Abraham includes a people, a land, and blessing for all the nations. So it is a
significant moment in the history of the world from the view of salvation history as Jews and Christians
understand it.

This is one of the more dominant narratives in the Torah, the first five books of the Bible. The scene is
Gen 22 and the near sacrifice of Isaac has just transpired.6

2. The second significant oath for the testimony of the NT (not so much the OT) is the one made in Psalm
110:4 which I mentioned last week, is cited 6 times in Hebrews and forms the basis for the priesthood of
Jesus. He is not a priest by descent, but by oath, by appointment by God. So Hebrews chapters 5-7 is an
extended treatment of this idea and to which we find reference in our text for today, 7:20-21:

This was confirmed with an oath; for others who became priests took their office without an oath, but
this one became a priest with an oath, because of the one who said to him,

“The Lord has sworn
    and will not change his mind,
‘You are a priest forever’”—

6
God says:

“By myself I have sworn, says the Lord: Because you have done this [been obedient in sacrificing Isaac], and have not withheld your son, your

only son, I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore

(Gen 22:15-17).

The basis of the blessing is Abraham’s obedience, i.e. his offering of his son in sacrifice at the Lord’s command, although as we know, the

sacrifice was stopped at the last moment by the angel of the Lord. The Lord responds to Abraham’s obedience with this oath. The author of

Hebrews really likes this aspect of the Abrahamic covenant because it is based on obedience.  In a few cases the book seems to suggest that

there can only be “one repentance,” and that if you fall away that is it. So OBEY. (See Hebrews 6:4-8 and 10:26-31; For if we willfully persist in

sin after having received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful prospect of judgment, and a

fury of fire that will consume the adversaries (Hebrews 10:26, see also 6:4-8). Therefore, hold fast!)

5 The fact that the oath comes “after the law” seems to reflect that the promise of a descendent on the throne of David occurs long after Moses.
See Psalm 132:11-18.

life, but resembling the Son of God, he remains a priest for ever (Hebrews 7:3).  In effect, Melchizedek in both Genesis and Hebrews becomes a

cypher for Yahweh.

Our Hebrews author recounts an extra-biblical tradition that, because there is no mention of Melchizedek’s lineage, birth or death, he had,

well… neither beginning of days nor end of life. He was, in short, the perfect priestly prototype for Jesus’ priesthood.
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3. The third and most important aspect is that Melchizedek priesthood is appointed to minister
reconciliation … forever. Eternality is everywhere in these oaths and actions!7

Through three eternal things. 1)The promise to Abraham. 2)The promise to establish the eternal high
priest after the order of Melchizedek, 3) and the fact that Jesus, through his life death and resurrection
from the dead…resembling Melchizedek, one who has become a priest, not through a legal
requirement concerning physical descent, but through the power of an indestructible life (Hebrews
7:15-16).

This is where I will land today. These are the pilings of the faith. We are engaged in something eternal
moment by moment.  I think we should forget about tomorrow, I think we should forget about
end-times, because what is the point really? It is this desire to know the future that pulls our focus from
the eternality of the present.

[Charlie Chaplin clip]

We need to breath in the eternal oath of God to be present and to bless.

In the same way, when God desired to show even more clearly to the heirs of the promise the
unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it by an oath, so that through two
unchangeable things, in which it is impossible that God would prove false, we who have taken refuge
might be strongly encouraged to seize the hope set before us (Hebrews 6:17-18).

The word for “unchangeable” is ametathetos, a hapax legomenon = occurring only once. Hebrews does a
fair bit of this. Last week our hapax legomenon was “deal gently.” What William Lane calls “an earnest
quest for fresh vocabulary” to more adequately teach us how absolutely unchangeable and eternal the
purpose of God is in making Jesus our salvation.

This is And then the consecutive clause…. As a consequence… If you understand the deep pilings of
God’s oath to we the children of Abraham, to the elevation of the high priest Jesus through his death and
resurrection to an eternal throne of Grace, if we understand the mediating role of this new better high
priest…

Consequently he is able for all time to save those who approach God through him, since he always
lives to make intercession for them (Hebrews 7:25). Pantote zōv, he “always lives.” Present tense
participle, action contemporaneous to the infinitive. If you approach God through Christ, Christ always
lives to intercede. What a powerful idea and what an encouragement to the daily experience of life.

It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed
intercedes for us (Romans 8:34).

In in Hebrews 1:3, for the first and only time in the NT, other than in a quotation from the OT in Hebrews
7, God is referred to by the name God Most High, ץל׳וןאל , or El Eylon8

8
Used for the first time in the Bible in Gen 14:18 in reference to Melchizedek, and for the first time and only time in the NT in Hebrews 1:3,

excepting of course the LXX quotation in six places in Hebrews, and in Hebrews 7:1 for our texts today (in the quotation of Psalm 110:4).

7
Furthermore, the former priests were many in number, because they were prevented by death from continuing in office; but he holds his

priesthood permanently, because he continues forever. (Hebrews 7:24)
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When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on High….

The word Elyon means “highest, Most High,” the same word that we get stairway, ascent, upwards,
height, exulted (Brown Driver Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of OT, p. 751 ff.)

Can we just pause to consider the contrast? Right here in our normal, mundane existence, we have the
eternal oath and intercession with us forever.

It is this eternally present Christ in our lives, this interceding Christ that saves us from this chaotic,
swamped, hectic present. This knowing flows right into the praxis of the faith in daily life. The
unchangeable things, immutable in quality of the oath and the eternal nature of Jesus’ high priesthood
are present for us in this very moment.

No matter how difficult today is, or how joyous, you have the living Christ making intercession.

Thanks be to God. Amen
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