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Christ is Superior to/better than the Angels because He is our Great High Priest – Part 2 
Hebrews 2:1-4, 5-18 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
Jesus Christ is better than angels in the redemption He secured for His people from their sins.  
In considering the Book of Hebrews one does well to remember the magnitude and weight of 
what is written. 

 
In allowing the text to speak for itself and the author to be his own interpreter, one observes in Hebrews 
the literary mastery of an author who composed his magnum opus with the care of a Michelangelo 
working on the Sistine Chapel.1 

 
By way of placing this text in the larger movement of the Book, let us take a moment to once 
more consider the larger context of our present paragraph. 
 

The first 14 verses of chapter 1 convey this message: While God spoke to men in Old Testament times, He 
has spoken fully and finally in His Son, who is vastly superior to the angels. In the first 4 verses of 
chapter 2, the author pauses to make a pointed application: We dare not neglect the message God has 
spoken in His Son. The remainder of chapter 2 (verses 5-18) explains how it is that the Son could save lost 
sinners: it was by identifying with men in His incarnation. By this, He made atonement for our sins by 
His death and then was raised from the dead to be exalted to the right hand of the Father. He did this, not 
for angels, but for men. Having identified with men, He is able to help us in our time of need. We could 
summarize the structure of chapters 1 and 2 in this way: 
 

1:1-14 The Son is higher than the angels 
2:1-4 Therefore, we had better listen to what He has said 
2:5-18 The Son became lower than the angels in order to save men2 

 
The opening division of Hebrews (1:5-2:18) comprises two dogmatic sections (1:5-15 and 2:5-18) with a 
short parenetic section between [them] (2:1-4). The first dogmatic section deals with the Son's position as 
God; the second shows his connection with mankind, the author's purpose being to show that Christ is 
both the Son of God and the brother of men. Each dogmatic section forms a unity, as indicated by the 
repetition of key expressions at both ends of each passage (cf. 1:5 and 1:13: "to which of the angels did he 
ever say?” 2:5 and 2:16: "it is not to angels"). With these statements the author has expressed his main 
thoughts. On the one hand, Jesus Christ is one with God (1:5-14); on the other hand, he is one with men 
(2:5-18). In either case he is superior to angels. It is necessary; therefore, to heed what he says (2:1-4).3 

 
By being removed by thousands of years from the original setting, we are indebted to the 
author for providing this doctrinal treatise.  Yet the author’s intent is more than theological; it 
is imminently practical. 
 

For even if the author's main purpose all the way through is a supremely practical one, his method of 
dealing with the difficulties facing his readers is essentially doctrinal: to lay before them the permanent 
significance of Christianity and especially the absolute superiority of the person and office of Christ to 
Judaism. This is the heart of the author's subject and can be epitomized in the resounding "we have" 
(indicative mood) of the epistle's key verse: "We have such a high priest" (8:1).4  

 
Consider how our current passage ministers to the deep seated needs of any congregation. 
 

Many questions concerning the epistle to the Hebrews remain unanswered. Its authorship, its destination 
and, to a smaller extent, its date, are all in dispute. Some of these questions may never be answered to the 
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satisfaction of all concerned. One thing, however, is certain. It was written by a man with a great 
pastoral heart. Moreover, he penned his ‘word of exhortation’ to a company of people who were in 
grave spiritual danger, and the chief means he employed to combat that danger was to direct their 
attention to Christ, and that in His character as High Priest [Emphasis added].5 Many commentators 
have recognized the great importance of our selected passage. What A. B. Bruce calls ‘this supremely 
important section of our Epistle’6 comes to its climax in the first clear reference to the priestly office of 
Jesus. The discerning reader, with the Old Testament in his mind, may have picked up hints of this theme 
in chapter l, verses 3 and 13. But 2:17 is quite explicit with its reference to ‘a merciful and faithful high 
priest’. Montefiore declares that this verse ‘sums up the whole of the consequent argument of this 
Epistle.’7 Kistemaker also notes its germinal character. ‘Heb. 2:17 offers in a nutshell all the perspectives 
necessary for the entire Epistle.8 

 
Earlier we saw how Christ is better than the angels as demonstrated from the Old Testament 
(1:4-14).  As a consequence of His deity we are warned against drifting and neglecting (2:1-4).9 
In contrast to his opening presentation of the Lord’s deity, he now shows how our Lord 
became lower than angels through His humanity in order to redeem His people from sin’s 
debt and to adopt the same into His family.  Yet, let us for a moment consider the conclusion 
and provided a porch into the passage we are about to consider (2:5-18).  To help us 
understand the intent of this text, let us wipe away any ambiguity as to who is being referred 
to. 
 

1 For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away 
from HIM. 2 For if the word spoken through angels proved unalterable, and every transgression and 
disobedience received a just penalty, 3 how will we escape if we neglect HIM? After it was at the first 
spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, 4 God also testifying with them, 
both by signs and wonders and by various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own 
will. (Heb. 2:1-4) 

 
The issue at stake is not “eternal security,” but rather can anyone be saved apart from Jesus 
Christ?  Should one drift from or neglect to heed Jesus Christ, then what hope can anyone have 
for the satisfying of God’s justice?  The key to understanding 2:1-4 is to see it against the 
backdrop of 2:14-18.  Can anyone or anything negate death’s power, disarm the devil, placate 
God’s justice and free those enslaved by sin?   Are the following passages exclusive or is there 
some other way to remove sin’s debt, reconcile hostility, placate divine wrath and meet 
ultimate justice? 
 

5 Thomas said to Him, "Lord, we do not know where You are going, how do we know the way?" 6 Jesus 
said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me."  
(John 14:5, 6) 
 
And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given 
among men by which we must be saved. (Acts 4:12) 
 
30 and after he brought them out, he said, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" 31 They said, "Believe in the 
Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household." (Acts 16:30, 31) 
 
3 This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, 4 who desires all men to be saved and to come 
to the knowledge of the truth. 5 For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave Himself as a ransom for all, the testimony given at the proper time. (1 Tim. 
2:3-6) 

 



 

 

3 

The issue in our text is not “did you believe,” but rather “do you believe?”  The outcome of 
drifting from Christ and neglecting Christ is not given.  The question posed is simple, “Apart 
from Him what hope do you have of escaping eternal judgment?”  The answer is, “There is no 
hope apart from Jesus Christ.” 
 
The thought of drifting (hypox legomenon) is to flow by [like a river], for something to carelessly 
slip by.  The word neglect speaks of making light of, to treat casually and with indifference.  
When it comes to the matter of our eternal soul, we must give due diligence to the person and 
work of Jesus Christ for apart from Him there is no hope.  Apart from our Lord Jesus 
functioning as our merciful and faithful High Priest, to what or to whom would we turn?   
 
Some would suggest this text teaches one might lose their salvation.  Others suggest it is 
dealing with future reward and status in the eternal state. 
 

The warning passages of Hebrews provide stern warnings and positive encouragement for all Christians 
to persevere in faith and in the Christian life.  They are often misunderstood as warnings about the 
possibility of losing salvation or as tests for whether a person is truly saved, but properly understood, 
they are warnings that true believers may might fail in the Christian life resulting in disinheritance from 
rewards and loss of rulership with Christ.10 

 
Yet both of these ideas fail to see how Jesus is the author and finisher of faith (Heb. 12:1, 2) and 
He Himself is the believer’s reward (Heb. 1:14).  How can Jesus fail to render certain what He 
alone secured?  How can anything be of greater reward than the very substance from which 
all shadows emanate? Our following passage shows why He must be given our fullest and 
complete attention.   
 
It is by means of His incarnation God’s redemptive program finds its ultimate expression.  His 
commanding labor is marked by extraordinary outcomes.  When we weigh who He is with 
what is done, there can be no other conclusion than the awe inspiring arrest of our affection by 
the one who alone is worthy. 
 

Both in 1. 1-2. 4 and in 2. 10-18, his use of the Old Testament assumes the Messianic character of the 
passages he employs. In the former section, however, the emphasis is upon our Lord’s divine 
transcendence while in the latter it is on His humanity. The quotation and exposition of Psalm 8. 4-6 in 2. 
5-9 forms a bridge between these sections, for in it He is seen to be human and yet transcendent and 
supreme.11 

 
A way for us to understand the primary intent of this paragraph of thought is to start from the 
end and work backwards.  The author’s primary point is contained in vv. 17 and 18. 
 
The primary point of this paragraph can be stated as follows, Because He is the Son of God and 
has taken upon Himself human nature, thus identifying fully with His brethren, He is the 
merciful and faithful high priest (vv. 17, 18). 
 

In 2:17-18 the second main division of the letter is announced. For the first time, the author speaks of the 
priesthood of Christ. Here he gives Jesus the title of "high priest" and adds to it two important 
characteristics, "merciful" and "faithful." In this new division, 3:1-5:10, the author focuses on both of these 
adjectives, though in reverse order.12 
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This point cannot be overstated.  Jesus Christ is the High Priest who enters into the Holy of 
Holies and offers up atonement in behalf of His people.  He is not only the one who offers 
sacrifice but is the sacrifice itself.  This thought becomes more pronounced as we work 
through the Book.  Because this is true, He secures two outcomes. 
 
First, as our merciful and faithful High Priest, He restores humanity’s dominion over all things 
(vv. 5-9). 
 
The word “subject” is hupotasso.  It means to put under obedience.  This same word is used of 
the Christ child submitting to His parents at the age of twelve (Luke 2:51).  It is used of the 
seventy who returned with joy, “Saying, Lord, even the devils are subject unto us through 
your name (Luke 10:17)”.  Believers are invited to submit to those in authority over them 
(Rom. 13:1; Titus 3:1).  It is used of a woman’s silence in a church (1 Cor. 14:34).  It ultimately 
speaks of the day when all things created will be placed under the feet of Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 
15:27, 28; Eph. 1:22; Phil. 3:21; Heb. 2:8; 1 Pet. 3:22).  It also speaks of the relational submission 
husbands and wives have one with another (Eph. 5:21, 22, 24; Col. 3:18; Titus 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:1, 5; 
5:5).  It is used of servants obeying their masters (Titus 2:9; 1 Pet. 2:18).  Believers are to submit 
to God (James 4:7; 1 Pet. 2:13). 
 
This text reminds us of our relationship to the created order.  We are above creation and like 
God we are to “shepherd” creation.  God placed humanity over all of creation.  It was his 
responsibility to rule and reign in His behalf.  This lofty position was tainted and tarnished by 
means of the fall.  Jesus is the ultimate mediator for God over all things created.  It is His 
throne on which He sits and from which He rules and reigns. Through deceit and stealth, sin 
overthrew man’s dominion, and through a bloody sacrifice God restored humanity’s position 
of mediator.  His incarnation enables His suffering “so that by the grace of God He might taste 
death for everyone.” 
 

Verses 5-8 speak to Psalm 2 and humanity’s relationship to angels and to creation.  Verse 8 
ends with, “But now we do not yet see all things subjected to him.”  And verse 9 begins with, 
“But we do see Him who was made for a little while lower than the angels, namely, Jesus.”  I 
like the translation, “But we see Jesus”.  Where we failed, He succeeded.  My inability is 
swallowed up by His sufficiency.    Our dominion over all things created is only a shadow of 
the greater reality.   

In the incarnation, God through Jesus restores what was lost and will bring the Story back to 
its original state (Gen. 1:26-28).  What was humanity’s original status is here brought back to 
them through the mediation and work of Jesus Christ.  Hebrews 2:5 begins with “for” (gar – 
reason/explanation).  The command given to Adam and Eve to mediate and steward God’s 
creation is equally true for Jesus Christ.  They mediated in His behalf and what they did in 
shadow form He will do as rightful heir of all things.  God’s design/Story is fully realized in 
Jesus. 
 
It is through His humiliation and His exaltation He wins the victory.  His suffering and His 
crowning are set in contrast and one results in the other. 



 

 

5 
 

Second, as our merciful and faithful High Priest, He brings His people back as the children of 
God (vv. 9b-16).  It is through His identification with humanity He is able to save them from 
their sin. 
 

For it was fitting for [THE FATHER], for whom are all things, and through whom are all things, in 
bringing many sons to glory, to perfect the author of their salvation through [the] sufferings [of death]. 
(Heb. 2:10) 

 

We hear resonating in this text Isaiah 53:10. 
 

But the LORD was pleased To crush Him, putting Him to grief; If He would render Himself as a guilt 
offering, He will see His offspring, He will prolong His days, And the good pleasure of the LORD will 
prosper in His hand. (Isa. 53:10) 

 

Jesus Christ is the leader or captain of our salvation.  He leads the way into the very presence 
of His Father. 
 

The Greek word translated pioneer is used of a “prince” or leader, the representative head of a family. It 
also carries nuances of “trailblazer,” one who breaks through to new ground for those who follow him. It 
is used some thirty-five times in the Greek OT and four times in the NT, always of Christ (Acts 3:15; 5:31; 
Heb 2:10; 12:2).13 

 

As a result of the Father’s work and the Son’s submission, Jesus is able to call His people, 
“brothers.”  He openly testifies to their status as brothers and children. 
 

11 For both He who sanctifies and those who are sanctified are all from one Father; for which reason 
[JESUS] is not ashamed to call them brethren,  12 saying, "I WILL PROCLAIM YOUR NAME TO MY 
BRETHREN, IN THE MIDST OF THE CONGREGATION I WILL SING YOUR PRAISE."  13 And again, "I 
WILL PUT MY TRUST IN HIM." And again, "BEHOLD, I AND THE CHILDREN WHOM GOD HAS 
GIVEN ME." (Heb. 2:11-13) 

 

The intimacy of language used by the author is meant to shake us.  Chapter 1:14 speaks of His 
people as those who “inherit salvation.”  Chapter 2:3 asks the question, “How will we escape 
if we neglect so great a salvation?  Here, the author unpacks the content of this idea. 
 

By means of His incarnation, humanity’s status as sons/daughters was restored and secured. 
There is divine intent behind the incarnation of Jesus Christ.  He became what we are in order 
that He might defeat sin and death and give salvation and life to His people.  He is the 
fulfillment of the promise made to Adam and Eve and revealed through Abraham. 
 

It is impossible for us to imagine what it “felt” like to go from sons and daughters to alienation 
and rejection.  His person and work frees His people from the devil’s stronghold (vv. 14-16). 
By means of His incarnation humanities freedom from sin is restored/secured.  Listen to how 
we are to read verses 9 with 14 and 15. 
 

But we do see Him who was made for a little while lower than the angels, namely, Jesus, because of the 
suffering of death [resulting in Him being] crowned with glory and honor, so that by the grace of God He 
might taste death for everyone [that through death He might render powerless him who had the power 
of death, that is, the devil, and might free those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their 
lives.] 
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When Jesus “tasted death” He did not simply sample the object/meal, but rather fully entered 
into the experience. 
 

Grk “would taste.” Here the Greek verb does not mean “sample a small amount” (as a typical English 
reader might infer from the word “taste”), but “experience something cognitively or emotionally; come to 
know something” (cf. BDAG 195 s.v. γεύοµαι 2).14 

 
Jesus Christ in His role as the Great High Priest renders powerless the one who held His 
people in bondage, that is, the devil (Heb. 2:14).  “So that death, which was intended by him 
who was a murderer from the beginning to be the final ruin of mankind, becomes the 
instrument of their exaltation and endless glory; and thus the death brought in by Satan is 
counterworked and rendered ineffectual by the death of Christ.”15 The gospel is the only 
power that can make death and hell entirely useless. 
 
The New Testament record is emphatic as to the efficacious nature of our Lord’s redemptive 
activity.  Listen to the triumph of our mighty Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the Son of God and 
the Savior of men. 
 

13 When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive 
together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, 14 having canceled out the certificate of debt 
consisting of decrees against us, which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having 
nailed it to the cross. 15 When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made a public display of 
them, having triumphed over them through Him. 16 Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to 
food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day-- 17 things which are a mere 
shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ. 18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your 
prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has 
seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind, 19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom the entire 
body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from 
God. (Col. 2:13-19) 
 
8 Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord or of me His prisoner, but join with me in 
suffering for the gospel according to the power of God, 9 who has saved us and called us with a holy 
calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in 
Christ Jesus from all eternity, 10 but now has been revealed by the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, 
who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel, 11 for which I was 
appointed a preacher and an apostle and a teacher. 12 For this reason I also suffer these things, but I am 
not ashamed; for I know whom I have believed and I am convinced that He is able to guard what I have 
entrusted to Him until that day. (2 Tim. 1:8-12) 
 
51 Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, 52 in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised 
imperishable, and we will be changed. 53 For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this 
mortal must put on immortality. 54 But when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this 
mortal will have put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, "DEATH IS 
SWALLOWED UP in victory. 55 "O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR VICTORY? O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR 
STING?" 56 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law; 57 but thanks be to God, who gives us 
the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 58 Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, 
always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord. (1 Cor. 15:51-
58) 
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He is unveiled as a conquering king.  Friends, this is the power of the gospel; before Him 
demons and devil alike tremble. 
 

You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder. (James 2:19) 
 
And they cried out, saying, "What business do we have with each other, Son of God? Have You come 
here to torment us before the time?" (Matt. 8:29) 
 
24 saying, "What business do we have with each other, Jesus of Nazareth? Have You come to destroy 
us? I know who You are--the Holy One of God!" 25 And Jesus rebuked him, saying, "Be quiet, and come 
out of him!" 26 Throwing him into convulsions, the unclean spirit cried out with a loud voice and came out 
of him. 27 They were all amazed, so that they debated among themselves, saying, "What is this? A new 
teaching with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey Him." (Mark 1:24-27) 

 
Friends, this is our Jesus, our High Priest, our Savior and Lord!  O how anemic is our present 
victory in the face of His most powerful glory.  I tire in my own struggle against sin and death, 
but listen to the words of our Lord.  Do they not ring with hope? 
 

25 "These things I have spoken to you in figurative language; an hour is coming when I will no longer 
speak to you in figurative language, but will tell you plainly of the Father. 26 In that day you will ask in 
My name, and I do not say to you that I will request of the Father on your behalf; 27 for the Father Himself 
loves you, because you have loved Me and have believed that I came forth from the Father. 28 I came forth 
from the Father and have come into the world; I am leaving the world again and going to the Father." 29 

His disciples said, "Lo, now You are speaking plainly and are not using a figure of speech. 30 Now we 
know that You know all things, and have no need for anyone to question You; by this we believe that You 
came from God." 31 Jesus answered them, "Do you now believe? 32Behold, an hour is coming, and has 
already come, for you to be scattered, each to his own home, and to leave Me alone; and yet I am not 
alone, because the Father is with Me. 33 These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have 
peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world." (John 16:25-33) 

 
Why must we stumble in our walk with God?  Why is this pull so terrible and strong?  O how 
thankful I am His intercession is mercy-full and faith-filled.  He does not deal with me 
according to my sin, but stands before the Father pleading His very status as Son and 
substitution as sacrifice; GLORY HALLELUJAH!  This is the help He offers to the descendents 
of Abraham.  This is not a work or help He extends to angels.  Listen to how Pastor Tullian 
Tchividjian states this glorious thought: 
 

Jesus plus nothing equals everything–the gospel– is daily becoming for me more than a theological passion, 
more than a cognitive reality. It’s becoming my functional lifeline! And it’s this rediscovery of the 
gospel’s power that is enabling me to see that, 

• Because Jesus was strong for me, I am free to be weak; 

• Because Jesus won for me, I am free to lose; 

• Because Jesus was Someone, I am free to be no one; 

• Because Jesus was extraordinary, I am free to be ordinary; 

• Because Jesus succeeded for me, I am free to fail.16 

 
He alone and only is our merciful and faithful High Priest who makes propitiation for our sins.  
No one and nothing else can do for us what He alone and only has done and is able to do, 
GLORY HALLELUJAH! 
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Because He has proven to be a merciful and faithful high priest, He can make propitiation. 
Jesus Christ alone satisfies the justice of God against the sinner.  How ghastly is our condition 
apart from Him who tastes death for us all.  His work enables Him to come to our aid in the 
one area we are incapable of rectifying: salvation.  Every attempt on our part to subtract 
from or add to is an assault against His function as a merciful and faithful high priest. 
 
By means of His incarnation, humanity’s intercessor is restored and secured.  His humanity 
enables Him to be a merciful and faithful high priest who intercedes in behalf of His people 
before their God (vv. 17, 18).  O may this grant us the rest we crave in our journey toward 
glory. 
 
Friends, Jesus won!  In the midst of the assembly, He openly identifies you as His brother.  
Jesus won the right to be our High Priest who is both merciful and faithful.  As our High 
Priest, He makes propitiation for our sins and thus comes to our aid where we need it the 
most.  Do you feel lost and alone?  Are you isolated and rejected?  My friend, Jesus calls you 
His brother.  Where lays your greatest need?  Jesus is the answer. 
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