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This issue of SBJT is part 2 of the theme of “priests and priesthood” in Scripture 
and theology which was first published in SBJT 22.2 (2018). In the prior issue, 
I noted that this theme is a rich and significant one in Scripture. In fact, the 
theme traverses the Bible’s storyline from creation to Christ and then to the 
consummation of the new creation. As traced through the biblical covenants, 
priests and priesthood reveal in an increasingly greater and glorious way who 
Jesus is and what he has done for us in his office of Mediator. It also leads us to 
a greater understanding of who we are as God’s image-bearers and sons, and 
how in Christ, believers, as individuals and the Church, are restored to our 
calling to be a “kingdom of priests” in service to our Lord (1 Pet 2:9; cf. Exod 
19:6). Let’s note four points regarding this theme in Scripture and theology.

First, as noted previously, the theme of priests begins in creation with 
Adam. Adam is not merely the first created human; he is also the covenant 
head of creation. Even more: Adam is the first priest who dwells before God 
in Eden—a temple sanctuary. Adam’s task is to serve the Lord in worship, 
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devotion, and work as he expands Eden’s borders to the entire creation 
(Gen 2:15). The Bible’s storyline and concept of priest, then, does not begin 
with the Abrahamic or law-covenant; instead it commences with Adam in 
creation. This entails that to grasp rightly the full dimensions of our creation 
and then Christ’s priestly work, before we think of Levites, we must first 
think about Adam’s role in creation as a prototypical priest. When we do this, 
we are then able to trace Adam’s priestly role through the Patriarchs, to the 
nation of Israel, through the Levites, and then to its glorious fulfillment in 
our Lord Jesus, who by his work restores us to God and makes us his priestly 
people. 

Second, in Genesis 3, Adam, and the entire human race, sins and is 
removed from God’s presence, which affects our priestly activity. Yet, 
thankfully, due to God’s sovereign initiative and grace, he does not leave us in 
this situation. Instead, he promises that “another Adam” will come—a “seed 
of the woman”—who will reverse the effects of sin and death and restore us 
to the purpose of our creation, namely, to dwell as image-sons and priests 
before God. However, as we will quickly discover, in order for this to take 
place, God will have to provide priests who will represent us before God due 
to our sin. This truth is especially revealed in the old covenant given to Israel.

Third, it is under the old covenant that we learn that Israel as a “kingdom of 
priests” (Exod 19:6) needs priests to represent them before God. In the book 
of Hebrews, the author states this truth by summarizing the role of the high 
priest under the Law: “Every high priest is selected from among the people 
and is appointed to represent the people in matters related to God, to offer 
gifts and sacrifices for sins” (Heb 5:1). In this description, what is central is 
that corporate Israel needs priests to represent them before God if they are 
going to dwell in God’s presence as his people. This point is argued at length 
by L. Michael Morales and David Schrock. Both discuss the establishment 
of the Levitical priesthood under the old covenant and how a fallen people 
need priests to act on their behalf.

Within Israel, as Morales and Schrock point out, the office of priest was 
reserved for Aaron and his direct descendants from the tribe of Levi (Exod 
29:9, 44; Num 3:10; 18:1–7), but that even within the tribe of Levi there is 
development regarding the priesthood. God chose Aaron and his sons, along 
with the Levites, to represent Israel before God.

No doubt, the role of the priests within Israel was multifaceted. The Levites 
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were chosen to serve alongside Aaron and his sons to guard the temple of God’s 
presence. Their job was to maintain the purity and holiness of Israel which 
included a defensive posture towards anyone who attempted to enter God’s 
house in a non-prescribed way (Num 3:5-10; see 18:1-7; 25:1-9; Exod 32:19-
20). But at its heart, the role of the high priest was “to offer gifts and sacrifices 
for sins” (Heb 5:1). The high priests functioned as representative mediators 
between a sinful people and their holy God. Thus central to the role of the high 
priest is expiation, i.e., the covering of our sin, and propitiation, i.e., in covering 
our sin God’s holy wrath against sin is averted.

Why was this priestly mediation necessary? The answer is because of our 
sin. After the fall, priests now have everything to do with the reality of sin, 
morality, justice, guilt, and the need for justification before God. Humans 
have rebelled against God who by his own nature must punish our sin. From 
Genesis 3 on, Scripture teaches that there is something desperately wrong 
with the human race which requires more than a bandage to fix. Due to 
Adam’s disobedience as our covenant representative, sin entered the world, 
and sin, at its heart, is willful rebellion against God. The covenant Lord 
we have sinned against is holy, righteous, and just. God rightly demands 
from Adam and his image-bearers complete obedience, but Adam and the 
entire human race have not been faithful. Given that God is the standard 
of righteousness, he cannot deny himself by overlooking our sin. What is 
needed is for God to provide a substitute for us—one who will obey for us 
and pay for our sin before God. 

Ultimately, this is why a priest is needed. A representative from among us, 
who will stand between God and ourselves—indeed, a priest who is both our 
representative and substitute. Apart from such a priest, we are not justified 
before God. All of these lessons were revealed under the old covenant by the 
institution of the high priest and the Levites. Yet, as we also learn, the OT 
priests were never enough. 

In the OT, priests served as mediators for the people but only typologically 
as they prophetically anticipated the coming of the great high priest—
our Lord Jesus Christ. For it is only in Christ that our need is perfectly 
accomplished in him. As God the Son, God’s own righteous demand is 
perfectly satisfied, and, as the incarnate Son, our Lord acts with and for us as 
our mediator. In Christ alone, our great and glorious high priest, God himself 
has kept his promise to save, and in Christ alone he has done a work that 
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neither we nor any OT priest could ever do. In fact, this truth is uniquely 
taught in the OT through the figure of Melchizedek picked up in Psalm 110. 
Even within the OT, there was an anticipation of the coming of a great high 
priest who would transcend the priesthood of Aaron. Matthew Emadi helps 
explain this crucial truth as he wrestles with this important part of the Bible’s 
story. In the end, Christ as our great high priest is absolutely necessary for our 
salvation, which is revealed step-by-step through the biblical covenants from 
creation to Christ. 

Fourth, it is only in Christ alone that we are restored to our role as priests 
before God under the new covenant. In fact, as Andrew Malone points out, 
we need to think more deeply of our salvation in priestly terms: how Jesus has 
brought us near to God. As Malone argues, sadly, this truth is often neglected 
in our discussion of what Christ has done for us in his saving work. The larger 
lesson to learn is this: as we trace out the theme of priests and priesthood 
through the covenants, we must exercise care not to move too quickly from 
priests in the OT to the church without seeing how fulfillment of this theme 
is first in Christ and then to his people. Otherwise, we will be in danger of 
making various, even serious, theological mistakes.

On this point, the articles by Jonathan Leeman and Gregg Allison 
and Rachel Ciano are important. Leeman helps us think biblically and 
theologically about how Christ as our great high priest has made us, as his 
people, a kingdom of priests. Specifically, he challenges Baptists to think 
rightly about how the Church is a royal priesthood of believers. And the 
article by Allison and Ciano not only contrasts a Roman Catholic conception 
of priests and priesthood with a Protestant view, they also demonstrate the 
danger of getting the theme of priests wrong in theology. In truth, if one is 
not careful, what is at stake is the truth of the Gospel.

It is my prayer that this follow-up SBJT issue on priests and priesthood 
will help us think more faithfully about this theme in Scripture and theology 
so that we will glory in Christ, and realize anew our calling as the church to 
be a kingdom of priests before God.
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The Levitical Priesthood
L. Michael Morales
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Thankfully, the complex subject of the Levitical priesthood in ancient Israel 
has been cultivated by helpful studies related to its history and development, 
as well as to the social place and basic tasks of Levitical priests, in terms of 
serving at Yahweh’s house and guarding its sacred space, mediating Israel’s 
access in the divine service, and teaching divine torah.1 Rather than rehearsing 
such studies, the present essay attempts instead to offer a modest sketch of 
the theology of Israel’s priesthood. Serving as something of a typology of 
the priesthood, and one that resonates with the temple ideologies of other 
ancient cultures, we will examine the fundamental analogy between cult 
and cosmos. Before doing so, however, we will begin with the origin of the 
Levitical priesthood, which may then serve to inform the theology of both 
the Levitical priesthood’s basis and its eventual obsolescence. 

That Aaron, Moses’ elder brother, was chosen by God to serve as high 
priest, his house to carry on the priestly lineage of Israel, is asserted in the 
book of Exodus (24:1, 9; 28:1-3; 29:1-37; 32:1-6; etc.), and then confirmed 
magnificently in the stories and legislation found in Numbers 16-18, 
which center upon Aaron’s budding staff.2 However, Yahweh’s choice of 
Aaron’s house is simply assumed, and not explained. He is first introduced 
in Yahweh’s response to Moses as “Aaron the Levite your brother” (4:14), 
and thereafter joins Moses as his “prophet” in delivering Israel out of Egypt 

SBJT 23.1 (2019): 7-22
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(7:1-2). Beginning at Exodus 27, within the context of the instructions for 
the tabernacle, the role of Aaron and his sons in the divine service is, again, 
merely assumed (27:21; 28:1-43; 29:1-37; etc.). In recounting the origin 
of the Levitical priesthood, therefore, we will begin more broadly with the 
special role of the tribe of Levi.

The Tribe of Levi Replaces the Firstborn Sons of Israel 

The biblical narrative sets forth the replacement of Israel’s firstborn sons 
by the tribe of Levi as the occasion that ever after marked out the Levites 
as a priestly class. Jewish tradition thus fully assumes what is a fair deduc-
tion from Scripture, namely, that before the inauguration of the Levitical 
priesthood cultic duties were the charge of the household’s firstborn son, 
a commonplace practice in the ancient Near East. Some of the Targums, 
for example, such as Onkelos, translate the Masoretic Text’s “young men of 
the sons of Israel” who offer up burnt offerings in Exodus 24:5 as the “first-
born sons” of Israel (see also TPs-J on this verse; b. Zeb. 115b). Perhaps in 
accord with the general picture that emerges with Hannah’s consecration 
of Samuel, her firstborn, to serve in the sanctuary at Shiloh (1 Sam 1-2), 
Israel’s firstborn sons were to be consecrated for service to Yahweh.3 In the 
Passover legislation of Exodus 13, Yahweh had said, “Consecrate (qaddeš) 
to me all the firstborn” (v. 2), and again in Exodus 22:29 he declared, “The 
firstborn of your sons you shall give to me.” In Numbers, however, Yahweh 
takes the Levites “instead of every firstborn” so that the “Levites shall be 
mine,” to serve in place of the former (3:12-13; see also 8:14-18). This 
commission was part of the blessing the Levites received for standing with 
Moses in zeal for Yahweh, for their being willing to oppose any brother or 
son who had committed idolatry with the golden calf (Exod 32:26-29; cf. 
Deut 33:8-9), presumably not having committed apostasy themselves. It 
would seem to follow, then, that the tabernacle duties given to the Levites 
would otherwise have been rendered by Israel’s firstborn sons.4 Originally, 
then, the firstborn sons of Israel were to serve in a lay-priestly role (assisting 
Aaron and his family once the latter were designated by Yahweh), but the 
Levites replaced the firstborn. 

The progress to this lay-priestly status of the Levites may be traced in the 
following manner, beginning with the significance of the firstborn sons of 
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Israel.5 The book of Exodus provides three statements on the consecration of 
the firstborn (Exod 13:1-16; 22:28-29; 34:10-27), and Numbers gives three 
statements on the replacement of the firstborn by the Levites (Num 3:5-13; 
3:40-43, 44-51; 8:13-19). Exodus 13:1-16 is set within the larger context of 
the Passover legislation and begins with Yahweh’s command to consecrate 
to himself all the firstborn males of the womb, both human and animal, as 
belonging to him and, thereby, requiring that firstborn sons be redeemed. 
Exodus 34:10-29, paralleling the previous Passover legislation, further 
combines the consecration of the firstborn in Exodus 22:28-29 with the annual 
feasts legislation of Exodus 23:14-19 so that the consecration of Israel’s firstborn 
sons is set within the overall theology of firstfruits (particularly the Feast of 
Weeks and the Feast of Ingathering). Turning to the passages in Numbers, each 
of the three texts has a specific function:6 Numbers 3:5-13 states the principle 
that Levites will replace the firstborn and therefore provide Aaron and his 
sons assistance in their priestly duties at the tabernacle; Numbers 3:40-43, 44-
51 establishes the redemption price paid to Aaron’s house for firstborn sons 
in excess of Levites; Numbers 8:13-19 explains that the Levites function as 
a tĕnûpâ (“wave” or “elevation”) offering in place of the firstborn for Aaron’s 
house. This latter text, in particular, fills in the theology of Levitical service. The 
tĕnûpâ offerings were those portions set aside specifically for the support of the 
priesthood; Israelites were thereby giving Aaron’s priesthood the tribe of Levi 
in place of their own firstborn sons for the purpose of assisting the priesthood 
with their sacred duties. By God’s own direction, the Levites become an 
offering and then a gift: an offering from Israel both owed and yielded to God 
(who claimed the firstborn as his own), and which God himself then gave as 
a gift (nĕtunîm) to the Aaronic priesthood. This is precisely the dynamic of 
the tĕnûpâ offerings: from Israel to God to the priests. Further, Numbers 8:19 
states that the Levites function to perform the tabernacle work on behalf of 
the sons of Israel at the tent of meeting, and to make atonement for them so 
that they will not be plagued when drawing near the sanctuary. The Levites 
serve quite literally as a buffer zone between God and Israel, a lightning rod, as 
Milgrom put it,7 attracting God’s wrath upon themselves whenever an Israelite 
encroached upon the sancta. We may fill in this theology of the Levites by 
returning to what appears to be the focal point of their election by God, in the 
aftermath of Israel’s apostasy with the golden calf in Exodus 32:26-29. Here the 
Levites had aligned themselves decisively with Yahweh and Moses, separating 
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themselves from the other tribes of Israel to carry out the divine judgment. 
Upon this demonstration of zeal for Yahweh’s honor, the Levites were called by 
Moses to consecrate themselves in order for Yahweh to bestow a blessing upon 
them—an expectation that is not picked up until Numbers 3:5. Their zeal for 
loyalty to Yahweh God, then, fitted the tribe of Levi to function as the firstborn 
sons of Israel, that is, to become the representatives of all Israel, not only before 
God and the nations, but before all Israel—modeling for the other tribes the 
goal of consecration unto Yahweh for the rest Israel to emulate. 

Now while the change from Israel’s firstborn sons to the Levites is often 
taken for granted readily from the vantage point of subsequent history, yet it 
would be difficult to overemphasize the radical nature of such a shift. Numbers 
records the quite negative initial response among the tribes of Israel, the self-
assertion and jealousy that recall the firstborn rivalry stories in Genesis. Likely, 
the inauguration of the Levitical priesthood would have affected the tribe of 
Reuben in particular. Here the Targum of 1 Chronicles is telling. Amidst the 
genealogy of Reuben found in 1 Chronicles 5:1-3, the following comment 
is included: “As for Levi, he was a godly man, and (the Levites) did not act 
sinfully in the affair of ‘The Calf,’ so the high priesthood was taken away from 
the sons of Reuben and, because of them, from all their firstborn, and given to 
Aaron and his sons, the sacred service (was given) to the Levites.”8 The import 
of this reading will become apparent momentarily. We turn now to the central 
narrative of Numbers, the rebellion of Korah in chapters 16-17. Intriguingly, 
Abraham Ibn Ezra, the famous 11th century Jewish commentator of Spain, 
suggested that Korah’s rebellion had occurred as a direct consequence of the 
replacement of the firstborn by the Levites, following the events of the golden 
calf. Korah, a firstborn himself (Exod 6:25), claimed that in transferring priestly 
duties Moses had acted without God’s approval; he was unwilling, therefore, to 
accept a secondary role in the sanctuary service and approached the censer-
incense test with the confidence of long-standing tribal tradition.9 Moses’ 
response accords well with this reading: “you shall know Yahweh sent me to do 
all these works, because I have not done them of my own will” (16:28). Korah 
and his band of rebels argued, furthermore, that “all the congregation is holy 
(qĕdōšîm),” a point not only resonating with Yahweh’s declaration that “Israel 
is my firstborn son” (Exod 4:22) but especially relevant to the firstborn sons of 
Israel, whom Yahweh had consecrated (qaddeš) to himself (Exod 13:2). Clearly, 
Korah was “seeking the priesthood” (Num 16:10). It cannot be superfluous, 
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then, that Korah is introduced in Numbers 16:1 as “the son of Izhar, the son of 
Kohath, the son of Levi.” Nor, returning to our previous discussion, is it likely a 
coincidence that in the same verse the other named rebels, Dathan, Abiram, and 
On, are introduced as “sons of Reuben,” that is, descendants of Jacob’s firstborn 
son. Indeed, as Oehler had observed in a previous century, it is “especially the 
princes of the tribe of the firstborn, Reuben, who demand a priesthood on the 
broadest basis.”10 The Midrash (Numbers Rabbah 18:5) observes, further, that 
the camp of Reuben was on the south side of the tabernacle (Num 2:10), the 
same location as the camp of Kohath (Num 3:29), suggesting the two groups 
united in rebellion after having fed upon each other’s discontent. As for the 
250 of the sons of Israel, designated “princes (nĕśî’ê) of the congregation, called 
ones of the assembly, men of name” (Num 16:2), Ibn Ezra remarks that they 
were also firstborn who had formerly offered the whole burnt offering, and 
who used to carry the censers.11

In retrospect, information and detail offered in Numbers, as well as 
earlier in the Pentateuch, can be understood as preparation for reading the 
central Korah narrative. Along with Korah’s lengthy pedigree in Numbers 
16:1, scholars have also noted the highly selective genealogy found in 
Exodus 6:14-25, which begins with Reuben and Simeon but remains with 
and develops Levi’s line alone. Childs questioned why Izhar’s line is traced 
with such detail,12 and Magonet provides the clearest answer: the lineage 
functions first and foremost to give the relation of Korah to Aaron and 
Moses—they are first cousins—in order to provide a “cast list and essential 
background for the Korah rebellion.”13 We also discover in Numbers 3:30 
that leadership of the Kohathites had fallen to Elizaphan the son of Uzziel 
(Kohath’s fourth son).  Given that Aaron the son of Amram (Kohath’s first 
son) led the priesthood, it would have been natural for leadership of the 
Levites to go to Korah (Kohath’s second son). For this reason, rabbinical 
tradition detected Elizaphan’s leadership of the Levites as a slight on Korah, 
deepening his motive for rebellion. More explicitly, however, the first ten 
chapters of Numbers offer several foreshadowings of the events of chapter 
16.14 Numbers 1:53 delineates the duty of the Levites to encamp around 
the tabernacle so as to shield the camp of Israel from the divine “wrath” 
(qeṣep), a term which does not appear again until the incidents related to 
the Korah episode (16:22, 46 [MT 17:11]; 18:5). Similarly, in Numbers 
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8:19 the Levites replace the firstborn to make atonement for Israel, lest there 
be a “plague” (negep) when any other sons of Israel attempt to approach the 
sanctuary. This precise form of “plague” as negep (versus maggēpā) is not 
used elsewhere in Numbers aside from 16:46 (which also contains qeṣep). 
Finally, it is worth noting that in Numbers 4:15-20 a dire warning is spoken 
by Yahweh: the Kohathites must not touch or even gaze upon the sacred 
objects, lest they die and be cut off from among the Levites. Understanding 
the displacement of the firstborn by the Levites as described in Numbers, 
then, enables one to appreciate more deeply the events of the wilderness 
narratives. Upon the resolution of the central rebellion, Yahweh reaffirms his 
will: “No longer will the sons of Israel draw near the tent of meeting, lest they 
bear sin and die. But the Levites are the ones who will serve in the service of 
the tent of meeting; they are the ones who will bear their guilt” (18:22-23).

In summary, the tribe of Levi replaced the firstborn sons of Israel. 
However, since the sons of Israel themselves represented the nation as a 
whole, one may see that the tribe of Levi served as a substitute for Israel 
itself in the cult. More so, within the tribe of Levi, Aaron’s house represented 
Israel with the high priest serving as the nation’s mediator, interceding for the 
twelve tribes before Yahweh, and representing Yahweh to Israel. We turn now 
to consider the prominent role of the Aaronic priesthood in the Pentateuch.

Aaron’s Family Line in Numbers

This prominence of Aaron’s priesthood in the Pentateuch only makes sense 
given the events of redemptive history narrated in the second half of Exodus 
and through the book of Leviticus: namely, the building of the tabernacle as 
the dwelling of God, and as the meeting place between Yahweh and Israel. As 
with the cosmos and humanity, tabernacle and priesthood go together—Israel 
would have no access to God’s house apart from an ordained priesthood to 
offer sacrifices, mediating that relationship. While Leviticus presents Aaron 
and his sons in the role of mediating Israel’s access to the tabernacle, in the 
divine service, the book of Numbers sets forth Aaron’s priesthood as vital for 
the nation’s survival of the wilderness judgments of God. As will be devel-
oped below, by use of the toledot formula the Pentateuch’s narrative builds 
a highway from Adam to Aaron, from the archetypal priest to the Levitical 
priest—or, perhaps better, from Adam to the cultic Adam.
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It is surely curious that Numbers 3:1-4 contains a toledot formula (’ēlleh 
tōlĕdōt), which is otherwise restricted to Genesis as one of its major structural 
features.15 Generally speaking, one function of these formulae is to introduce 
the subject matter of the following narrative(s), in terms of human characters, 
progressing and focusing the story through a genealogical line. While this 
device happens to coincide with the structure of the book of Genesis, yet its 
thematic and narrowing function is primary, unifying the Pentateuch. The 
formula in Numbers 3 is the final and twelfth use, the number twelve perhaps 
not being coincidental, possibly reflecting the twelve tribes of Israel. There 
are no literary grounds for excluding Numbers 3:1 from the basic toledot 
scheme;16 on the contrary, there is a logical explanation for why the formula 
picks up again in Numbers, a reason consistent with its use in Genesis. In the 
book of Genesis, the historical narrative’s focus progresses and narrows from 
Adam and all humanity to the twelve sons of Jacob that become the twelve 
tribes of Israel. For the books of Exodus and Leviticus, there is no need for 
another toledot formula inasmuch as the focus is still upon Israel—on Israel’s 
deliverance out of Egypt and the gift of the tabernacle cultus within the 
context of a covenant relationship with Yahweh God (note the use of the 
recurring phrase “sons of Israel” throughout the rest of the Pentateuch). In 
Numbers, however, the spotlight narrows upon the family of Aaron as the 
hereditary line of the high priesthood. In his study of the toledot formula, 
Thomas affirmed that on a literary level the Pentateuch’s narrative moves 
from all humanity (the toledot of Adam) to focusing on a specific group of 
people (the toledot of Jacob/Israel) and eventually to the leadership of this 
group (the toledot of Aaron and Moses in Num 3).17 Stated differently, while 
Genesis steadily progresses to the formation of Israel, the book of Numbers, 
beginning with chapter 3, narrows the focus further particularly upon Israel’s 
cultic leadership. This focus is not, however, to the exclusion of the nation’s 
civil leadership nor to that of all Israel, a point which is in keeping with the 
addition of the conjunctive waw to the formula (wĕ’ēlleh), a feature serving 
to coordinate Aaron’s line within the history of Israel’s sons as a subheading, 
rather than marking a major section break.18 To be sure, the addition of 
“and Moses” in the formula of Numbers 3:1 acknowledges his prominent 
role as the nation’s mediator and civil leader, and the ensuing narrative does 
progress to Moses’ replacement by Joshua (Num 27:12-23). Still, Joshua’s 
succession does not conform to the genealogical implication of the toledot 
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(from yld, “to beget, bear”). Moreover, the peculiar priority of Aaron’s name 
in 3:1 reflects more than his being the elder brother; rather, and in accord 
with the formula’s use in Genesis, it signals the particular focus of Number’s 
narrative drama upon Aaron’s line, for it is in Numbers that both the Levitical 
tribe and Aaron’s line are divinely confirmed as hereditary (Num 17-18).  

Typical of its use in Genesis, then, the toledot of Numbers 3:1 serves as 
something of a heading that “introduces the high priest’s lineage (3:2-4) 
and the overview of the Levitical duties (3:5-4:49),”19 and also signals the 
focus of the book’s ensuing story. Indeed, the toledot of Numbers 3:1 is the 
seventh and final narrowing of focus in the Pentateuch—again, for a total of 
twelve instances of the formula—and marks a new era in Israel’s identity as a 
kingdom of priests and holy nation.20 Within this new beginning, as Sweeney 
correctly observes, Numbers 3:1-4 “focuses on the foundation of the priestly 
line of Aaron and Moses as the culminating stage of the Torah’s account of 
the history of creation. Aaron is the primary figure in this presentation insofar 
as his son, Eleazar, will through his own son Phineas (see Num 25:10-18) 
become the founder of the line of high priests that will ultimately serve in the 
Jerusalem Temple (1 Chron 5:27-41).”21 In part, then, the toledot functions 
“to trace world history as the genealogy of the Israelite priesthood, who 
anchor their origin in heaven and earth (Gen 2:4); all humanity (Gen 5:1; 
6:9; 10:1; 11:10); Israelite ancestors (11:27; 25:19; 37:2); Levites (Exod 
6:16); and finally, Aaron and Moses (Num 3:1).”22 In a variety of ways, the 
wilderness section of Numbers especially (chapters 11-25) demonstrates 
Israel dire need for Yahweh’s gift of the priesthood. Numbers 16-17 show that 
Israel may only have life from God, and refuge from divine wrath, through 
the mediation of his divinely chosen cultic mediator, Aaron. In Numbers 
19, the Aaronic priest plays a crucial role in the ritual that allows those 
with corpse pollution to be readmitted into the camp, the place of blessing. 
The, on the brink of the journey’s end, the second generation of Israelites 
experience their own “golden calf ” moment, falling into apostasy and sexual 
immorality with the women of Moab in Numbers 25—“Israel was joined 
to Baal of Peor” (25:3). Yahweh’s wrath breaks out and begins decimating 
Israelites by the thousands. The reader is left forlorn to wonder if the people 
of God will ever make it out of the wilderness alive. Just when all hope is 
lost, however, the young, zealous priest and grandson of Aaron, Phinehas, 
arises and makes atonement for Israel. Yahweh commends the young priest 
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for his decisive intercession on behalf of God’s people, and awards him 
with a covenant of peace, so that Aaron’s priestly line now narrows through 
Phinehas, whose descendants will serve in Jerusalem, at Solomon’s Temple. 
By Phinehas’ action, the narrative is able to start over, as it were, with a new 
census in Numbers 26. For all intents and purposes, the wilderness sojourn 
is over in the sense that there are no more tests, grumblings, or trials—the 
rest of Numbers, chapters 26-36, is pervaded by an atmosphere of confident 
expectation for life in the land. Israel survived the wilderness, not through 
the nation’s righteousness, but by role of Aaron’s priesthood on their behalf.

God’s Dwelling: Cosmos and Microcosm, Adam and Aaron   

As the Levitical priesthood forms one complete system with God’s dwelling 
(miškān), the tabernacle and later temple, the significance of Aaron’s house 
should be sought in relation to the meaning of the dwelling. Accordingly, 
we will review briefly the theological symbolism of the tabernacle before 
turning to the priesthood. Perhaps the key insight into the role and purpose 
of the tabernacle begins with understanding that, originally, the cosmos itself 
was created to be God’s house wherein humanity would enjoy fellowship 
with God. Only when that house became polluted by sin and death, did a 
secondary and provisional house—the dwelling—become necessary. One 
would, therefore, expect a measure of correspondence between the taber-
nacle and creation, which is precisely the case. In the ancient Near East, 
the analogy between cosmos and temple was commonplace.23 The creation 
account of Genesis 1:1-2:3 depicts God as a builder who makes a three-story 
house (heaven, earth, and seas) in six days, and then, upon its completion, 
takes up residence within it, enjoying Sabbath rest. Indeed, throughout 
Scripture the cosmos is often portrayed as God’s house, his sanctuary or 
temple. The psalmist says, for example, that God stretches out the heavens 
like a tent and lays the beams of his chambers in the waters (Ps 104:2-3; cf. 
Isa 40:22). Both ancient and contemporary interpreters also note significant 
parallels between the creation and tabernacle accounts of the Pentateuch, 
including the language of blessing and sanctification used to describe their 
completion.24 Also, while creation is recounted in seven paragraphs (for 
seven days), culminating in the Sabbath, there are, similarly, seven divine 
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speeches recounting the instructions for the tabernacle (Exod 25-31), the 
seventh speech culminating with Sabbath legislation that refers directly to 
God’s Sabbath of Genesis 2:1-3 (see Exod 31:12-18). The ‘Spirit of God’ 
enables the construction of both God’s house as cosmos (Gen 1:2) and 
God’s house as tabernacle (Exod 31:1-5). Moreover, though typically lost 
in English translations, the creation account uses tabernacle terminology, 
particularly on the central fourth day (Gen 1:14-19): the “lights,” refer-
ring to the sun and moon, planets and stars, actually reads “lamps,” which 
elsewhere in the Pentateuch always refer to the lamps of the tabernacle 
lampstand; and the “seasons” for which the lamps function refer rather to 
“cultic festivals,” using a term that in the Pentateuch becomes synonymous 
with Israel’s feasts.25 These features, along with the Sabbath day that culmi-
nates the account, serve to portray the cosmos as a grand temple, in which 
humanity has the priestly privilege of drawing near to God in worship and 
fellowship—with all of creation, including the sun, moon, and stars, serving 
as a call to worship. The cosmos as a three-storied house of heaven, earth, 
and seas, will be mirrored in the tabernacle’s threefold structure with the 
holy of holies corresponding to God’s heavenly throne room. The purpose 
of creation, then, is for God and humanity to dwell in the house of God in 
fellowship. As humanity’s chief end, Sabbath day communion with God is 
highlighted since the seventh day is the only object of sanctification in the 
entire book of Genesis (2:3).

In the Eden narratives (Gen 2:4-4:16), the tabernacle imagery develops 
richly, with the garden of Eden portrayed as the original holy of holies.26 
The lushness of Eden is captured in the fullness of life associated with the 
tabernacle, including the lampstand, a stylized tree that some have compared 
to Eden’s tree of life (and the vision of Ezekiel’s temple includes a river of life 
as well, Ezek 47:1-12). The Lord’s presence in Eden, described as ‘walking,’ 
is presented similarly with the tabernacle (Gen 3:3; Lev 26:11-12). Perhaps 
most explicitly, the garden of Eden was oriented toward the East and, after 
the expulsion of Adam and Eve, cherubim—fierce, composite creatures—
were stationed to guard the garden’s entrance (Gen 3:24), features which 
in the ancient world commonly marked the entrance to a sanctuary. The 
only other place in the Pentateuch where cherubim show up again is in 
relation to the curtains and atonement-lid of the tabernacle (Exod 25:18-21; 
26:1,31), which also faced eastward (Exod 27:9-18; Num 3:38). The author 
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of Jubilees, a second century BC Jewish work, understood Eden as just such 
an archetypal sanctuary, writing that Noah “knew that Eden was the holy 
of holies and the dwelling of the Lord” (8:19).27 For our purposes, let us 
observe that the sanctuary context of Eden serves to portray Adam, in turn, 
as the primal high priest of humanity (and, to be sure, the Adam figure of 
Ezekiel 28:11-19 is also portrayed in a priestly manner). Various features 
of the text support this view: the portrayal of Adam’s work in the garden, 
translated better as “to worship and obey” (Gen 2:15), is used elsewhere 
only to describe the work of the Levites at the tabernacle (Num 3:7-8), and 
even the language for God’s clothing of Adam and the woman reappears later 
in Moses’ clothing of the priests (Gen 3:21; Lev 8:13). Adam, then, was an 
archetypal high priest serving within the original sanctuary of Eden.

The main point of the literary and theological parallels with the cosmos is 
that the tabernacle system (including furnishings, the priesthood, sacrifices, 
calendar, and rituals), as a gift from God, was meant to recapture God’s 
ideal for creation, reaffirming his intention to dwell with humanity. The 
glory cloud’s movement upon the tabernacle in Exodus 40:34, therefore, 
represented a new creation filled with the glory of God, with Aaron and his 
line serving the role of a new Adam for this “creation.” Theologically, then, 
to say that the cosmos was God’s original tabernacle, with Adam serving as 
the archetypal high priest within the holy of holies of Eden’s garden, is to 
understand, rather, that the tabernacle was created to reflect creation, that 
the holy of holies signified the garden of Eden, and that the priesthood 
functioned by office as a renewed humanity. Put differently, the tabernacle 
system was like a snow globe, a microcosm within the cosmos, a ritual model 
of creation complete with its own humanity. For this reason, the Adamic 
identity of Aaron may be considered fundamental for understanding the 
theology of the Levitical priesthood and cult.28 That the priests were to be 
healthy and whole physically (Lev 21:17-23), and to refrain from mourning 
(Lev 10:6-7; 21:1-3), for example, was part of their role in portraying 
humanity’s Edenic life with God.29 It may even be precisely because he 
functions as an Adam-figure that the high priest’s sin propagated guilt 
among the entire people of Israel (Lev 4:3).30 In any case, the portrait that 
surfaces from the Pentateuch’s intertextuality is of Aaron’s high priesthood 
and house functioning as an Adam figure and renewed humanity within 
the restored Eden of the tabernacle. Crispin Fletcher-Louis thus remarks 
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that, “in the temple-as-restored-Eden,” the service of the high priest may be 
understood as his “doing what Adam failed to do,” so that Israel’s priesthood 
sacramentally reconstituted “the God-intended humanity of Genesis 1” in 
the temple-as-microcosm.31 As with the parallels between the cosmos and 
tabernacle, so there is an equally rich history of interpretation noting the 
theological correspondences between Adam and Aaron as high priest.32 To 
offer but one illustration, Ginzberg, in his Legends of the Jews, writes: “On the 
sixth, the last day of creation, man had been created in the image of God to 
glorify his creator, and likewise was the high priest anointed to minister in 
the tabernacle before his Lord and creator.”33

The analogy between tabernacle and creation, and between the high 
priest and Adam, leads to another important observation. Namely, rituals 
find their significance in relation to creation and may be understood more 
deeply in light of the early narratives of Genesis. On the Day of Atonement, 
especially, we find the story of humanity’s expulsion out of Eden reversed: 
as an Adam figure, the high priest would journey westward through the 
cherubim-guarded entry into the garden of Eden—that is, through the 
cherubim-embroidered veil into the holy of holies—and this with the blood 
of atonement. On this holy, autumn day, the blood of purification, from 
that of a vicarious, blameless substitute, was used to cleanse God’s dwelling 
from the inside out, beginning in the holy of holies and then progressing 
ever eastward into the holy place, and then eastward to the altar of whole 
burnt offering. Afterward, the high priest leaned both hands upon the head 
of a scapegoat, confessing the sins and guilt of Israel over the animal, and 
then the goat was driven away farther eastward out into the wilderness, a 
visible display that the sins of God’s people had been removed “as far as the 
east is from the west” (Ps 103:12). Through the blood manipulation of the 
sacrificial goat and the driving out of the scapegoat, loaded with Israel’s guilt, 
the tabernacle, as God’s dwelling and model cosmos, was ritually cleansed of 
the death-pollution of the sins of Israel.

The Provisional Nature of the Levitical Priesthood

The analogy between tabernacle and creation makes clear that the display 
of rituals like the Day of Atonement, which cleansed only the model of the 
cosmos, would need to take place on the stage of creation itself for the sake 
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of God’s original house, the cosmos. Here, the point that the Levitical priest-
hood is linked inseparably from the microcosm, merely serving an analogous 
function, is crucial. Although the Levitical priesthood performed the Day 
of Atonement ritual at the microcosm, yet another priesthood would be 
necessary to perform the reality of the Day of Atonement for the cosmos, 
God’s original house. This is part of the message of the book of Hebrews, 
whose author turns the scandal of Jesus’ not having a Levitical lineage, 
apparently precluding him from priestly ministry, into a logical necessity: 
If Jesus were a Levite, his sacrifices and ministry would have been limited 
to the model of the cosmos, the temple. Jesus, however, has accomplished 
the true Day of Atonement by entering, not the model of heavenly paradise, 
that is, the temple’s holy of holies, but the reality—indeed, he has entered 
“heaven itself,” and this, not with the blood of bulls and goats that had rep-
resented the life of humanity, but with his own blood (Heb 9:11-15, 23-28). 
Because Jesus truly was and is a new Adam-figure in his humanity—indeed 
the Last Adam—he is able to function as high priest of the cosmos—as the 
firstborn son of God, his priestly ministry precedes and supersedes that of 
the Levitical cult. It seems likely that the priesthood of Melchizedek has 
deep ties to the notion of the firstborn son serving as priest, which as noted 
earlier forms the basis of the replacement by the tribe of Levi, but this line 
must be pursued elsewhere. 

Following on the previous point, the issue of the Levitical cult’s efficacy 
naturally surfaces: what did the Levitical priesthood actually accomplish 
in the lives of God’s people? Here, two brief answers are offered. On the 
one hand, Levitical rituals were prophetic. After Nadab and Abihu’s divine 
judgment rendered the tabernacle defiled by corpse pollution, for example, 
the microcosm was suddenly found to be in the same condition as the 
cosmos. Yet, as the history of redemption narrated in Genesis demonstrates, 
God will not dwell in a house (the cosmos) polluted by sin and death. When, 
then, Yahweh reveals legislation for the Day of Atonement ritual, providing 
a way for the microcosm to be cleansed of defilement so that God may 
continue to dwell among his people, a mental leap is hardly required for one 
to ask: “Is such a cleansing for the cosmos-as-house also possible?” Certainly, 
the Levitical cult did not restore humanity’s Edenic life with God as set forth 
in Genesis 1-3, and could not possibly be conceived as the final, divine 
solution for humanity’s separation from the life-giving presence of Yahweh 
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God. Rather, what God demonstrated with the model (tabernacle) unveiled 
his intentions for the reality (cosmos). Later scriptural developments of 
the theology of the feasts, like Booths in Zechariah 14, and usage of cultic 
terms for God’s promised blessings, such as the Spirit’s cleansing of Israel 
in Ezekiel 36:25-27, exhibit a profound grasp of the prophetic nature of the 
cult.34 Nevertheless, on the other hand, it must be maintained that the cult 
was more than mere drama, however wondrous. Sacramentally, and founded 
upon the coming accomplishment of the Messiah, the sacrifices were 
indeed effectual.35 By way of illustration, when one purchases merchandise 
by credit, the goods are really possessed and enjoyed in advance of actual 
payment. Similarly, through the Levitical priesthood and cult, ancient 
Israelites sincerely received spiritual benefits like the forgiveness of sins and 
reconciliation with God, but only because God the Father received such 
sacrifices against the person and work of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. The 
sacrifices were signs and seals of the redemption of Jesus; they functioned as 
so many fingers pointing to Christ and him crucified.

Conclusion

Finally, when God ushers in the new heavens and earth, creation having 
been cleansed by Christ’s atoning work and renovated by the fires of his Holy 
Spirit, there will be no need for a temple building—for God’s people will 
dwell with God in the house of God’s new creation, the cosmos. The taber-
nacle and later temple, again, were provisional for the era between creation 
and new creation. Even now, moreover, as those who already participate in 
the life of the age to come now, Christians are precious stones, united by 
the Spirit with Christ who is the living and chief cornerstone, who form 
the temple of the living God, filled with the Spirit of God (1 Pet 2:4-9; 1 
Cor 3:16; 6:19). The New Testament declares that with the advent of Jesus 
Christ, the Levitical cult has become obsolete. Yet, by the same analogy that 
undermines any continuing efficacy for the Levitical cult, including that of the 
Aaronic priesthood, the Old Testament sacrificial system now serves a new 
and fundamental theological purpose as it informs and unfolds the reality of 
what God has accomplished through his beloved Son and humanity’s only 
mediator, Jesus the Messiah.
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When we examine the priesthood in the Pentateuch, at least four surprising 
facts emerge: (1) “kingdom of priests” is never used after Exodus 19:6; (2) 
Leviticus only speaks of “Levites” four times, all in one passage (25:32–33); 
(3) Aaron is never called the “high priest,” that title is reserved for his sons only 
after his death (Num 35:25, 28, 32); and (4) “Levitical priesthood,” which 
Hebrews 7:11 uses, only appears in Deuteronomy (17:9, 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9), 
where the priests and Levites possess different but related roles in service to 
God, his house, and the nation of Israel.1

SBJT 23.1 (2019): 23-56 23



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.1 (2019)

24

These four observations are surprising because, among conservative pastors 
and theologians, such fine distinctions are not always appreciated. For instance, 
when doctrinal confessions speak of Christ as priest, they often focus on his 
work as mediator and intercessor,2 but overlook his priestly role of teaching and 
guarding.3 Likewise, when the subject of priesthood is considered theologically, 
Hebrews gets all the attention, not Numbers. As a result, the fulfillment of the 
Law is rightly perceived in Christ’s finished work, but the inner workings of 
the priesthood are usually ignored.

Adding to the lack of priestly nuance is the fact that the division between 
priest and Levite has often been associated with Julius Wellhausen and an 
historical-critical approach to the Pentateuch.4 This scholarly community 
has argued that “P” is a post-exilic priestly source which sought to elevate the 
priests over the Levites. Accordingly, because conservative scholars have rightly 
rejected the presuppositions and methods of Wellhausen and his disciples, 
the division between priests and Levites has not always been well-considered. 
Conservative Old Testament (OT) scholars and Bible commentators are not 
unaware of the distinction, but a unified reading of Moses’s five books that 
aims to define the relationship of priests and Levites is not prominent. This 
relationship between priests and Levites is the aim of this paper, as it explores 
the way Exodus–Numbers chronicles the change in Israel’s status from a king-
dom of priests (Exod 19:6) to a kingdom with priests and Levites.

In Part 1 of this article, I argued God assigned the title “kingdom of priests” 
to Israel because priesthood was and is a fundamentally filially position. Before 
Sinai, firstborn sons served as God’s priests.5 By extension, when Yahweh 
identified Israel as his firstborn son (Exod 4:22–23) and made a covenant 
with Israel at Sinai (Exodus 19–24), he identified Israel as his “corporate 
Adam,” bestowing on Israel all the rights and privileges (e.g., sonship, king-
dom, priesthood) associated with being made in God’s image.6 Thus, the Sinai 
covenant conferred on Israel a status of royal priesthood. However, because 
Yahweh conditioned Israel’s royal priesthood on Israel’s covenantal obedi-
ence (Exod 19:4–6), when Israel sinned at Sinai (Exod 32) their priesthood 
changed. Resultantly, Israel had to undergo various “operations” to restrict and 
reconstruct their priesthood. These additions to the priesthood can be seen 
in Exodus–Numbers and will be the focus of this article.7 

Picking up where Part 1 left off, Part 2 of this argument will consider how 
the corporate role of Israel’s priesthood developed in the life of God’s people 
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during the forty years after Sinai. By working through Exodus–Numbers, I will 
argue that the “Levitical priesthood” that will be described in Deuteronomy 
is a multi-layered system of mediation that grew over Israel’s tumultuous 
experience with Yahweh at Sinai and in the wilderness. Put more positively, 
under the sovereign direction of God, Israel’s priesthood developed over time 
as a system of priesthood, mediated by priests and Levites who, respectively, 
served at God’s altar or stood guard at God’s house.

These layers of mediation are not added arbitrarily or all at once. As with 
the rest of the canon, God’s words always accompany his works. Or in this 
case, his words respond to the sinful works of Israel. As with the barriers 
put in place after Adam sinned, so again Exodus 32–Numbers 35 establish 
a series of barriers, complete with priests and Levites, until the final form of 
the “Levitical priesthood” is completed. This article will trace the history of 
this development through nine moments: 

1.   Yahweh chose Aaron and his sons to serve as priests (Exod 28–29).

2.   Moses interceded for Aaron, so that his role of priest could be restored (Exod 

32–34).

3.   Yahweh replaced firstborn sons with Levites because of Israel’s sin at the golden 

calf (Exod 32–34).

4.   Yahweh instructed the sons of Aaron how to serve at the altar (Leviticus).

5.   Yahweh gave the sons of Levi to Aaron to assist his ministry and guard the house 

of God (Num 1–8).

6.   Yahweh denied Levites the chance to serve at the altar (Num 16–18).

7.   Aaron atoned for Israel, so that they could still experience God’s blessing (Num 

16–18).

8.   Phinehas intervened for the Levites, so that the Levites could be restored and the 

covenant with Levi could be established (Num 25).

9.   With the death of Aaron, the high priest is established as the centerpiece of Israel’s 

cultus and the one whose death could ransom the manslayer(s) (Num 35).

As will be argued, each of these moments depicts another stage in the 
development of the priesthood. And for purposes of understanding Israel’s 
relationship with God in the OT and Christ’s high priesthood in the New, it 
is vital to see how each stage contributes to the whole system. Altogether, the 
Levitical priesthood is the sum of all these priestly accretions. Yet, it is not 
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simply the final form of this priesthood we need to see. By paying attention 
to its stages of development, we will also see how Christ’s priesthood fulfills, 
or in some cases reverses, all of these stages. 

In what follows, I will give a theological reading of these passages to show 
how Israel’s kingdom of priests became a kingdom with priests and Levites. 
At the end, I will suggest a few ways this reading of the middle books of 
the Pentateuch help us better understand Christ’s high priesthood and the 
priesthood of all believers.

Exodus 28–29: Aaron and his Sons, the First Priests

While an argument can be made that priesthood begins with Adam, not 
Aaron, Exodus is the place priesthood is introduced to the national life of 
Israel.8 In context, God’s choice of Aaron as priest comes in Exodus 28, after 
the covenant with Israel is inaugurated (Exod 19–24) and the designs for 
the temple are given (Exod 25–27). Though presented sequentially, priest-
hood, tabernacle, sacrifice, and covenant all stand as one. This cultic unity is 
important to state from the beginning, because as we watch God add layers 
of mediation to the Levitical system, it is always one system which depends 
on every part working properly as God designs.

In this system, Exodus 28 identifies God’s choice of Aaron, the brother of 
Moses (Exod 6:20; 28:1).9 As verse 1 states, “Bring near to you Aaron your 
brother, and his sons with him, from among the people of Israel, to serve me 
as priests—Aaron and Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar.” 
This verse begins a process whereby God clothes, consecrates, and places 
Israel’s “high priest” in his presence (28:1–30:10). In these chapters, we can 
observe at least four details about God’s chosen priest. 

First, Aaron as an individual, not Levi as a tribe, is chosen as priest. In Exodus 
28–29 there is no mention of Levi or his tribe, only Aaron. From a knowledge 
of future texts, we might assume Aaron is “brought near” (qrb) because he is 
a Levite, but nothing in Exodus has designated Levi as a priestly tribe.10 God 
explicitly chooses Aaron and his sons, not the tribe of Levi.11 Throughout 
Exodus 28–29, Aaron and his sons are the focus of the priesthood, and they 
are always juxtaposed with the sons of Israel.12  

This distinction is not often appreciated by commentators—especially 
those who reference the origin of the priesthood in passing.13 Eugene H. 
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Merrill, for instance, commenting on priests and Levites in Deuteronomy 18, 
writes, “From the very establishment of the priestly order under Moses it was 
clear that the tribe of Levi had been set apart for special service to the Lord 
and that the priests were to be taken from among the Levites.”14 Likewise, 
D. A. Carson observes in his daily devotion on Psalm 110, “Sinai had prescribed 
a tabernacle and the associated rites, all to be administered by Levites and 
by high priests drawn from that tribe. The Mosaic Law made it abundantly 
clear that Levites alone could discharge these priestly functions.”15 These two 
retrospective references to Exodus 28–29 illustrate how the order of events 
in the Pentateuch is often conflated.16

Commonly, Aaron’s choice as priest is associated with his origin from Levi 
and God’s choice of that tribe. But such a reading does not pay attention to 
Moses’s chronology. It reads the choice of Aaron through the later addition 
of the Levites, instead of seeing how Aaron and his sons were chosen alone. 
It could be argued that this oversight does not have huge implications, but 
maintaining this priestly generalization fails to read the text on its own terms 
and it will lead to depreciating how God chooses Christ as high priest and 
confers priesthood on his new covenant people. Like Aaron, Jesus will be 
chosen singularly, and to him will be added “new covenant Levites” (cf. Isa 
66:20–21). So, the first observation to make in our study of development of 
the priesthood is the choice of Aaron and his sons—not the tribe of Levi—as 
the priests in Israel. 

Second, Aaron’s priesthood continues in his sons. As I argued in Part 1 of this 
study, priesthood is inextricably linked to sonship. In Aaron and his sons, priest-
hood will continue to be a family assignment. Though Aaron alone wears the 
breastplate with the names of the twelve tribes and the turban with the Lord’s 
name emblazoned on it (Exod 28:6–39), his sons are given attire for “glory and 
beauty” (vv. 40–41). Just as Aaron is adorned with regal robes (vv. 1–2), so 
his sons would look like Adam’s sons, equally resplendent in their garments.17

Exodus 29 turns from the selection and clothing of Aaron and his sons, and 
begins to explain the process of consecration. Step by step, Aaron is presented 
with his sons as they are brought to the entrance to the tent of meeting (v. 4), 
washed (v. 4), clothed (vv. 5–9), and ordained (v. 10). Again, it is Aaron and 
his sons who are ordained, not the whole tribe of Levi (cf. Lev 8–9). Aaron 
and his sons lay their hands on the head of the bull (v. 11) and the rams (v. 15); 
they are smeared with the blood of the other ram (vv. 19–20) and sprinkled 
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with the blood on the altar, making their garments holy (v. 21). Moreover, the 
food offering is also shared between Aaron and his sons (vv. 22–25), as is the 
contribution of the wave offering (vv. 26–28). 

All in all, the ordination process sets apart Aaron’s family, such that the holy 
garments of Aaron are designated for one of his sons when he succeeds him 
(vv. 29–30). This ordination inaugurates more than a pattern for how to ordain 
a high priest in Israel; it sanctifies a certain clan from the sons of Israel. Aaron 
and his sons are given a perpetual priesthood (see 28:43; 29:28), such that 
Aaron will become synonymous with the priesthood (cf. 1 Sam 2:28; Ps 133:1).  

Third, Aaron and his sons mediate for the Levites. Chosen to mediate between 
God and Israel, the priest represents all twelve tribes including Levi. This basic 
point carries with it an important reality—in Exodus 28 the Levites do not yet 
enjoy a greater access to God. This is evident in at least two ways.

First, when Aaron is chosen to be priest “from among the sons of Israel” (28:1), 
he is not a priest in the abstract. He is a priest for a particular people—i.e., the 
twelve tribes of Israel. His choice from among his brothers indicates this, as does 
the way “sons of Israel” continues to show up in Exodus.18  

Second, the garments Aaron wears lists Levi with his brothers, the sons of 
Israel. While later lists of names will replace Levi with the two sons of Joseph 
(see Num 1:1–16, 17–46), the only antecedent list of names is found in Exodus 
1:1–7. From the context of Exodus, therefore, which follows the names blessed 
by Jacob in Genesis 49, it is best to see Levi as one of the tribes etched on 
the ephod (28:21). If this is true, it follows that when Aaron represented the 
twelve tribes of Israel, he represented Levi too. Thus, while Aaron and Moses 
are Levites, it is anachronistic to argue that Levi is a priestly tribe.

Fourth, Exodus 28–29 suggests a simple priestly mediation, where Aaron and his 
sons are selected to minister to the whole nation. While the rest of the OT describes 
a system of priests and Levites, before the golden calf incident, the priesthood 
centers on Aaron and his sons. To approach God, Yahweh has set apart this 
clan to stand at his altar, but in light of the mention of “priests” assisting Moses 
in Exodus 19:22, 26, it is better to see the firstborn sons continuing to have a 
place in assisting Aaron and his sons. 

At this early stage, Aaron continues as a model (royal?) priest for a kingdom 
of priests (Exod 19:6).19 Aaron as a model Israelite priest is the argument John 
Davies makes, and there is much to commend for his view.20 Truly, Aaron is 
a model priest, one whose garments reflect the glory of God. Yet as we will 
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soon discover, his priestly service will be compromised because he failed to 
protect Israel from sin. Likewise, it is likely the (firstborn) sons of Israel are 
the ones who enticed him to make a golden calf, thus making more complex 
God’s covenant arrangement with Israel.

Exodus 32–34: How Aaron Lost (and Regained) His Priesthood

Exodus 25–40 is the climax of Exodus, where Yahweh gives instructions 
for making a “type” of heaven on earth (25:9, 40). In Exodus 25–31 Moses 
records the specifics of the tabernacle, and then he reports how Israel metic-
ulously obeyed this blueprint in Exodus 35–40. Still, what comes in between 
is most important (ch. 32–34). In this central section, Israel breaks covenant 
with God, Moses intercedes, God displays his mercy and grace, and the cov-
enant is restored—but only after the Levites step up and slaughter 3,000 of 
their brethren. Though often overlooked, Israel’s sin and the Levites violent 
act of loyalty will have a huge impact on Israel’s priestly status, and we need to 
consider how the priesthood changes because of the golden calf incident. 21

First, the priesthood of Aaron is led astray by the people. After he receives 
the “two tablets of the testimony ... written with the finger of God” (31:18), 
Moses records how Israel broke their covenant with God. Reminiscent of 
the fall of Adam, God’s people tempt Aaron to sin by asking him to “make 
us gods who shall go before us” (32:1). Yet, instead of leading the people 
to worship God truly, the anointed priest complies and fashions a graven 
image (v. 6). 

From clues revealed later in the Pentateuch (e.g., Num 3, 8, 18), 
Aaron’s disobedience came because the people could come near to him. 
Apparently, no one sought to assist him or guard his ministry. Assuming 
the firstborn sons were commissioned to assist and help Aaron, they failed 
in their service. Instead, they permitted or participated with the people in 
tempting Aaron to make a golden calf. In Numbers, Aaron and his sons 
would be guarded by their brothers the Levites to protect them from this 
very thing. But in Exodus 32, these dedicated guardians were not in place.

Second, Moses intercedes for Aaron and the people. In response to this 
rebellion, Moses functions as a priest over and above Aaron. While Moses 
never calls himself a priest, Exodus 32–34 shows him pleading for God to 
have mercy. Four times Moses interceded for the nation, with the result 
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that God does not abandon his people, but promises ongoing mercy.22 
Simultaneously, Moses interceded for Aaron. As Deuteronomy 9:13–21 
says, Moses “lay prostrate before the Lord” and “prayed for Aaron,” so that 
the Lord might spare Aaron and the people.

In this moment of intercession, Moses proves himself the greater priest. 
His intercession is what made possible “the continuance of the sacrificial 
priesthood of Aaron.”23 From the start, therefore, Moses intercession 
highlights the weakness of Aaron’s priesthood and the likelihood that 
someone greater than Aaron would be needed to serve as a faithful priest 
(cf. 1 Sam 2:35). 

Third, the response of the Levites qualifies them to be priests. When Moses 
returned from Mount Sinai and witnessed how the people have broken 
loose (32:25), he issued a question and a statement: “Who is on the Lord’s 
side? Come to me” (v. 26a). Significantly, only the Levites respond: “And 
all the sons of Levi gathered around him” (v. 26b). Whether due to familial 
allegiance or from some other impulse, Levi’s willingness to use their 
swords to defend the honor of the Lord (v. 27) is defined as the reason why 
God bestowed upon them the privilege of serving the priests in Israel (see 
vv. 27–29; cf. Deut 33:8–11).24 

Unlike Adam who failed his commission to “serve” and “guard” God’s 
holy place, the Levites prove themselves faithful—at least initially. Siding 
with God against their brothers, they prove their worth to assist their 
brothers (cf. Deut 33:9). Accordingly, God conferred on them a blessing 
to stand and serve in the household of God. Recalling the events of Exodus 
32–34 in Deuteronomy 9:13–10:11, Moses later writes, “At that time the 
Lord set apart the tribe of Levi to carry the ark of the covenant of the 
Lord to stand before the Lord to minister to him and to bless in his 
name, to this day” (10:8). This latter explanation confirms the timing of 
the Levites appointment (i.e., after the golden calf). It also identifies the 
Levites ministerial function. God does not invite Levi to serve at the altar; 
rather, the Levites are set apart to assist their brothers in carrying the ark, 
protecting the priests, and conveying blessings to the people.25 In this way, 
the Levites, with swords on their hips, will stand between people and priest 
to guard the house of God so that their brothers, the sons of Aaron, can 
fulfill their ministry at God’s altar.

Fourth, the golden calf explains what comes next. If this reading of Exodus 
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is correct, it helps mediate the scholarly debate between those who argue for 
a national understanding of Israel’s priesthood (i.e., a kingdom of priests) 
and others who believe Israel is a kingdom with priests.26 In fact, both of 
these realities are true—at different points in the story. Israel was chosen 
by God to be a priestly nation, but because of sin that national identity 
transmuted into something else. The royal and priestly lines were divided 
into two tribes in Israel ( Judah and Levi), a feature solidified through the 
rest of the Pentateuch.27

At the same time, Israel is never again called a “kingdom of priests” 
(mamleket kohanîm). Now, with Aaron’s family at the center, Israel is a 
kingdom with priests. This has led some scholars to define Exodus 19:6 
according to the latter history.28 But such a conclusion overlooks the change 
that took place with the golden calf. Treating the priesthood in Israel as one, 
unchanging institution from Sinai to Zion would be like reading Genesis 
without an awareness of the change that took place because of the fall. 
Analogously, any biblical theology of priesthood that does not pay attention 
to the impact of the golden calf will miss the mark with respect to what 
Exodus 19:6 means and how Israel’s priesthood developed over time.29 What 
follows, therefore, is an attempt to lay out the ways Moses adds the Levites 
to the priesthood of Aaron, so that a priestly system (i.e., the “Levitical 
priesthood”) results by the time Israel enters the land.

Leviticus: A Book For Priests Not Levites

If Exodus identifies priesthood with Aaron (not Levi), perhaps Leviticus 
does. On closer inspection, however, Leviticus is also for the priests, not the 
Levites. As audacious as this may sound, Leviticus is not for or about the 
Levites. Jacob Milgrom puts it bluntly: “Leviticus, the name of the third book 
of the Pentateuch, has nothing to do with Levites.”30 Rather, as the Hebrew 
title reminds us, it is a “law for the priests” (tôrat kōhanîm).

In fact, the whole book is dedicated to teaching priests how to serve at 
God’s altar. Even the structure of Leviticus centers itself on the work of the high 
priest on the Day of Atonement (ch. 16). Demonstrating this priestly message 
in the structure of Leviticus, Michael Morales provides a chiastic structure 
that organizes Leviticus. Engaging multiple scholars, he provides a literary and 
geographic framework that puts Leviticus 16 at the center (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1: The literary shape of Leviticus31

Lev 1–7  Sacrifices
 8–10  Institution of priesthood/inauguration of cultus
  11–15  Clean/unclean in daily life
   16  Day of Atonement
  17–20  Holy/profane in daily life
 21–22  Legislation for the priesthood

Lev 23–27  Festivals / sacred time 

Importantly, this chiastic structures fits within the larger chiasm of the Pen-
tateuch, which “follows (and forms) its unifying theme: YHWH’s opening a 
way for humanity to dwell in the divine Presence” (Fig. 2).32

Fig. 2: The priestly center of the Pentateuch33

       A  Genesis
 B  Exodus
  C  Sanctuary Laws (Lev 1–7)
   D  Priestly Laws (Lev 8–10)
    E  Personal Laws (Lev 11–15)
     F  Day of Atonement (Lev 16)
    E’ Personal Laws (Lev 17–20)
   D’ Priestly Laws (Lev 21–22)
  C’ Sanctuary Laws (Lev 23–27)
 B’ Numbers
       A’ Deuteronomy 

By seeing Leviticus in the context of Moses’ five books, it becomes clear the 
book plays a central role for Moses.34 Similarly, his wide-angle reading of the 
Pentateuch evidences the priestly nature of Leviticus.35 Yet, such a focus on 
the priesthood in Leviticus is not truly Levitical, if by Levitical we mean “of 
or relating to the Levites.” 

Lexically, kōhen is used 194 times in Leviticus, and it always refers 
to Aaron and his sons, never to the sons of Levi. For example, Aaron is 
referenced at the beginning and the end of the instructions pertaining to the 
sacrifices (1:7, 11; 7:34). He is also identified in Leviticus 13:2 with respect 
to the laws for evaluating leprosy and again in 21:21, when stipulations for 
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the wholeness/holiness of Aaron’s offspring are given. Likewise, “Aaron’s 
sons the priests” are mentioned explicitly throughout Leviticus (1:5, 8; 2:2; 
3:2; 6:29; 7:6; 13:2; 21:1). And in every instance, the implication is clear: 
“priest” is in reference to one of Aaron’s sons.36

In fact, we can see this taught in the opening verses of Leviticus where 
Aaron the priest is identified (1:7, 11) with his sons (1:5, 8), and thereafter all 
unidentified “priest(s)” is clearly a reference to Aaron’s sons. In Leviticus 4:3, 
15, 16 Moses refers to “anointed priests” and in Leviticus 21:10, he speaks of 
the “priest who is chief among his brothers,” but all the while these brothers 
are sons of Aaron, not Levi. From this consistent use of kōhēn in Leviticus, we 
conclude that Levites are never called priests. Rather, the priests in Leviticus 
are Aaron and his sons. 

This is also seen in Leviticus 8–9, where Moses gives instructions for the 
ordination of Aaron and his sons. It is further revealed in the way that Nadab 
and Abihu’s unlawful approach to God is met with divine judgment and 
serves as a warning to future generations of priests (Lev 10). Significantly, 
instructions for the Day of Atonement begin with a reference to “the two 
sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the Lord and died” (16:1). 
Throughout the book, the instructions are given to Aaron and his sons.

Throughout Leviticus, there is only one place that mentions the Levites 
(Lev 25:23–24). With the Promised Land in view, Moses begins to describe 
the Sabbath year with special attention given to the land (vv. 1–7). Next, 
instructions for Jubilee are given (vv. 8–22). Speaking specifically about 
Levites, Moses gives instructions for the pasturelands and the houses of the 
Levites, but nowhere do these instructions confuse Levites with priests (vv. 
32–34). They admit of the fact that Levites will be spread throughout the 
land (cf. Num 35), but these servants of the Lord are not priests like the sons 
of Aaron. Instead, they are assistants to their brothers, and guardians of their 
(Aaron’s) priesthood. Still, all of these features need further delineation, 
details which Numbers will fill in.

Numbers: Where God Adds the Levites to the Priests

From Exodus 19:1–Numbers 10:10 Israel remained at Sinai, but that changed 
“in the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth day of the month,” 
when “the cloud lifted from over the tabernacle of the testimony, and the people 
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of Israel set out by stages from the wilderness of Sinai” (vv. 11–12). In brief, 
these verses look back at all God had given Israel at Sinai. The “tabernacle 
of the testimony” reflects both the portable temple constructed in Exodus 
25–40, as well as the system of mediation delineated in Leviticus. The “stages” 
mentioned in verse 12 reflect the instructions of Numbers 1:1–10:10, which 
describe how Yahweh wanted Israel to set up camp. The rest of Numbers 10 
(vv. 13–36) reveals Israel’s obedience to these instructions, while Numbers 
11:1–15 foreshadows the problem that will plague Israel in the wilderness—
unbelief that results in grumbling.

From this hinge in Numbers 10:11–12, we can see two phases of 
priestly development. Prior to Israel’s departure, Israel’s camp is set up 
and the Levites are given a place in guarding Aaron and his sons (Num 
1–8). Then after Israel breaks camp and begins to move towards Canaan, 
there are two episodes where Israel’s sin requires further “restrictions” on 
their access to God. Like a holy king might increase the size and strength 
of his security detail after his people rebel, so Yahweh solidifies the Levites’ 
place after Korah’s Rebellion (Num 16–18) and Phinehas’s zeal at Baal-
Peor (Num 25). Finally, as the book ends, Numbers 35 gives us the first 
mention of the “high priest” and the impact of his death on Israel. Let us 
now examine how these various events develop the Levitical priesthood by 
means of adding Levites to the priests. 

Numbers 1–8: The Addition of the Levites
While Numbers 1 begins with a census counting all the sons of Israel, Num-
bers 1–8 is predominately about the Levites. Space does not allow for a 
full discussion of their (1) consecration, (2) placement, (3) duties, (4) 
redemption (of the firstborn) and (5) ordination, but we need to see those 
five aspects of their burgeoning priesthood.

First, the Levites are set apart from the rest of the tribes. Whereas every 
other tribe (including Joseph’s two sons—Ephraim and Manasseh) is 
numbered for war (v. 2), the Levites are exempted. Numbers 1:47–54 
explain how Yahweh told Moses to “appoint the Levites over the tabernacle 
of the testimony, and over all its furnishings, and over all that belongs to it” 
(v. 50). Whereas the other sons of Israel must prepare themselves to guard 
Israel in war, the sons of Levi must prepare themselves to guard God’s 
dwelling place. Verses 50b–51 read,
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They are to carry the tabernacle and all its furnishings, and they shall take care 

of it and shall camp around the tabernacle. When the tabernacle is to set out, the 

Levites shall take it down, and when the tabernacle is to be pitched, the Levites 

shall set it up. And if any outsider comes near, he shall be put to death. 

Commissioned with lethal force, the Levites are set apart from the other 
tribes to “keep guard over the tabernacle of the testimony” (v. 53). Thus, in 
Numbers 1 we see the separation of the Levites from the other tribes for a 
purpose that centers on service in the tabernacle.

Second, the Levites are positioned around the tabernacle. In Numbers 2–3 
Yahweh sets the arrangement of the camp, with three tribes on each side 
of the tabernacle (2:2–34) and the priests and Levites forming an interior 
circle around the tabernacle (3:14–39). On three sides, stood three clans of 
Levi—Gershon to the West (vv. 21–26), Kohath to the South (vv. 27–32), 
and Merari to the North (vv. 33–37). And directly in front of the courtyard’s 
entrance stands the sons of Aaron (vv. 38–39). This arrangement will play an 
important role in understanding Numbers 25, but for now, we should note 
how the camp is oriented when it is set up. Numbers 2:2 says that all the 
tribes are to “face the tent of meeting” (Num 2:2). This tabernacle-centered 
approach highlights the priority of God’s dwelling place in the middle of the 
camp, but it also reminds the nation that between God and them stands an 
army of Levites and priests.37

Visually, the placement of the Levites between Israel and Aaron is one of 
the most helpful ways we can see what the Levites do. Set outside the “tent 
of meeting” (3:8), the Levites form a layer of priestly protection (Num 3:5–
10; cf. 18:3–4). As Numbers 1:53 explains, the Levites are stationed around 
the tabernacle “so that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the 
people of Israel” (1:53; cf. 18:5). Likewise Numbers 8:19 will explain the 
way God gave the “Levites as a gift to Aaron and his sons ... that there may 
be no plague among the people of Israel when the people of Israel come near 
the sanctuary.” In short, the Levites provide a security detail for the house of 
God, the people of God, and the priests of God.38 

Third, the Levites are called to guard Aaron and his sons as they stand guard 
around the tabernacle. With the golden calf we learned how immediate 
access to Israel’s priests might corrupt their service. Exodus 32:1 records 
how the people “gathered themselves together to Aaron” and convinced 
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him to make a golden idol. As a result, God killed 3,000 Israelites at the 
hands of the Levites (v. 28) and set them apart for service to the Lord (v. 
29; cf. Deut 33:8–11). 

Now in Numbers 3 we read the rest of the story. In verses 5–10, the tribe 
of Levi is “brought near” (qrb). The verb in verse 6 is often associated with 
cultic service, and it is the same word used of the priests in Exodus 28:1 and 
29:4. Importantly, the Levites do not have the same cultic responsibility of 
the priests. Instead, they are called to serve Aaron (v. 6), to keep guard over 
Aaron and the congregation (v. 7), and to guard all the furnishings of the 
tabernacle (v. 8). Yet, what is most significant in verses 9–10 is the way they 
unite the sons of Aaron with the sons of Levi.

To say it differently, the giving of the Levites to Aaron and his sons 
identifies the relationship between Aaron and the rest of his tribe. The 
Levites are a class of “consecrated persons” designated to assist the 
priests in all their ministries.39 Like the firstborn sons of the patriarchs, 
Aaron now functions as the chosen firstborn (“the priest who is chief 
among his brothers,” Lev 21:10), who leads his brothers and all the 
nation. Conversely, Aaron’s brother-Levites are to serve him and assist in 
all the operations of the tabernacle. In ways that may go back to Ithamar 
in Exodus 38:21, the Levites appear to derive their priestly status from 
Aaron’s sons and certainly come to provide assistance in the dwelling 
place of God.40

Fourth, the Levites replace the firstborn sons of Israel by way of redemption. 
If the paired command “serve and guard” forms a link between Adam (Gen 
2:15) and the Levites (Num 3:7–8; 8:25–26; 18:5–6), it makes great sense 
that they would replace the firstborn sons as the designated priests in Israel, 
because Adam himself was the firstborn son of God (cf. Luke 3:38).41 As 
Part 1 of this article demonstrated, until the covenant at Sinai, firstborn 
sons served as filial priests. Now, in Numbers 3 the filial priesthood is being 
replaced by a representative “priesthood” (i.e., the sons of Levi). In context 
we find at least three evidences for this redemption and replacement. 

First, the firstborn sons of Israel have already proven themselves 
dubious as filial priests. At the golden calf, the firstborn sons (the seventy 
elders of Israel and other firstborn sons?) should have helped Aaron resist 
the wayward Israelites, but they did not. While some of their number had 
seen the Lord (Exod 24:9–11), they failed to serve and guard Aaron when 
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Moses ascended the mountain.
Second and more explicitly, Yahweh says three times in Numbers 3 that 

he is taking the Levites instead (tǎḥǎṯ) of the firstborn sons of Israel (vv. 
11–13, 41, 45). Grounding his choice in the events of Passover (vv. 11–
13; cf. Exod 12:12–13), Yahweh is now substituting the firstborn sons of 
Israel with the Levites. Just like at the Passover, the firstborn sons of Israel 
needed atonement to survive the judgment of God. So again, Yahweh is 
providing a substitute for the firstborns of Israel; only this time it comes 
through the personal substitution of the Levites. Thus, instead of sons from 
every tribe coming to assist the sons of Aaron, as is witnessed in Exodus 
24:5 (cf. 19:22, 24), the Levites are now the designated substitutes for the 
firstborn sons.

Such a substitution, it could be argued, is a logistical improvement for 
the nation of Israel. Better to have a designated tribe wholly devoted to the 
protection of the tabernacle than bi-vocational priests serving once a year, 
but this misses the point. In the context of Numbers 3, the substitution is 
propitiatory, not pragmatic. The language of “instead” (tǎḥǎṯ) identifies the 
kind of one-for-one substitution taking place. The word is used to describe 
how God gave Eve another son (Seth) instead of Abel (Gen 4:25); it is the 
word used in Genesis 22:13 to speak of Abraham killing the lamb “instead” 
of Isaac; and it is the language repeated in the retributive justice explained 
in Exodus 21:23–25. In other words, the sons of Levi are not substituting 
for the firstborn sons for a logistical improvement; they are redeeming the 
firstborn sons.

Third, the exactness of this redemption can be seen in the number of 
Levites replacing the number of firstborns. Numbers 3:39 records 22,000 
as the total number of Levites; verse 43 records 22,273 firstborn sons. To 
complete the transaction, verses 44–51 explains how every other firstborn 
is redeemed by the “redemption price” of five shekels per head, which is 
the same price as a son aged one month to five years of age (Lev 27:6). 
All in all, Numbers 3 shows how the sons of Levi have come to replace 
the firstborn sons of Israel. In this way, we see the moment when Israel as 
a nation went from a nation of priests to a nation with priests and Levites. 
No longer is every firstborn son invited into tabernacle service. Now the 
Levites had this blessed role of standing in God’s house (cf. Ps 84:10), until 
a sinless firstborn enters the temple and redeems them (see Luke 2:23).42 
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Fifth, the Levites are officially ordained as priestly assistants. After the Levites 
redeemed the firstborn sons and are added to the priests, they remain a 
central focus in Numbers 4–8. First, in Numbers 4 the duties of the Levites 
are divided among the Kohathites, Gershonites, and Merarites. Confirming 
earlier instructions, Aaron’s sons continue to have primacy over the Levites. 
For instance, after the Kohathites are given authority to carry the holy vessels 
of the sanctuary, verse 16 says that Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest shall 
“oversee the whole tabernacle and all that is in it.” Likewise, the sons of 
Gershon and Merari are also said to be “under the direction of Ithamar the 
son of Aaron the priest” (vv. 28, 33).

Next, Numbers 5 gives instructions concerning uncleanness (vv. 1–4), 
sin and confession (vv. 5–10), and a test for adultery (vv. 11–31). Signifi-
cantly, each of these sections are mediated by a “priest,” not a Levite.43 
At this point, the Levites are still not confused with the priests. Instead, 
the primacy of the priests remains. Numbers 6 continues its focus on the 
priesthood, as it makes a place for “voluntary priesthood” through the Na-
zirite vow (vv. 1–21).44 With this vow, an Israelite can choose to live like a 
priest, even though there is no mechanism under the Law for a man to be 
given a place in a recognized priesthood. Significantly, the priestly focus of 
this chapter ends with the Aaronic blessing (vv. 22–27), which is a means 
by which the Lord’s name and blessing was put upon God’s people.

Numbers 7 returns to the Levites, as Yahweh receives the gifts of Israel’s 
leading men (“chiefs of Israel, heads of their fathers’ houses, who were the 
chiefs of the tribes,” v. 2) and instructs Moses to give them to the sons of 
Levi (vv. 4–6). With these gifts, they are equipped to carry the tabernacle. 
Again, this episode reinforces the relationship between the people and the 
Levites. Set apart from tabernacle service, the rest of the twelve tribes are 
now called to provide for the Levites (see Num 18). 

Finally, Numbers 8 culminates the consecration of Levites. While the 
Pentateuch has traced the growing place of the Levites, this chapter will 
formalize their status as assistants to Aaron and his sons. Just as Israel 
was ordained as a priestly nation in Exodus 24 and the sons of Aaron 
were ordained in Leviticus 8–9, now the Levites are ordained to serve as 
assistants to the sons of Aaron.

Verses 5–13 describe the process. First, the Levites were set apart (v. 
6), cleansed (vv. 6–7), and shaved (v. 7). Then, like the sons of Aaron, sin 
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offerings and burnt offerings were made for them (v. 8, 12), while the people 
looked on (vv. 9–10) and even placed hands on them (v. 10). In this way, 
the Levites were set apart as assistants to the priests, serving alongside their 
brothers. Significantly, the themes of firstborn and redemption are central to 
explaining why the Levites were set apart for God. As verses 14–19 explain,

“Thus you shall separate the Levites from among the people of Israel, and the 

Levites shall be mine. And after that the Levites shall go in to serve at the tent 

of meeting, when you have cleansed them and offered them as a wave offering. 

For they are wholly given to me from among the people of Israel. Instead of all 

who open the womb, the firstborn of all the people of Israel, I have taken them 

for myself. For all the firstborn among the people of Israel are mine, both of 

man and of beast. On the day that I struck down all the firstborn in the land of 

Egypt I consecrated them for myself, and I have taken the Levites instead of all 

the firstborn among the people of Israel. And I have given the Levites as a gift 

to Aaron and his sons from among the people of Israel, to do the service for the 

people of Israel at the tent of meeting and to make atonement for the people of 

Israel, that there may be no plague among the people of Israel when the people 

of Israel come near the sanctuary.” 

From this explanation, we learn how the Levites take the place of the first-
born. Whereas, the firstborn sons of Israel once served God at any number 
of primitive altars (Gen 12:7,8; 13:4, 18), now the worship of God has been 
centered on the tabernacle which houses the ark of the covenant. And in 
that house, the tribe of Levi is called to assist Aaron and his sons “instead” 
(tǎḥǎt) of the firstborns.

Numbers 3–8, not Exodus–Leviticus, is the place, therefore, where the 
Levites are brought near to the Lord to serve in his tent. Yet, it is also the 
place where the sons of Israel are finally cut off from the house of the Lord. 
While Exodus 19:6 invited Israel to be a kingdom of priests, now firstborn 
sons can only watch as the Levites draw near in their place. In the OT, Israel 
would always be God’s only covenant people. As Paul declares in Romans 9:4, 
they have “the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the 
worship, and the promises,” yet because of their sin at Sinai, the individual 
Israelites lost their chance to be a kingdom of priests. Instead, they became 
a kingdom with priests and Levites.
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Looking back on the OT, it is easy to conflate the priests and the Levites 
into one “Levitical priesthood,” but this misses how the system worked. As 
Numbers 1–8 reveals, God gave the Levites to Aaron and his sons in order 
to serve in God’s household and guard God’s priests. This idea will be further 
developed in the rest of Numbers and will be an important framework for 
understanding the relationship between Christ and his new covenant Levites.

Numbers 16–18: The Levites are Restricted from Acting Like Priests 
From Numbers 11–15, grumbling permeated the people (e.g., 14:2, 27 [2x], 
29, 36; 16:11, 41; 17:5). It also infected Aaron and Miriam (12:1–16). Not 
surprisingly, the Levites, who were stationed between people and priest, joined 
in the rebellion. As with Adam’s fall (Gen 3) and Aaron’s failure at the golden 
calf (Exod 32), so now the Levites display their sinfulness. While chosen by 
God to possess a special place in his tabernacle, they too experience a “fall.”45

To begin with, Numbers 16 recounts the events of the Levites rebellion; 
Numbers 17–18 unfold God’s response, which will solidify the place of the 
Levites in Israel’s institution of mediation. At the same time, we learn in this 
passage how Exodus 19:6 no longer applies to the whole nation of Israel. 
In fact, it is a misunderstanding of that conditional promise that supports 
the rebellion of Korah and the chiefs of Israel. Yet, because sin has changed 
conditions, things are no longer as they were and the application of Exodus 
19:6 no longer applies directly to Israel without further mediation. 

First, instead of guarding Aaron’s priesthood the Levites partner with the 
accusers. Numbers 16 begins with “250 chiefs of the congregation” rising up 
to accuse Moses and Aaron (v. 2–3). The identity of these men is uncertain, 
but it most likely they are composed of Levites and non-Levites.46 In this 
context, instead of assisting Aaron and Moses, we find a Levite (Korah), 
partnering with Dathan and Abiram to usurp the authority and priesthood 
of Moses and Aaron.47

The problem with their approach is more than a presumptuous spirit; 
it is the way this Kohathite (see Exod 6:16, 18, 21), partnered with the 
people instead of protecting Aaron and his priesthood. In Numbers 3:5–10 
and 8:19, Yahweh stated the Levites were given to Aaron to guard him, 
his priesthood, and the tabernacle. Moreover, they were to protect the 
people from the wrath of God. Yet, now instead of protecting Aaron and 
the people, Korah is the one leading the charge, leading to God’s “plague” 
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(něgěp) on God’s people (16:46, 47). 
As the chapter details, Yahweh comes to the defense of his priests—

Moses and Aaron. First, when the accusers and the accused gather the 
next day (v. 19), God opened the earth to swallow Korah and the sons of 
Reuben (vv. 25–33). Next, God’s fire consumed the 250 men who were 
holding incense-burning censers (vv. 34–35). And finally, on the next day 
as the people grumbled against Moses and Aaron (v. 41), the plague of 
God began to fall upon the people (vv. 46–47). In response, Aaron “stood 
between the dead and the living, and the plague was stopped” (v. 48). 
In this harrowing episode, God stood beside his chosen priest. But it is 
important to see that the whole debacle began when Korah sided with the 
firstborns of Israel (i.e., the sons of Reuben, Jacob’s firstborn) and failed to 
fulfill his Levitical role.

Second, the accusation against Aaron is based upon a misreading of Exodus 
19:6. Going back to Numbers 16:3, we can hear echoes of Exodus 19:6 in 
the accusers’ words. Korah, Dathan, and Abiram inveigh against Aaron and 
Moses: “You have gone too far! For all in the congregation are holy, every one 
of them, and the Lord is among them. Why then do you exalt yourselves 
above the assembly of the Lord?” The connection with Exodus 19:6 is 
seen in the words, “For all in the congregation are holy, every one of them.” 
However, “those words were based on the faithful obedience to the covenant 
stipulations and not an unconditional promise.”48 Hence, when Israel sinned 
against God at the golden calf, they lost their priestly status. 

Now this congregational attempt to regain their priestly status was an 
overreach, because God’s promise had been vacated by sin. Just as Israel 
attempted to enter the Promised Land, after God consigned them to the 
wilderness for their disobedience and died as a result (cf. Num 14:39–
45); so now these “would-be priests” sought to exalt themselves to the 
position given to Aaron and Moses alone. As Numbers 16 details, the 
tribe of the firstborn, Reuben, had conspired to reject God’s institution of 
mediation. And instead of being corrected by Korah, this Levite became a 
co-conspirator. In fact, we know the priesthood was their aim, because of 
what Moses says to the Levites:

“You have gone too far, sons of Levi!” ... “Hear now, you sons of Levi: is it too small 

a thing for you that the God of Israel has separated you from the congregation of 
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Israel, to bring you near to himself, to do service in the tabernacle of the Lord 

and to stand before the congregation to minister to them, and that he has brought 

you near him, and all your brothers the sons of Levi with you? And would you seek 

the priesthood also? (vv. 7b–10)

This verse, more than any other, shows the Levites were not the central priests 
in Israel. It shows they have been given a unique place in the service of the 
tabernacle, but it was not the same as Aaron and his sons. They were invited 
by God to stand between priest and people, but they were not permitted to 
encroach any further towards God’s holy place.49  

Third, Aaron’s priesthood is confirmed as God’s chosen mediator. In Num-
bers 17, after Aaron had intervened and “made atonement for the people” 
(16:47), Yahweh (again) separated Aaron from the rest tribes of Israel. In 
verse 2, Moses is instructed to collect staffs from each tribe, “one for each 
fathers’ house, from all their chiefs according to their fathers’ houses, twelve 
staffs.” Importantly, the twelve staffs go back to the original twelve sons of 
Israel (Gen 49; Exod 1), not the list of tribes presented in Numbers 3, when 
the Levites were replaced by a second son of Joseph. Accordingly, it is as if 
Yahweh is teaching his people again who will represent them. Not all tribes 
are priests, rather only one tribe is associated with priesthood. 

Importantly, this chapter balances the last. Whereas Numbers 16 identifies 
the difference between the sons of Aaron from the sons of Levi, this chapter 
joins them together. Only now, it will become evident who the head of the 
Levites is. When Yahweh says, “write Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi” he 
is placing Aaron as the head (or elder brother) of the tribe. Lest any Levite 
think that he is on the same level as the Aaronic priest, this episode reinforces 
the central role of Aaron and his sons.  

Following the events of Numbers 17, these twelve staffs are placed before 
the Lord in the tent of meeting (v. 4) and overnight only one of them buds—
the staff with Aaron’s name on it (v. 8). Accordingly, Aaron as the head of 
the Levites is once more confirmed. And the reason for this placement is 
explicated in verse 10: “And the Lord said to Moses, ‘Put back the staff of 
Aaron before the testimony, to be kept as a sign for the rebels, that you may 
make an end of their grumblings against me, lest they die.” With sobering 
clarity, the staff of Aaron was placed in the holy of holies to bear perpet-
ual witness to the one God chose as priest. In response, the congregation 
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expresses great dismay. Recognizing their inability draw near to God, they 
cry: “Behold, we perish, we are undone, we are all undone. Everyone who 
comes near, who comes near to the tabernacle of the LORD, shall die. Are 
we all to perish?” (vv. 12–13). Rightly assessing their situation, the sons of 
Israel see that they are no longer a kingdom of priests in their own right. 
Instead, they are now a nation entirely dependent on priests and Levites, and 
this most recent episode has only added another layer of legal stipulations, 
further explicating the roles of priests and Levites in Israel.

Fourth, the Levitical priesthood is finally set in place. In Numbers 18 instruc-
tions are laid out for Aaron, his sons, and their “brothers, also, the tribe of 
Levi” (vv. 1–2). While the sons of Aaron continue to have the responsibility 
for sin-bearing in Israel (v. 1, 7), the Levites are called to join them in the 
ministry (vv. 2–6). In many ways these seven verses (vv. 1–7) summarize the 
sacrificial system of Leviticus and spatial arrangement of Numbers 1–8. The 
Levites will guard the sons of Aaron (vv. 3–4), while the sons of Aaron “shall 
keep guard over the sanctuary and over the altar, that there may never again 
be wrath on the people of Israel” (v. 5). Together, their combined mediation 
will protect the people of Israel and enable Israel to dwell in God’s presence. 

Again, one can read Numbers 18 (esp. vv. 8–32) as a logistical necessity for 
a people moving into the Promised Land, but this would miss the way that 
these institutions developed through the historical events of Israel. Repeat-
edly, these stipulations are explained in connection with historical events: 
the Passover (Exod 12), the loyalty of the Levites (Exod 32), the redemption 
of the firstborn (Num 3), and the rebellion led by Korah (Num 16) all give 
shape to the covenantal relationship between Yahweh and his people. Put 
differently, to understand fully the meaning of Exodus 19:6 requires a holistic 
reading of the Pentateuch and an appreciation for the development of the 
priesthood in Israel, which requires two more stops in Numbers.

Numbers 25: The Redemption of the Levites
After another layer of mediation is added in Numbers 18, there continue 
to be important instructions and events related to the priests and Levites. 
The need for and preparation of holy water (Num 19), the sin of Moses 
(20:1–13), the death of Aaron (20:22–29), the grumbling of Israel that led 
to creation of the bronze serpent (21:4–9), and instructions for offerings 
(Num 28–29) all play a role in forming Israel as a covenant people. Still, the 
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event with the most lasting significance for the priesthood occurs when God 
makes a “covenant with Levi” in Numbers 25. 

In due course, Balak failed to curse Israel with the prophet Balaam (Num 
22–24), but “the people began to whore with the daughters of Moab” (25:1). 
Provoking the anger of the Lord (v. 3), Yahweh instructed Moses to put to 
death the evildoers (vv. 4–5), but the central action of the chapter comes 
when an Israelite man “came and brought a Midianite woman to his family, in 
the sight of Moses and in the sight of the whole congregation of Israel, while 
they were weeping in the entrance of the tent of meeting” (v. 6). The actions 
of the man and the location of his sin are important for multiple reasons.

First, the verbs used to describe his actions (“came and brought”) are 
those used to describe the actions of a worshiper coming near the tent of 
meeting bringing a sacrifice.50 Second, the proximity to the tent of meeting 
(“in the sight of Moses”), indicates the way in which this man is bringing 
sin to the center of the camp, where God’s Spirit dwells. Instead of bringing 
a sin offering, he brings his sin for all to see. Such blatant rebellion invites 
the judgment of God, yet instead of the Levites who were the first line of 
defense against such sin approaching God’s holy place, it is Phinehas, “the 
son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the priest” (v. 7) who acts. 

Third, stressing the failure of the Levites to guard the people and holy 
dwelling of God, we see that a “plague” broke out in the camp, just as God 
said would happen if the Levites failed in their duty. Number 8:19 explains, 

And I have given the Levites as a gift to Aaron and his sons from among the people 

of Israel, to do the service for the people of Israel at the tent of meeting and to make 

atonement for the people of Israel, that there may be no plague (něḡěp) among the 

people of Israel when the people of Israel come near the sanctuary.

If a plague has befallen Israel in Numbers 25:8, Numbers 8:19 indicates 
the Levites are to blame. Moreover, if we remember the concentric circles 
of camp (Num 2–3) and that each layer has greater holiness,51 then when 
Number 25:6 says Moses and the priests were able to see an Israelite man 
bringing his Moabite woman into the camp, it means that impurity of the 
greatest degree has drawn near to God. 

In response, Phinehas steps forward from his priestly position at God’s 
altar to execute justice where the Levites failed. Keeping Exodus 29:37 and 
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30:29 in mind, which state that “whatever touches the altar shall become 
holy,” Phinehas’s actions result in the holiness of God breaking out into the 
camp, by means of this faithful priest (Num 25:7–8).52 Numbers 25:10–13 
explains the effect of this priestly service:  

And the Lord said to Moses, “Phinehas the son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the priest, 

has turned back my wrath from the people of Israel, in that he was jealous with my 

jealousy among them, so that I did not consume the people of Israel in my jealousy. 

Therefore say, ‘Behold, I give to him my covenant of peace, and it shall be to him and 

to his descendants after him the covenant of a perpetual priesthood, because he was 

jealous for his God and made atonement for the people of Israel.’” 

Because of Phinehas’ priestly action, he and his posterity are rewarded with a 
“covenant of perpetual priesthood” (v. 13). But we should remember that Aaron 
and his sons had already possessed a perpetual priesthood through their anointing 
in Exodus 40:15. So this covenant is not just for them. Rather, as Malachi calls 
it a “covenant with Levi,” we learn this covenant is for the whole tribe. A son of 
Aaron secures it, but it is applied to all the sons of Levi, as this priest “redeems” 
the Levites who had failed to keep their sacred duty. On this point, Roy Gane 
makes an insightful connection between the covenant with Levi and the cove-
nant with David, one that may provide a key insight into how the Sinai covenant 
added two more covenants—one priestly, one kingly. He states, 

God’s covenant of eternal priesthood for Phinehas is similar to the later divine 

covenant of dynastic monarchy for David (2 Sam. 7; Ps. 89). Both covenants promise 

loyal individuals that they and their descendants will fill existing institutional 

positions of national leadership within the framework of the covenant established 

with Israel at Sinai.53  

Though it goes beyond the scope of this paper, it is remarkable that Numbers 25 
and 2 Samuel 7 (cf. 1 Chron 16) present two covenants that carry forward the 
missing element of the Sinai Covenant. While Israel remains God’s “treasured 
possession” (segullâ) and holy people (see Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:19; 28:9), they 
are no longer “a kingdom of priests.” Instead, they will become a kingdom with 
priests, where each institution has a specific covenant. 

In the flow of covenantal history, it will not be until the new covenant 
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that these two covenants find their terminus in Christ. As Gane concludes, 
“According the New Testament, Christ occupies both positions within the ‘new 
covenant’: He is the eternal High Priest (but after the order of Melchizedek, 
Heb. 7) and the Davidic King (e.g., Mark 11:19 Luke 1:32–33; Rev. 19:11–16; 
22:16).”54 While many biblical theologies move from Israel to David with little 
attention to Levi, it seems the covenant with Levi should be given a greater 
hearing to better understand (1) what became of the royal priestly promise in 
Exodus 19:6 and (2) how the new covenant fulfills the old covenant as Christ 
reunites the offices of priest and king (cf. Heb 5:5–6). 

Still, to understand the logic of this priestly covenant requires that we see 
how the rest of the OT understands Numbers 25. And this leads us to a brief 
consideration of Malachi, the only place where the “covenant with Levi” (v. 
4) is named. Importantly, this is also the place (3:1–4), where God promises 
to purify his Levites, suggesting that what happened in Numbers 25 is typo-
logical of what Christ will do as he establishes a new covenant that fulfills the 
covenants with Israel, Levi, and David.55 

Standing on multiple linguistic connections with Numbers 25,56 Malachi 
goes on to tell of a day when God will purify the Levites (3:1–4). Just as 
Phinehas purified the Levites and God made a covenant to establish them as 
servants in Israel, so these events foreshadow the later and greater fulfillment 
of Christ and his Church. For, just as Phinehas leaves the altar to purify the 
people in the camp, so Jesus as a better priest makes his disciples clean when 
he begins to heal his people and pronounce forgiveness outside the temple.57

Returning to the textual horizon of Numbers, we see the covenant with Levi 
is granted “because he [Phinehas] was jealous for his God and made atonement 
for the people of Israel” (Num 25:13). Notice the conditionality of this state-
ment. Just as Abraham was at first granted a land, a people, and God’s blessed 
presence in God’s covenant with him (see Gen 12:1–3; 15:1–7; 17:1–6), 
Abraham’s priestly actions later secured God’s covenant with him because he 
obeyed God’s voice (see Gen 22:18; 26:5).58 Likewise, Israel as a nation was 
granted the right to be a kingdom of priests, but because they failed to obey 
God’s voice after promising to do so in Exodus 19:8 (cf. 24:3, 7) they could not 
continue to be a nation of priests. Rather, as episodes in Exodus and Numbers 
have demonstrated, the priests in Israel are the ones who obey God’s voice.

In the end, the events of Numbers 25 conjoin without confusing the roles 
of priest and Levite. While the Levites should have dispatched of Zimri and 
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Cozbi as they approached the tent of meeting, they did not. Rather, it was the 
grandson of Aaron who did. In this way, he took the place of the Levites to fulfill 
their role, and in the process he secured a covenant that redeemed his brothers 
and made an ongoing union between priest and Levite. Indeed, because this 
“covenant with Levi” is the definitive event in Numbers for establishing the 
“Levitical priesthood,” we are almost in a position to conclude. But first, we need 
to consider one more passage—Numbers 35 and the death of the “high priest.”

Numbers 35: The Substitutionary Death of the High Priest
Until now Moses has not used the term “high priest” (kōhēn gādōl). Leviticus 
21:10 spoke of “the priest who is chief among his brothers [hakōhēn hagādōl 
mevehāy], on whose head the anointing oil is poured and who has been con-
secrated to wear the garments,” a clear reference to the high priest. However, 
until Aaron died (Num 20:22–29) and God established the covenant with 
Levi (Num 25:1–13), “high priest” is not used.59 Still, it is less the title that 
demands attention and more the effect of the high priest’s death in Israel.

In Numbers 35 Moses describes two kinds of cities—cities for Levites (vv. 
1–8) and cities for manslayers (vv. 9–34). The former place priestly assistants 
throughout the land so that “the presence and holiness of God ... [would be] 
distributed over the entire land.”60 Functionally, the Levites would teach the 
people the Law, so that they would be ready to worship in Jerusalem (cf. Deut 
33:10a; 2 Chron 35:3; Neh 8:7, 9).61 In total, there were forty-eight cities 
given to the Levites, but six were designated as “cities of refuge” (v. 6). It is the 
stipulations associated with these six cities that relate to the high priest’s death. 

In explaining the laws concerning who is qualified for safety in the cities of 
refuge (vv. 9–34), Moses says the manslayer must remain in the city until the 
death of the high priest (v. 28). Like the Passover, where the firstborn took 
shelter behind the blood the lamb, the manslayer was required to take refuge 
in the designated city until the death of the high priest. In this context, verse 
31 says no ransom shall be given for the murderer, but also “you shall accept 
no ransom for him who has fled to his city of refuge, that he may return to 
dwell in the land before the death of the high priest.”

In these words, Moses makes an important distinction between the murderer 
and manslayer, even as he affirms that the shedding of any innocent blood pol-
lutes the land (vv. 33–34). Therefore, the manslayer could not roam freely in the 
land until his uncleanness was covered. Still, no animal sacrifice could ransom 
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him either. In the logic of the passage, it is only the death of the high priest 
that could “ransom” him.62 As Numbers 35 explains, only “after the death of the 
high priest” could the manslayer “return to the land of his possession” (v. 28).63 

In the context of Numbers this language of “possession” goes back to a 
verse like Numbers 32:32, which reads, “We will pass over armed before the 
Lord into the land of Canaan, and the possession of our inheritance shall 
remain with us beyond the Jordan.” While the man took shelter in the city 
of refuge, he could not enjoy “the possession of his inheritance”—an inher-
itance associated with the system of primogeniture in Israel. Accordingly, as 
Numbers concludes, it puts in place a substitutionary atonement, one that 
is even more costly than the Passover. While the Passover substituted an 
unblemished lamb in the place of firstborns, the law of Numbers 35 substi-
tutes an unblemished man (i.e., high priest) for the manslayer.

Just as the Passover lamb ransomed the firstborn sons of Israel (i.e., the ones 
who would be given the inheritance, see Deut 21:15–17), so this provision 
for shelter and release at the point of the high priest’s death made a provision 
for the sons of Israel to return to their inheritance (i.e., the land) after the 
death of the high priest. In this way, the death of the high priest serves a role 
as significant as that of the Passover lamb, releasing the man from his sentence 
to death and enabling him to return the land of the living.

While only a faint allusion, Hebrews may pick up this high priestly substitu-
tion with its covenantal effects. Contrasting the priestly order of Melchizedek 
with the priestly order of Aaron, Hebrews 7:11–12 read,

Now if perfection had been attainable through the Levitical priesthood (for under it the 

people received the law), what further need would there have been for another priest to 

arise after the order of Melchizedek, rather than one named after the order of Aaron? For 

when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well.

Importantly, this passage completes the argument being made in this article, 
even as it sets us up to investigate the “Levitical priesthood” in Deuteronomy 
(a query for another day). In Hebrews 7, the Levitical priesthood is defined 
as “the order of Aaron,” not the order of Levi. This reiterates the point that 
the whole priestly system ran from Aaron down to the Levites and then the 
people (cf. Psalm 133). Yet, because of Aaron’s inherit weakness, this priestly 
order would always require renewal. 
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In the Pentateuch itself, the death of Aaron meant that the priesthood would 
be renewed every few years. The instructions for such priestly consecration 
are given in Leviticus 8–9; then Numbers 35 tells us to expect the ongoing 
replacement of priests, because death prevented them from continuing in office 
(Heb 7:23). Nevertheless, such a death of the high priest was not ineffectual, as 
it effectively released any manslayer (even multiple manslayers) from captivity 
to enjoy the possession of his inheritance once again. Truly, this death of the 
high priest anticipated a greater substitution through the death and resurrection 
of a greater high priest. Thus, the point Hebrews picks up the inner logic of the 
Levitical priesthood, where Jesus as the firstborn from the dead is not only a 
greater sacrifice but also a greater high priest who dies to ransom his people. 
His death not only paid the penalty under the new law, but as Hebrews 8–9 
indicate, it established a new covenant—for as Numbers 35 teaches the death 
of a high priest resets the laws in the land.

Putting the Priests and Levites Together: Approaching 
Deuteronomy and New Covenant Priesthood

All in all, when we put Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers together, we learn 
there is more to the Levitical priesthood than we may have first realized. In 
fact, to speak in general terms about Levi as the priestly tribe is like saying the 
Bible is a book about God—end of story. Of course, Levi is Israel’s priestly 
tribe (cf. Num 17), but this generalization misses how they became a priestly 
tribe. And in missing this point, we miss how Christ became a high priest 
with his own kingdom of priests.

By  looking more carefully at the chronology of Exodus, Leviticus, and Num-
bers we are better equipped to understand what Moses said in Exodus 19:6 and 
what he would say about the “Levitical priesthood” in Deuteronomy. As stated 
at the onset, Moses only used this term (“Levitical priesthood”) in his final book 
(Deut 17:9, 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9). From what we have seen here, it is plausible 
that this language is shorthand for the whole system of “the priests the Levites” 
(hakōhanîm haleviyyim). An inquiry still remains to consider how Moses applies 
these terms in Deuteronomy, but from Exodus–Numbers we learn origins of 
and relations between the household of Aaron and the household of Levi (cf. 
Ps 135:19–20).

In this article, I have sought to trace the construction of this system of 
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mediation in the books leading up to Deuteronomy. I have shown how Israel 
as kingdom of priests became a kingdom with priests and Levites, through 
a series of sinful steps and divine responses. In this way, I have intended to 
advance the conversation about priesthood in the Pentateuch, even though 
consideration of Deuteronomy remains. 

Nevertheless, we find in the middle books of the Pentateuch a significant 
history—a schematic, perhaps?—of how God makes a kingdom of priests. 
Whereas Israel, as God’s firstborn, was originally intended to be a kingdom 
of priests, it failed to arrive at that goal. That being the case, the royal priestly 
goal of God’s people remained, as did the steps to priesthood. 

Thus, in the rest of the OT, the covenant of Sinai was advanced by two 
covenants—one priestly, one royal. Likewise, when God made a new cove-
nant through Jesus Christ, the “royal priesthood” returned.64 As 1 Peter 2:5, 9 
indicates, the Church—composed of Jews and Gentiles—is God’s kingdom 
of priests (cf. Exod 19:6). While Israel remained God’s “treasured possession” 
and “people holy to the Lord” (Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:19; 28:9), under the old 
covenant, priesthood was isolated to the tribe of Levi.65 The firstborn sons 
lost their priestly standing at the golden calf, with the tribe of Levi taking 
their place. Under the new covenant, however, the priesthood of Christ has 
made a way for all disciples to be heirs of the kingdom, children of God, and 
priests in his temple. 

What Israel failed to attain because of their sinfulness and Aaron’s weakness, 
the new covenant people of God have attained because of Christ’s sinlessness 
and strength. As the Prophets promised (e.g., Jer 33:14–25; Mal 3:1–4), the 
Lord has reestablished the Levitical priesthood and purified the Levites. Only 
he has not done that by continuing the covenant to Levi.66 As this article has 
argued, Levi was never intended to be the priestly tribe; it was always the 
placeholder for the firstborn sons. Therefore, at the right time, God sent his 
Son to redeem a people from every nation and make them priests and Levites 
in his kingdom, just as Isaiah 66:20–21 promised.

Still—and this is where the chronology of the priesthood in the Pentateuch 
really matters!—God created this new covenant priesthood in the same order. 
First, he chose Christ to be his high priest, like he chose Aaron. Then, through 
his perfect obedience, Jesus proved his sonship, and his qualifications to be 
priest. By his death, he redeemed people seeking shelter for their bloodshed 
and he established a new legal situation (a new covenant) for the world, just 
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like the Numbers 35 describes. Moreover, in restoring the firstborns to their 
rightful position of royal priesthood, Jesus’s death both purified the Levites 
(Mal 3:1–4) and added new priests and Levites to the fold. As Ephesians 4:8 
picks up the language of Psalm 68:18, which in turn picks up the language 
from Numbers, we see how God “gave” men and women as gifts to Christ.67 
The effect of these gifts makes Jesus a high priest like Aaron, who received 
the gift of Levites in Numbers 8 and 18. In all these ways, the old covenant 
priesthood is a shadow of Christ and his priesthood. But more, the specific 
order of operations that occurred in Exodus–Numbers also anticipates the 
outworking of Christ’s death and resurrection and the establishment of the 
Church as God’s kingdom of priests.

For this reason, we who prize the finished work of Christ and the ongoing 
intercession of his high priesthood must continue to see how God established 
the first priesthood, so that we might better understand the establishment 
of the second. Truly, the details of the priesthood are not simply fodder for 
the likes of Julius Wellhausen or Roman Catholic bishops. Rather, Moses’s 
details about the priesthood help us to understand our own salvation and how 
Jesus Christ finished work has made the church a kingdom of priests. Indeed, 
studying the priestly history of Israel is studying the Church’s pre-history, for 
in Christ we are a kingdom of priests, the fulfillment of Exodus 19:6 and the 
rest of the Pentateuch. 

1 Most modern English versions translate hakōhanîm haleviyyim as “Levitical priests” (ESV, NIV, NASB, CSB, 
etc.). The KJV translates it more literally, “the priests the Levites,” indicating, more woodenly, the construction 
of the original Hebrew. This article will not tackle the translation of this phrase or grammatical construction 
which permits “Levitical priesthood.” For such a discussion, see the older but thorough work of Samuel Ives 
Curtiss, The Levitical Priests: A Contribution of the Pentateuch (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1877). This article reads 
the Pentateuch as a whole, giving a (chrono)logical explanation of the system of mediation that includes 
priests and Levites. Another article is required to consider the best way to translate Deut 17:9, etc., and how 
these verses might relate to the content of Exodus–Numbers. This article will focus on Exodus to Numbers.

2 See e.g., Belgic Confession, Art. XXI; Westminster Confession of Faith Chap. XIII, Second London Baptist 
Confession VIII.1, 9, 10.

3 The article best outlining the role of an OT priest maybe that of Peter Leithart, “Attendants of Yahweh’s 
House: Priesthood in the Old Testament,” JSOT 85 (1999): 3–24. T. J. Betts, Ezekiel the Priest: A Custodian of 
Tôrâ (Studies in Biblical Literature, vol. 74; New York: Peter Lang, 2005), 17–45, offers perspective on the 
priestly role of teaching. Historically, Bryan Stewart, Priests of My People: Levitical Paradigms for Early Christian 
Ministers (Patristic Studies, vol. 11; New York: Peter Lang, 2015), provides an illuminating look at how 
Levitical typology, especially with respect to teaching, guarding, and general administration, informed the 
role of “priests” in the early church.

4 Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Israel (trans. J. S. Black and A. Menzies; Edinburgh: Adam and 
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Charles Black, 1885). More recently, we find other scholars following and adjusting the priestly vision of 
Wellhausen. Deborah W. Rooke, Zadok’s Heirs: The Role and Development of the High Priesthood in Ancient Israel 
(Oxford: OUP, 2000); Mark S. Smith, The Priestly Vision of Genesis 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010).

5 David Schrock, “Restoring the Image of God: A Corporate Filial Approach to the ‘Royal Priesthood’ in Exodus 
19:6” SBJT 22.2 (2018): 25–60. Even at Sinai, there is evidence of priestly service offered by firstborn sons. 
Anticipating part of the argument of this article, Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., concludes, “It must be a reference to the 
“firstborn” of every family who were dedicated and consecrated to God (Exod. 13:2). Only later was the tribe 
of Levi substituted for each firstborn male (Num. 3:45).” Exodus, in vol. 2 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary 
(ed. Frank E. Gaebelein; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 49.

6 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God (NSBT 17; Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 120–21.

7 The goal of this article is to watch the development of the priesthood, not its final form, yet it will not consider 
the book of Deuteronomy. A full investigation of priests and Levites in Deuteronomy must await another article. 

8 This is the place where Andrew Malone begins his study of the priesthood in God’s Mediators: A Biblical Theology 
of Priesthood (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2017), ch. 2.

9 Though we might overlook the fact that divine choice is a qualification for priestly service, the author of 
Hebrews does not. Hebrews 5 states, “For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act 
on behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins ... And no one takes this honor for 
himself, but only when called by God, just as Aaron was” (vv. 1, 4)

10 As I argue in The Royal Priesthood and the Glory of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, forthcoming), there is evidence 
that Levi’s actions in Genesis 34 anticipate his latter priesthood, but this providential arrangement of history 
and inspired penmenship of Moses does not change the fact that nothing in the text has yet identified Levi 
as a priestly tribe. 

11 Some commentators identify Levi as the object [“him”] of 1 Sam 2:28 (“Did I choose him out of all the 
tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, to wear an ephod before me? I gave to 
the house of your father all my offerings by fire from the people of Israel”), but the better reading identifies 
Aaron as the one chosen. Samuel Ives Curtiss, The Levitical Priests: A Contribution of the Pentateuch (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1877), 27, 29.  

12 The name of Aaron appears 33 times (Exod 28:1 [3x], 2, 3, 4, 12, 29, [2x], 25, 38 [2x], 40, 41, 43; 29:4, 5, 
9 [2x], 10, 15, 19, 20, 21, 24, 26, 27, 28, 29, 32, 35, 44). Aaron’s sons are mentioned 25 times (Exod 28:1 
(2x), 4, 40, 41, 43; 29:4, 8, 9, 10, 15, 19, 20, 21 (4x), 24, 27, 28, 29, 30, 32, 35, 44). Likewise, these priestly 
sons are always set against the “sons of Israel” is used 12 times in these two chapters: 28:1, 9, 11, 12, 21, 29, 
30, 38; 29:28 (2x), 43, 45.

13 As opposed to those exegeting a specific text from the Pentateuch. 
14 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy (NAC; Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 267. Emphasis mine.
15 D. A. Carson, For the Love of God, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998).
16 My two illustrations are not based on works dealing explicitly with Exodus, because I want to show how 

faithful scholars “remember” the founding of the priesthood. My argument is that our memory is blurry; 
most remember Levi as a priestly tribe, but not how the Levites were added to the priests, and that the sons 
of Aaron—not the tribe of Levi—were chosen first.

17 On the connection between Aaron and Adam, see L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the 
Lord? A Biblical Theology of the Book of Leviticus (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2015), 42.

18 Exod 28:1, 9, 11, 12, 21, 29, 30, 38; 29:28 [2x], 43, 45.
19 From a close reading of the genealogies, we discover Aaron married a daughter of Judah (Exod 6:23), thus 

making his sons “royal priests.” Cf. Malone, God’s Mediators, 83–84.
20 John A. Davies, A Royal Priesthood: Literary and Intertextual Perspectives on an Image of Israel in Exodus 19:6 (New 

York: T&T Clark, 2004), 165–69.
21 For discussion of this passage, see Scott Hahn, Kinship by Covenant: A Canonical Approach to the Fulfillment of 

God’s Saving Promises (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 136–75. Though Hahn’s book makes its way 
to defending the Roman Catholic position on priesthood, he is one of the few who tackle the covenant with 
Levi and the impact of Exodus 32 on God’s covenant with Israel.

22 Exod 32:11–13; 32:31–32; 33:12–18; 34:9. For a detailed discussion of this intercession, see W. Ross 
Blackburn, The God Who Makes Himself Known: The Missionary Heart of the Book of Exodus (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2018), 168–85.

23 T. F. Torrance, Royal Priesthood: A Theology of Ordained Ministry, 2nd Ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 5.
24 The definitive passage on God’s choice of the Levites is Deut 33:8–11. It states,
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 And of Levi he said, “Give to Levi your Thummim, and your Urim to your godly one, whom you tested at 
Massah, with whom you quarreled at the waters of Meribah; who said of his father and mother, ‘I regard 
them not’; he disowned his brothers and ignored his children. For they observed your word and kept your 
covenant. They shall teach Jacob your rules and Israel your law; they shall put incense before you and whole 
burnt offerings on your altar. Bless, O LORD, his substance, and accept the work of his hands; crush the 
loins of his adversaries, of those who hate him, that they rise not again.”

   We will return to this passage at the conclusion of this article.
25 For a full discussion of Deut 10:8, see Curtiss, The Levitical Priests, 9–21. His conclusion is that this verse, often 

adduced to ascribed priestly functions to the Levites does nothing of the kind. The actions of the Levites listed 
in v. 8 (e.g., carrying of the ark, standing before the Lord, and blessing the people) are all better explained by 
maintaining a distinction between priests who stand at the altar and Levites who stand around the perimeter. 
This distinction will be explained when we consider the book of Numbers.

26 Following R. B. Y. Scott, “A Kingdom of Priests” (Exodus 19:6),” OTS 8 (1950): 213–19, Davies, A Royal 
Priesthood, 69, lists five different ways Exod 19:6 has been taken: 

(1) ‘a kingdom composed of priests’(by which Scott understands those who individually have access to 
God as may be implied by the New Testament references); or

(2) ‘a kingdom possessing a legitimate priesthood’; or
(3) ‘a kingdom with a collective priestly responsibility on behalf of all peoples’; or
(4) ‘a kingdom ruled by priests’; or
(5) ‘a kingdom set apart and possessing collectively, alone among all people, the right to approach the altar 

Yahweh.’
  My argument is that making a mutually-exclusive decision between static arrangements misses the malleability 

of the Sinai Covenant. For instead of giving us the final form of God’s covenant with Israel at Sinai, the rest 
of the Pentateuch shows how the Sinai covenant is threatened by Israel’s sin and then strengthened by the 
Levitical covenant, etc. Moreover, the original arrangement with Israel is changed as sins break the covenant 
and layers of priests are added to reinforce the covenant. All in all, it is my contention that what was offered 
to Israel at Sinai is not the same as what they take into the Land. The proof of this argument is found in the 
pages of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

27 There remains within Israel a compulsion to return to Eden where God’s son was a priest-king. For instance, 
the rest of the OT recounts kings acting like priests (David and Solomon) and priests gravitating towards 
the crown (e.g., Jehoiada the priest who was buried with the kings). Moreover, if we remember Aaron’s 
priestly garb is regal in appearance (Davies, Royal Priesthood, 157–61) and his sons are all heirs of Judah and 
Levi (Malone, God’s Mediators, 83–84), then we also find in the history of Israel an ongoing pattern of royal 
priesthood. Add to this the memory of Melchizedek in the annals of Israel’s past, and it is not surprising that 
the Latter Prophets call for a royal priest (cf. Ps 110; Jer 30:21; Zech 3:1–10; 6:9–15).

28 Davies work on this subject is the most comprehensive (Royal Priesthood, 189–237). He traces the way 
“kingdom of priests” echoes throughout the OT. Unlike other elements of the covenant, this blessed title 
never again lands on Israel. It is not until 1 Pet 2:5, 9 that the new covenant people of God—comprised of 
Jews and Gentiles—are called a “kingdom of priests.”

29 As Hahn notes, “God had promised Israel at Sinai: ‘If you keep my covenant ... then you will be a kingdom 
of priests’ (Exod 19:5–6). Israel failed to fulfill its vocations; it failed to ‘keep the covenant.’ Consequently, 
Israel loses the right to serve God as a ‘kingdom of priests.’ The expression ‘kingdom of priests’ is not applied to 
Old Testament Israel as a nation ever again (see 1 Pet 2:9).” Kinship through Covenant, 144, emphasis mine. With 
notable differences, Hahn’s approach to the Levitical covenant has been formative for my own argument.

30 Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (ABC; New York: Double-
day, 1991), 1. Emphasis mine. Going further, he explains, “In Hellenistic times, the term “Levites” meant 
priests, and this is what the Septuagint (Greek) and Vulgate (Latin) title Levitikon ‘Leviticus’ means. It is 
equivalent to the rabbinic title tôrat kōhanîm ‘the manual of the Priests’ (Meg. 3:5; m. Menah 4:3) and that 
of the Peshitta (Syriac) siprā’ dekahanā’ ‘The Book of the Priests.’ The Levites, however, are mentioned only 
in one small passage of Leviticus (25:32–34), almost as an afterthought and in a noncultic context” (ibid.).

31 Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord?, 29. On the structure of Leviticus, he notes: “While aca-
demic dispute over the structure of Leviticus will probably continue, it is significant that a number of scholars, 
perhaps the widest consensus, accept Leviticus 16 as the literary and theological centre ... Mary Douglas infers 
that atonement is the central theme of Leviticus, as does Moshe Kline, who believes the reader of Leviticus 
is placed in a position analogous to the high priest on the Day of Atonement, following the path of holiness 
through the courtyard, holy place and holy of holies to the centre of the book” (ibid., 32). 
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32 Ibid., 38.
33 This figure approximates a diagram by Morales (ibid., 29).
34 Arie C. Leder, quoted by Morales (Who Shall Ascend, 24), states, “In the concentric structure of the Pentateuch 

parallels between Exodus and Numbers suggest that they constitute a frame for Leviticus. Parallels between 
Genesis and Deuteronomy not only frame Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers thematically, they also provide 
the beginning and conclusion to the linear sequence of the entire pentateuchal narrative. Thus, Genesis 
through Deuteronomy exhibits an ABCB'A' organizational format in which Deuteronomy returns to and 
complements the themes of Genesis, and Numbers returns to and complements the themes of Exodus. This 
leaves Leviticus occupying the narrative centre of the Pentateuch.” A. C. Leder, Waiting for the Land: The Story 
Line of the Pentateuch (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010), 34–35.

35 As Morales argues persuasively, “By examining the highest macrostructural level of the Pentateuch one is able 
to sound out the deepest level—the bedrock—of its meaning. In doing so we will find that the final shape of 
the Pentateuch sets up the priestly cultus quite literally as a light upon a hill.”  Ibid., 23.

36 Malone, God’s Mediators, 15. Here is a full list of kohen, excising those instances which refer directly to Aaron, 
his sons, or “anointed priests” mentioned above: 1:9, 12, 13, 15, 17; 2:2, 8, 9, 16; 3:11, 16; 4:6, 7, 10, 17, 
20, 25, 26, 30, 31 [2x], 34, 35 [2x]; 5:6, 8, 10, 12 [2x], 13 [2x], 16 [2x], 18 [2x]; 6:6, 7, 10, 12, 22, 23, 26; 
7:5, 7, 8, 9, 14, 31, 32; 12:6, 8; 13:3 [2x], 4, 5 [2x], 6 [2x], 7 [2x], 8 [2x], 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17 [2x], 
19, 20 [2x], 21 [2x], 22, 23, 25 [2x], 26 [2x], 27 [2x], 28, 30 [2x], 31 [2x], 32, 33, 34 [2x], 36 [2x], 37, 39, 
43, 44, 49, 50, 53, 54, 55, 56; 14:2, 3 [2x], 4, 5, 11, 12,13, 14 [2x], 15, 17, 18 [2x], 19, 20 [2x], 23, 24 [2x], 
25, 26, 28, 29, 31, 35, 36 [3x], 38, 39, 40, 44, 48 [2x]; 15:14, 15 [2x], 29, 30 [2x], cf. vv. 16, 27; 16:32, 33; 
17:5, 6; 19:22; 21:9, 10; 22:10, 11, 12, 13, 14; 23:10, 11, 20 [2x]; 27:8 [3x], 11, 12 [2x], 14 [2x], 18, 21, 23.

37 Cf. Philip P. Jenson, Graded Holiness: A Key to the Priestly Conception of the World (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1992), 115–48.

38 The logic of this separation is based upon the layers of holiness that increase as one moves closer to the 
holy of holies.

39 Ernst Jenni and Claus Westermann, Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: Peabody, 1997), 778.  
40 By their connection to Aaron, by way of his son Ithamar, the Levites are entered into the service of the 

tabernacle, something developed more fully in Numbers. More specifically, we might find in the language of 
“under the hand of Ithamar” (b'yad îtāmār) an allusion to an important identification of priesthood in Israel. 
In Exodus and Leviticus, the priests were ordained by something called “filling the hand” (see Exod 28:41; 
29:9, 29, 33, 35; 32:29). While most English translations gloss this term with the word “ordained,” the idea 
is one of filling the hand with anointed oil, thus setting apart the priests for consecrated service. As Jenni 
and Westermann note, “fill the hand” means “the transfer of a person, a population, a realm, etc., into the 
hands of a particular individual. In Hebrew, however, this phrase “is restricted to the cultic realm and means 
the investiture of priests and Levites (Exod 28:41; 29:29; cf. 32:29; Lev 8:33; Judg 17:5, 12; 1 Kgs 13:33; 2 
Chron 13:9, etc.)” ( Jenni and Westermann, TLOT, 500). In other words, the placement of the Levites “under 
the hand of Ithamar” (NASB) is suggestive of the way in which the Levites derived their priestly marching 
orders. If priests were ordained by “filling the hand,” might Ithamar’s hand be the extension by which the 
Levites were made “priests”? In light of Ithamar’s place with the Levites, I would suggest the Levites status 
as priestly assistants comes from their close proximity to Aaron and his sons. 

41 On the linguistic connection between Adam and the Levites, see G. K. Beale, “Adam as the First Priest in 
Eden as the Garden Temple,” SBJT 22.2 (2018): 10–11.

42 Cf. Seth Leeman, “Luke’s Priestly Messiah” (ThM Thesis., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2019).
43 Num 5:8, 9, 10, 15, 16, 17, 18 (2x), 19, 23, 25, 26, 30.
44 “Through this institution [the Nazirite vow], the ordinary Israelite was given a status resembling a priest, 

for he too became ‘holy to the Lord’ (Lev. 21:6; Num. 6:8).” Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (The JPS Torah Com-
mentary; Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 355.

45 Actually, there are two steps in this fall. First, in Numbers 16 Korah leads a rebellion of the Levites. Next, 
Numbers 25 indicates negligence on behalf of the Levites. We will consider each in due course. 

46 Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 304, observes, “The 
likelihood is that this groups of two hundred fifty was made up from other tribes than the Levites as well as 
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Introduction

I recently attended a funeral where the man presiding over the graveside 
service announced his authority to perform his ministerial duties by holding 
the office of the Melchizedekian priesthood. While such a statement might 
have been a shock to many Christians, I was not surprised by his claim. 
Many of my neighbors also believe they are either Aaronic or Melchize-
dekian priests.1 I live in Utah, the mecca of Mormonism, and Mormons are 
passionate about the priesthood. Sadly, their zeal is without knowledge. The 
LDS theology of priesthood is unbiblical and built on a different foundation 
than the inspired text of the Bible.

While Mormons are zealous, though misguided, about the Melchizedekian 
priesthood (and Aaronic for that matter), many Christians struggle to make 
sense out of the enigmatic figure Melchizedek. Even for diligent students of 
the Bible, Melchizedek remains a mystery. His name appears only twice in 
the Old Testament (OT) (Gen 14:18; Ps 110:4). He arrives on the scene in 
Genesis 14 only to disappear from the narrative as quickly as he appeared—in 
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the span of three verses (Gen 14:18–20)! Nevertheless, the Melchizedekian 
priesthood, not the Aaronic, is fundamental to David’s messianic hope and 
essential to the saving work of Christ (cf. Ps 110:4; Heb 7). 

With such meager time on the stage in the drama of redemption, why 
did Melchizedek occupy a central place of importance in David’s messianic 
expectation? Answers to this question in the modern period vary widely. 
Critical scholars generally reject Davidic authorship of Psalm 110 and attempt 
to interpret this psalm by reconstructing the historical events surrounding 
the rise of Israel’s monarchy. In their view, Psalm 110 was politically charged, 
attempting to unite Jerusalem’s Jebusite cult with the Israelite monarchy. 
Consequently, Melchizedek’s appearance in the Genesis narrative must have 
been redacted during the Davidic age in order to link the Jebusite priest-king 
Melchizedek with Abraham, the father of Israel.2

Taking a different approach to Psalm 110, conservative scholarship has 
emphasized typological connections between Melchizedek, David, and Jesus, 
and has rightly understood the psalm as a prophetic announcement of a future 
Messiah who will hold the office of priesthood permanently.3 However, what 
is often lacking in treatments of Psalm 110 is a robust biblical-theological 
development of how Psalm 110:4 fits into the storyline of Scripture. Even 
for some who accept Davidic authorship and the unity of the Bible, Psalm 
110:4 appears to be an unexplainable anomaly that makes sense only as an 
act of new special revelation. For example, M. J. Paul writes, “At a moment the 
Lord revealed to David—how we do not know—that one of the descendants 
of David should be a priest.”4 Similarly, John Aloisi suggests that David may 
have received “new revelation” about the Messiah’s priesthood when penning 
Psalm 110.5 Such suggestions highlight the need for more biblical-theological 
reflection on Psalm 110 and the Melchizedekian priesthood. 

This article will develop a biblical-theological reading of the Melchizedekian 
priesthood in David’s messianic hope by situating Psalm 110 in the covenantal 
storyline of Scripture.6 I will argue that the Messiah’s Melchizedekian priest-
hood is an expression of the office of priest-king originally given to Adam at 
creation and the order of priesthood associated with the Abrahamic covenant 
and redemption. Melchizedek was the kind of servant-king Adam was sup-
posed to be, and his priesthood, unlike the temporal Levitical priesthood, is 
the order of priesthood capable of mediating the promises of the Abrahamic 
covenant to the nations. David realized that God would fulfill his promises to 
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Abraham through his (David’s) line by establishing a king holding the office 
of a permanent priesthood patterned after the priest-king Melchizedek. 

To develop this argument, I will first give a brief exposition of Psalm 
110 to demonstrate the psalm’s dependence on earlier Scripture and the 
biblical-theological themes contained therein. Second, I will examine the 
Melchizedek episode of Genesis 14:17–24 within the literary context of 
Genesis to demonstrate Melchizedek’s solidarity with Adam and Noah, and 
his close association with the Abrahamic covenant. Third, I will consider 
the narratives of 1–2 Samuel to determine how the patterns of David’s own 
life and the content of the Davidic covenant led David to the realization 
that the Messiah would be a priest after the order of Melchizedek. Fourth, 
I will turn to the New Testament (NT) to examine the book of Hebrews 
and how it interprets Psalm 110 as part of Scripture’s unified storyline from 
Adam to Jesus to demonstrate the significance of Christ’s priesthood for the 
salvation of his people. 

Brief Exposition of Psalm 110

Psalm 110 has a chiastic structure consisting of two stanzas (vv. 1–3 and 
4–7) with each stanza containing 74 syllables. Robert Alden articulates the 
chiasm as follows:7

1. A  The Lord installs the king

2.    B   The king is sent out to conquer

3.          C  The day of power

4.               D  The Lord swears a solemn oath

5.          C1  The day of wrath

6.    B1  The king goes out to conquer

7. A1  The Lord installs the king

The chiastic structure highlights the centrality of the Lord’s oath and the 
Melchizedekian priesthood of David’s Lord while verses 1–3 and 5–7 offer 
parallel descriptions of the power of this priest-king over his enemies. 
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Psalm 110:1–3
Verse one begins by announcing Yahweh’s declaration (נאם) to David’s Lord 
 Though endless debates exist about the identity of David’s Lord, the .(אדני)
most probable recipient of Yahweh’s declaration is David’s greater son, the 
same messianic king spoken of in 2 Samuel 7:12–16.8 According to Psalm 
110:1, the אדני reigns from the “right hand” of Yahweh, a metaphorical 
reference to God’s power and authority.9 His right to rule is not intrinsic to 
himself, but according to Leslie Allen, “as a vicegerent and representative, 
deriving authority from his divine counterpart.”10 This kind of representational 
rule echoes back to creation and captures part of what it means to bear the 
image of God (cf. Gen 1:26–28). 

The language of “sitting at my right hand” may also highlight the Mes-
siah’s position of access to Yahweh. He sits in God’s presence as Yahweh 
himself extends the Messiah’s mighty scepter from Zion (Ps 110:2). Such 
imagery may suggest that David’s Lord will rule from the heavenly throne 
room of God.11 He seems to enjoy priest-like access to God while medi-
ating God’s power and dynamic rule over the earth. Perhaps, then, even 
before the explicit statement concerning his priesthood (Ps 110:4), verse 
one presents the Messiah in categories consistent not only with the bibli-
cal view of kingship (representational rule), but also priesthood (mediator 
and access to God). 

God guarantees victory for David’s Lord, promising that all of his en-
emies will become a footstool for his feet (Ps 110:1b). David uses similar 
imagery in Psalm 8 where he reflects on Genesis 1:26–28 and the regal au-
thority of mankind over the created realm.12 God gave humanity dominion 
over creation and put “all things under his feet” (Ps 8:6). In a fallen world, 
however, global dominion will also mean subjecting sin and evil to the 
reign of God. David’s Lord will successfully fulfill the divine mandate origi-
nally given to Adam: “Rule!” (רדה, Ps 110:2; cf. Gen 1:28). The imperative 
to rule “powerfully echoes” the creation mandate, but now it is spoken in 
the context of ruling in the midst (ברקב) of evil forces hostile to God.13  

David’s Lord will not be alone in his conquest over evil. Arrayed in 
“holy garments” (הדרי־קדש), the Messiah’s army will voluntarily (נדב) 
enlist themselves in service to the king (cf. Judg 5:2).14 Their attire implies 
that this army is a band of priestly warriors, perhaps picking up the corpo-
rate identity of Israel in Exodus 19:6 as a royal priesthood. These eager vol-
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unteers are not latecomers to the battle, but they arrive at dawn “implying 
their immediate readiness.”15 

What exactly is meant by the final phrase of verse three is difficult 
to determine. A typical proposal is that “to you belongs the dew of your 
youth” refers to the strength and vitality of either the king or his army.16 
If, however, ְַילֻדֶתָך  (“your youth”) is repointed as a Qal perfect first per-
son singular verb with a 2nd person masculine singular suffix, the resulting 
phrase is “I have begotten you” (ְילְדּתיָך). By repointing the preposition-
al phrase  ְלָך (“to you”) as an imperative ֵלְך (“Go!” from the root הלך), 
the final phrase becomes, “Go forth! I have begotten you as the dew.” The 
verbal rendering of ילדתיך finds support in the LXX, Origen, and Syri-
ac Peshitta. Dominique Barthélemy argued for the verbal rendering of  
 ,in Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament. If this reading is correct ילדתיך
then David’s description of the priest-king in Psalm 110 parallels the en-
thronement of the Davidic king in Zion in Psalm 2:7—“You are my son. 
Today I have begotten you.”17  “Begotten” language would not be out of 
place in Psalm 110 because God promised that he would relate to the Da-
vidic king in a father-son relationship (2 Sam 7:12–16). Furthermore, the 
combination of priesthood and kingship in a messianic son would reflect 
a restoration of the image of God and pick up the roles given initially to 
God’s sons Adam and Israel.

Psalm 110:4
Both the solemn oath and mention of priesthood at the center of this psalm 
situate Psalm 110 in the covenantal framework of Scripture. David describes 
the content of God’s oath as the promise of a permanent priest—“You are 
a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.” The exact nuance of “after 
the order of  is difficult to determine, but its meaning must (על־דברתי) ”
be understood in light of the previous clause: “You are a priest forever.” A 
limited term of office does not define Melchizedek’s order of priesthood. 
Clearly, David recognized that what set Melchizedek’s priesthood apart from 
the Levitical priesthood was its abiding and permanent nature. But where 
did God ever swear an oath to establish a permanent Melchizedekian priest? 

The Davidic covenant as described in 2 Samuel 7 contains no oath, 
but Psalms 89 and 132 associate the Davidic covenant with Yahweh’s oath 
(cf. Ps 89:3; 132:11). In Psalm 89, God’s oath establishes David’s “offspring 
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forever” and guarantees an enduring Davidic dynasty. Psalm 132 picks up 
on the same sworn promise and also links the Davidic king with Jerusa-
lem (Ps 132:13–18). Neither Psalm 89 nor Psalm 132 makes any explicit 
mention of Melchizedek or the priesthood of a Davidic king. However, the 
promise of an enduring dynasty and the mention of the Lord’s choice of 
Zion ( Jerusalem) in Psalm 132:13 provide clues as to why David attached 
God’s oath to the promise of a permanent Melchizedekian priest. Some of 
these connections I will explore more fully below as I develop the biblical 
logic informing Psalm 110:4. 

Psalm 110:5–7
Picking up the language of verse one, David resumes the description of what 
the Messiah will accomplish from Yahweh’s “right hand” (Ps 110:5).18 He 
will “shatter kings” (v. 5), judge the nations (v. 6), and shatter the “head” 
 over the wide earth (v. 6). Multiple layers of biblical revelation are (ראש)
probably behind the imagery of these verses. At one level, Psalm 110:4–6 
might be a sustained meditation on the events of Genesis 14.19 The Mes-
siah’s victory over “kings” recalls Abraham’s victory over Chedorlaomer 
and the kings who were with him (Gen 14:17). Genesis 14:5–7 singles out 
Chedorlaomer as a leader among kings who conquers far and wide. David’s 
reference to the “head over the wide earth” in Psalm 110:6 might be his way 
of recasting Chedorlaomer as the seed of the serpent and eschatological 
enemy of God (cf. Gen 3:15). Just as Abraham defeated kings and their 
chief (Chedorlaomer), so too will David’s Lord shatter kings and the chief 
enemy of God. In this way, the Messiah captures the blessing of Melchizedek 
to Abraham—“Blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies 
into your hand” (Gen 14:20). 

At another level, the description of the Messiah’s war against kings and 
nations evokes Joshua’s conquest. The word מלך (“king”) appears 109 
times in the book of Joshua with nearly every occurrence referring to the 
object of Joshua’s demise.20 Like Joshua defeating ungodly kings to take the 
land promised to Abraham, David’s Lord now expands those borders as he 
rules over all the nations of the earth. When his conquest is over, the Mes-
siah will find refreshment from the “brook by the way,” possibly a reference 
to the stream flowing from the eschatological temple of God (Ps 110:7).21 
He will lift his head in triumph, signaling in Bruce Waltke’s words that 
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“[he] is worthy of honor and dominion (cf. Gen 40:13; Judg 8:28; 1 Sam 
2:10; Ps 3:3 [4]; 27:6), and is full of joy (Ps 27:4, 9).”22

From the brief exposition above, it is clear that David gives us a descrip-
tion of the Messiah within the framework of the Bible’s unfolding story. 
Moving forward, the remainder of this article will press into that storyline 
to develop the biblical logic informing Psalm 110:4 and the nature of the 
Melchizedekian priesthood. I will begin with an examination of Genesis 14. 

Melchizedek in Genesis

Melchizedek’s appearance in Genesis 14 is sudden and brief. His apparent 
intrusion into the narrative has led many interpreters to the conclusion that 
Melchizedek’s story is an editorial insertion from the time of the Davidic 
monarchy in order to provide a theological basis for rallying political support 
for Jerusalem’s Jebusite priesthood. For example, P. J. Nel says, “I am con-
vinced that Gen 14:18–20 can only make sense when the tradition of Ps 110 
is presupposed. Nothing in the narrative flow of Gen 14 anticipates the almost 
miraculous appearance of the priest-king, Melchizedek.”23  Melchizedek’s 
flash appearance might be strange to the modern reader, but if we assume 
Genesis 14:17–24 is part of an intelligently crafted composition within the 
narrative flow of Genesis, then we can discover how the pericope makes 
sense within the historical and literary context of Genesis.24 

Priest after the Order of Adam and Noah
Genesis 14:18 identifies Melchizedek as “king of Salem” and “priest of God 
Most High” (כהן לאל עליון). In Genesis 14:22, Abraham recognizes “God 
Most High” as Yahweh (יהוה).25 Melchizedek, then, is a priest-king of the 
one true God, the Lord of heaven and earth. Before Genesis 14, the two 
major priestly rulers in Genesis were Adam and Noah. Biblical scholarship 
widely regards Adam as the Bible’s prototypical priest-king and the Garden 
of Eden as the first temple.26 Adam was God’s son, bearing God’s image and 
commissioned with the task to establish God’s kingdom over the earth (cf. 
Gen. 1:26–28). Noah later picked up Adam’s role as a priestly ruler, though 
his status as a king is, in David Schrock’s words, “less certain, or at least 
significantly reduced from that of Adam.”27 The point is that Melchizedek’s 
royal priesthood finds its meaning and purpose in a story that, until Genesis 
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14, has been centered on Adam and Noah, two major covenantal figures 
and fathers of humanity.28 Several literary and thematic observations tie 
Melchizedek’s royal priesthood to Adam and Noah.

First, Melchizedek’s name means “king of righteousness.” Prior to Gen-
esis 14, Noah is the only other person in the narrative described as righ-
teous. Noah followed God’s commands, and Yahweh singled Noah out as a 
“righteous” (צדיק) man in his generation (Gen 6:22–7:1). When Melchize-
dek appears on the scene in Genesis 14, his name, king of righteousness, 
recalls Noah’s faithful obedience to God.29 Both men were faithful servants 
of God Most High. 

Second, upon Abraham’s return from battle, Melchizedek blesses Abra-
ham with bread and wine (Gen 14:18). Bread and wine each appear once 
in Genesis before Genesis 14 in contexts relating to the failure of Adam 
and Noah. In Genesis 9:21–24, Noah becomes intoxicated with wine re-
sulting in the exposure of his nakedness. Like Adam before him, Noah’s 
failure comes about by the “fruit” of his own garden leaving him naked and 
ashamed (cf. Gen 3:7).30 Similarly, the only mention of “bread” (ֶלֶהם) pri-
or to Genesis 14 occurs in Genesis 3:19, where God’s curse on the ground 
means mankind will have to eat bread (ֶלֶהם) by the sweat of his face. Thus, 
the two elements—bread and wine—that remind the reader of Adam and 
Noah’s sin and the curse on creation become, in the hands of Melchizedek, 
a means of blessing to Abraham. Perhaps Melchizedek’s gift of bread and 
wine to Abraham is meant to show the reader that through Abraham and a 
royal priest like Melchizedek, God will reverse the curse and undo the fail-
ure of the two previous covenantal heads of humanity. 

Third, Abraham submits to Melchizedek by paying him a tithe, which sig-
nifies Melchizedek’s superior status (Gen 14:20; cf. Heb 7:4–7). Melchize-
dek’s position of superiority to Abraham may imply that Melchizedek’s 
priesthood was established on the terms of a pre-existing covenant.31 

Fourth, Melchizedek’s blessing on Abraham echoes Noah’s blessing on 
Shem (Abraham’s ancestor). Noah and Melchizedek are the only human 
agents that bless others in Genesis 1–14. Melchizedek’s blessing on Shem’s 
descendant (Abraham) suggests that Melchizedek’s priesthood is in suc-
cession with Noah’s priestly authority.

Fifth, the nature of Melchizedek’s kingship reflects the kind of king-
ship meant for Adam at creation. Unlike the king of Sodom, Melchizedek 
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does not rule by tyranny and oppression; but instead, he acknowledges 
the universal reign of God over creation (Gen 14:19–20; cf. Gen 14:21). 
Melchizedek knows that God is “possessor of heaven and earth,” and God 
is the one who gives victory in battle (Gen 14:19–20). The king of Sodom 
finds strength in numbers, whereas Melchizedek seeks none of the spoils 
of war but instead pronounces God’s blessing on Abraham and offers him 
a gift of bread and wine. Unlike ungodly human kingship that clamors for 
power at the expense of others, Melchizedekian kingship is submissive to 
God. According to T. D. Alexander, Melchizedek’s kingship is “divinely in-
stituted” in that it “seeks to re-establish God’s sovereignty on the earth in 
line with the divine mandate given to human beings when first created.”32 

Melchizedek’s kingship is servant-kingship and represents the kind of au-
thority Adam was to exercise as bearer of the divine image. 

Lastly, a comparison of Genesis 14–15 with Exodus 17–18 not only 
connects Melchizedek to God’s purpose at creation, but also helps iden-
tify his role within the larger story of redemption. John Sailhamer has 
documented several compositional similarities between the narratives 
describing Abraham’s encounter with Melchizedek (Gen 14–15) and 
Moses’ encounter with Jethro (Exod 17–18). For the sake of space, it is 
not necessary to rehearse all of the details linking the two episodes.33 Of 
major significance is that both narratives follow the same plot structure: 
God’s chosen people—represented by Abraham and Moses—experience 
divine victory over gentile enemies, encounter a gentile priest-king, and 
enter into a covenant with God (Gen 15; Exod 19–24).34 Sailhamer right-
ly identifies the significance of these patterns: “The author shows that Is-
rael’s dealings with these nations tell something about the nature of the 
covenants that they were to enter and their relationship to the nations.”35 
In other words, the nations, represented by Melchizedek and Jethro, will 
experience the blessing of God as a result of God’s covenants with a par-
ticular person (Abraham) and a particular nation (Israel). In the narrative 
plot structure of Scripture, these two narratives work together to show, in 
Sailhamer’s words, that “God’s work of redemption is grounded in creation 
and covenant.”36 When God’s plan of redemption narrows in on one man 
(Abraham) and his progeny (Israel), Melchizedek and Jethro serve as re-
minders that God’s plan from the beginning of creation has not changed. 
All humanity will be priests and kings unto God as a result of God’s cove-
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nants with men (cf. 1 Pet 2:9; Rev 5:10).
In summary, the weight of the evidence suggests Melchizedek’s appear-

ance in Genesis 14 makes sense in light of the unfolding story of Genesis 
1–14. Melchizedek’s royal priesthood is an expression of the office origi-
nally given to Adam and later picked up by Noah.37 If Adam is the Bible’s 
archetypal priest-king, then why does Psalm 110 describe the Messiah as 
a priest after the order of Melchizedek instead of a priest after the order of 
Adam? The answer is bound up in Melchizedek’s association with Abra-
ham and the Abrahamic covenant. 

Melchizedek and the Abrahamic covenant 
In his essay, “Abraham and Melchizedek: Horizons in Genesis 14,” J. Gordon 
McConville argues that the function of Genesis 14 as a whole is to resolve 
questions raised by the patriarchal narrative in Genesis 12–13, while Gen-
esis 14:18–24, in particular, affirms that God’s covenantal promises would 
be appropriated to Abraham by Abraham’s faith. According to McConville, 
Genesis 14:18–24 unfolds against the backdrop of the development of God’s 
covenantal promises to Abraham concerning land and posterity. McConville 
observes that Abraham’s deep commitment to his kinsman Lot in Genesis 
14:1–16 suggests that Abraham may have been trying to “preserve a stake 
in Lot as his heir.”38 Genesis 14:17–24, however, shuts down any possibility 
that Lot would be heir to Abraham and accentuates the need for an heir in 
Abraham’s direct line (cf. Gen 15:2).39 

Within the progress of the development of the covenantal promises 
(land and offspring), the purpose of the Melchizedek episode in Genesis 
14:18–24 begins to surface. Melchizedek arrives in the narrative when it 
appears that Abraham might lay claim to wealth, possessions, and possibly 
even the land by virtue of his strength as a major political leader.40 McCon-
ville asks, “If he [Abraham] is to receive a land, by what right shall he hold 
it?”41 The King of Sodom and the King of Salem (Melchizedek) represent 
two possible answers. As noted earlier, the King of Sodom operates with a 
worldly logic where numbers represent strength and power. He wants the 
people for his own possession. He wants to build his strength by human 
means because in his world might makes right. The King of Sodom’s offer 
to Abraham flows from the assumption that Abraham may lay claim to the 
possessions “by virtue of his prowess.”42
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The king of Salem (Melchizedek), however, operates within the log-
ic of God’s kingdom where true strength is trusting in God’s provision. 
Melchizedek blesses God Most High and acknowledges that Abraham’s 
success in battle was a gift from God (Gen 14:20). The contrast between 
these two kings is striking. By refusing the King of Sodom’s offer, Abra-
ham identifies himself with Melchizedek and with Melchizedek’s God. 
Abraham’s decision demonstrates his own commitment to be a righteous 
priestly ruler like Melchizedek and, according to McConville, distinguish-
es by what right Abraham will lay claim to the covenant promises: he will 
possess them by faith.43

Again, my point in summarizing McConville is to show that the de-
velopment of the Abrahamic covenant is the broader framework in which 
the Melchizedek episode appears. Genesis intends the reader to identify 
Melchizedek’s importance in redemptive history in relation to the Abra-
hamic covenant. The strength of this observation receives further support 
by highlighting the literary and linguistic points of contact between Gene-
sis 14:18–24 and the covenantal encounter between God and Abraham in 
the narrative that immediately follows (Genesis 15). 

First, the words, “after these things,” in Genesis 15:1 tie God’s com-
mand to Abraham to “fear not” (Gen 15:1) and God’s two-fold promise of 
protection and reward to the events of Genesis 14. Abraham need not fear 
retaliation from his enemies because Yahweh is Abraham’s “shield” (cf. Gen 
14:20). Furthermore, Abraham may have refused the spoils of war from 
the king of Sodom, but God—possessor of heaven and earth—will reward 
Abraham greatly (cf. Gen 14:19).44

Second, Melchizedek’s blessing acknowledges God as the one who “de-
livered” (מגן) Abraham’s enemies into his hand (Gen 14:20b).45 The nom-
inal form of the same word occurs in Genesis 15, where the Lord tells 
Abraham in 15:1b, “Do not be afraid. I am your shield (מגן); your reward 
will be exceedingly great.” The nominal ָמֵגן, translated “shield,” links God’s 
promise (Gen 15:1–6) to Melchizedek’s blessing upon Abraham (Gen 
14:20). Just as God delivered Abraham from the battle against the kings 
(Gen 14:20), so too will God protect Abraham and his future descendants 
so that they may inherit their reward (Gen 15:1–6). 

Third, Melchizedek’s name means “king of righteousness,” and he is 
king of Salem (שלם) the Hebrew word for peace (cf. Heb 7:2). In Genesis 
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15:6, Abraham’s faith is counted to him as “righteousness” (צדקה) while in 
Genesis 15:15, God promises Abraham that he will go to his fathers in 
“peace” (שלם). Qualities associated with Melchizedek in Genesis 14 be-
come gifts of God’s blessing to Abraham in Genesis 15.

The preponderance of evidence situates the Melchizedek episode with-
in the broader context of the development of the Abrahamic covenant. 
Why does this association between Melchizedek and Abraham matter 
and how does it aid our interpretation of Psalm 110? First, the solidarity 
between Melchizedek and Abraham hints at the type of priesthood that 
will be capable of mediating the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant to 
the nations. In other words, a Melchizedekian priesthood is necessary to 
bring the promises of the Abrahamic covenant to fruition.46 The author of 
Hebrews will make it clear that Melchizedek’s priesthood is the order of 
priesthood that qualifies to mediate the blessings of the Abrahamic cov-
enant in a way that priests under the Mosaic law simply could not do (cf. 
Heb 6:14–7:28). 

In the progress of redemptive history, the Davidic covenant becomes 
the program for bringing God’s covenant promises to Abraham to fulfill-
ment. In 2 Samuel 7, the Lord promised David a “great name,” (2 Sam 7:9) 
a “place” where Israel would experience rest from their enemies (2 Sam 
7:10–11), and an “offspring” (זער) to ensure David’s dynastic lineage (2 
Sam 7:12). All three promises evoke God’s covenant with Abraham where 
God promised Abraham a great name (Gen 12:2), land (Gen 12:7; 15:18–
21), and offspring (זער, Gen 12:7; 13:15–16; 15:5, 18; 17:7–8; 22:17). 
God’s promises to David were, in William Dumbrell’s words, “presented 
as being within the process of fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant.”47 If 
David recognized that his heir would be the one to bring the blessing of 
Abraham to the nations, then it is logical to assume that he also recognized 
that the priesthood associated with the Abrahamic covenant (Melchize-
dekian) and ( Jeru)salem would play a role in fulfilling the promises of the 
Davidic covenant.48 Psalm 110:4 is evidence that David realized that God’s 
promises concerning his heir (2 Sam 7:8–16) were tied to God’s commit-
ment to bless the nations through Abraham and his seed (cf. Gen 12:1–3).

Second, the Melchizedek-Abraham association points to the redemp-
tive-historical superiority of the Melchizedekian priesthood over the Aar-
onic/Levitical priesthood.49 Melchizedek’s priesthood is superior to the 
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Levitical priesthood because it is tied to the Abrahamic covenant and the 
creation ordinance and not the codification of the Mosaic Law. Scott Hahn 
is right to suggest that “the exaltation of Jesus as the firstborn Son and roy-
al high priest—prefigured by Melchizedek—represents the restoration of 
a more perfect form of covenant mediation originally intended for Adam 
and Israel.50 Smith similarly says, “David ... realized that the Messiah would 
be a king-priest like Melchizedek because the Messiah would replace Adam 
as the king of the world, the firstborn son of all mankind.”51 Melchizedeki-
an priesthood is permanent, abiding, characterized by righteousness, and 
rooted in a permanent form of covenant mediation established at creation 
with Adam. Levitical priesthood is inferior because it is bound to the tem-
porary law-covenant and characterized by weak, sinful, and mortal men. 

Turning now to the books of Samuel, we find evidence from the pat-
terns of David’s life that corroborates the kind of argumentation presented 
above. The books of Samuel make connections between the life of Abra-
ham and the life of David and present David, a non-Levite, behaving like a 
priest in Jerusalem.

1–2 Samuel: A Priest Like Melchizedek

2 Samuel 6 and 2 Samuel 24: David as a new Melchizedek and new Abraham
There are at least two instances in 1–2 Samuel where David behaves like a 
priest. First, 2 Samuel 6 describes the return of the ark to Jerusalem. David 
leads the procession of the ark as Israel’s king, but his behavior resembles 
that of a priest. He makes sacrifices (6:13), wears the “linen ephod” (6:14; 
cf. Exod 29:5), offers up “burnt offerings” and “peace offerings” (6:17; cf. 
Lev 6:5), and pronounces a blessing (ברך) on the people, distributing to 
them a gift of bread, meat, and raisins (6:18–19). David’s actions resemble 
the priestly duties of the Levites and recall Melchizedek’s blessing and dis-
tribution of bread and wine to victorious Abraham. Hahn interprets David’s 
behavior in 2 Samuel 6–7 as his “aspiration to be a ‘new Melchizedek.’”52 Like 
Melchizedek, the ancient priest-king of Salem and mediator of the divine 
blessing to Abraham, King David enters Jerusalem behaving like a priest 
who mediates God’s blessing to Abraham’s seed Israel. 

Second, many commentators note the parallels between David’s actions 
at the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite and Abraham’s obedience to 
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offer up Isaac as a sacrifice to Yahweh in Genesis 22. Both events involve the 
recipient of covenant promises; both events take place at Mount Moriah, the 
future site of the temple (Cf. 2 Chron 3:1; 22:1); and in both events, God 
spares someone from impending death. In Genesis 22, God spared Isaac’s 
life, while in 2 Samuel 24, God spares the holy city of Jerusalem and the cho-
sen line of David from destruction (cf. 2 Sam 24:16–17). 

2 Samuel 24 is another example where the biblical record links David, 
Abraham, and Jerusalem (Mt. Moriah) together in redemptive history. 
David’s priestly actions of building an altar and offering sacrifices to the 
Lord happen in a context intentionally meant to evoke Abraham’s offer-
ing of Isaac. David may have viewed himself as a new Abraham and, like 
Abraham, saw himself tied to a priesthood not associated with the tribe of 
Levi and the Mosaic covenant. David was of the tribe of Judah, and from 
this tribe Moses said nothing about priests (cf. Heb 7:14). Melchizedek, a 
non-Levite and superior to the patriarch Abraham, would have provided 
David with a biblical precedent justifying his own priestly behavior and 
a biblical warrant for a priest like Melchizedek to arise from his own line. 

1 Samuel 2:35 and a priest-king like David
The narratives described above present us with evidence from the life of 
David that helps us understand the biblical and historical logic behind the 
messianic hope of Psalm 110:4. But do the narratives of 1–2 Samuel intend 
to unify priesthood and kingship under a single Davidic Messiah? In his arti-
cle, “Priest and King Or Priest-King in 1 Samuel 2:35,” Karl Deenick argues 
that 1–2 Samuel develop the promise of 1 Samuel 2:35 to present David as 
a model of “what the ultimate priest-king would be.”53 Deenick’s argument 
begins with the proposal that 1 Samuel 2:35 intends to identify the faithful 
priest and God’s anointed (Messiah) not as two separate individuals, but 
as the same person. To substantiate this point, Deenick emends the MT 
from ְוִהְתַהֵלְך ִלְפֵני־ְמִשיִחי toְוִהְתַהֵלְך ִלָפַני־ְמִשיִחי so that משיחי becomes the 
subject of the verb: “And I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, he will 
do just as in my heart and my soul. And I will build for him a sure house 
and my anointed one will walk before me all the days.”54 Deenick’s proposed 
emendation is intriguing, but it lacks textual support. However, even without 
emending the MT, it remains possible to read 1 Samuel 2:35 in a way that 
identifies the priest and Messiah as the same person. Mary D’Angelo takes 
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the referent of the third person masculine singular verb התהלך not as the 
faithful priest, but the “house” (בית)—“I will build for him a sure house and 
it [house] shall walk (התהלך) before my anointed always.”55 If D’Angelo is 
right, then the “house” is the priestly line that serves in the sanctuary before 
the anointed priest (Messiah). D’Angelo’s proposal is attractive because it 
does not rely on an emendation lacking textual support and it fits with the 
immediate context. Just five verses prior in 1 Samuel 2:30, the “house” (בית) 
is Aaron’s priestly line that was to “walk” (התהלך) before the Lord forever. 

A reading of 1 Samuel 2:35 that brings together the faithful priest and 
the Messiah does justice to the narrative development of 1–2 Samuel. Dee-
nick makes a compelling case that 1–2 Samuel unfold the promise of 1 
Samuel 2:35 to present David as the kind of priest-king anticipated in the 
Lord’s prophesy to Eli. The “faithful priest” after all will not come from Eli’s 
house or the house of Eli’s father Aaron (1 Sam 2:27–34).56 Instead, Deenick 
shows that the promise of 1 Samuel 2:35 shares “strong connections” with 
David and the Davidic covenant. Yahweh’s announcement of the demise of 
the Aaronic priesthood and the “disinterest throughout the books of Samuel 
in connecting the promise of a faithful priest with either Samuel or Zadok,” 
leaves the reader looking to another for the fulfillment of 1 Samuel 2:35. Dee-
nick argues that the books of Samuel present David as the fulfillment of the 
promised priest—albeit partial—by making connections between 1 Samuel 
2:35, David, and the Davidic covenant. David is the one who wears the linen 
ephod behaving as a priest before the Lord (2 Sam 6:14; cf. 1 Sam 2:28). 
David is a man after Yahweh’s own heart doing what is in the Lord’s heart and 
mind (1 Sam 13:14; 16:7; cf. 1 Sam 2:35); and David is the one who receives 
the promise of a sure house (2 Sam 7:16, 27; cf. 1 Sam 2:35).57 

Everything in the narrative until 2 Samuel 7 points to David as the 
promised priest but, as Deenick observes, the remainder of 2 Samuel re-
veals that David’s sinfulness leaves him falling short of fulfilling the proph-
ecy. Nevertheless, the connections between 1 Samuel 2:35 and the Davidic 
covenant show that God intends to fulfill the promise of 1 Samuel 2:35 
through David’s line.58 David is a “picture ... of what the ultimate priest-king 
would be.”59 Deenick concludes:

Part of the purpose of the books of Samuel, then, appears to be identifying what 

kind of priest will fulfill the promise of 1 Sam 2:35. Perhaps most surprising to 
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the careful reader is that it is a king who is intended to function as a priest not 

after the mold of Aaron, but, as Ps 110 and the writer of Hebrews make clear 

(Heb 7), after the mold of a superior priesthood (Heb 5:1–7:28), after the mold 

of Melchizedek ... So, although the books of Samuel show that the fulfillment 

of the promise of 1 Sam 2:35 was to be found in the house of David, they also 

show that the ultimate fulfillment of the “anointed priest” lay not in David, but 

in Jesus Christ.60

Taken together, the promise of 1 Samuel 2:35 and the narratives of 1–2 
Samuel as a whole give us further insight into David’s messianic expecta-
tion. Psalm 110:4—“The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind, 
‘you are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek’”—is the outgrowth 
of David’s reflection on Genesis 14 in light of the Davidic covenant and the 
patterns of his own life. Any attempt to reduce Psalm 110 to political pro-
paganda misses the rich biblical and theological themes shaping David’s 
messianic convictions. 

Summary
When David received the promises of God’s covenant in 2 Samuel 7:8–16, 
he responded by affirming the universal scope of the promise: “This is the 
charter for mankind” (2 Sam 7:19).61 In these words, David not only affirmed 
that God’s covenant promises would carry forward the blessing of Abraham 
to the nations, he also acknowledged God’s commitment to uphold the 
creation mandate—a king existing in a father-son relationship with God 
would build God’s temple and establish God’s rule over the earth (2 Sam 
7:12–16). David realized that his greater son would hold the office of a royal 
priesthood patterned after Adam’s original glory and capable of carrying 
forward the blessing of Abraham to the nations. 

By casting David’s Lord as a priest like Melchizedek, Psalm 110 leaves 
us with the expectation that the Messiah will mediate a covenant better 
than the Old Covenant because his priesthood is superior to the priest-
hood established by Mosaic legislation. Turning now to the NT, the epistle 
to the Hebrews makes this argument for the superiority of Christ’s priest-
hood and covenant mediation by appealing to Psalm 110. An examination 
of Psalm 110 in select passages of Hebrews is necessary to substantiate the 
appropriateness of my argument and exegesis thus far. 
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The Epistle to the Hebrews 

The NT quotes Psalm 110 more than any other OT passage. It is beyond 
the scope of this article to address every occurrence of Psalm 110 in the NT. 
Instead, I will consider the use of Psalm 110 in select sections of Hebrews 
1–5, before turning to the author’s detailed analysis of Christ’s Melchize-
dekian priesthood in Hebrews 7.62 A summary of the author’s argument 
in select passages from Hebrews 1–5 should demonstrate how the author 
of Hebrews interpreted Psalm 110 and the Melchizedekian priesthood in 
light of the Bible’s covenantal storyline from Adam (priest-king) to David 
(Melchizedekian priest-king). 

In the logic of Hebrews, Christ’s exaltation to the right hand of God and 
enthronement over the world as the Davidic priest-king of Psalm 110 is the 
fulfillment of God’s original design for humanity (Adam) at creation. An 
analysis of Hebrews 7 will reveal that believers receive salvation through 
Christ’s role as a mediator (priest) of a new and better covenant. The new 
covenant is better than the old covenant (Mosaic) because its priesthood 
(Melchizedekian) is superior to the Levitical priesthood. For the author 
of Hebrews, the superior nature of Christ’s Melchizedekian priesthood is 
a function of its permanence and ability to inaugurate the promises of the 
Abrahamic covenant.   

Psalm 110 in the argument of Hebrews 1–5
Psalm 110 shapes the Christological and soteriological logic of Hebrews at 
nearly every stage in the author’s argument. In what Greg Beale calls “classic 
Adamic language,” Hebrews 1:1–4 depicts Christ as the true image of God—a 
son behaving as a priest and reflecting God’s glory mediates the God’s rule 
over the world.63 He has become the “heir of all things” as Davidic king 
and covenantal Son of God in fulfillment of Psalm 2:7–8 (cf. Heb 1:2). His 
exaltation to the right hand of God in fulfillment of Psalm 110:1 is the result 
of his priestly ministry of purification (Heb 1:3; cf. Ps 110:1). His universal 
kingship and heavenly session bring the progress of redemptive history from 
Adam (image of God) to David to its climax—a Davidic Son-priest-king 
bearing God’s image has been enthroned over the earth. 

Following the exordium of Hebrews 1:1–4, the author strings together a 
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catena of seven OT quotations to support the argument that the Son is supe-
rior to angels (Heb 1:5–14).64 Joshua Jipp has demonstrated that the catena, 
set in the context of Christ’s superiority over angels, frames the soteriological 
argument of the entire epistle.65 In other words, the Son is superior to angels 
because his enthronement to the right hand of God, depicted in Hebrews 
1:5–13, qualifies him to redeem fallen humanity in a way that angels could 
never do (cf. Heb 1:3). To no angel has God ever said, “Sit at my right hand 
until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet” (Heb 1:13, cf. Psalm 
110:1). Christ had to fulfill God’s original design for a human son-priest-king 
if he was going to accomplish humanity’s redemption. 

Hebrews 2:5–9 develops the logic of this soteriological argument by 
appealing to Psalm 8. As noted above, Psalm 8 is a commentary on Genesis 
1:26–28 and what it means to be made in the image of God. God origi-
nally established man as his viceroy “crowning” him with “glory” (δόξῃ) 
and “honor” (τιμῇ) putting everything in “subjection” (ὑποτάσσω) under 
his “feet” (ποδῶν, Heb 2:7). Clearly, Christ’s exaltation to the right hand of 
God where he awaits the subjugation of all his enemies under his feet (cf. 
Ps 110:1) must be understood in light of Psalm 8 and his status as the ideal 
man and true image of God.66 God did not subject the “world to come” 
(οἰκουμένην τὴν μέλλουσαν) to angels, but to the Psalm 8 man named Jesus 
(Heb 2:9). When Christ entered the heavenly realm (οἰκουμένη, cf. Heb 
1:6) as “firstborn” (πρωτότοκον) to receive the worship of angels, he did so 
as humanity’s representative. His reign has begun (“sit”) in heaven—the 
world to come—while he still awaits the subjugation (“until”) of all his 
enemies on earth (cf. Ps 110:1). 

For the author of Hebrews, Psalm 110 and Psalm 8 solidify the Son’s en-
thronement as a soteriological necessity. As “flesh and blood” Christ under-
went death to accomplish what angels could never do as “winds” (πνεύματα, 
1:7, 1:14) and “flames of fire” (πυρὸς φλόγα, 1:7). Christ’s enthronement as 
Son-priest-king qualifies him to “lead many sons to glory” (2:10). He did not 
come to help angels; but he helps the offspring of Abraham (2:16). He had 
to be made like his brothers in every respect to become their high priest and 
atone for their sins (2:17). 

Picking up the language of glory (δόξῃ) and honor (τιμῇ) from Psalm 8 
(cf. Heb 2:7), the author makes his first explicit reference to Psalm 110:4 and 
the Melchizedekian priesthood of Christ in Hebrews 5:1–6. Just as Aaron 
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did not take the “honor” (τιμὴν) of the high priesthood upon himself, but 
was appointed by God, so also Christ did not “glorify” (ἐδόξασεν) himself to 
be made a high priest (Heb 5:4–5). Rather, he was appointed by him who 
said to him, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you,” and “You are a 
priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek (Heb 5:5–6). Thus, the first ex-
plicit reference to Psalm 110:4 and Christ’s exaltation to the Melchizedekian 
high priesthood (Heb 5:5–6) recalls Hebrews 2:5–9 and Christ’s glory and 
honor as the Psalm 8 man, which in its immediate context is also the first 
time the author mentions Christ’s high priesthood (Heb 2:17). Christ’s high 
priesthood and his regal exaltation as humanity’s perfect representative are 
inseparably linked. Jesus not only fulfills the duties of the Levitical priest-
hood with respect to his appointment, sacrifice, and atonement (Heb 9–10), 
his priesthood is far greater because it is an order of priesthood grounded in 
his role as the regal Son (Ps 2:7; Heb 5:5).

Even though Psalm 2:7—“You are my Son, today I have begotten you—
appears to say nothing about priesthood, it actually supports the God-given 
nature of Christ’s priesthood “just as also” (καθὼς καί) does God’s oath in 
Psalm 110:4. Christ’s priesthood is a permanent office rooted in the form 
of covenant mediation established at creation for a faithful son and able to 
help the offspring of Abraham in a way that, as Hebrews 7 will make evident, 
Levitical priests could not. 

Hebrews 7
The author’s aim in Hebrews 7 is to demonstrate the superiority of the 
Melchizedekian priesthood over the Levitical priesthood and, as a result, 
the superiority of the new covenant over the old.67 Simply put, the new 
covenant is better because its priesthood (Melchizedekian) is superior. To 
build his case, the author exposits Genesis 14:18–20 in Hebrews 7:1–3, 
highlighting Melchizedek’s interaction with Abraham and the permanent 
nature of Melchizedek’s priesthood.68 

According to Hebrews 7:3, Melchizedek is “without father or mother or 
genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but being similar 
to the Son of God, he remains a priest for all time” (7:3). The language of 
this verse does not have to be taken to mean that Melchizedek was pre-ex-
istent (without beginning of days) and that he never died (without end of 
life). In that case, we would assume that the author of Hebrews believed that 
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Melchizedek was either the pre-incarnate Christ, still alive on earth some-
where, or taken into heaven without seeing death.69 Instead, Hebrews 7:3 is 
simply a description of the manner in which Melchizedek appears and disap-
pears in the Genesis narrative. Melchizedek has no genealogical record—no 
record of father, mother, birth, or death. His undefined ancestry is stunning 
since every significant person in Genesis has a genealogical history. Unlike 
the Levites, his priesthood is not attached to a specific tribe and unlike the 
Levites, he holds his office of priesthood permanently.

 Melchizedek’s lack of an identified ancestry also informs the meaning of 
Hebrews 7:8: “In the one case tithes are received by mortal men, but in the 
other case, it is being testified (μαρτυρούμενος) that he lives.” The point is not 
that Melchizedek lived forever. Instead, the author employs the passive par-
ticiple μαρτυρούμενος to describe the manner in which the Genesis narrative 
bore witness to Melchizedek—he is just there, existing, living, no predeces-
sors or successors. In other words, the only witness we have of Melchizedek 
in the Genesis narrative is that he lives. 

As a priest without beginning of days or end of life, Hebrews 7:3 indicates 
that Melchizedek resembles the Son of God (ἀφωμοιωμένος δὲ τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ 
θεοῦ). These six words have caused quite a few problems in the history of 
interpretation.70 If the referent of τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ θεοῦ is the eternal Son of God, 
then perhaps interpreters are right to view Melchizedek as a pre-incarnate 
Christ.71 Hebrews 7:3, however, does not say Melchizedek resembles the Son 
of God, but instead that the permanency of Melchizedek’s priesthood is what 
resembles the Son of God.72 Furthermore, the author’s intent in 7:1–3 is to 
describe Melchizedek in the context of Genesis, which would make a passing 
comment about the eternal Son (Christ) seem out of place. 

Perhaps, then, we should not assume that τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ θεοῦ is a direct 
reference to Jesus, but only an indirect one. In other words, τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ 
θεοῦ is not primarily a reference to the Son of God, but a reference to 
the son of God. To put it another way, the author is not making a com-
ment about ontological sonship—Christ’s eternality—but functional or 
vocational sonship—one whose priesthood is a function of his relation-
ship to God as son. Melchizedek resembles the son of God in Genesis 
and throughout the narrative of Scripture. The concept of sonship in 
Hebrews—and in Genesis—and its relationship to the priesthood can-
not be divorced from the covenantal storyline of the OT.73 Melchizedek 
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embodied the OT’s archetypal form of covenant mediation: He was like 
the son of God because he mediated God’s blessing to Abraham (by ex-
tension the nations) as a royal priest of God Most High (Yahweh, cf. Gen 
14:22). Similarly, Adam was not a royal priest by virtue of the law and 
genealogical descent; he was a royal priest because of his familial rela-
tionship to God as one made in God’s image. Adam was to mediate God’s 
blessing to the entire world by exercising his royal priestly prerogative as 
God’s covenantal son. Perhaps “resembling τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ θεοῦ” is the author 
of Hebrews’ way of saying that Melchizedek’s priesthood was tied to and 
in succession with the stipulations of the covenant woven into the fabric 
of creation so that even Abraham—the recipient of the covenant promis-
es—recognized Melchizedek as a superior kind of priest-king (Heb 7:6). 
Because of Melchizedek’s resemblance “τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ θεοῦ,” the author of 
Hebrews asserts that when the Lord swore an oath in Psalm 110:4—“The 
Lord has sworn and will not change his mind, You are a priest forever 
after the order of Melchizedek”—he was not just appointing a priest, he 
was appointing a Son (υἱὸν). (Heb 7:28).

Having established the permanency of Melchizedek’s priesthood and his 
superiority over Abraham, the author of Hebrews contrasts Melchizedek’s 
priesthood with the Levitical priesthood in 7:11–28. The Levitical priest-
hood was insufficient to deal with sin as a temporary institution because 
it was attached to the Mosaic covenant. The Levitical priests were many in 
number because they each succumbed to death and other priests had to take 
their place (7:23). The law appointed weak and sinful men who had to first 
offer sacrifices for their own sins before offering sacrifices for the sins of the 
people (7:27–28). No Levitical priest could bring about perfection because 
the law could make nothing perfect (7:18–19). The very nature of the Levit-
ical institution was insufficient (weak, mortal, sinful priests) and temporary 
(bound to the Mosaic law). 

The Melchizedekian priesthood, on the other hand, shares none of these 
inadequacies. Melchizedek’s priesthood was singular, permanent, not at-
tached to the law, and without successor. For these reasons, a priest had to 
arrive in the “likeness” (ὁμοιότητα) of Melchizedek (7:15). Unlike the Lev-
ites, Jesus did not receive his priesthood through genealogical descent or 
legal inheritance (7:16). Instead, like Melchizedek in the literary context of 
Genesis, Jesus became a priest by the power of an “indestructible life” (ζωῆς 
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ἀκαταλύτου). Jesus had to become a priest after the order of Melchizedek be-
cause he is from the tribe of Judah, sinless, and lives forever as the resurrected 
Son of God—his life is indestructible (7:14, 16, 26). For it was “testified” 
(μαρτυρούμενος) concerning Melchizedek that he lives (7:8), and it was 
“testified” (μαρτυρεῖται) concerning Jesus upon his resurrection that, “You 
are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek” (7:17). Death prevent-
ed the Levites from “remaining” (παραμένειν) in their office, but Jesus, like 
Melchizedek in the literary context of Genesis, “remains” (μένειν) a priest 
forever because he continues forever (7:23–24).74 Jesus is, therefore, able to 
what the Levites could not do as sinful, mortal men: he saves to the utter-
most those who draw near to God through him because he “always lives” 
(πάντοτε ζῶν) to make intercession for them (7:25). 

To further substantiate the superiority of Christ’s priesthood, the author 
also picks up on the significance of God’s oath in Psalm 110:4 (“The Lord 
has sworn”) to show that Jesus is the priest of a covenant better than the old 
covenant (Heb 7:20–28). The discussion of Psalm 110:4 and God’s oath in 
Hebrews 7:20–22 develop the argument of 6:13–20, where God’s oath and 
promise were the “two unchangeable things” that guaranteed to Abraham 
that God would be faithful to his word. By these two unchangeable things, 
the author exhorted his readers to hold fast to the “hope” (ἐλπίδος) set before 
them—a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain where Jesus 
has gone as a high priest after the order of Melchizedek (6:18–20). 

Now, in 7:18–22, the author builds on his previous exhortation by 
reminding his readers of the “better hope” (κρείττονος ἐλπίδος) they 
possess in a better priest. Jesus is a better priest of a better covenant 
because, unlike the Levites, he was made a priest with an oath—“The 
Lord has sworn and will not change his mind, ‘You are a priest forever’” 
(7:21–22). Why does the oath make Jesus the guarantor of a covenant 
better than the Mosaic covenant? Certainly, at one level, the oath estab-
lishes a permanent priest as the guarantor and mediator of the new cove-
nant—“You are a priest forever.” 

At another level, the oath of Psalm 110:4 connects Christ’s priestly me-
diation of the new covenant to God’s covenants with Abraham and David 
(cf. Heb 6:13–20). The Abrahamic and Davidic covenants came with a di-
vine oath, the Mosaic did not (Gen 22:17; Ps 89). The old covenant law 
was inferior to God’s covenants with Abraham and David because weak, 
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sinful, and mortal men were mediators of the old covenant (7:28). The 
Abrahamic and Davidic covenants, however, were not identified with the 
weakness of the Levitical priesthood, but with the priesthood of Melchize-
dek. Melchizedek mediated God’s blessing to Abraham, and the word of 
the oath given to David in Psalm 110:4 was that a priest after the order of 
Melchizedek would fulfill God’s covenant promises to David. As Hebrews 
7:27–28 implies, the word of the oath—“You are a priest forever after the 
order of Melchizedek”—which came later than the law, was rooted in the 
stipulations of a superior covenant because its priesthood did not depend 
on a legal requirement. Instead, the priesthood established by the oath 
arose from a familial bond—for the word of the oath “appoints a Son” who 
has been made perfect forever (Heb 7:28).

Conclusion

One of the ironies of Psalm 110 is that while its messianic hope for a Melchize-
dekian priest may appear to be an anomaly in Scripture, it actually serves, 
as D. A. Carson has suggested, as one of the most useful and instructive 
passages for putting the Bible together.75 Only when we examine Psalm 110 
on its own terms and as part of a unified and progressively unveiled plan of 
redemption (as I have tried to do here), do we gain a greater insight into 
the meaning, necessity, and significance of Christ’s priesthood for us and 
for our salvation. 
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as he lived. See Hahn, Kinship by Covenant, 303.

75 Commenting on Melchizedek, Carson has said, “Precisely because he is both king and priest, the figure 
Melchizedek turns out to be one of the most instructive figures in the Bible for helping us put our Bibles 
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together.” D. A. Carson, “Getting Excited About Melchizedek (Psalm 110),” in The Scriptures Testify About Me: 
Jesus and The Gospel in The Old Testament (ed. D. A. Carson; Wheaton: Crossway, 2013), 146.
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Our choice of metaphor for salvation impacts how we envisage, speak about, 
apply, and follow up the work of Jesus Christ. If we promote a redemption 
model, Jesus pays what was owed and we are set free from slavery. We might 
furnish images of prisoners in chains who are graciously purchased and whose 
correct response is relief and gratitude and responsive servitude. When we 
emphasize a judicial model, we focus on Jesus incurring the penalty our own 
deserves. We proclaim images of a just judge who upholds the law but who 
also steps into the dock to pay the fine levied. Our theology highlights our 
inability to pay what’s due and our pastoral care focuses on the alleviation of 
guilt. We might prefer to pick out biblical emphases on family and adoption; 
on shalom and peace; that “stained hands are cleansed, burdens are lifted, and 
debts are either paid off or remitted.”1 

Among the many metaphors available, I wonder if we teachers and 
preachers fail to make as much mileage as we might from the spatial imag-
ery of drawing near to God. The Bible is full of such imagery and yet this 
metaphor is not always on high rotation like others. Our traditions and 
cultures—and, frankly, our habits—can fixate us on a prized subset.

One easy diagnostic is to ask how we envisage and explain James 4:8. 
“Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.” Do we paint a spatial pic-
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ture: walking closer to some point where God stands or sits? Or do we find 
ourselves gravitating towards a more symbolic reading, perhaps wondering 
how we are faring with God in a relational sense? How are we treating the 
word “near”?

The goal of this article is simple. After surveying some of the other 
popular models of salvation, we consider the prevalence and contributions 
of the spatial metaphors that pervade Scripture. Such spatial metaphors 
themselves are typically linked with the Old Testament (OT) cultic system 
and its priests, and thus they drive us to a stronger appreciation of Jesus as 
our Great High Priest.2

Metaphors for Salvation

There are other diagnostics similar to asking how one reacts to James 4:8. We 
might consider if we have a favorite passage to describe salvation: Ephesians 
2:8–10 and “gift” language or Romans 3:23–24 and gracious justification? 
What songs do we choose to celebrate Jesus’ work? Songs about freedom 
seem currently in vogue. Or we might ask how we illustrate salvation, perhaps 
in evangelistic settings: a heart with its throne? Jesus standing outside and 
knocking? Stained garments and the offer to bleach them? A great chasm 
between humans and God, a chasm that can be bridged only by the cross 
of Christ—a spatial dilemma and solution?

Yet another diagnostic is to turn to our preferred systematics textbooks 
and see what images they provide when discussing soteriology. What do 
our cherished teachers-in-print promote?

A Popular Survey: What’s Said
My colleague Michael Bird includes a focused catalogue of “Images of Salva-
tion.” He reminds us that “There is no single account of what it means to be 
‘saved’ ” and surveys “the varied language and conceptual diversity.”3

Thus his survey works through the concepts and terminology relat-
ed to forgiveness, redemption, rescue, reconciliation, justification, peace, 
adoption, eternal life, and theosis (union/ participation with God). Such 
images stem from relational, economic, and judicial settings; they reflect 
metaphors of Christian believers as rescued from slavery, averted from 
punishment, adopted into family, and restored from estrangement. Bird’s 
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final page concludes that “any of the three R’s—redemption, rescue, and 
reconciliation—could easily lend themselves to being the overarching 
framework,” although he reiterates that no individual metaphor really does 
justice to all the others.

Millard Erickson’s theology textbook does not collate different meta-
phors for salvation so concertedly. Rather, he outlines key parameters that 
characterize different (systematic) conceptions.4 It seems to me that, if 
we were to press Erickson, he would respond that (1) the primary issue 
is restoration of broken relationships (vertical, then horizontal); (2) the 
outcome of Christ’s saving work is primarily described in terms of recon-
ciliation; and (3) the completed work of reconciliation and ongoing appli-
cation of its consequences are best explained using the language of substi-
tutionary and atoning sacrifice.5 A judicial mechanism leads to a relational 
result.

John Frame likewise highlights “redemption” and “reconciliation” as 
the core of the atonement.6 A similar balance is at the heart of Michael 
Horton’s presentation.7 The mission of the triune God is, through union 
with Christ, to restore believers to fellowship with God and with each 
other. Other images of salvation—including dominant judicial, sacrificial, 
and commercial emphases—remain indentured to the relational outcome. 
Wayne Grudem joins Frame in singling out the soteriological results as jus-
tification, adoption, and sanctification.8

The same emphasis on “reconciliation” is found in Bruce Demarest’s 
specialized soteriological investigation.9 The same lack of any obvious spa-
tial terms seems true of The Gospel Project’s “99 Essential Doctrines,” also 
retaining “redemption” as the controlling category.

What’s Not Said
Our survey is far from exhaustive, although it is representative of recent 
influential evangelical proponents. What is telling is the uneven attention 
paid to spatial language concerning proximity to God—and its near omis-
sion altogether.

When we investigate how systematicians approach access to God, we 
discover that there is no obvious place to discuss it. Bird addresses it under 
Jesus’ heavenly session.10 Erickson makes fleeting mention as he discuss-
es church government and the priesthood of all believers.11 Those with a 
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more pronounced Presbyterian connection largely omit overt discussion 
of believers approaching God. As with Bird, this is because Jesus’ priestly 
work is raised biographically as part of his ministry (rightly promoting his 
threefold office) and not alongside the salvific effects upon believers. We 
also notice a very selective presentation of what a priest does:

· Louis Berkhof focuses on Christ’s priestly offering of sacrifice, and only later 

in a separate section adds his priestly intercessions. Jesus enjoys proximity 

to the Father in our place, and I can find nowhere that Berkhof indicates 

believers’ own access to God.12

· Frame rightly collocates the same roles of sacrifices and intercessions when 

he identifies “two main duties of the priest.” He thus cites here Hebrews 

4:15 but not 4:16; Jesus finds a place before God’s throne but not believers. 

Believers’ access is buried only at the end of a later section on healing prayer 

and without connection to Jesus’ ministry.13

· With additional emphasis on covenant(s), much the same two points are the 

focus of Horton. The only mention of believers’ access to God is a fleeting 

comment about prayer three hundred pages later.14

· Even as he emulates the same placement and order, Grudem interjects 

between Jesus’ sacrifice and intercession a crucial paragraph concerning 

Jesus’ priestly provision of access. “As our perfect high priest, he continually 

leads us into God’s presence so that we no longer have need of a Jerusalem 

temple, or of a special priesthood to stand between us and God.”15

It seems to me that, having made passing mention of Jesus’ priestly work 
in scrutiny of Christology, and abetted by a forceful focus on redemption, 
the priestly effects of Jesus’ ministry do not resurface much in analyses of 
soteriology.

It is startling then to be reminded by a Roman Catholic study just how bi-
ased one’s focus can be. Our metaphors for salvation obviously intersect with 
our descriptions of the one who saves, and Gerald O’Collins and Michael Jones 
expose how some common titles in church usage fail to correlate as much as we 
might imagine with the Bible’s distribution of descriptors:
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The [Niceno-Constantinopolitan] Creed of 381, accepted and used by all Christians, 

has privileged three other titles: ‘Christ (Messiah)’, ‘Lord’, and ‘Son of God’. Down 

through the centuries ‘Saviour’ (used of Jesus sixteen times in the New Testament) 

and ‘Redeemer’ (curiously, never applied to him in the New Testament) have also 

proved enduringly valuable Christological titles. Jesus’ title as ‘priest’, along with 

the theme of his priesthood, has been somewhat marginalized.16

We move to consider spatial and priestly images of salvation, and we find 
opportunity and incentive to better round out our contemporary presenta-
tions of Jesus and his ministry.

OT Spatial Metaphors for Salvation

Moderns certainly acknowledge the Bible’s spatial language. Its relevance 
to the work of Jesus is also far from ignored, especially cultic overtones that 
connect with priestly elements and descriptions of his past and present 
ministries. The current article seeks not to unearth new treasures but to keep 
long-recognized nuggets from drifting out of the spotlight.

Brenda Colijn’s book-length treatment of Images of Salvation in the New 
Testament compiles the same variety of images surveyed above, adding fur-
ther categories such as heirs who inherit, loyal citizens of God’s kingdom, 
and sanctified members of God’s covenant people. Her final chapter rightly 
incorporates the more dynamic imagery of pilgrimage found in Hebrews 
(and also of combative contest in Revelation). Her analysis is helpful, de-
spite its brevity. Her New Testament (NT) insights presuppose we have 
taught believers a solid foundation in OT basics.17

There are several fruitful ways to approach the topic. There are certainly 
a number of key words and semantic concepts, and we will encounter a rep-
resentative sample of these. But it leads to better and faster appreciation for 
the priestly work of Jesus if we focus foremost on the big-picture elements 
of approaching God. I intend this focus to extend our own recognition of 
the myriad places this thread surfaces in Scripture, to enhance our praise 
of Jesus’ saving work, and to equip us in its application to a wide range of 
important evangelistic and nurturing ministries. Spatial metaphors for sal-
vation should influence virtually every facet of the church’s mission.
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Tabernacle 101
The NT typically draws on OT descriptions of the Jerusalem temple. In 
turn, the OT’s treatment of the temple presupposes conversance with the 
portable tabernacle it superseded.

The tabernacle is designed and constructed in Exodus 25–40, and it 
continues and mobilizes Israel’s encounter with God’s special presence 
and self-revelation at Mount Sinai in Exodus 19–24.18 The purpose of the 
tent is so that God might “dwell” among his people as they move on from 
Sinai (Exod 25:8). The ark at its center represents the most intense earthly 
experience of God’s presence: “There, above the cover between the two 
cherubim that are over the ark of the covenant law, I will meet with you and 
give you all my commands for the Israelites” (25:22 NIV). The gold-plated 
box serves as God’s earthly throne (though Scripture tends to describe God 
enthroned above the ark, treating the ark more as his footstool).19 Just as 
ancient monarchs were carried around on portable thrones, so the Israelites’ 
instructions symbolize God being carried throughout the wilderness. The 
word “tabernacle” simply means “tent,” and it is this tent which is packed 
down, carted along in company with the deity’s portable throne, and then 
set up anew at the next destination.20

Gaining access into God’s presence is exactly comparable to gaining access 
to others heads of state, ancient and modern. There are layers of “graded 
holiness” as one draws ever closer to the presence of the holy God at the 
center of the tabernacle complex.21 There are gradations of space, with the 
two innermost rooms regularly translated as “the Holy Place” and, beyond 
it, “the Most Holy Place” or “the Holy of Holies.” This is reflected in grada-
tions of material, with the fabrics and metals becoming more valuable and 
ornate the closer to God’s central room. There are gradations of people who 
are permitted to access these spaces. Unclean gentiles remain outside the 
Israelite encampment altogether; “clean” Israelites can enter into the outer 
courtyard of the tabernacle; presuming that a priest maintains his special 
“holy” status, he can typically access the Holy Place; only the high priest, 
and only once each year and under incredibly stringent conditions, is con-
sidered sufficiently holy to enter the Most Holy Place and God’s presence 
(Lev 16). In short, there are gradations of holiness—a term that primarily 
has more to do with one’s level of “access clearance” to God than secondary 
connotations of being set apart or morally pure.
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It is both easy and crucial to teach contemporary Christians about such 
graded holiness. Many believers’ unfamiliarity with the system is one reason I 
retread what may be familiar ground to others.22 To anticipate the direction of 
the current article, it is easy to err toward one of two extremes. Some church 
circles emphasize our ready access into God’s presence. This access is to be 
celebrated, but we often undervalue its cost and privilege. We flit into God’s 
weighty (“glorious”) presence as if wandering into a fast-food restaurant. At 
the other extreme, equally unhelpful, we can fear to enter God’s presence 
at all. We might doubt if we ourselves dare show our face anywhere near 
him, or if any individual could ever succeed at such a momentous challenge.

The Difficulties and Dangers of Access
It is worth recapitulating the dangers of approaching God. The Bible’s spatial 
metaphors are relentlessly consistent concerning the magnitude of being near 
the omnipotent Creator. It is a magnificent privilege for those who survive. 
The privilege is not shared by all.

We have already observed that this is the primary sense of the biblical 
term “holiness.” Where historical and popular uses may bring us to think of 
something “holy” as something “set apart,” we can miss the point. It means 
“set apart for God”: something appropriate for his close presence (and even 
the “set apart” element is dispensable).23 One needs to be more “holy” to 
draw closer to God, and the places where God is found are themselves 
identified as “holy” (e.g., Exod 3:5–6). If someone draws too close in one 
of the states considered to fall short of “holiness,” the result can be dire. 
Two adjacent incidents in the book of Leviticus inculcate God’s holiness 
as vividly as any others.

In Leviticus 8, Aaron is ordained the high priest of Israel, along with 
his four sons as assistants. The elaborate ceremony repeatedly describes 
the “consecrating” of the tabernacle, its furniture and sacrificial altar, and 
Aaron and his sons (esp. Lev 8:10–15, 30). We must not miss that “to con-
secrate” comes from the same Hebrew word group as “holy” (qdš). The 
whole tabernacle complex and its personnel are made/ declared to be “holy:” 
suitable for God’s close presence. Leviticus 9 then narrates the utter success 
of the ordination ceremony. The very point of the final sacrifices—as overtly 
predicted at the start of the chapter and narrated at its end—is the visible 
manifestation of Yahweh:
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“For today the Lord will appear to you Israelites.” … The whole congregation 

drew near and stood before the Lord. And Moses said, “This is the thing that 

the Lord commanded you to do, so that the glory of the Lord may appear to 

you.” (Lev 9:4–6)

The closing verses celebrate that the tabernacle is successfully inaugurated 
“and the glory of the Lord appeared to all the people” (9:22–24). The title 
later given to this glory is commonly God’s “shekinah:” “the one (or thing) 
who dwells”!24

The immediacy of the next chapter is startling. The narrator gives every 
impression that the events take place promptly after God’s glorious self-rev-
elation. Perhaps even on the same day as their triumphant ordination, two 
of Aaron’s four sons model the commensurate danger of God’s presence 
among his people. They approach God inappropriately and are consumed 
by divine fire. There is scant detail about their misdemeanor, so the few 
words that Scripture provides are as valuable as they are unclear. Nadab 
and Abihu are said to offer before God “unauthorized fire which he had not 
commanded them” (Lev 10:1).25 Moses also reminds Aaron of God’s desire 
to be treated as holy or demonstrated to be holy (10:3). Whatever the two 
fledgling priests attempted, it failed to meet God’s standards. “The closer 
one gets to God, the more he must sanctify himself and the greater caution 
he must exercise in all matters.”26

And we find this understanding played out through the remainder of 
the OT, sometimes with surprise that an encounter with God does not 
unavoidably end in fiery conflagration. There are several warnings against 
inappropriate approach (esp. Exod 19:10–25; Lev 16:1–3; Num 4:1–20). 
Korah’s rebellion turns on debate over who is “holy” enough to “draw near” 
to God (Num 16–17). There is surprise that the likes of Jacob, seventy-four 
Israelite elders, and Samson’s parents survive a sighting of God (Gen 32:30; 
Exod 24:9–11; Judg 13:21–23). The residents of Beth Shemesh and Uzzah 
perish for mistreating the ark (1 Sam 6:9–20; 1 Chr 13:1–10; 15:1–15). 
Isaiah likewise expects “destruction” when his uncleanness is exposed before 
the holy, holy, holy God (Isa 6:1–5).27

Similar parallels can be found in the NT. While much of the good news 
celebrates God’s greater accessibility in the incarnation, there are times 
when Jesus’ divinity shines more gloriously and frail humanity responds 
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with appropriate terror. At the transfiguration, the three disciples babble 
incredulously at the sight of the Son with Elijah and Moses (Mark 9:6) 
and fall prostrate at the voice of the Father (Matt 17:6–7). Although the “I 
Am” sayings in John’s Gospel can be variously interpreted, it is these very 
words—repeated in the retelling—that bring to their knees the mixed cohort 
coming to arrest Jesus ( John 18:5–6).28 The apostle Paul’s first encounter 
with the risen Jesus blinds him and drives him to the ground (Acts 9:1–9); 
much the same response comes from John at his vision of the glorified 
priestly One (Rev 1:12–20).

I labor these points not only to illustrate the difficulties and dangers of 
approaching God, but also to highlight that metaphorical uses of being near 
God have a parallel—if not their origin—in concrete spatial topography. The 
OT comprises 77% of the canon as God prepares for his NT denouement, 
and as God forms a people for himself we repeatedly see that “Worship for 
Israel is ‘to draw near,’ and the tabernacle’s organization and specification 
are a commentary on this activity of drawing near.”29

The Delights of Access
Of course several biblical phrases about proximity to God must be understood 
with a figurative element. But there are solid reasons for exploring the spatial 
reality that informs them. The blessings of God’s proximity are also informed by 
physical notions. We see this both in general sentiments and in precision phrases.

Already we have noted the grand visual manifestation of God’s presence 
at the successful inauguration of the tabernacle and its priesthood (Exod 
40:34–38; Lev 9:22–24). The latter passage includes overt mention, twice, of 
Aaron and Moses blessing the Israelites. We do not know the blessing sought, 
although it is common to suggest the “Aaronic blessing” (Num 6:22–27). Two 
of the three parts of that prayer invoke God’s “face:” that it might “shine” upon 
the Israelites and be “lifted up” upon them. Of course these are figurative ideas, 
already evidenced by the parallel petitions for “grace” and “peace.” But the 
figuration works precisely because of a physical analogy, just as experiencing 
a ruler’s “face” refers to someone’s presence (e.g., Gen 43:3–5; Exod 10:28–29; 
2 Sam 14:23–33). The experience is typically benevolent; the psalmist is 
confident that, of the Lord in his holy temple, “the upright will see his face,” 
that is, they “will experience his favor” (Ps 11:7 NET; cf. Job 33:26). In throne-
room idiom, “those who see the king’s face” are readily understood to be his 
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trusted confidants (2 Kgs 25:19; Esth 1:14; Jer 52:25).30

Bible translators understand this. A translators’ note speculates that “face” 
language in blessings “may have its inspiration in the theophanies” (NET Bible, 
Num 6:25). The very translation of Psalm 42:2 acknowledges this. While the 
original verb concerns “seeing” (r’h), and there is debate about whether to point 
this verb as an active seeing or passive appearing, it is agreed that in aniconic 
Israel “‘seeing’ God is a more metaphorical idea for having a sense of being in 
God’s presence.”31 Translators of the NIV and of some paraphrases are thus 
confident that the psalmist is thirsting to “meet with God.”

In turn we meet several psalms that delight in the prospect of drawing closer 
to God’s presence in the Jerusalem temple (once it had replaced the portable 
tabernacle). Some psalms replicate this same kind of language concerning 
“face” or “seeing” (Ps 17:15). Others more generally long for temple visits 
(e.g., Pss 27:4; 65:4; 84; 100:4; 122:1; 134), and there is overt recognition 
that this is where God and his glory dwell (e.g., 26:8; 43:3; 46:4–5; 63:2; 
68:35; 93:5; 96:6) and so the loss of the temple—of God’s presence—is 
mourned (74:1–8; 79:1). At least one psalm acknowledges the change of 
perspective on life after being in God’s presence (73:16–17).32

Thus, the Sinai covenant maps out a relational journey for God’s peo-
ple, alongside the physical journey from Eden, into slavery, and toward the 
Promised Land. Michael Morales’s study persistently argues that “the Pen-
tateuch’s main theme [is] YHWH’s opening a way for humanity to dwell in 
the divine Presence.”33

Mechanisms for Access
Many of our metaphors intersect with broader soteriological language, so it 
is possible to multiply the terms we inspect. We have already encountered a 
good many above, and a brief further sampling here must suffice.

It is widely recognized that the sacrificial system lies at the heart of up-
grading one’s holiness, one’s access privileges. Many have followed Gordon 
Wenham’s classic articulation:

Sin and disease lead to profanation of the holy and pollution of the clean. Sacri-

fice can reverse this process … Sacrifice, by cleansing the unclean, makes such 

contact [between the holy and the formerly unclean] possible. The holy God 

can meet with sinful man.34



Drawing Near to God: Spatial Metaphors for Salvation

97

It is intriguing then to observe that the very language of sacrifices is intimately 
entwined with language of proximity.

We have already encountered examples of people “drawing near” and being 
near to God. In a general introduction to Leviticus and its sacrifices, Victor 
Hamilton is not seeking to study nearness in itself, yet he demonstrates how 
crucial it is to the OT cultic system.

First he demonstrates a marked division between the first three major 
sacrifices outlined in Leviticus 1–7 and the remaining two. The former divi-
sion covers the whole burnt offering, the grain offering, and the well-being 
offering (Lev 1–3); the latter outlines the sin offering and the guilt offering 
(4:1–6:7). Without denying the importance of atonement, he concludes 
that the order of canonical presentation is significant. “Leviticus does not 
begin with restoration to God and then move on to celebration; rather, it 
starts with celebration and then moves on to the possibility of restoration 
to God, if and when needed.”35

Hamilton’s view of “celebration” and “restoration” overtly includes matters 
of proximity. One major distinction between the two groups of sacrifices is 
their use of “nearness” language. Forms of the Hebrew qrb are found in all 
five sacrifices, but they are significantly more prominent in the first group 
than the second. All five sacrifices are concerned with nearness to God—but 
especially those that celebrate this proximity rather than facilitate it.36

Hamilton thus resolves that this word group and the concept of sacrifice 
conspire on the importance of spatial language. Emphasizing the nominal 
form (qorbān), he concludes strikingly:

A more literal translation of the word than “offering” is “a thing brought near.” 

The sacrifices thus are concerned with the issue of how one can live in nearness 

to God. Leviticus is answering the question “Can there be proximity and pro-

pinquity between God and humankind?”37

Plenty more could be said about terms like “near” and “far.” Of course 
they attract figurative interpretations. A pivotal, even evangelistic high point 
celebrates Israel’s unique privilege of having Yahweh “near” them, especially in 
prayer (Deut 4:7). The prophet Zephaniah later complains of Jerusalem that 
“she does not trust in the Lord / she does not draw near to her God” (Zeph 
3:2).38 The scapegoat on the crucial Day of Atonement at the peak of Israel’s 
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calendar carries the people’s sins away from the tabernacle and the camp (Lev 
16:20–22), and the psalmist famously rejoices that God removes transgressions 
“as far as the east is from the west” (Ps 103:12). Again we must be careful to 
acknowledge that not all spatial language is entirely metaphorical.

If being “near” God is a key yardstick, it is little surprise that the OT 
also has a range of kinetic terms about “coming,” “drawing near,” and “(re)
turning” to God (verbs such as bô’, nāgaš, šûb). These reinforce what has 
already been said about God and his presence in the tabernacle/ temple at 
the center of the Israelite nation. Yet more terms draw on spatial concepts, 
such as the state of finding someone in God’s company; so the simple “with.” 

Of course, we must learn the same lesson that some Israelites resisted. God 
is not constrained to ethnic or geographical boundaries. Ezekiel witnesses the 
graphic “departure” of God from the desecrated temple and anticipates his 
eventual return (Ezek 10; 43). Part of the prophet’s assurance is that he has 
already witnessed this glory active in Babylon (Ezek 1).39 The same assurance 
seems offered by Jeremiah, with God announcing to the exiles: “… I will 
visit you … And you will call me and come and pray to me [there], and I will 
listen to you. And you will search for me and find me …” ( Jer 29:10–14).40

An OT Reality
We have repeatedly noted the tricky balancing act of recognizing that physical 
terminology can be extended to metaphorical uses (as in many languages 
today). We have seen the parallelism of Zephaniah 3:2, where “drawing near” 
to God is paired with “trusting” him. A similar contrast is found in Joshua 
23:11–12; if Israel fails to “love the Lord your God” it amounts to “turning 
away” from him (and “cleaving” to the remnants of the Canaanite nations, 
yet another physical term with figurative extensions). And this alienation is 
what transpires, as Daniel later laments: “all Israel has transgressed your law 
and turned aside, refusing to obey your voice” (Dan 9:11).

But generations of Sunday school students have grown up with the 
prize-winning term “omnipresent” and fail to identify biblical passages 
where God’s presence is somehow more localized in certain places. After 
negotiating with resistant and rebellious Israel, Moses is said to “return to 
the Lord” to speak with him (Exod 5:22; 32:31). It is not as if Moses has 
wandered away from God figuratively or spiritually; there are places where 
God can be encountered more than in other places. 
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One question, of course, is how all such spatial language connects with OT 
notions of “salvation.” OT soteriology is itself a slippery topic and addressed 
less commonly than we might expect.41 Our investigation gains traction not 
by focusing on that soteriology in itself, but by exploring how the OT images 
are applied in ways that enhance our NT concepts of salvation.

NT Spatial Metaphors for Salvation

The NT has plenty of new things to say about salvation. Of course the bal-
ance between continuities and discontinuities remains heavily debated 
(see sample contributions in the prior endnote). Our focus here is not on 
the (dis)continuity of salvation that may occur between the old and new 
covenants but on any continuing or novel images that are used for teaching 
soteriological issues.

Indeed, we find the NT authors reprising a good number of images we 
have already touched upon. This means that even our churches and church 
members who pay disproportionate attention to the NT writings will benefit 
if we upskill them in the depth of the relevant OT background. We also see 
a few newer images that the NT adds to our spatial arsenal.

Overt Temple Imagery
One reason I have devoted space to tabernacle (thus temple) imagery is 
twofold. (1) The NT makes a surprising number of allusions to the language 
we have already seen. (2) Yet, because new-covenant believers can be less 
familiar with it, we can fail to grasp its presence or its import. As we here 
skim briefly the key NT allusions we need not invest much time in their 
interpretation; such interpretation is invaluable but can be invested when 
we share the images with those in our ministry care.

Hebrews offers the most overt of the NT’s attention to tabernacle language. 
We are assured that the earthly tabernacle was a “model” of the heavenly 
reality (Heb 8:1–5; 9:23–24). The term (hypodeigma) can be oversold; most 
translations suggest “copy”—although sometimes this is more positive (“the 
copy,” NKJV) and at other times more negative (“only a copy,” NLT). Because 
Hebrews casts the OT precursors as a mere “shadow” of reality (10:1, and 
alongside hypodeigma in 8:5), it is tempting to err towards pessimism. It is 
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equally tempting to then evaluate the tabernacle and the old-covenant system 
as a poor attempt—even a failed attempt—to approach God, one that has 
now been surpassed by the “real” ministrations of the new-covenant system.42

It is popular to describe Hebrews as employing the rhetorical art of syn-
krisis: using positive comparison to sell something even better. The point is 
subtle and worth a moment’s reflection. Of course modern advertisers might 
try to sell something through negative comparison: “Your current car/ phone/ 
appliance is deficient; buy ours.” That applies especially for advertising from 
a competitor. But, especially for companies who already have us hooked, 
advertising can take a more positive bent: “If you like what your current car/ 
phone/ appliance already does, our new one does all that even better, and does 
more to boot!” Church traditions that play off the new covenant against the 
old are likely to lean towards the negative, pessimistic model.

When we let Hebrews speak for itself, the letter is far more positive and 
optimistic towards the old covenant. Of course the letter’s “upgrade pitch” 
draws attention to the superiority of the new offer. In turn, this can be seen 
to cast aspersions on the older model, especially when that older model 
no longer functions adequately. But Hebrews largely compares the positive 
operation of the old system as it once was with the even better offer now 
available through Jesus. “If you like what the old-covenant priesthood/ 
sacrifices/ tabernacle used to accomplish, the new-covenant parallel now 
does all that even better!”

Seen this way, Hebrews employs OT spatial elements in a positive way. I 
am increasingly persuaded by those who see 2:17–18 as the key proposition 
of the entire letter: Jesus as “a merciful and faithful high priest.”43 The old-cov-
enant priests helped Israelite worshipers discern their current standing on 
the scale of graded holiness (Lev 10:10–11), thus ushering them closer to 
God or suggesting the merits of distance for now, and also offering sacrifices 
to facilitate adequate holiness. Likewise, our superior Great High Priest has 
offered a superior sacrifice and permanently furnished adequate holiness 
(e.g., Heb 9:11–14), through which he ushers Christian worshipers closer 
to God (esp. 4:14–16; 10:19–22).44

Although we must move beyond Hebrews, already we find crucial theolog-
ical and pastoral gems. These shine brightly enough on their own—though 
they also help refract veins of similarly valuable teaching elsewhere in the 
NT. Jesus’ superior sacrifice and eternal empathetic intercessions mean we 
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might “approach” the throne of grace, and with confidence (Heb 4:16). Jesus 
has pioneered the way like a forerunner and has anchored for us a pathway 
to the inner sanctuary beyond the curtain (6:19–20). We are thus urged, 
again, to have confidence in using the new “entrance” into God’s sanctuary 
that Christ’s blood and body have opened (10:19–20). 

Alongside such access imagery, Hebrews adds several other spatial 
metaphors. Christians are not unlike the Israelites wandering through the 
wilderness in search of rest (3:1–4:13). We emulate the patriarchs faithfully 
trusting God’s promises to attain a permanent homeland (11:1–40) or 
athletes who fixatedly run with endurance the race laying ahead (12:1–3 
[–13]). We are the people of God approaching God’s presence on his supreme 
mountain and in his ultimate city (12:14–28).45

We return to this wider set of images in the NT after further consideration 
of overt temple language.

Akin to Hebrews, Paul makes mention of our free access to God. While 
systematicians often cite Romans 5:1–2 for its juxtaposition of “justification,” 
“faith,” and “grace” (followed by “hope” and “glory”), much less attention is 
paid to the “access” we have gained. Commentators who investigate the term 
(prosagōgē) acknowledge that it could connote access to a king in his palace or 
a judge in his courtroom, as much as to a deity in his temple.46 The debate over 
location ought not overshadow that spatial access applies regardless. Moreover, 
commentators acknowledge that forms of the verb (prosagō) occur in the LXX 
accounts of cultic contexts and would resonate at least with Jewish readers of 
Romans. While modern Bible readers tend to think of palaces and temples as 
discrete buildings with distinct purposes, many ancient contexts would have 
more closely aligned a king and his god; we ourselves have seen that God’s 
dwelling in the OT houses his throne and originates his reign. Thomas Sch-
reiner feels compelled to choose between approaching a king and approaching 
a god—though he now leans towards the cultic setting.47

Part of Schreiner’s side-taking stems from the same usage of this word 
in Ephesians 2:18 and 3:12. Both of these uses are more obviously linked 
with OT cultic imagery. The former appears in a passage solidly founded on 
temple language. The “Gentile” readers are no longer alienated from God and 
his people, no longer “far” from many Jewish privileges but now “near.” The 
major claim for Christ’s reconciling work is that both “the far” and “the near” 
share the same “access” to the Father (Eph 2:17–18). If such language were 
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not sufficiently cultic and spatial, Paul then grants one of his key pictures of 
united Christian believers forming God’s new localization: “a holy temple in 
the Lord … a dwelling place for God” (2:19–22; cf. 1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 
6:16)! Similarly elsewhere. Peter celebrates that believers are “living stones, 
a spiritual house” (1 Pet 2:5). Every believer who persists to the end, Jesus 
“will make into a pillar in the temple of my God, and they will never again 
depart outside” (Rev 3:12). The picture is later reinforced where Revelation 
likely describes “the temple of God” as (the altar and) “those who worship 
in it” (11:1), and God’s “dwelling place” as “those [believers] who dwell in 
heaven” (13:6 pace NIV).48 All these NT books carefully associate being 
God’s temple with the commensurate holiness (to which we could add many 
more passages, such as 1 Thess 3:13; 2 Pet 3:14).

Paul’s language moves even closer to the sentiments of Hebrews. God’s 
eternal purpose in Christ Jesus results in our “boldness and access with 
confidence” (Eph 3:11–12). Links with other spatial imagery are confirmed 
by major translations clarifying “access to God” even without that phrase 
overtly included in Greek (so NIV, NRSV, NET, NLT).

It is tempting to digress into explorations of “boldness,” given that it occurs 
both here and in the core pastoral injunctions of Hebrews (Heb 4:16; 10:19) 
and elsewhere in Scripture (notably 1 John). Suffice to observe that this import-
ant notion is tightly bound to matters of “access.” For all its brevity, Bird’s 
treatment of Jesus’ session captures this beautifully:

If there are two Greek words to teach our congregations, it would have to be 

parrēsia (“confidence”) and prosagōgē (“access”). … Believers have a brazen 

confidence to presume upon God’s favor and a shameless sense of security that 

God’s door to them always stands open.49

Further temple imagery can be found. Perhaps the next most famous 
occurs in the closing chapters of Revelation. It resonates with cultic imagery 
in ways we may not always appreciate. In consecutive verses (Rev 21:15–27) 
the new Jerusalem is measured as cubic—the same proportions as the Most 
Holy Place; it is described in glorious terms similar to but surpassing the 
earthly Jerusalem temple(s); it has no separate temple because the entire 
city functions as God’s dwelling place: “symbol has given way to reality.”50 
The final vision shows that, as with the Jerusalem temple, God’s throne is 
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there and he can be seen—now by all his worshipful servants (22:1–5). The 
explanatory speech from the throne celebrates:

“See, God’s dwelling (tent, tabernacle) is with mortals, and he will dwell with them. 

And they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them (and be their 

God).” (Rev 21:3)51

We then realize that this adoption formula reinforces the links we have 
been tracing. Consider the climax of the covenant blessings promised at 
the crescendo of Leviticus:

“I will put my dwelling among you, and I will not reject you. I will walk among 

you and be your God, and you will be my people.” (Lev 26:11–12)

And we have already made mention of Paul’s description of believers as “the 
temple of the living God” in 2 Corinthians 6:16—where Paul, too, cites the 
Leviticus formula. There is a persistent NT confluence of God’s presence, 
his dwelling place, and his people.52

Lest we overlook other obvious connections, one of the opening claims 
of John’s Gospel also highlights this confluence. “The Word become flesh 
and dwelled (tented) among us, and we have seen his glory” ( John 1:14). These 
words require our OT foundation and its spatial cultic imagery. The same 
notion may underlie Paul’s insistence that all God’s fullness “dwells” in the 
incarnate Jesus as God definitively draws closer to his people (Col 1:19; 2:9).53

Additional Allusions
We have not exhausted every option. But we might become increasingly 
alert to the myriad other ways in which spatial and cultic terms so easily 
slip under the radar. Nijay Gupta reminds us that “In most cases we think, 
speak, write, and interpret metaphors unconsciously.”54 A simple list captures 
merely a few of these that intersect with soteriology:

· Joel Green opens his study of God’s kingdom observing that “what happens 

most frequently” involves spatial terms: “it is entered, with the result that 

people can be in, not far from or out of the kingdom.”55 Certainly scholars 

and pastors regularly turn to the opening words of Jesus’ public ministry: 
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“The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15).

· Jesus speaks of “the road leading into life” with a narrow gate—and a broad, 

popular alternative (Matt 7:13–14; cf. Luke 13:24–25; Acts 14:27).

· Recent scholarship confirms that “Luke-Acts describes both conversion and 

salvation using the framing metaphor of a bodily journey.”56

· “I am the way … No one comes to the Father except through me” ( John 

14:6; cf. Heb 10:20; Acts 9:2). Jesus is also the “gate” for his sheep ( John 

10:7–9).

· “Each one the Father gives to me will arrive, and the one coming to me I 

will never drive outside” ( John 6:37). There is also talk of “drawing” them 

(6:44–45; 12:32).

· Both the OT and the NT connote appropriate behavior in locomotive terms: 

“walking with/ before God,” “following Jesus” as a disciple, and “keeping in 

step with the Spirit.” The language of “walking” in God’s ways is pervasive.57

· Paul is well known for his athletic imagery. While we can leave boxing to 

one side, language of a race to “run” bears affinity with our sense of moving 

towards a goal and prize (e.g., 1 Cor 9:24–27; Phil 3:11–14; 2 Tim 4:6–8; 

cf. Heb 12:1–2).58

· One also has to compete according to the rules. One can be “disqualified” 

(1 Cor 9:27; 2 Tim 2:5). Of equal concern is the possibility of impeding 

another believer’s race; the language of “stumbling” is used variously but 

sometimes fairly clearly in this journeying sense (Rom 14:13–21; 1 Pet 2:8; 

1 John 2:9–11; cf. Luke 17:1–3).

· Just as Paul celebrates how the “far” have been “made near” (Eph 2:13), Peter 

also famously describes how “Christ suffered once for sins, the righteous 

for the unrighteous, to bring you to God” (1 Pet 3:18).
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· Sacrifice language, of course, abounds in both testaments. Some of the NT 

language of “presentation” is concerned not only with the act of sacrifice 

but the proximity this involves. Just as Gabriel “stands before God” (Luke 

1:19) so believers are adjured to attain holiness and “present yourselves to 

God” (Rom 6:13; 12:1; 14:10) something cemented not by rituals but by 

God himself (1 Cor 8:8; 2 Cor 4:14; Col 1:22; Jude 24).

· Some of our preferred sacrificial language remains reliant on physical OT elements. 

While the biblical terms remain debated, it is an evangelical shibboleth that Jesus 

functions as the new-covenant “mercy seat” (Rom 3:25 NET): the cover over 

the ark, which is the place (and sacrificial mechanism) whereby sinful humans 

can meet with a holy God.

· The words of the Bible’s final book paint a consistent picture of “those who 

may enter the city” and those forever “outside” (here, Rev 22:14–15).

So What?

When we retain such spatial metaphors alongside other favorites, there can 
be several enhancements in our Christian experience and our care for others. 
Only a small number can be sampled here.

The Order of Approach
A brief note must acknowledge that proximity can be understood and taught 
in both directions. Our choice of emphasis may betray our preferences and 
may spark us to consider the alternative perspective.

My own emphasis here on cultic spatial metaphors tends to focus on 
worshipers drawing near to God. It lies at the heart of many OT and NT 
opportunities, commands and celebrations. Apart from making sense of 
much biblical language, it is especially fruitful for believers who need to be 
encouraged in proactive steps of taking responsibility for their faith response.

Of course, the Bible is equally clear that God’s chosen people can 
approach him only on the basis that he has already approached them. 
There are plenty of passages, OT and NT, that assure individuals and 
groups that God is “with” them as they join his mission. There are times 
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when believers need this assurance, although I would play this down in 
comfortable Western contexts.59

Praising and Applying Jesus’ Work
As we craft children’s lessons and choose sermon illustrations, as we select 
from music inventories and rehearse evangelistic one-liners, an appreciation 
for Jesus’ spatial and priestly ministry can only enhance our repertoire. Any 
number of theological and pastoral applications flow from the imagery of 
Jesus facilitating our access to God’s presence. I suggest just a few here.

Those who engage in visual or kinetic terms may connect far more read-
ily with these spatial metaphors. The adventurous or athletically inclined 
(not least among younger generations) may be faster to follow Jesus on a 
journey towards God than to grasp the cerebral hypothesis of owing some 
legal debt. Indeed, those in comfortable settings often have little experi-
ence of the judicial or economic conundrums we can use to illustrate the 
gospel. Jesus is the “trailblazer” who fronts our race or wilderness hike or 
cycling peloton.60

The same applies socially. Those who are awkward in making new friends—
and who are rightly timid in the unwarranted company of greatness—can 
find themselves reticent to “approach” God. With the Bible full of such 
invitations, an explanation of Jesus’ introduction can bolster the “boldness” 
the Bible commands us to enjoy. Jesus is the heir who invites his newfound 
friends into the family mansion.

In an age where access may perhaps be treated too flippantly, the Bible’s 
cultic imagery accentuates the cost and privilege of gold-class entry into God’s 
majestic throne room. Yes, Jesus furnishes an access-all-areas pass for which 
we need not (and cannot) pay, but it was never free. Further, Jesus alerts us to 
the holiness expected of those who would reside near God. Spatial imagery 
thus aids us in exploring and explaining both positional and progressive 
sanctification. The Bible’s repeated directives to “be holy!” might never gain 
traction without a spatial sense of proximity to the holy God.

Conversely we might ask how our use of physical spaces helpfully or 
unhelpfully reflects the Bible’s metaphors. Do we create buildings (sometimes 
even called “sanctuaries”) that might exude reverence or exclude children 
as if God is still architecturally constrained? How should architecture and 
ecclesiology intersect?
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Educationally, we are authorized to think more deeply about how meta-
phors work. It is easy to find examples where spatial language is too quickly 
spiritualized. I do not doubt figurative options, but what do we lose if we 
mistake spatial language to bear only a spiritual application? For example, in 
an encouraging sermon on Hebrews 10:19–22, John Piper assures us that 
“This drawing near is not a physical act.”61 Of course we grasp his point. But 
might he too quickly dilute the Bible’s language? Might he encourage hearers 
to spiritualize all spatial language? What might we gain by asking what spatial 
elements still obtain today, such as drawing near to God’s presence as he 
tabernacles in the midst of his holy people (not least suggested immediately 
by Hebrews 10:23–25)?

If salvation is as much a journey as a decisive moment, how better can 
we pray for those taking steps towards, through, and beyond conversion? 
Prayers for progress feel more authentic when we ourselves may be uncertain 
about “how far along” someone else might be. Indeed, we can pray robust 
prayers regardless of whether someone is yet converted, and we can keep 
praying similar prayers throughout the remainder of their lives.62 Treating 
salvation as a journey also makes us more aware of the pathways towards and 
through our corporate lives as the people of God; there is as much demand 
for ongoing discipleship as for seeking a tick-the-box or pray-the-prayer 
conversion moment. We nurture people not only to start their walk with 
Jesus but also to attain its end.

And of course, the more we discern that this spatial language is interwoven 
throughout the fabric of Scripture, the more we will observe it intersecting 
with other major doctrines. “The tabernacle of the OT as the place of the 
presence is the principal bridgehead in the OT to the doctrine of the Incar-
nation.”63 And we have snatched other glimpses of how spatial language of 
drawing near to God must surely influence our formulation and expression 
of other doctrines such as God’s immanence versus transcendence, the iden-
tification of the Trinity and potential differentiation of their responsibilities, 
elements of justification and sanctification and assurance and perseverance, 
the nature of the church, as well as a raft of doxological and behavioral 
responses suited to the beneficiaries of God’s work in Christ.

My own institution is widely known for its former principal, Leon Morris. 
No slouch in defending the atonement, we do well to hear his reminder 
(delivered at a Southern Seminary lecture) to embrace the Bible’s diverse 
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soteriological imagery. “[N]o one theory takes account of all the facts. We 
need elements from more than one of them to account for the varied teaching 
of the [Old and] New Testament.”64 Go and do likewise.

1 Gary A. Anderson, Sin: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 4, italics original. He contends 
that different metaphors held sway in different biblical eras.

2 Already we might note that commentators acknowledge the priestly undertones of James 4:8, based primarily 
on the single verb “to draw near” (and perhaps the ensuing “to cleanse”); e.g., Kurt A. Richardson, James 
(NAC 36; Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1997), 185–86.

3 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 
548–79. The quotes come from the opening page of this section (§5.4).

4 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 825–40.
5 Ibid., respectively e.g., 839–40, 702–3, 731–52.
6 John M. Frame, Systematic Theology (Phillipsburg: P&R, 2013), e.g., 902–3. I have simplified his approach to 

align with Erickson’s, noting that Frame also includes “expiation” and “propitiation” here.
7 Michael S. Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims On the Way (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2011), esp. 587–619. My following comments are drawn particularly from the opening pages of this section 
(ch. 18) along with 492–501.

8 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 722–62; cf. Frame, Systematic 
Theology, 964–65.

9 Bruce A. Demarest, The Cross and Salvation: The Doctrine of Salvation (Wheaton: Crossway, 1997), e.g., 166–68. Of 
course Demarest has sufficient space to explore some lesser motifs, which he catalogues as “ransom,” “redemp-
tion,” “propitiation,” “expiation,” “reconciliation,” “cosmic victory,” and “moral influence/example” (176–82).

10 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 456–58. Bird approaches Christology chronologically (life, death, resurrection, 
ascension and session), all of which precedes his chapter on soteriology.

11 Erickson, Christian Theology, 1004, cf. 82. 
12 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 4th ed. (London: Banner of Truth, 1939), 361–66, 400–5.
13 Frame, Systematic Theology, 907–8, cf. 932.
14 Horton, The Christian Faith, 487–88, cf. 787.
15 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 626–27, italics original. Of course Grudem means we have no need of a special 

earthly priesthood. The same enthusiasm and detail concerning Jesus’ priesthood permeates his discussions 
of prayer (378–79) and of worship (1006–8).

16 Gerald O’Collins and Michael Keenan Jones, Jesus Our Priest: A Christian Approach to the Priesthood of Christ 
(Oxford: OUP, 2010), 291–92. The same popular titles for Jesus are separately identified and evaluated by 
John T. Bristow, “Why the Traditional Titles for Jesus Fail to Communicate the Gospel,” Impact 32 (1994): 
20–38. Bristow reinforces the pessimism of O’Collins and Jones when, in exploring additional titles and 
concepts, he himself fails to identify priestly imagery for Jesus.

17 Brenda B. Colijn, Images of Salvation in the New Testament (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2010), esp. 288–93. 
For example: “In Hebrews, salvation is a pilgrimage of faith, a journey towards God’s promise that is directed 
and sustained by God’s presence” (289, italics added). Her work on Hebrews reprises Colijn, “ ‘Let Us 
Approach’: Soteriology in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” JETS 39.4 (1996): 571–86.

18 See Victor P. Hamilton, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 450–51, who uses the language of 
“perpetuates,” “intensifies,” and “relocates,” as well as seeing Sinai as a “prototype” of the tabernacle.

19 Some of the design and linguistic complexities are summarized by Stephen T. Hague, “’ărôn (778),” NIDOTTE 
1:504–7.

20 I summarize other elements of the tabernacle’s successful construction—and Moses’ careful compliance—in 
Malone, God’s Mediators: A Biblical Theology of Priesthood (NSBT 43; Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2017), 
31–34. Ensuing pages (34–38) investigate Lev 8–10, as we will soon here.

21 The evocative and useful phrase has been propagated nearly single¬handedly by Philip P. Jenson, Graded 
Holiness: A Key to the Priestly Conception of the World ( JSOTSup 106; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992).
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22 See also my own brief popularization in Malone, “Temples of the Holy Spirit: Paul’s Call to Holiness,” Credo 
Magazine 8.3 (2018). There I alight on the illustration of penetrating the corridors and security cordons of 
the White House in order to encounter the President in his Oval Office.

23 See, e.g., Peter J. Gentry, “The Covenant at Sinai,” SBJT 12.3 (2008): 47–49.
24 E.g., Isaac C. Rottenberg, “Comparative Theology vs. Reactive Theology: Jewish and Christian Approaches 

to the Presence of God,” ProEccl 3.4 (1994): 414. He helpfully also summarizes that Judaism’s theology “could 
be called a ‘theology of the presence of God.’ YHWH, the God of Israel, dwells with his people … very near 
to those who call upon his name.”

25 It is attractive to follow translations that describe this fire as “unholy” (e.g., RSV, NRSV, GNB), but the term 
at stake (zār) does not justify an etymological or semantic link. As Leviticus itself explains, the adjective 
simply communicates something that is “out of bounds” or “against the rules.”

26 John E. Hartley, Leviticus (WBC 4; Dallas: Word, 1992), 134.
27 Genesis 16:13 perhaps preserves Hagar’s similar surprise: “Have I really seen God and remained alive after 

seeing him?” (NRSV, cf. NASB). Even if this is too speculative, it indicates that translators of significant Bible 
versions judge the sentiment to be theologically plausible. Assuming that the angel of the Lord is God himself, 
Gideon also expects to die ( Judg 6:22–24). We cannot be quite as certain about the causes or responses made 
by other prophets to (probable) theophanies (e.g., Ezek 1:28; 3:23; etc.; Dan 10:7–9).

28 So J. Ramsey Michaels, The Gospel of John (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 890–91; Andrew T. 
Lincoln, The Gospel According to St John (BNTC; New York: Continuum, 2005), 444–45.

29 G. Henton Davies, “Tabernacle,” IDB 4:502; cf. Colijn, Images of Salvation, 293: “worship means to ‘approach’ 
or ‘draw near’ to God.”

30 I offer a few additional examples and some scholarly sources in Malone, “The Invisibility of God: A Survey 
of a Misunderstood Phenomenon,” EvQ 79.4 (2007): 326–27. We might add 2 Sam 17:11, where Absalom 
is counselled to have “your face going into battle” (i.e., “you personally,” so NASB, CSB).

31 John E. Goldingay, Psalms, vol. 2: Psalms 42–89 (BCOTWP; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 23.
32 The impact of this temple visit is even more profound if it marks not only a theological pivot in the psalmist’s 

transformation but also a structural center to Ps 73; so Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51–100 (WBC 20; Dallas: 
Word, 1990), 232–34.

33 L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord? A Biblical Theology of the Book of Leviticus (NSBT 
37; Nottingham: Apollos, 2015), here 39, italics original.

34 Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 26. Many also follow 
Wenham’s accompanying diagram; see the visually attractive version in Christopher J. H. Wright, “Leviticus,” 
New Bible Commentary (ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th ed.; Leicester: IVP, 1994), 137.

35 Victor P. Hamilton, Handbook on the Pentateuch, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 233–37 
(quote 236). Both he and I recognize that various labels can be used for the sacrifices and that the initial 
introduction in Lev 1:1–6:7 is reprised in 6:8–7:38.

36 Of 60 verbal and nominal forms, Hamilton counts 52 in the first division. He does not spell out his criteria, 
but he appears to count cautiously. For example, he does not seem to include the terms where the priests 
facilitate these sacrifices on behalf of worshippers. My own rough estimate only increases the ratio, counting 
around 89% of qrb terms (64 of 72) in the first, celebratory category. Further, because he appears to ignore 
generic uses, Hamilton does not draw attention to the way qrb terms open and summarize the entirety of 
the sacrificial instructions in Lev 1–7 (as does Richard E. Averbeck, “qorbān [7933],” NIDOTTE 3:980).

37 Hamilton, Handbook, 239.
38 These examples are commonly noted, e.g., Bill T. Arnold, “qrb (7928),” NIDOTTE 3:976.
39 Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel Chapters 1–24 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 83–84: “Yah-

weh’s sudden appearance to Ezekiel among the deportees shatters the widespread myth that the influence of 
patron deities was localized in the territory over which they were understood to have jurisdiction, and that 
a person’s access to the divinity depended on one’s physical presence in the god’s land. Yahweh could appear 
whenever and wherever he chose.”

40 Hetty Lalleman, Jeremiah and Lamentations (TOTC 21; Nottingham: IVP, 2013), 219: “God will act and his 
presence will be apparent in bringing them back from exile. … He will even listen to his people’s prayers in a 
foreign country (vv. 12–13; cf. v. 7).” Note also that the LXX of 29:14 [39:14] can be translated “And I will 
appear to you”; so John A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 543n8.

41 More substantial attempts at the topic, often in debates over inclusivism, include James K. Zink, “Salvation 
in the Old Testament: A Central Theme,” Enc 25.4 (1964): 405–14; Geoffrey W. Grogan, “The Experience 
of Salvation in the Old and New Testaments,” VE 5 (1967): 4–26; John S. Feinberg, “Salvation in the Old 
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Testament,” in Tradition and Testament (ed. J. S. Feinberg and P. D. Feinberg; Chicago: Moody, 1981), 39–77; 
Allen P. Ross, “The Biblical Method of Salvation: A Case for Discontinuity,” in Continuity and Discontinuity (ed. 
J. S. Feinberg; Westchester: Crossway, 1988), 161–78; Walter C. Kaiser Jr, “Salvation in the Old Testament: 
With Special Emphasis on the Object and Content of Personal Belief,” Jian Dao 2 (1994): 1–18; Ramesh P. 
Richard, “Soteriological Inclusivism and Dispensationalism,” BSac 151 (1994): 85–108; René A. López, “Old 
Testament Salvation—From What?,” Journal of the Grace Evangelical Society 16.31 (2003): 49–64; Stephen J. 
Wellum, “Saving Faith: Implicit or Explicit?,” in Faith Comes by Hearing (ed. C. W. Morgan and R. A. Peterson; 
Downers Grove: IVP, 2008), 142–83.

42 Although generally balanced in his treatment, Lane offers here a fairly pessimistic interpretation. It is true that 
Heb 8:5 is stressing the discontinuous/inferior comparatives on this occasion, and Lane takes hypodeigmati kai 
skia as a hendiadys that reinforces the negative overtones: “a shadowy suggestion of the heavenly (sanctuary).” 
William L. Lane, Hebrews 1–8 (WBC 47A; Dallas: Word, 1991), 199, 201, 206. For Hebrews to cast Jesus 
as a superlative fulfillment, however, we must not abandon the positive/continuous points of comparison.

43 So, e.g., Gareth Lee Cockerill, The Epistle to the Hebrews (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 64; Lane, 
Hebrews 1–8, e.g., 2, 67.

44 This is a woefully brief summary of what Jesus’ priesthood accomplishes. Many summaries exist, such as the 
portrait sketched in the opening pages of the editorial introducing this two-part issue: Stephen J. Wellum, 
“Editorial: Reflecting on Priests, Priesthood, and the Glory of Christ,” SBJT 22.2 (2018): 5–7. My own 
mid-length précis of Jesus’ priestly ministry in Hebrews and relevant scholarship is given in Malone, God’s 
Mediators, 108–16.

45 Helpfully, Colijn, Images of Salvation, who both unpacks some of the journey images (288–93) and elaborates 
the (tabernacle) language of approaching God for worship (293–99).

46 Ferdinand Hahn, The Titles of Jesus in Christology: Their History in Early Christianity (trans. H. Knight and G. 
Ogg; Cambridge: James Clarke, 1969), 231: “This phrase has, however, no exclusively cultic significance, but 
has likewise its place in legal terminology and in court ceremonial.” Similarly James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1–8 
(WBC 38A; Waco: Word, 1988), 247–48, who favors a regal tone. Also favoring a regal setting, we should 
observe the agency emphasized by William Sanday and Arthur C. Headlam, The Epistle to the Romans, 5th ed. 
(ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1902), 121: “The rendering ‘access’ is inadequate, as it leaves out of sight the 
fact that we do not come in our own strength but need an ‘introducer’—Christ.”

47 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, 2nd ed. (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), 262, now taking a 
stance missing in his 1st ed. (1998), 254. Schreiner acknowledges the persuasive arguments of Nijay K. Gupta, 
“Towards a Set of Principles for Identifying and Interpreting Metaphors in Paul: Prosagōgē (Romans 5:2) as 
a Test Case,” ResQ 51.3 (2009): 175–81. Further, we might join Jewett in noting not only the liturgical uses 
of prosagō(gē) language but the way that Rom 5:2 also uses the same kind of “stand” language as is found in 
the prelude to God’s appearance in Lev 9:5–6 (see above) and in regular temple ministrations before Yahweh 
in 2 Chr 29:11. Indeed, while making little of the cultic setting, Jewett chooses this moment to note parallels 
with Heb 4:16! Robert Jewett, Romans (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 349–50.

48 So, e.g., G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God (NSBT 
17; Leicester: Apollos, 2004), e.g., 275–77, 313–20.

49 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 457. Of course parrēsia is raised by relevant commentaries, e.g., Andrew T. Lincoln, 
Ephesians (WBC 42; Dallas: Word, 1990), 190: “classical Greek for ‘freedom of speech,’ the democratic right 
‘to say everything’ one wished to say.” In turn it is picked up in pastoral works, such as the treatment of 
unconstrained confidence by Hans Urs von Balthasar, Prayer (trans. G. Harrison; San Francisco: Ignatius, 
1986), 45–50.

50 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, rev. ed. (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 395; cf. G. K. 
Beale and Mitchell Kim, God Dwells Among Us (Downers Grove: IVP, 2014), ch. 9.

51 Among many textual and translational difficulties, I draw attention to the slightly uncertain plural: “his peoples.” 
With reasonable arguments for the plural, it is distressing to find it presented clearly in only NRSV and CSB 
(both overriding their predecessors’ singulars). The pastoral significance is similar to the claims in Eph 2 that 
God now adopts both Jews and Gentiles equally, making this an overt mention of the “multi-ethnic composi-
tion of the church” (Grant R. Osborne, Revelation [BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002], 734n9).

52 Of course, Paul is doing more than merely giving tabernacle lessons. Here he is arguing the incompatibility 
of idols with God’s holy (and now human) residence; so David E. Garland, 2 Corinthians (NAC 29; Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman, 1999), 336–38.

53 N. T. Wright, Paul: A Biography (New York: HarperOne, 2018), 291.
54 Gupta, “Metaphors in Paul,” 171. His article helpfully provides more of the academic foundations of 
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metaphorology that my present article brazenly skates over.
55 Joel B. Green, “Kingdom of God/Heaven,” DJG, 468. I have omitted Green’s myriad Bible references.
56 Matthew W. Bates, Salvation by Allegiance Alone (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 99n34, summarizing 

Joel B. Green, Conversion in Luke-Acts (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015).
57 There are far too many occurrences to do justice to. Key OT examples include Gen 5:21–24; 6:9; 17:1; 

24:40; 48:15; 2 Kgs 20:3; Ps 116:9; Mic 6:8; Mal 2:6. Important NT texts include Rom 6:4; 8:4; 2 Cor 5:7; 
Eph 4:1; Col 1:10; 1 Thess 2:12; 4:1; 1 Pet 2:21; 1 John 2:6.

58 One helpful summary is Jerry M. Hullinger, “The Historical Background of Paul’s Athletic Allusions,” BSac 
161 (2004): 343–59. Of course Paul can use athletic images for purposes other than soteriology. And, while 
race imagery is lacking, sometimes prize language (“wreath”) can be found on its own (e.g., Jas 1:12; 1 Pet 
5:4; Rev 2:10).

59 So, too, for example, Beale and Kim, God Dwells Among Us, ch.11, who are equally concerned to spur on 
committed activism and combat moralistic therapeutic deism.

60 These are my interpretations and illustrations of the Hebrews terms “pioneer/author/archēgos” (2:10; 12:2) 
and “forerunner” (6:20), indebted to the likes of F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, rev. ed. (NICNT; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 80, 337. A superhero-obsessed generation may also see “grappling hook” imagery 
in Jesus’ anchored entry into God’s high-security compound (6:19).

61 John Piper, “Let Us Draw Near to God” (23 March 1997), www.desiringgod.org/messages/let-us-draw-near-to-god.
62 Such are Paul’s open-ended prayers for “increase” and “growth” (e.g., Phil 1:9–11; Col 1:9–12; 1 Thess 3:12–13).
63 Davies, “Tabernacle,” 506.
64 Leon L. Morris, The Cross of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 25.
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What is the Baptist view of the priesthood of all believers, and what is the 
practical significance of that view? These are the questions the editors of 
this Journal asked for me to address in this article. 

In one sense, there is no Baptist view of the priesthood of all believers, only 
Baptist views. Malcolm Yarnell helpfully divides past Baptist voices into two 
major strands—the “formative” and the “fragmentary.”1 Seventeenth-century 
Baptist pastor John Smyth provides a paragon of the formative, while turn-of-
the-19th-century seminary president Edgar Young (E. Y.) Mullins offers the 
fragmentary. Early Baptists like Smyth, together with their confessions, pointed 
to Christ’s offices of prophet, priest, and king, which then translate through 
the new covenant into the saints’ three-fold work of proclamation, worship, 
and government.2 Smyth argued that the priestly work of the saints consists 
in offering spiritual sacrifices through prayer, praise, and obedience. Their 
kingly work involved them in admonition, examination, excommunication, 
and absolution.3 Moving into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, pastors 
like Daniel Turner, Andrew Fuller, and Isaac Backus continued this tradition, 
placing the priestly duties of every member inside the ecclesial structures of 
local churches, led by church officers and joined to Baptist associations.4
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Meanwhile, members of the fragmentary strand, which includes names 
like Roger Williams, John Leland, and Francis Wayland, spent more time 
emphasizing the free will, the conscience, and the individual’s unmediated 
access to God.5 They tended to be one or two clicks more suspicious of 
ecclesiastical authority and church partnerships. The most pronounced voice 
for this tradition was E. Y. Mullins. His doctrine of soul competency treated 
direct access to God as the right of all souls apart from the interference of any 
church, pastor, or creed.6 Southern Baptist leader Herschel Hobbs pushed the 
message of soul competency well into the middle of the twentieth century, 
helping to ensure it appeared in the 1963 Baptist Faith & Message.7

These two visions clashed most publicly among the 32,727 messengers at 
the 1988 Southern Baptist convention in San Antonio, Texas. Conservatives 
presented a resolution affirming the formative view of the priesthood of all 
believers. The resolution observed that emphasizing the priesthood of all 
believers was a “recent historical development” in Southern Baptist life, 
but that that emphasis had been “used to justify wrongly the attitude that a 
Christian may believe whatever he so chooses and still be considered a loyal 
Southern Baptist.” Therefore, the resolution then asked the SBC to “affirm 
its belief in the biblical doctrine of the priesthood of the believer (1 Peter 
2:9 and Revelation 1:6),” yet it wanted this affirmation hemmed in by three 
qualifications: (i) “that this doctrine in no way gives license to misinterpret, 
explain away, demythologize, or extrapolate out elements of the supernatural 
from the Bible”; (ii) that it “in no way contradicts the biblical understanding 
of the role, responsibility, and authority of the pastor which is seen in the 
command to the local church in Hebrews 13:17, ‘Obey your leaders, and 
submit to them’”; and (iii) that “elders, or pastors, are called of God to lead 
the local church (Acts 20:28).” The resolution passed 54.75 percent to 45.25 
percent. Disappointed, moderates marched from the convention center in 
San Antonio to the Alamo, singing, “We Shall Overcome.” Upon arriving 
they tore up their paper copies of the resolution and sang Martin Luther’s 
“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” They regarded the whole affair as an assault 
on lay leadership and as an endorsement of pastoral dominance.8

All this to say, it’s difficult to speak in the singular about a Baptist perspec-
tive on the priesthood of believers. Still, inside this energetic tension between 
the formative and fragmentary traditions we find fodder for understanding 
what may be unique in the Baptist perspective on this doctrine—the stardust 
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out of which a Baptist solar system just might form. The formative main-
tains a prominent role for a believer’s corporate identity and for pastoral 
leadership, albeit with a congregationally-ruled backstop. The fragmentary 
pushes hard on the democratic impulses within the doctrine. I place myself 
within the first stream. I believe it strikes the right balance. Nonetheless, I 
appreciate the pull of the fragmentary. The tension between the corporate 
and the individual, or, alternatively, the pastoral/clerical and the individual, 
is a necessary tension within the doctrine. Whether Baptist or not, churches 
and theologians easily veer too far toward one or the other. Medieval Roman 
Catholicism veered too far toward the clerical; E. Y. Mullins too far toward 
the individual. Others, wanting to pull back from Mullins, push not toward 
the clerical, per se, but so strongly toward the corporate that the role of the 
individual almost gets lost. “The priesthood of all believers does not mean 
the priesthood of every believer,” says one Anglican writer.10 Baptist theo-
logian, Timothy George, argues similarly: the doctrine does not point to 
the lonely, isolated seeker of truth, making private judgments, as if each of 
us is his or her own priests. It points to a congregation of faithful believers 
united in a common confession working as “priests to each other.” It’s not 
“the priesthood of the believer,” he says (italics original). It’s the “priesthood 
of believers (plural).” It’s less about our individual “status,” George continues, 
and more about our “service” to one another.11 George, understandably, is 
responding to the shift away from biblical authority and historic Christian 
doctrine represented by Mullins and the larger movements of moderate and 
liberal theologians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Yet we don’t 
want to dissolve the individual into the corporate, just as we don’t want the 
individual lost to the clerical.12

A right understanding of the priesthood of all believers involves a role 
for the individual and the corporate as well as the pastor who leads. And a 
Baptist perspective, by virtue of an elder-led congregational church polity, 
strikes that balance better than any, as I’ll seek to show.

Is There Really a Baptist Perspective?

Before I do, it’s worth backing up and viewing the bigger picture. Had the 
editors of this Journal asked me to write a Baptist perspective on the Trinity, 
the answer would have been “no.” Baptist theology offers nothing distinct on 
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the doctrine of the Trinity in comparison to other Protestant or even other 
historic Christian traditions like Roman Catholicism. What’s needed for 
the Trinity is a historically Christian perspective. Had they asked for a Baptist 
perspective on the doctrine of salvation, again, the answer would have been 
“no.” Baptists have nothing unique to offer relative to their Presbyterian or 
Anglican or Lutheran friends. What’s needed is a Protestant or historically 
evangelical perspective. If the invitation focused on ecclesiology well, then, 
yes, Baptists have something unique to say. 

Yet when we turn to the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, the 
story isn’t so simple. Do Baptists have something unique to say about the 
priesthood of all believers? Is there something in Baptist theology that would 
cause Baptists to read verses like 1 Peter 2:9 (“But you are… a royal priest-
hood”) or Revelation 5:10 (“you have made them a kingdom and priests”) 
differently than a Presbyterian or Anglican would read them? 

The challenge is, the doctrine nestles down right in between the last two 
examples above—in between one’s doctrines of salvation and the church. It 
provides the connective tissue or bridge, as in, “If this doctrine of salvation, 
then that ecclesiology.” 

 Doctrines of: salvation      royal priesthood               church.  

Should we therefore name that bridge after the point of origin or the 
destination—“Protestant” or “Baptist”? 

 Salvation     royal priesthood     church
           (Protestant)                    (?)                 (Baptist)

Moving from Doctrine of Salvation to Royal Priesthood

To begin our answer, it’s worth considering the connection between the 
three doctrines. Connecting the first two, one writer observed, “If justifica-
tion by faith states the believer’s relationship to God, the priesthood of faith 
states the inescapable obligations of that relationship.”13 In other words, the 
doctrine of priesthood—or as I prefer, the royal priesthood— grows out of 
the social and ethical dynamics of salvation. Salvation brings a new identity 
or status, and that identity or status comes with certain responsibilities and 
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even authorities, just as becoming a “husband” or “father” does. In fact, a 
better word than identity or status is office, which combines what Timothy 
George divided: status and service, or identity and responsibility. To hold 
an office is to possess the status and authority to perform a particular service 
or fulfill certain responsibilities. Salvation establishes people into the office 
of priest-king. “For all the righteous possess the priestly order [sacerdotali 
ordinem],” said Irenaeus.14

How does salvation establish people in the office of priest king? Let me 
explain in five steps. First, we must understand biblical salvation covenantally. 
The word or concept of “salvation,” by itself, is a broad idea. One person can 
“save” another from drowning in a river, from financial ruin, from saying 
something foolish, from an awkward conversation at a family reunion, or 
from an evening of boredom. The context determines the meaning and 
scope of what “salvation” is. Consider then what this means if the context is 
a relationship established by a contract or a covenant, as with a broken mar-
riage covenant or mortgage contract. To “save” the marriage or the mortgage 
requires us to attend to the terms of the covenant or contract: “What does 
fulfilling the covenant require? What penalties does the contract specify 
for breach of contract?” Saving the marriage or mortgage means restoring 
the husband and wife or the lender and borrower to the status quo ante, 
as the philosophers would say.15 Both the negative and the positive must 
be addressed in considering the scope of salvation—penalties cancelled, 
terms fulfilled. Upon restoration, the husband will again take up the task of 
husbanding, the borrower of paying on the mortgage monthly. In Scripture, 
likewise, we must pay attention to what the covenant required before it was 
broken in order to best describe the full nature of “salvation.”

Second, recognizing the covenantal nature of salvation helps us to see that 
salvation must include a restoration to office whenever the original covenant 
involved an office, as with a husband being restored to the office of husband. 
An imperiled or lost job is only “saved” when a person is placed back into his 
or her position. An army captain who appears before a disciplinary review 
panel for a questionable decision doesn’t merely hope for the removal of 
penalties and an honorable discharge; he hopes to be restored to the full 
rights and privileges of a captain. In Scripture, likewise, salvation includes not 
only the removal of penalties but being restored to responsibility or office. 
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Third, God’s covenant with Adam in creation included the offices of priest 
and king, a point I won’t attempt to prove since I and others have done it 
amply elsewhere.16 Adam’s office of priest-king is tied to his ontology, his 
being-ness. God created Adam in his image in order to rule, but he didn’t 
create him to be an independent and absolute king. He created him to be a 
king who conveys, displays, mediates the rule of a greater king, himself, an 
under-king to God’s over-king. Adam was to be an obedient king, a medi-
ating king, a priest king. If a king makes judgments,17 a priest-king mediates 
God’s judgments. 

Fourth, insofar as Adam’s (and humanity’s) nature and essence was bound 
up with the office of priest-king, we must understand both sin and salvation 
in terms of this office. Adam sinned not merely by breaking God’s law, gener-
ically defined. He sinned by breaking the creation covenant. When he took 
the forbidden fruit, he contravened God’s law, yes, but the contravention 
was a contravention because he was God’s image and he failed to image; 
he was a priest and he failed to priest. He put himself in God’s place and 
acted the part of an over-king instead of an under-king. He made his own 
judgments; he did not mediate God’s. Were Adam God’s equal, one king 
matched against another, as the serpent implied, eating that which God 
forbade would not have been sin. 

Salvation, likewise, should be understood through the rubric of this office 
of priest-king. If God created Adam to rule in a manner that mediated God’s 
own glory—to subdue all creation so that it would be consecrated to the 
Lord—then presumably “salvation” will include a restoration to this office 
and activity. Again, God tied the office to Adam’s ontology, so salvation must 
lead to the office of mediating God’s judgments once more.

Fifth, when we trace the storyline of redemptive history through the 
rest of the canon, this is what we see: salvation involves a chosen people’s 
restoration to the office of priest-king. As with Adam, God commands the 
sacrifice-making priest Noah to be fruitful and multiply as a dominion-es-
tablishing king (Gen 9:1-3, 7). Noah fails. The same commands transmit to 
Abraham and his descendants, yet now God explicitly promises Abraham 
and his descendants, “I will make you fruitful” and “multiply you” (Gen 
17:2,6; 22:16-18; 26:24; 28:3). He then tells the nation of Israel they would 
become a “kingdom of priests” if they would keep his covenant (Exod 19:6). 
At the same time, God separates out a class of priests and a class of kings to 
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make their respective responsibilities clear, like two grand illustrations.18 
The priest’s job, like Adam’s in the garden, was to “work” and “watch over” 
the tabernacle/temple, keeping it consecrated to the Lord (Gen 2:15; Num 
3:7–8; 8:26; 18:5–6). They mediated God judgments by offering sacrifices 
and then naming things as clean and unclean, holy and unholy. He charges 
his kings, meanwhile, with establishing order and dominion while following 
God’s law (see Deut 17:14–20). Yet the nation, its kings, and its priests all 
fail to do their jobs. Therefore, the prophets promise the special mediatory 
offices of priest and king would be “democratized” once more;19 no person 
would mediate God’s judgments on behalf of another within the commu-
nity since all would know God ( Jer 31:33–34).20 Christ then came as the 
second Adam, the perfect priest king, and the giver of a new covenant. He 
perfectly mediated the judgments of God, speaking only what the Father 
spoke and doing only what the Father gave him to do. He then ascended 
his throne, crown of thorns on head, by being lifted up on the cross and 
giving his life as a ransom for many. Through his sacrifice, he created a new 
race (new Adams), a royal priesthood (a democracy of priest-kings), a holy 
nation (a new Israel), and people for God’s own possession (1 Peter 2:9). 
These priest-kings, too, would mediate the judgments of God, offering the 
sacrifices of obedience and worship in all of life so that the nations might 
know who God is and what he is like (see Rom 12:1-2; 1 Peter 2:5). Yet 
doing this would require them to be marked off and named, identified with 
God (Matt 16:19; 18:18-20; 28:19-20). They would possess the priestly 
obligation to each other ensuring they weren’t unequally yoked. “Come out 
and be separate,” an apostle would say, harkening back to the commands 
giving to Levitical priests. “Touch no unclean thing, so that holiness might 
come to completion” (see 2 Cor 6:14–7:1). They would constitute the 
temple where God dwells, just as he dwelt in the Garden and the tabernacle 
(1 Cor 3:16-17). Their task, when gathered in the name of the Lord Jesus, 
would be to mediate the judgments of God: “When you are assembled in 
the name of the Lord Jesus … is it not those inside the church whom you 
are to judge?” (1 Cor 5:4, 12).

In short, salvation establishes people into the office of priest-king. It 
restores us to what God intended for us in Adam: citizenship in his king-
dom and participation in a mediating the judgments of God. The dwelling 
place of God’s people will again become “like the garden of Eden” (Ezek 
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36:35). By virtue of being covenantally united to Christ—our federal priest 
and king—every believer receives what’s Christ’s: his righteousness, his 
blessedness, his status, his mission, his offices and office responsibilities. 
The covenantal head possesses these offices uniquely, to be sure. Still, our 
covenantal union means that what’s his becomes ours and ours becomes 
his, just like a man and a woman declaring in their wedding vows, “With all 
my worldly goods I thee endow.” Even an office can be conferred through 
marriage. To marry royalty is to become royalty, as with Cinderella and her 
prince. With the wedding vow of baptism, whereby we take upon ourselves 
the name of Father, Son, and Spirit, God declares us priest and kings because 
Christ is a priest and king. 

What is the doctrine of the royal priesthood of believers? It is the Adamic 
job description and list of responsibilities given to us upon our betrothal to 
Christ and our adoption as fellow heirs. More substantially, it is the claim 
that God has given his people the office and the work of mediating his own 
judgments before the onlooking world. 

Luther famously listed seven such responsibilities: preaching the gospel, 
baptism, the Lord’s Supper, church discipline, ministry (offering spiritual 
sacrifices), prayer, and judging doctrine.21 Other systematicians offer varia-
tions on this list.22 New Testament (NT) theologians emphasize the priestly 
work of offering spiritual sacrifices, since that’s most explicit in passages 
like 1 Peter 2 and Romans 12. What’s crucial, I think, is to understand the 
underlying covenantal storyline and canonical logic. Adam as king subdues 
and rule, gives form and directs. He makes judgments. Adam as priest links all 
these activities to God and seeks to ensure they represent God and his own 
judgments. A priest-king, in short, mediates God’s judgments and represents 
God’s rule. If God says something is precious and worthy and righteous, a 
priest-king represents that as precious and worthy and righteous. What God 
says is evil, he judges as evil. What God speaks and does, he speaks and does. 
His goal in all of life, whether gathered with God’s people or walking alone 
through a park, is to display the character and likeness and glory of God, 
since God’s own glory is what’s most precious to God. 

The two offices of priest and king can be pulled apart for illustrative pur-
poses, as they were under the Old Covenant. But ultimately, they belong 
together since they are bound up with the nature and function of being a 
God-imager. Imaging God necessarily involves both, as we represent (priest) 
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God’s rule (king) or mediate (priest) his judgments (king).23

Indeed, the very process of becoming a Christian involves the first steps of 
this work. “What must we do to be saved?” the people asked Peter. “Repent 
and be baptized,” came the answer. A person cannot repent until they agree 
with God’s judgments concerning who God is and who we are. To be baptized, 
then, is to publicly represent or mediate those divine judgments. 

Notice, furthermore, that a believer’s status as priest and king is at first 
individual, even as Adam was an individual and as we are individually united 
to Christ. The office of priest-king does not depend upon our union with 
other believers. It depends upon our union with Christ, the covenantal head. 
That said, the new covenant is not merely a one-on-one marital covenant. It 
unites us to a people, as with an adoption into a family. Which means, our 
status as priests and kings is derivatively but simultaneously corporate. We’re 
priests and kings together with everyone else who belongs to the covenant, 
like two boys adopted by the same father. They become brothers and together 
possess all the rights and privileges of the father (see Gal 3:23-4:6). It’s not 
surprising, then, that God calls his people “a holy nation” at the same time 
he calls them a “royal priesthood” (Exod 19:6; 1 Peter 2:9).    

Thus far, everything I’ve said could be affirmed by Baptists, Presbyterians, 
Anglicans, or Lutherans alike. We share the same doctrine of the priesthood 
in so far as share the same doctrine of salvation. One shapes the other. 
Furthermore, we Protestants can agree upon what this doctrine means in 
most of life: at home, at work, as citizens, in our marriages, and so forth. In 
all those domains, we offer spiritual sacrifices by mediating the judgments 
of God in word and deed. The differences emerge in two very specific loca-
tions: who possesses the authority to name or identify both fellow citizens 
of Christ’s kingdom and what they believe, and can the children of believers 
possess this status?

When Adam and Eve sinned and were removed from the Garden, they 
didn’t stop being God-imagers. Fallen humanity still images God. That fact 
is hard-wired in. It’s our ontology. The trouble is, we do it perversely, like a 
wavy carnival mirror. We speak like God speaks, but we speak lies. We per-
petually make judgments with no regard for him. What happens beginning 
with the call to Abraham, is that God publicly identifies a group of special 
people and consecrates them to the task of representing him rightly: these are 
my people and I am their God. Their task is to model for all humanity what 
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God expects of all humanity by virtue of being God-imagers. These people 
are the publicly identified priest-kings and holy nation (Exod 19:5-6). One 
of the principle challenges for a doctrine of a church, then, is to answer the 
two questions: Who exactly belongs to this community of publicly-identified 
priest-kings, and Who gets to name them and what they believe? This, as I 
said, is where Protestant denominations diverge. 

Which brings us to our second movement: from the doctrine of a royal 
priesthood to the doctrine of the church.

Moving from Doctrine of Royal Priesthood to Church

I called the doctrine of the royal priesthood an office that comes with a job 
description or list of responsibilities and authorities. Yet with a person’s 
conversion that office and list remain implicit, invisible, unspoken. The Holy 
Spirit has acted. The person has repented and believed. Yet now the new 
reality needs to go public. Therefore, a doctrine of the church speaks the 
list. It makes it visible. It formalizes, institutionalizes, or constitutionalizes 
the office, making the implicit explicit. Salvation makes a person a priest-
king; churches exist to give her a uniform and put her to work. Following 
the same flow chart above, we can say,

Salvation     creates an office  publicly identified and given
     expression by a church 

If the work of a priest-king is to mediate the judgments of God, a local church 
is where this begins. They do it by teaching the Bible, practicing the ordinances, 
and obeying everything Christ commands whether gathered and scattered. 

The ordinances play an especially crucial role for identifying these new-cov-
enant priest-kings. If circumcision made members of the Abrahamic Covenant 
visible and Sabbath-keeping members of the Mosaic Covenant visible, so 
baptism and the Supper make members of the new covenant visible. They 
are the signs and seals of the New Covenant. They show (sign) and formally 
affirm (seal) its members, its office-holders. “Through baptism all of us are 
consecrated to the priesthood,” said Martin Luther.24 Baptism “ordains” us to 
office.25 The Supper then renews and continually reaffirms that membership. 

In short, local churches are embassies of heaven, time-machines from the 
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eschaton. They say to the nations, “We declare on behalf of heaven, here are 
your priest-kings. Watch and listen to them in order to behold in preliminary 
fashion the judgments of God.”

Again, none of this is uniquely Baptist. The universality of this priesthood, 
at least for early Luther, meant that church power rests in the whole congre-
gation. The church possessed the authority to name officers:

For whoever comes out of the water of baptism can boast that he is already con-

secrated priest, bishop and pope, though … just because we are all in like manner 

priests, no one must put himself forward and undertake, without our consent and 

election, to do what is in the power of all of us. For what is common to all, no one 

dare take upon himself without the will and the command of the community.26 

The universal priesthood also meant any believer could baptize in a pinch: 
“In cases of necessity any one [sic] can baptize and give absolution, which 
would be impossible unless we were all priests.”27 Or interpret Scripture: 
“An ordinary man may have true understanding; why then should we not 
follow him” against any errors of popes or bishops?28 Or reprove the pope 
or any erring Christian: “But if I am to accuse him before the Church, I must 
bring the Church together.”29

Yarnell observes that early Luther—prior to the 1524 Peasants’ 
Rebellion—was even more radical than the early Particular Baptist. He 
demonstrates by placing some of Martin Luther’s 1523 statements side 
by side with statements from the 1644 and 1677 Baptist confessions.30 
Where Luther said, “the ministry of the Word is common to all Chris-
tians,” the 1644 Baptist Confession says, “such to whom God hath given 
gifts, being tryed by the Church, may and ought by the appointment of 
the Congregation, to prophesie.” Where Luther said “the second function 
[of the priesthood is], to baptize,” the 1677 Confession instructs, “these 
holy appointments are to be administered by those only, who are qualified 
and thereunto called.”

Dutch Reformed theologian Herman Bavinck also observed that every 
believer possesses an office, and even tied that office to the institutional 
church: “And just as all believers have a gift, so also they all hold an office. 
Not only in the church as organism but also in the church as institution, they 
have a calling and a task laid on them by the Lord.” He continues:
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Antecedent to the special office of overseer and caretaker for the poor [deacon], 

therefore is the universal office of believers. After all, where two or three come 

together in his name, there Christ is in their midst (Matt. 18:19-20). He acquired 

for everyone the Holy Spirit, who dwells in all believers as his temple (Acts 

22:17; 1 Cor. 6:19; Eph. 2:22; and so forth), so that they, being anointed with 

that Spirit, are [made] a holy, royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:5, 9). They are prophets 

who declare the excellencies of God, confess his name, and know all things (Matt. 

10:32; 1 John 2:20, 27); priests who offer up their bodies as living sacrifices, holy 

and pleasing to God (Rom. 12:1; Heb. 13:16; 1 Pet. 2:5, 9; Rev. 1:6; 5:10); kings 

who fight the good fight, overcome sin, the world, and death, and will someday 

reign with Christ (Rom. 6:12-13; 1 Tim. 1:18-19; 2 Tim. 2:12; 4:7; 1 John 2:13-

14; Rev. 1:6, 2:26; 3:21; 20:6); and therefore they bear the name Christians, 

“anointed ones’ (Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:16). This prophetic, priestly, and 

royal activity of believers may properly be called the exercise of an office.31 

Likewise, James Bannerman, who represents the high watermark of nineteenth 
century Scottish Presbyterianism, does not use the language of office like 
Bavinck does. Instead, he speaks in the language of church power, and argues 
that “the whole body of believers must have within themselves all power 
competent to carry on the necessary functions and offices of a Church.”32 
If the pastors of a church suddenly died (“become extinct”), the members 
of the church are able “to put forth their power to restore the office by their 
own authority, and at their own hands” (italics original).33 The whole congre-
gation’s right to church power, Bannerman says, “must ultimately be traced 
back to the right which every believer is invested with, in consequence of 
his union to Christ and adoption into the family of God.”34 Church privilege 
and power both root in the fact that we are adopted as sons of God. “In the 
charter of his many privileges as a son of God, there is likewise written down 
the right of every believer to Church power along with his other rights.”35 
In other words, ecclesiology acknowledges the priestly and kingly list—or 
charter, to use Bannerman’s word. 

Church Authority

So even in the movement from the doctrine of the royal priesthood to the 
doctrine of the church, many non-Baptists say all the correct things, from 
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a Baptist perspective. The problem, a Baptist would say, is that others don’t 
actually practice what they preach about the priesthood. Or rather, they find 
ways to fire church members from the responsibilities given them by Jesus.  

To see this, we need to push a little further into the nature of church 
authority. The idea of church authority has always been a slightly mystifying 
one for Protestants. We don’t want to say a church has the authority actually 
to make or unmake a Christian, whether through the ordinances or in some 
other fashion. What, then, is church authority for? What does it do? It was 
uncertainty over the answer to such questions which split the formative and 
fragmentary traditions in Baptist history. With the fragmentary tradition, 
we have a strong conviction that the individual Christian must finally heed 
his or her conscience over and against a church should a church ever defy 
Scripture. Each believer will give an individual account to King Jesus on 
Judgment Day, and so each believer must, in the final analysis, decide for 
him- or herself what biblical obedience requires. From these convictions 
emerge the impulses which animate the fragmentary tradition among Baptists 
and Protestants generally. At the same time, with the formative tradition, 
we know God has established in Scripture church officers as well as various 
accountability mechanisms such as church membership and discipline. 
With all this in mind, again, how do we view the nature of church authority?

Bannerman acknowledges that Scripture gives authority to both the 
church and its officers, and “both in accordance with their respective char-
acters and places in Christian society.”36 Specifically, he believes the whole 
church will exercise its power by electing its officers. But other than that, he 
says, congregations should exercise power only in extraordinary situations. 
Ordinarily, elders exercise all power. And here he relies on an old Presbyterian 
distinction between the possession and exercise. The congregation possesses 
church power, he concedes, but the officers possess the right to exercise or 
administer that power. He illustrates this with the analogy of an eye seeing. 
The power to see belongs to the mind, but its exercise occurs in the eye.37 

This distinction between possession and exercise place Bannerman in a 
long line of Presbyterians who employed this same division. For instance, 
Scottish Presbyterian George Gillespie said that there is a difference “betwixt 
the power it self [sic], and the execution of it.” Referring to the keys of the 
kingdom in Matthew 18:18, Gillespie observed, “The power of binding and 
loosing, pertaineth to every particular Church collectively taken. But the 
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execution and judiciall exercing of this power, pertaineth to that company and 
assembly of Elders in every Church.”38 For Gillespie, this same congregational 
authority extended to ordination: Christ “hath also delivered unto the whole 
Church, power to call & ordaine Ministers for using the keyes ... because 
the Ministers which shee now hath, may faile.” In the elders or presbytery, 
then, “the Church consisteth representative.”39 Another nineteenth century 
Presbyterian, Thomas Peck, agreed with this basic way of characterizing the 
two roles: “The power resides in the body as to its being; in the officers as 
to its exercise.”40 And today the Presbyterian Church of America’s Book of 
Church Order affirms (1) that Christ vests all church power “in the whole 
body, the rulers and those ruled” (3.1); (2) that “This power, as exercised by 
the people, extends to the choice of those officers whom He has appointed 
in His church” (3.1); but that (3), once elected, the “officers exercise” that 
power (3.2) such that it has a “divine sanction” (3.6).41 Also, the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church’s Book of Church Order employs the same categories 
and makes the same claims.42 In short, Bannerman represents only one 
stream of Presbyterians, though it is a prominent stream, and perhaps the 
more common stream today. 

Presbyterians are not the only ones to hold this view. Low-church, 
evangelical Anglicans affirm the priesthood of all believers and therefore 
the necessity of involving the church in “discerning and ratifying” the 
leaders.43 They use slightly different arguments, such as the claim that an 
ordained minister is not of the church’s esse (essence) but only its bene esse 
(benefit).44 As such, he is “an instrument and a steward” of church author-
ity.45 “The ordained ministry subserves the ministry of all the people,” and 
to “distance this ministry in any way from the local people would harm 
the local community.”46 

Baptists, however, are unsatisfied with these arguments. They agree with 
their Presbyterian brethren that congregations exercise power by electing 
elders. But can the congregation then dismiss those elders? Bannerman does 
not appear to make any provision for it. And if the power exercised by the 
elders cannot be taken back, the congregation does not actually possess it.

John Smyth employs the same distinction between possession and exercise 
(more than I would), even calling the congregation’s possession “nominal.” 
Still, he insists the congregation must be able to take it back: 
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‘The brethren joyntly have all powre both of the Kingdom & preisthood imme-

diately from Christ & that by vertue of the covenant God maketh with them.’ 

But in spite of the gift of this power to and its nominal retention by the con-

gregation, elders normally exercise ‘the publique actions of the Church, eyther 

of the Kingdom or preisthood’ on its behalf….Moreover, ‘the presbytery hath 

no powre, but what the Church hath & giveth vnto it: which the Church vppon 

just cause can take away.’47 

To understand the nature of church authority biblically, it’s worth returning 
once again to Jeremiah 31:34: “No longer will one teach his neighbor or his 
brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all know Me, from the least to 
the greatest of them” ( Jer. 31:34). God’s people would no longer be dependent 
on the offices of temple priest or Davidic king in order to know God. These two 
offices would collapse back upon every covenant member because everyone 
would have direct and equal access to God and to the knowledge of him. No 
longer am I dependent upon you, nor you upon me, to act in a mediatory 
capacity, as one would have been with a Levitical priest in declaring someone 
“clean” through the spattered blood of a sacrifice. No longer are either of us 
dependent upon a special class of persons for a right knowledge of God. For 
this reason, early Luther spoke of the right of every Christian to judge doctrine. 
Later Protestants would abuse this, as in the fragmentary tradition. But there’s 
something fundamentally right about it if each of our consciences are beholden 
to the Word of God over and above any church or pastor. 

How then do we keep from floating into radical individualism or other 
abuses of Luther’s individual-conscience exalting insights? Is there such a 
thing as church authority which addresses such excesses?

Church Authority as Agreement

The answer comes from Jesus. “Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth 
about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 
For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” 
(Matt 18:19–20). The idea of church authority does not need to mystify or 
scare us. It’s simple. To strip off all the layers and whittle it down to its barest 
minimum, church authority is nothing more or less than two or three people 
agreeing about the gospel. Church authority is a property of that agreement, 
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and this understanding of church authority is perfectly consonant with the 
idea that all believers are priests. 

Suppose three Christians crawl onto a desert island after their cruise ship 
sinks. They discover one another, discover they share the same gospel, and 
agree to regularly gather as a church to read from their water-logged but res-
cued Bible and to take the Lord Supper together (albeit with coconut juice). 
By this action, this agreement, this judgment they bind one another with 
the keys of the kingdom. By this agreement, they form a church. Suppose 
then a fourth survivor walks up, claims to be a Christian, but describes Jesus 
merely as a great teacher. The first three would not agree with the fourth’s 
confession. They would not receive the fourth into their communion. And 
that refusal—that lack of agreement with the fourth—would be their exercise 
of church authority.  

The ability to gather in Jesus’ name presupposes (i) an agreement with one 
another about the good news of Jesus, (ii) as well as an agreement that the 
other two persons possess genuine faith in the good news about Jesus. And 
right there, in those two points of agreement over a confession and the status 
of the confessors, we find the very heart and substance of church authority. 
It’s two or three or three-thousand agreeing that we’re talking about the same 
good news; agreeing that we’re all his followers. 

With Luther and the fragmentary tradition, we must affirm that every 
individual possesses the right to judge doctrine. A Christian who remains 
in a church which teaches a false gospel will be held accountable by God 
for remaining and not objecting (2 Tim 4:3). That person should speak out 
and then leave if necessary. But the same is true in the other direction. With 
the formative tradition, we must affirm that no church is required to affirm 
everyone who calls him or herself a Christian as a Christian. In short, there 
must be agreement between the church and the individual, between the 
Christian and other Christians, in order for a church to exist.

Consider again what church authority is. It’s not the authority to make or 
unmake a Christian. It is a political or group-organizing authority. It allows 
the people of an invisible new covenant to become corporately visible, as I 
argued a few moments ago when relating the doctrines of the priesthood and 
the church. It enables Christians to “go public” together. That kind of language 
might sound too exclusive to contemporary ears, but doing away with it is non-
sensical. Without it, there’s no baptism, no Lord’s Supper, no visible church on 
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earth. Administering a baptism requires two or three people to agree. Enjoying 
the Supper requires two or three people to agree. Being a visible “assembly” 
(which is what “church” means) requires two or three people to agree. And the 
authority of a church, once again, is that agreement. Without church authority, 
there is no group; there’s just a bunch of self-defining individuals.

Which means, by definition, an individual Christian cannot possess church 
authority, because church authority requires the agreement of two or three. 
Agreeing with oneself doesn’t do much to build a church. 

Though church authority is a social necessity, church authority is not 
simply born of the sociological necessity for how groups must form, i.e. 
through agreeing with one another that they are a group. Rather, Jesus puts 
his own authorization behind the agreement in two ways. First, by referring 
to the agreement of “two or three” in Matthew 18:20 (as in verse 16), Jesus 
invokes a Jewish courtroom principle from Deuteronomy 19 that says two 
or three witnesses must agree in order to bring a legally binding charge. 
Yet now Jesus puts that old principle to new work. These two or three who 
agree now “legally” bind one another from the standpoint of his kingdom. 
They are “covenanted” together, as Baptists have long emphasized. The Old 
Testament judicial glue finds a fresh use: binding a church together.

Second, Jesus seals that agreement with the promise of his own presence. 
“Where this happens, I’m there. They have my seal of approval. They raise my 
flag. They represent me, just as the temple once represented God’s authority 
and presence.”

In the concept of church-authority-as-agreement, we find the bridge 
between the formative and fragmentary Baptist traditions. With the frag-
mentary tradition, understanding authority as a covenantal agreement roots 
authority back in the individual conscience and the individual’s unmedi-
ated access to God. With the formative tradition, it insists on the role of 
the church as an accountability structure for the gathering and the public 
naming of Christians. It leaves a role for church officers and teachers, as I’ll 
get to in a moment. 

With the formative tradition, we can say that Christians, these new cove-
nant priest-kings, must submit themselves to the authority of a church. With 
the fragmentary tradition, we can say that these priest-kings are not merely 
under the authority of a church, they are in it. They both possess and exercise it. 

Insofar as Jesus places the heart of church authority in the agreement of 
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believers (“if two of you agree on earth about anything”), I prefer the 1644 
London Baptist Confession’s definition of a church to the 1689’s. It defines 
a church as

a company of visible saints, called and separated from the world, by the Word 

and the Spirit of God, to the visible profession of the faith of the gospel, being 

baptized into the faith, and joined to the Lord, and each other, by mutual agree-

ment, in the practical enjoyment of the ordinances” (art. 33)

The 1689 dropped the phrase “by mutual agreement,” which was unfortunate. 
In the concept of church-authority-as-agreement, we also find the 

beginning of answer to Bannerman and all those who attempt to divide 
the possession of authority from the exercise of authority. Authority which 
cannot be exercised, I have already suggested, is not truly possessed. The 
relationship between congregational authority and elder authority is not 
possession versus exercise. It is possession versus leading-in-the-use. Elders 
instruct, equip, teach congregations how to use their authority well (cf. Eph 
4:11-16). Consider Paul in 1 Corinthians 5:3. He announces his “judgment” 
on the man sleeping with his father’s wife. Does that mean the man is thereby 
removed from the church? No, the man must still be removed (v. 2, 5). To 
that end, he calls upon the church to pass “judgment” (v. 12). “Do as I do,” 
says the apostle. He leads the Corinthians congregation in how they use their 
authority. And if an apostle, how much more an elder.48 Elders or pastors 
lead congregations to use their authority wisely. They say, “Church, this way.” 

What’s on the List of Our Priest-King Responsibilities?

The responsibilities of a priest-king extend to all of life because we’re called 
to image God in all of life. As I mentioned above, we offer spiritual sacrifices 
through our acts of obedience, prayers of petition, and service to the saints. 

Yet a Baptist perspective departs from other Protestants by emphasizing 
the uniqueness of the church acting jointly. And here the most crucial actions 
are a church’s decisions about what the gospel is and who the members are. 
Our priestly authority is, perhaps, most manifest in our church’s decisions 
about the what and the who of the gospel. Church authority is not finally 
about budgets or buildings or staffing or Sunday School curriculum. It’s about 
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confessions and confessors, because this is how we mark off the temple, 
consecrate a people to the Lord, and maintain the line between clean and 
unclean, holy and unholy. And whoever possesses the authority to answer 
those questions possesses the most crucial authority in a church, because 
this is what makes a church a church. If all believers are priest-kings, if no 
one can teach his brother, “Know the Lord,” since all know the Lord apart 
from a class of mediators, it would seem they must be in agreement over a 
church’s confession and its confessors. 

Again, this is exactly what we find in the NT. The apostles called Chris-
tians to work and watch over the temple of the NT, the church (1 Cor 3:16; 
cf. 6:19; 1 Pet 2:4–8). God in Christ specially dwells there (Matt 18:20). 
Every member of Christ’s universal church is responsible to keep the holy 
separated from the unholy in the church, therefore Paul treats every believer 
as a priest-king:

Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is there between 

righteousness and lawlessness? … Or what does a believer have in common with 

an unbeliever? … For we are the sanctuary of the living God, as God said: I will 

dwell among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will 

be My people. Therefore, come out from among them and be separate, says the 

Lord; do not touch any unclean thing, and I will welcome you. (2 Cor 6:14–17)

Every Christian, as part of his or her priestly duties, is to keep watch over 
who belongs to the church and who doesn’t.

These church members, furthermore, are responsible to be fruitful and 
multiply and rule like kings. How? By going, making disciples, baptizing, and 
teaching (Matt 28:19-20). Everyman Adam’s job becomes every Christian 
and church member’s job. Christians are “ambassadors for Christ” who 
possess a “ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18, 20).

Yet the NT treats believers as not only responsible for doing the work 
of a priest-king, but able to do it. Paul says the church has not been taught 
by human wisdom but by the Spirit (1 Cor 2:10–16). And John says that 
the saints have been anointed and don’t need a teacher (1 John 2:20, 27; 
see also Matt 23:8). In other words, the Holy Spirit indwells every believer, 
enabling him or her to separate the true gospel from a false gospel, or a true 
knowledge of God from a false knowledge. They are responsible to be Christ’s 
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priest-kings, and they are able. 
One implication is that Christians are also responsible and able to affirm 

what counts as true doctrine. The apostle John therefore tells his readers 
(ordinary Christians) to “test the spirits,” which they do by determining if 
a spirit “confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (1 John 4:1-2). 
Peter wants to “develop a genuine understanding” among his readers (ordi-
nary Christians) so that they can keep “guard” between false teaching and 
true (2 Peter 3:1-2; 17-18). And Paul admonished his readers (ordinary 
Christians) for listening to a wrong gospel in their churches (Gal 1:6-9). 
The saints don’t need a seminary degree to discern between good teaching 
and bad. They don’t need to be ordained. The Spirit of God and Scripture 
provide all the training they need.

A second implication is that Christians are both responsible and able to 
affirm who belongs to the gospel and to God. They should be able to assess 
one another’s professions of faith, which seems to be the expectation of both 
Jesus and Paul (Matt 18:15-20; 1 Cor 5; 2 Cor 2:6).

For all these reasons, Baptists have consistently affirmed regenerate church 
membership. Infants cannot enter into such agreements. And Baptists have 
consistently affirmed congregationalism. They believe the whole congregation 
should be involved not simply in affirming elders, but affirming every member 
who joins or leaves a church. The whole congregation should participate in 
any act of excommunication. And certainly, the whole church should have 
the final say on any documents which pertain to what the church believes. It 
is the congregation’s agreement on confessions and confessors which makes 
a church a church. And it’s this agreement which allows new covenant priest-
kings to guard and protect the new covenant gospel over time.

Conclusion

Baptists, Presbyterians, and Anglicans build different ecclesiologies not 
merely because they favor different NT ecclesiology proof texts. They also 
apprehend the demands of the whole Bible’s royal-priesthood storyline 
differently. Therefore, the Baptist, the Presbyterian, and the Anglican look 
down at the same priestly and kingly job description in the NT proof texts 
like 1 Peter 2:9, but only the Baptist says, “Looks like we should build a con-
gregational, believers-only church.” The Baptist perspective on the priesthood 
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of believers, in other words, resounds in the claim that there is a match, 
a suited-ness, an alignment, between a Protestant understanding of the 
priesthood and Baptist ecclesiology. One feeds the other. Baptist theologian 
James Leo Garrett refers to the “important connection” between them.49 
Baptist seminary president Danny Akin says they are “totally consistent.”50 
The non-Baptist offers two lists: one for the priesthood, a slightly different 
one for members of the church.

Baptists believe, in other words, that the structures of a local church are not 
random or arbitrary, as if God might have chosen this or that structure, any 
of them potentially suited for organizing and overseeing churches. Rather, 
the inspired structures of the local church make sense in light of our royal 
priesthood, which in turn make sense in light of the nature of our salvation, 
as explained in Scripture’s covenantal storyline. The connection between 
a Protestant view of salvation and Baptist ecclesiology—Baptists dare to 
believe—is essentially organic, like an inevitable outgrowth. It’s coherent, 
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In an elaborate and sacred ceremony on Sunday afternoon in the Cathedral 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary, as part of the Eucharistic liturgy, Jason Thiess 
was consecrated to the Roman Catholic priesthood. Having completed 
his years of seminary studies1 and wrestled with the call to total devotion 
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to Christ and the Roman Catholic Church (including the promise of obe-
dience to the bishop and the pledge of celibacy), Jason was ordained as a 
priest through Holy Orders.2 This Sacrament, one of seven in the Roman 
Catholic Church, is “directed towards the salvation of others” (CCC 1534)3 
through the consecration of priests “to feed the Church by the word and 
grace of God” (CCC 1535).4 

Bishop Todd Williams presided over the ceremony, which included “the 
initial rites—presentation and election of the ordinand [ Jason, the one 
ordained], instruction by the bishop, examination of the candidate, and litany 
of saints [a lengthy prayer asking the triune God, along with the intercession 
of the holy angels, the apostles, scores of saints, and the Catholic hierarchy, 
to grant mercy to the ordinand]” (CCC 1574). These introductory elements 
were followed by the laying of Williams’ hands on Jason and the bishop’s 
prayer of ordination for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the newly 
consecrated priest. Next came the explanatory rites: the investiture with the 
stole and chasuble, two articles of priestly clothing; the bishop’s anointing of 
Jason’s palms with chrism (consecrated oil, symbolic of the anointing with 
the Holy Spirit); the presentation of the bread and wine for the Eucharist; 
and the kiss of peace. With his newly presented paten (the tray for the wafers) 
and chalice (the cup for the wine), Jason joined Bishop Williams and other 
priests for his first celebration of the Liturgy of the Eucharist, after which 
the Mass was concluded.

Roman Catholic Theology and Practice of the Priesthood

By this rite of Holy Orders and the “sacred power” conferred on him by 
the Sacrament, Jason joined the ranks of the Roman Catholic ministerial 
or hierarchical priesthood to which bishops and priests belong. Along with 
this type, the Church affirms a second type of priesthood, the baptismal or 
common priesthood to which all the Catholic faithful belong. While closely 
related, the two types are different in essence: “the ministerial priesthood 
is at the service of the common priesthood” (CCC 1547). Holy Orders is 
reserved for the first type and actualizes it by means of consecrating a priest 
so that he “acts in persona Christi Capitis” (CCC 1548), that is, in the person 
of Christ the Head: “It is the same priest, Christ Jesus, whose sacred person 
his minister truly represents. Now the minister ... is truly made like to the 
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high priest and possesses the authority to act in the power and place of the 
person of Christ himself.”5 Accordingly, Jason both represents Christ to 
the Church and acts “in the name of the whole Church when presenting to 
God the prayer of the Church, and above all when offering the Eucharistic 
sacrifice” (CCC 1552). 

This Sacrament, like the Sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation, con-
ferred an indelible spiritual mark or character on Jason; thus, it may never 
be repeated. Even if Jason would commit an egregious sin on the basis of 
which he would be removed from his priestly office and stripped of his 
priestly duties, he would remain in essence a priest. Indeed, even as Jason 
engages in his ministry with his normal failings and usual sins, “it is ultimately 
Christ who acts and effects salvation through the ordained minister, [and] 
the unworthiness of the latter does not prevent Christ from acting” (CCC 
1584). Having received the gift of the grace of the Holy Spirit by means of 
Holy Orders, Jason participates in the mission of Christ and his Church by 
proclaiming the gospel, preaching, praying, baptizing, offering the Eucha-
ristic sacrifice, and more. 

It was against this Roman Catholic theology and practice of the priesthood 
that the Protestant leaders of the Reformation reacted with deep objection. 
What follows is a brief account of that protest, with focus on Martin Luther.6

Protestant Theology and Practice of the Priesthood: 
Luther’s Development 

Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers
When the spark was lit for the reform of church doctrine and practice in 
1517, not even Martin Luther himself could have perceived what was about 
to be unleashed. For Luther, his rediscovery in the Bible of the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone had immense implications for a whole array of 
doctrinal beliefs and church practices. One key implication was the equality 
that it creates among those who trust Christ alone for their salvation. For 
Luther, the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers was an implication of 
the doctrine of justification by faith. While he never used the term “priesthood 
of all believers” (the closest he comes is “general priesthood of all baptized 
Christians”),7 he repeatedly referred to baptized believers as “priests.”8 The 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers meant that all who have faith in 
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Christ and are baptized are designated priests and share in Christ’s royal 
priesthood. This meant that every believer has equal access to the Father 
through Jesus. The corollary was that every believer has the responsibility 
to act as a priest to other believers, to minister to them, particularly through 
proclaiming Scripture to them.

Retrieving this idea of the priesthood of every believer from Scripture, 
Luther held that there is no spiritual divide between priests and laity; there 
is simply “one estate” to which all baptized believers belong.9 Because justifi-
cation by faith puts all baptized believers on equal footing, there are no tiers 
of spirituality or hierarchy in accessing the Father. Luther needed to retrieve 
the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers because, from the third century 
onwards, a gulf had opened between ordained and lay people, until it reached 
something of a chasm in the sixteenth century. The Roman Catholic Church 
had by Luther’s day created a spiritual hierarchy that mediated God’s grace 
from above to the people below, through the pope, bishops, and priests. 

Luther’s response to this development (or deviation) in the doctrine of the 
priesthood of all believers will be examined now. Luther was such a polemical 
writer that we must understand the context he was operating in to properly 
understand why he stressed to such a degree that all believers are priests.

The context for Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers
Over the centuries there were various stages of development in the doctrine 
of the priesthood of believers. For the first two centuries after Christ’s resur-
rection, the church believed and practiced the idea of a universal priesthood.10 
It was Cyprian in the third century who started to emphasize the difference 
between the laity and the clergy in church practices. He maintained that in the 
true priesthood, as opposed to the false priesthood of the schismatic Novatian 
churches, priests were to “serve the altar and to celebrate the divine sacrifices 
... worthily offering sacrifices to God,” thus indicating that it was ordained 
clergy that were to perform the rites—especially Eucharistic rites—in the 
catholic church.11 In the fourth century context of the Donatist controversy, 
Augustine argued for ordination to be an irrevocable sacrament. While this 
seems to have come from practical rather than theological motivations, the 
indelible grace granted to clergy at ordination was believed to single them 
out as especially demarcated for ministry.12

In the Middle Ages, the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers was 
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completely obscured by belief in a spiritual hierarchy that meted out God’s 
grace. This belief, and the resulting gap between the spiritual and temporal 
realms, was confirmed and advanced by Pope Boniface VIII’s Unam Sanctam 
(1302). Affirming that “there is one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, 
and that outside the Church there is neither salvation nor remission of sins,” 
Boniface declared that all the world must be subject to the Roman pontiff.13 
Given that temporal authorities were to be subject to the spiritual authority 
of the Catholic Church, whoever “resists this power thus ordained by God, 
resists the ordinance of God. ... It is altogether necessary to salvation for 
every human creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff.”14 This vision of 
the whole world—both its spiritual and temporal realms—being under papal 
authority magnified the position of the pope, exalted the hierarchy of the 
Catholic Church, and increased the distance between the clergy and laity.

Luther’s corrective: all baptized Christians are priests
The gap between the spiritual world and temporal world that solidified in 
the Middle Ages de-sanctified the earthly realm. By subsuming the temporal 
world under the spiritual realm of the Church, Roman Catholic theology 
created a chasm between the two; indeed, by exalting the spiritual over the 
temporal, it deemed the Church as a higher order than the world. It was 
this view of two worlds, two realms, and two estates that Luther considered 
unscriptural. If all baptized believers have equal standing before God through 
justification by faith, then there can only be one world, one realm, one spir-
itual estate—all of which belongs to God. Luther maintained:

It is pure invention that pope, bishops, priests and monks are to be called the 

“spiritual estate;” princes, lords, artisans, and farmers the “temporal estate.” 

[On the contrary] ... all Christians are truly of the “spiritual estate,” and there 

is among them no difference at all but that of office, as Paul says in I Corinthians 

12:12, We are all one body, yet every member has its own work, where by it 

serves every other.15

While the Catholic Church exalted its hierarchy, thereby creating a division 
between ordained clergy and lay people, Luther declared all baptized believ-
ers to be of equal standing through justification by faith. Luther articulated 
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the problem that the Catholic Church’s system of ordination posed for the 
relationship between ordained priests and lay people in the following terms: 

They have sought by this means to set up a seed bed of implacable discord, 

by which clergy and laymen should be separated from each other farther than 

heaven from earth ... Here, indeed, are the roots of that detestable tyranny of 

the clergy over the laity. Trusting in external anointing by which their hands are 

consecrated ... they not only exalt themselves above the rest of the lay Christians, 

who are only anointed with the Holy Spirit, but regard them almost as dogs and 

unworthy to be included with themselves in the church.16

Luther would strive to create one realm, much as the Catholic Church did in 
the Middle Ages. However, his vision was not one of hierarchy, but equality. 
Rather than a tiered understanding of spiritual authority, there was a flatten-
ing of it. Rather than some being priests, all believers are priests. How then, 
if all believers are of equal standing, is the church to carry out its ministry? 
How was Luther to have “priests” among the priesthood of all believers?

Luther’s implementation of a functional priesthood 
For the sake of order in churches, Luther maintained a distinction in the 
role and office of different believers.17 This is not an ontological distinction 
between people resulting from the indelible grace received at the Sacrament 
of ordination as in the Catholic Church; instead, it is a functional distinction: 
“There is no true, basic difference between laymen and priests . . . between 
religious and secular, except for the sake of office and work, but not for the 
sake of status. They are all of the spiritual estate, all are truly priests, bishops, 
and popes. But they do not all have the same work to do.”18 

Those who are to perform the office of a “priest” are to be chosen from 
among the priests in the congregation because “we are all priests, as many 
of us as are Christians. But the priests, as we call them, are ministers chosen 
from among us. All that they do is done in our name; the priesthood is noth-
ing but a ministry. This we learn from 1 Corinthians 4 [especially verse 1; 
“This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 
mysteries of God”].19 Thus, a “priest” is to be chosen by the consent of the 
priests of the congregation and apart from self-promotion: “Because we are 
all priests of equal standing, no one must push himself forward and take it 
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upon himself, without our consent and election, to do that for which we all 
have equal authority. For no one dare take upon himself what is common 
to all without the authority and consent of the community.”20

If a priest is a priest by function, not essence, what is his function? For 
Luther, the primary responsibility of a priest is to speak God’s Word to the 
people of the congregation by faithfully carrying out the ministry of the 
Word and sacrament.21 Indeed, Luther guarded the ministry of the Word 
by guarding the ordained office of the priest; for him, ordination is about 
choosing preachers:22 “The duty of a priest is to preach ... It is the ministry 
of the Word that makes the priest and the bishop.”23 Luther charged the 
Catholic clergy with usurping the Word of God and thus oppressing the laity 
to whom they should be teaching it. He also charged them with exchanging 
the ministry of the Word for the ministry of the sacraments conducted in an 
unbiblical way. In the Apology of the Augburg Confession, Phillip Melanchthon 
articulated the early Lutheran correction of this distortion in the role of the 
priest in the Catholic Church:

The opponents do not consider the priesthood as a ministry of the Word and of 

the sacraments ... Instead, they consider it a sacrificial office, as if there ought to 

be in the New Testament a priesthood similar to the Levitical priesthood, which 

offers sacrifices for the people ... Priests are not called to offer sacrifices for the 

people as in the Old Testament law so that through them they might merit the 

forgiveness of sins for the people; instead they are called to preach the gospel 

and to administer the sacraments to the people.24

When Luther set forth his first outline for a church service in An Order of Mass 
and Communion for the Church at Wittenberg (1523), he wanted to correct 
abuses that had arisen through neglect of God’s Word.25 He emphasized: 
“And this is the sum of the matter: Let everything be done so that the Word 
may have free course instead of the prattling and rattling that has been the 
rule up to now. We can spare everything except the Word.”26

Viewing the priesthood as a function and office rather than an ontological 
status also meant Luther believed that ordination is not a permanent state; 
the priesthood is not irrevocable as in the Roman Catholic tradition. The 
role of priest is simply a ministry that can be started and stopped as required, 
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not part of the essence of the person. Indeed, someone who has served in the 
role of priest can again become a lay person, as Luther explained: “I cannot 
understand why one who has been made a priest cannot again become a 
layman; for the sole difference between him and a layman is his ministry.”27

Contrasts between Roman Catholic and Protestant Concep-
tions of the Priesthood

While many differences exist between Roman Catholic theology and practice 
and Protestant theology and practice, one of the major doctrinal divergences 
is ecclesiology. And one of the most important dissimilarities in the doctrine 
of the church is the priesthood. Three key aspects—foundational, theolog-
ical, biblical—will be discussed, followed by a brief excursus on clerical 
marriage and celibacy. 

Foundationally, the Roman Catholic Sacrament of Holy Orders is grounded 
on two axioms: the nature-grace interdependence and the Christ-Church 
interconnection.28 Briefly, the nature-grace interdependence is the axiom that 
elements of nature (e.g., water, oil, bread, wine) are capable of receiving and 
transmitting grace (divine favor), which indeed must be transmitted through 
concrete elements of nature. Moreover, the Roman Catholic Church is the 
mediating subject between these two realms, representing nature to grace 
and grace to nature. The Christ-Church interconnection is the axiom that 
the Roman Catholic Church is the prolongation of the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ. Accordingly, the Church acts as another, or second, Christ, mediating 
between God and the world. 

These two axioms are at the heart of the Sacrament of Holy Orders: “First, 
the nature-grace interdependence makes a substantial contribution to the 
sacrament: human nature (in this case, the men consecrated by Holy Orders) 
possesses the capacity to mediate grace; accordingly, the ordained priests act 
in the person of Christ the Head, as particularly evident when they administer 
the sacraments that convey grace on the faithful.”29 Receiving grace through 
the Sacrament of Holy Orders, priests are able to dispense grace through 
the other Sacraments. “Immediately, the second axiom can be detected at 
work: the Christ-Church interconnection means that the Catholic Church is 
the continuation of the incarnation of Christ, who is present in his body the 
Church (in this case, its consecrated ministers, the priests) and acts through 
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them to convey grace.”30 Though space prevents critique of the nature-grace 
interdependence and the Christ-Church interconnection, because they are 
faulty axioms, the foundation for the Sacrament of Holy Orders crumbles.31

Theologically, a significant degree of discontinuity exists between the old 
covenant and new covenant priesthoods. This is of particular importance 
for assessing the biblical basis that the Roman Catholic Church claims for 
its priesthood: it considers the order of Melchizedek (Gen 14:8; Heb 5:10; 
6:20; 7:26; 10:14), Moses’ appointment of the seventy elders (Num 11:24-
25), and the Levitical priesthood (Heb 5:1; cf. Exod 29:1-30; Leviticus 8) 
as prefiguring the Church’s new covenant priesthood. However, the New 
Testament makes clear that while the old covenant priesthood provided a 
pattern or type for the new covenant priesthood, the latter is not simply an 
improvement on the former but a completely new modus operandi. Hebrews 
is the most vociferous on this point, describing the old covenant as “obsolete” 
and “ready to vanish away” (8:13) because it was found to be with fault (8:7, 
8). In the old covenant, priests were mediators between God and his people, 
and the sacrifices they offered could be temporarily and partially efficacious 
but could never provide permanent and total forgiveness (10:1-18). By 
contrast, as our great and perfect High Priest, Jesus provided complete, 
eternal forgiveness for his people (e.g., 2:5-18; 10:1-18). Hence, old cove-
nant sacrifices were repeated, but Christ’s sacrifice was once for all (9:28); 
specifically, Hebrews “brings the biblical storyline of an individual mediator 
between God and humanity to a stunning and permanent perfection.”32 So 
if the old covenant has been abrogated, and if the old covenant priesthood 
was not capable of providing perfection for the old covenant people of God, 
“why would the Catholic priesthood—which must provide perfection for 
the new covenant people, who receive grace from that priesthood—be 
modelled after something that failed (7:11)?33 Because of the large amount 
of discontinuity between the old covenant and new covenant priesthoods, 
Protestants reject the connection the Catholic Church makes between their 
own priesthood and the priesthood of the Old Testament.

Biblically, some of the important Protestant insights have been addressed 
previously in articles and in this Journal’s latest focus on “Priests and Priest-
hood” and as such do not need to be revisited here.34 What is important to 
draw attention to is two central biblical themes: first, the function of priests 
and the priesthood in the new covenant and therefore in the church, and 
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second, the priesthood of all believers. 
First, the Catholic Church considers the function of its priests to be 

primarily sacerdotal. As previously discussed, the Church regards itself as 
the ongoing incarnation of Jesus Christ, whose ministry has been passed 
down through apostolic succession from Christ to Peter to his successors, 
the hierarchy, or ministerial priesthood, of the Catholic Church. As such, 
Christ himself works in the person of the priest to administer the seven 
Sacraments, through which the Spirit helps mediate divine grace; the Spirit’s 
work is oriented especially toward the Sacraments, the ministry of which is 
limited to the priests.35 Protestants reject the Catholic Church’s Christ-Church 
interconnection whereby priests act in persona Christi Capitis (in the person 
of Christ the Head)36 and therefore reject this sacerdotal understanding of 
priesthood. 

Instead, Protestants emphasize that the function of a priest (also called 
pastor, elder, or bishop) is to present correctly the Word of God to people 
under their care, recognizing that it is through the Spirit-inspired Word of 
God that the Spirit works in people’s lives.37 According to Scripture, the 
key requirement that an elder/bishop should meet—a qualification that is 
distinguishable from every other Christian—is being “able to teach” (1 Tim 
3:2); this competency entails that the elder/bishop must “hold firm to the 
trustworthy word as taught so that he may be able to give instruction in sound 
doctrine” (Titus 1:9). For Protestants, the validity of the administration of 
the sacraments correlates with how faithfully they are conducted according 
to the Word of God (for baptism: Rom 6:3-5; Matt 28:19-20; for the Lord’s 
Supper: Matt 26:26-29 and par.; 1 Cor 10:16-17; 11:17-34); that is, Scripture 
is the measuring stick in accordance with which Protestant leaders administer 
the sacraments. Because Protestants regard the Spirit as primarily working 
through the Spirit-inspired Word of God, they emphasize that the function 
of the priest/pastor/elder is a Word-centered one.38

Second, Protestant theology affirms and practices the priesthood of all 
believers. The New Testament broadens the activities associated with a 
“priest” to include all believers, describing them in priestly language and as 
carrying out priestly functions. Christians are designated as a “royal priest-
hood” who proclaim the divine excellencies (1 Peter 2:9), being redeemed 
by Christ and rendered “a kingdom, priests to his God and Father” (Rev 1:6; 
5:10). The language of sacrifice and offering is associated with believer-priests: 
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They are exhorted to offer their whole being as a “living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God” (Rom 12:1). They are to “continually offer up a sacrifice 
of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name” (Heb 
13:15; Rev 5:8; 8:3). Their “spiritual sacrifices” (1 Pet 2:5) include martyr-
dom (Phil 2:17; 2 Tim 4:6; Rev 6:9), conversions through the proclamation 
of the gospel (Rom 15:16-17), and acts of service and physical provisions 
for others (Phil 4:18; Heb 13:16). Therefore, offering and sacrifice, priest 
and priesthood, now belongs to all who have faith in Christ; they are not 
reserved for a differentiated estate of ordained people. Simple expressions of 
the priesthood of believers include church members praying for one another, 
hearing one another’s confession of sin and assuring one another of divine 
forgiveness, planting churches, serving as international missionaries, sharing 
Scripture with one another (Col 3:16), and the like. 

Having presented three key aspects—foundational, theological, and 
biblical—that highlight the contrast between the Roman Catholic and Prot-
estant conceptions of the priesthood, a brief excursus on clerical marriage 
and celibacy contributes to our overall understanding of the differences 
between these two priesthoods. This topic is treated separately because, 
whereas celibacy is demanded in the case of the Roman Catholic priesthood, 
marriage is not required in the case of Protestant ministers (though it is quite 
prevalent, even in many cases the norm).

Historically, clerical celibacy was not always practiced in the Catholic 
Church. According to the NT, Peter was married (Matt 8:14 and par.), as 
were other apostles (1 Cor 9:5). Paul’s instructions to married men in the 
office of elder/bishop regarding their wives and children shows that mar-
riage of church leaders was permissible, even expected, in the early church 
(1 Tim 3:2; Titus 1:6). The Catholic Church admits that clerical celibacy 
was a later practice; indeed, Vatican II underscores that clerical celibacy “is 
not demanded of the priesthood by its nature. This is clear from the prac-
tice of the primitive Church and the tradition of the Eastern Churches ... 
[Celibacy] at first was recommended to priests, was afterwards in the Latin 
Church imposed by law on all who were to be promoted to holy Orders.” 
While celibacy of those seeking to serve God with their whole being was 
practiced from around the second century, it was Pope Gregory VII in the 
eleventh century who aimed to make celibacy the rule for all clergy so that 
they would be unhampered by the concerns and demands of family, be free 
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of the “flesh,” and be wholly devoted to God and the Church. As a result of 
sanctifying the priestly office in such a way, the Roman Catholic Church 
de-valued the position of being an earthly husband and father, meaning that 
all earthly fatherhood was largely “de-sanctified and rendered powerless.”40 
Celibacy further entrenched the barrier between clergy and laity and became 
“the badge of clerical status.”41

In Luther’s system, however, all of life is the domain in which one should 
glorify God. He consequently sought to re-sanctify family life as part of that 
domain. If the doctrine of justification by faith had an outworking in the 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, then the doctrine of the priesthood 
of all believers had an outworking in Protestant “priests” being able to marry. 
The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers gave integrity to all areas of 
a person’s life and work, which included family life. It also placed clergy on 
the same level as lay people, making marriage open to them.

By demolishing the demarcation between the “estates” and making every 
aspect of life a sphere in which to honor and obey God, the Reformation 
considered marriage and family just as valid a sphere in which to live the 
Christian life as celibacy. This was an immense shift with which to come to 
terms in the sixteenth century. Even for some of the Reformers, the idea 
(which had been entrenched for over a thousand years) that a holy person, and 
certainly one that sought to lead God’s people, would be ascetic, self-denying, 
and celibate, giving up everything to single-mindedly devote themselves to 
God, was hard to shake.42 When Luther married Katie Von Bora in 1525, 
even some of his close, Reformer friends refused to attend the wedding 
because they were unable to accept that marriage was a viable option for a 
person seeking to serve God.43 Luther’s opponents reveled in his marriage, 
for it demonstrated (what they believed to be) the unchecked lust of those 
without spiritual maturity or depth, which was typical of schismatics and 
heretics.44 Nonetheless, the marriage of men in priestly service was to become 
a touchstone by which the Reformers could demonstrate the doctrine of the 
priesthood of all believers in their day to day lives.

Today, those that stand in this Protestant heritage are thankful for the 
Reformers’ vanguard efforts to reinstate the practice of priests/elders/bish-
ops being allowed to marry and still serve God and his people. Marriage for 
Protestant ministers has strong biblical support (noted above). Additionally, 
the position shutters before Paul’s warning about people who “will depart 
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from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teaching of 
demons, through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, who 
forbid marriage. (1 Tim 4:1-3, emphasis added).45 Accordingly, Protestant 
churches do not dare prohibit their leaders from being married. Moreover, 
Protestant theology underscores that the first aspect of the so-called cultural 
mandate—“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen 1:28)—is appli-
cable to the vast majority of human beings, with two exceptions: those who 
are not yet married but will be one day, and those to whom God has given 
the gift of celibacy (1 Cor 7:7-9, 32-35).46 As it is for people in general, so it 
is for pastors/elders/priests in particular: the majority will be married, and 
rightly so. Finally, married Protestant clergy provide their churches with 
the clearest, biblically-grounded image of the Christ-church relationship: 
marriage. Married pastors/elders love and lead their wives, who respect and 
submit themselves to their husband-ministers, thus offering “a powerful 
picture of Christ’s love and sacrifice for the church, and its honoring of and 
submission to Christ (Eph. 5:22-33).”47

In summary, the contrasts between Roman Catholic and Protestant con-
ceptions of the priesthood are foundational, theological, and biblical, and 
are illustrated by the difference between Roman Catholic clerical celibacy 
and Protestant clerical marriage.

Protestant Denominations that have Priests

Within Protestantism, some denominations have priests; however, these are 
not to be confused with the Roman Catholic idea of priests. The Catholic 
Church holds that representation acts two ways: a priest acts in the place of 
Christ, in persona Christi Capitis, representing Christ to the people and making 
Christ present to them, and conversely presenting the offerings of the people 
to Christ, mainly the gifts of bread and wine brought forward to the priest at 
the commencement of the Liturgy of the Eucharist.48 However, in Protestant 
theology, this understanding of representation is done away with because “there 
is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ” 
(1 Tim 2:5); thus, no human person can play a mediatorial role, at least in the 
highly developed Catholic conception of priestly mediation.

Nevertheless, Protestant denominations, at least those with a more hier-
archical system of church government (both a hierarchy within the local 
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church and in the larger group to which the local church belongs), seem 
to have as a corollary of this hierarchy a greater demarcation between the 
priest/pastor/elder and the laity. There is a range of positions that reflects 
the various gradations of this hierarchy of overall church government and 
consequent distinctions between clergy and laity. Those at one end—the 
“flatter” end—of the spectrum include congregational models of church 
government, whereby the congregation is the ultimate authority;49 there is 
no bishop or organizational structure above church members to which they 
must submit. With this, the person or persons holding the position of pastor/
church leader (they would be loathed to have the title “priest”) direct the 
church, oversee the ministry of the Word, administer the sacraments, engage 
in prayer, and exercise pastoral oversight. The degree to which members of 
the congregation participate in decision-making, preaching, administering 
the sacraments, and so on depends on the particular congregation, but there 
is little, if any, degree of separation between the person/people functioning 
as pastor/elders and the congregation over which they have authority. There 
are simply different roles in the life and ministry of the church.

On the other end of the hierarchical spectrum in Protestant denominations 
are churches with Episcopalian polities. In these models of church govern-
ment, the episkopos, or bishop, is the final authority; whereas the priests 
and laypeople may exercise some delegated authority, it is ultimately to the 
bishop that they must submit. Within the Church of England, or Anglican 
Communion, for example, there is a hierarchical system tiered similarly to 
the Roman Catholic Church. While rejecting the apostolic succession that 
gives authority to the bishop of Rome as the successor of Peter, the Anglican 
Church shares a similar overall three-fold structure of bishops—priests—
deacons, with the Archbishop of Canterbury at the top of the hierarchy of 
the Anglican Communion. The Archbishop, who belongs to the same tier 
as other bishops, is simply first among equals. After the bishops come the 
priests/ministers/rectors/vicars (terminology varies among the Anglican 
dioceses across the globe), who are responsible for ministering the Word 
and the sacraments within the church of their geographically-defined parish. 
Deacons (and, in some cases, deaconesses) serve in the office of Word-based 
ministry or acts of assistance.

It is within the Anglican Communion that one is most likely to encounter 
the term “priest” in relation to the person in charge of a local church. It is also 
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where one is most likely to encounter practices that are commonly associated 
with a priest within the Roman Catholic Church. This is particularly true 
of “high” Anglican churches, which are often referred to by other (“low,” 
or “evangelical”) Anglicans as “Anglo-Catholic,” further highlighting the 
resemblance between the form and function of the Anglican priest in this 
context with his Catholic counterpart.

Practically and generally speaking, in a “high” Anglican Church service, 
priests wear vestments to demarcate themselves from the laity; this may be 
in the form of various types of robes or a clerical collar.50 During the liturgy, 
it is the administration of Holy Communion that offers some of the strongest 
correlations between priests in the Roman Catholic tradition and those in the 
Protestant traditions. In a typical communion service (sometimes called the 
“Lord’s Supper” or the “Eucharist”), the priest elevates the bread and the cup 
of wine and makes the sign of the cross over them. When the laity come up 
to receive the consecrated elements, they kneel at a rail that separates them 
from the priest (and those who may help him administer the elements).51 
Those seeking a blessing instead (e.g., children not yet confirmed)52 are 
marked by the priest with the sign of the cross.53 To finish the communion 
service, the priest consumes the remaining bread and wine in a similar way 
to a Roman Catholic priest.54 

While it must be emphasized that the Anglican Communion’s theol-
ogy of communion/the Lord’s Supper differs starkly from the Roman 
Catholic Church’s theology of the Eucharist (e.g., Anglicanism denies 
transubstantiation; Catholicism holds it as dogma), the liturgy and practice 
of communion/the Lord’s Supper in some Anglican churches is visually 
and symbolically too similar to the Roman Catholic Sacrament of the 
Eucharist for some other Anglicans to accept as biblically grounded and 
theologically sound.55

In summary, this article both illustrated and discussed Roman Catholic 
theology and practice of the priesthood, then contrasted that perspective 
with Protestant theology and practice of the priesthood, focusing in par-
ticular on Martin Luther’s Reformation development of the priesthood of 
all believers. The article next presented three key aspects—foundational, 
theological, biblical—of the divergence between the two traditions, along 
with a brief excursus on clerical marriage and celibacy. It concluded with a 
discussion of Protestant denominations that have priests, noting that while 
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there are some family resemblances, these approaches to the priesthood are 
not to be confused with the Roman Catholic theology and practice of the 
priesthood. This article, then, underscores that fact that one of the major 
doctrinal divergences between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism is 
ecclesiology, with one of the most important dissimilarities in the doctrine 
of the church being the priesthood.
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45 “The implied denunciation of clerical celibacy may be dodged by Catholic theology by pointing out that its 

ban of marriage is not universal for all the faithful, but is directed toward its clergy only. The point is well 
taken, but evangelical theology dissents from Catholic theology’s taking heart with respect to its observance 
of this general apostolic instruction while failing in respect to the specific apostolic teaching about marriage 
for bishops/elders/ pastors (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6).” Allison, Roman Catholic Theology and Practice, 373. 

46 Certainly, those with the gift of celibacy and do not marry enjoy many benefits, such as release from worldly 
anxieties and undivided devotion to the Lord. Still, those who lack the gift of celibacy have instead the gift 
of marriage and, when they marry, do well and certainly do not sin (1 Cor 7:28, 36). 

47 Allison, Roman Catholic Theology and Practice, 375. 
48 It is the responsibility of the laity bring to the priest these sacrificial offerings of bread and wine (respectively, 

“fruit of the earth and work of human hands” and “fruit of the vine and work of human hands;” see Roman 
Missal, Order of the Mass, 23, 25). These elements are not to be confused with the Eucharist itself being a 
sacrifice offered to God. The Eucharist in the Catholic Church is a re-presentation of the once-for-all sacrifice 
of Jesus on the cross. However, because the cross was such a unique and extraordinary event, it cannot be 
bound by time, and this one unique, historical event is re-presented in the Eucharist (CCC 1356-1381). 
For further explanation of unique, singular Christ events transcending time, see Leonardo De Chirico, "The 
Blurring of Time Distinctions in Roman Catholicism," Themelios 29, no. 2 (2004); Allison, Roman Catholic 
Theology and Practice, 305-307.

49 How congregational authority squares with the authority of the pastors/elders and the authority of the 
deacons/deaconesses varies from congregation to congregation and denomination to denomination. 

50 Some Anglican priests wear the clerical collar while going about everyday activities, apart from church services, 
further illustrating the demarcation between themselves and non-ordained people. During the communion 
service, different vestments that are worn by the priest are in keeping with the season the church is in, e.g., 
purple for the Advent season.

51 The fact that the laity receives both the bread and the wine is a key distinction with the Catholic tradition. 
The Catholic dogma of transubstantiation has as its corollary the doctrine of concomitance, the belief that 
the whole Christ is present in both the bread and the wine; therefore, the laity need only receive one element, 
namely the bread, in order to receive Christ. In the Catholic tradition, only the priest, and sometimes those 
helping him administer the Eucharist, consume the wine. The laity being able to consume both bread and 
wine was a touchstone ritual for many of the Reformers, helping to distinguish their doctrine and practice 
of communion/the Lord’s Supper from the Roman Catholic doctrine and practice of the Eucharist. In our 
post-Vatican II context, the Liturgy of the Eucharist features the giving of both the bread and the cup to the laity. 

52 Infant baptism is commonly practiced in Anglican churches; the child goes through Confirmation at around 
the age of twelve, which allows her the opportunity to confirm and confess the faith her parents and godparents 
enacted on her behalf at her baptism as an infant. 

53 As those who are to receive communion approach the rail, some bow before the “altar” (or, sometimes, a 
cross) at the front of the church, and bow again as they leave, being careful not to turn their back on the front 
of the church. Demarcation of sacred space is also a feature of “high” Anglican churches.

54 That is, the Anglican priest wipes the crumbs from the bread into the cup, pours in water, drinks it, wipes it 
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out with a cloth, and covers the chalice with a cloth. In the Catholic tradition, however, consecrated wafers 
(now transubstantiated into the body of Christ) that remain after being distributed are kept in a tabernacle, 
usually near the front of the church. The Eucharist is taken by the priest to the sick or is the object of silent 
adoration by the Catholic faithful who approach the tabernacle, for Christ remains present in the consecrated 
host. A red light on the tabernacle indicates that the consecrated host is present within. CCC 1378-1379. 

55 Some other Protestant denominations, while not Episcopalian in structure, display some characteristics of 
priests as in the Roman Catholic system. In “high” Presbyterian churches, there is an elevated view of ministry 
and ordained clergy. For example, once ordained, the priesthood is permanent, and a Presbyterian minister 
remains such even if he ceases to minister in a church. The proper administration of the sacraments is closely 
guarded, and in the administration of baptism and the Lord’s Supper there is often a stark demarcation between 
congregational members and minister. In some Lutheran churches, this is also the case. Therefore, even while 
not using the title “priest,” other Protestant denominations besides the Anglican Communion display the 
hallmarks of priests/pastors/elders belonging to a different class, a different order, than the congregation 
members to whom they minister.

Roman Catholic Theology and Practice of the Priesthood
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Book Reviews
Jesus the Priest. By Nicholas Perrin. London: SPCK, 2018. 384 pp. $44.31, paper.

Jesus Christ is a high priest, after the order of Melchizedek. Hebrews makes 
this clear; no one disputes it. What is disputed is whether the Gospels pres-
ent Jesus as a priest. Because the title “priest” is never assigned to Jesus by 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John, many who admit the priestly actions of Jesus 
(e.g., forgiving sins and offering prayer) refuse to pronounce him a priest in 
the Gospels. 

Most recently, Andrew Malone in his helpful study God’s Mediators: A 
Biblical Theology of the Priesthood argues we should derive all priestly 
identifications from Hebrews (and Revelation 1), not the Gospels (pp. 
103–07). “Though some proposed parallels are enticing, they are difficult 
to confirm with any confidence and leave the minimalist position more 
convincing” (103). Malone’s “minimalist position” stands against others 
who make a case for seeing Christ as a priest in the Gospels.

To date, Crispin Fletcher-Louis has been the most forceful for observing 
Christ’s priesthood in the Gospels. However, with the publication of Jesus 
the Priest, Nicholas Perrin has made an important contribution to the 
study of Christ’s priesthood in the Gospels. In what follows, I will briefly 
summary the content of his argument and offer a few observations on his 
work and cautions for the reader.

In chapter 1, Perrin begins with the Lord’s Prayer and the meaning of “Our 
Father.” Following the work of Jeremias, against Bousset, he argues Abba is 
not a newly-minted term in the New Testament. It is the eschatological title 
of address which all sons may offer, after they have gone through the Exodus 
(36–38). Thus, Perrin follows the history of “Father” through the Old Tes-
tament and the Second Temple period. He argues Jesus’ use of “Father” is 
not novel, but typical of the sons of God (e.g., Adam, Israel, Solomon, etc.), 
all of whom have a priestly status in God’s kingdom. 

From this definition, he makes the case for the Lord’s Prayer as “a con-
sistently eschatological prayer” for the sons of God (38). Then, one-by-one 
he shows the priestly background to the seven petitions (38–51). For 
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instance, the first petition (“hallowed be your name”) finds its anchor 
point in Ezekiel 36:23 (“I will sanctify my great name”), a passage that 
presents a “reinvigorated” priesthood “in the eschaton” (40–42). By unit-
ing sonship and priesthood—a theme that will continue throughout his 
book—Perrin argues “Jesus was ascribing to this movement the priestly 
status of sonship” (53).

Continuing the focus on sonship, Perrin next considers the baptism of 
Jesus and the Father’s words: “You are my Son, the Beloved, with you I 
am well pleased” (67–76). Engaging the antecedent texts informing these 
words, Perrin argues for a priestly understanding. Critiquing the common 
connection of these words to Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1, Perrin argues for 
Psalm 2:7 and Genesis 22:2 as the background texts. By careful attention to 
how the Old Testament was understood in Second Temple Judaism (70–76), 
Perrin makes his case in the Synoptic Gospels (77–88). He concludes, “All 
three Evangelists depict the baptism as an inaugural moment that marks off 
a priestly career” (88). Though not often appreciated, there are significant 
priestly themes associated with Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22, and Perrin 
makes a strong case for seeing Jesus’ baptism as a priestly event. 

Chapter 3 tackles “the kingdom of Jesus.” Returning to Ezekiel’s priestly 
expectations of the eschatological kingdom, Perrin considers the inaugura-
tion of the kingdom through a “constellation of expectations” outlined in 
Ezekiel 36:23–28. These expectations include “(1) the restoration of the 
cultic space, (2) the establishment of a priestly nation, (3) cleansing from 
idols, and (4) the granting of the Spirit” (91). With these elements in mind, 
Perrin considers two kingdom parables and the Beatitudes (92–142). With 
painstaking attention to the biblical text and first-century Jewish context, 
Perrin makes a number of cogent points. 

First, he argues the parables are Jesus’ priestly way of separating the clean 
from the unclean (cf. Lev 10:11): “Because the making of ritual pronounce-
ments of clean and unclean ... was a fundamentally a sacerdotal task, it 
follows that Jesus’ performance of the parables ... was itself a priestly activity” 
(111). Second, he interprets the parable of the salt (Matt 5:13; Mark 9:50; 
Luke 14:34–35) as priestly. Again, grounding his argument in priestly laws 
of the Old Testament (cf. e.g., Lev 2:13; Num 8:8), he argues “each Evan-
gelist seems to have shared the assumption that salt was an appropriate 
metaphor by which the community might assert its own priestly identity” 
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(127). Third, Perrin underscores the priestly concepts in Isaiah 61, a passage 
regularly observed to stand behind the Beatitudes (128–31). Altogether, 
Perrin argues Jesus announced a priestly kingdom or a kingdom comprised 
of new covenant priests.

Next, Perrin turns to the twin titles of Son of David and Son of Man. He 
devotes a chapter to each (chapters 4 and 5), and following a similar meth-
odology, he traces the origin of these terms in the Old Testament and how 
they were understood in Second Temple Judaism, before demonstrating the 
way the Evangelists used them. First, Perrin observes the priestly vocation 
of David and Solomon, along the lines of Melchizedek, and argues that 
the title “Son of David” should likewise be perceived as royal and priestly 
(cf. Psalm 110). Then, more originally, Perrin argues from Daniel 7, with 
its “with the clouds of heaven” coming from Leviticus 16 (177), for a high 
priestly reading of “Son of Man.” He concludes, “On my results, the Son of 
Man emerges neither as human simpliciter nor as divine simpliciter but an 
eschatological high-priestly figure in whom the realms of humanity and 
divinity converge, even as he performs atoning duties appropriate to the 
Day of Atonement” (188).

Developing the “Son of Man” further, Perrin presents a “re-envisaged 
priesthood” in chapter 6. Selecting three “Son of Man” texts, Perrin 
makes the case that Jesus shows himself to be a priest when he permitted 
his disciples to pluck grain on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23–28), when he 
confronted Herod and the other “power brokers” in Jerusalem (Matt 
8:20; Luke 9:58), and when Jesus told the parable of the children in 
the marketplace (Matt 11:16–19; Luke 7:31–35). Offering alternative 
readings of these passages, he gives a priestly interpretation of Christ 
as “Son of Man,” arguing that Jesus’ self-designation was the royal and 
priestly “story” Jesus inhabited, one that invited his kingdom disciples 
to “a specifically priestly calling” and the “means by which the coming 
of the kingdom ... would be realized” (238).

In the final chapter of his argument, Perrin explains how Jesus’ “confronta-
tions” with the leaders of Jerusalem should be read as competitions for who had 
the right to be priest. First, he looks at the way Jesus disputed with the Pharisees 
about the “tribute tax for Caesar” (240–61). He connects the “image” on the 
coin to Adam and Israel’s priest; he also show how Jesus’ response in Mark 
12:13–17 develops the priestly theology of Daniel (esp., “the things of God” 
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in Daniel 2:20–23). Second, Perrin examines the “trial of Jesus” (261–80) and 
the way Jesus’ dispute with the high priest ultimately revealed how Jesus saw 
himself—as the fulfillment of Psalm 110, one who “would die ... as the true 
priest” (279). In these two rigorously-exegetical sections, Perrin concludes 
the body of his argument, which presents Jesus as “the bearer of the ephod” 
and one who “wished to be remembered as such” (281).

All in all, Perrin’s book presents a compelling vision of Jesus as Priest. 
What remains to be seen is how the scholarly community will receive his 
argument. At present, the minimalist vision of Christ’s priesthood seems 
to reign supreme, as does the assignment of Jesus as Prophet and King. 
Perrin’s book will challenge this position. With his detailed analysis of 
the Gospels, an exegetical approach grounded in the Old Testament and 
Second Temple Judaism, he presents a vision of Christ that is orthodox 
but also novel. His book contains multiple reinterpretations of passages 
and as N. T. Wright observes, it “sheds a flood of fresh light on the Gospels 
and on Jesus himself.”

For these reasons the reader should know what they are getting into. 
First, this is not a boilerplate volume on Jesus in the Gospels, or simply the 
theology of Hebrews writ large. Rather, this is a groundbreaking study on 
the Gospels, one that all historical Jesus scholars will need to consider. I am 
hopeful this book will move the conversation forward on Jesus as a priest 
in the Gospels, as it shows how the Evangelists (following Jesus’ own lead) 
affirmed Jesus’ priesthood even as they did not call him priest. 

Second, Perrin’s approach to the scholarly community is a model for 
evangelicals. While regularly addressing the concerns of critical scholars 
and submitting himself to the constraints of that community, Perrin makes a 
bold argument for Christ, his priesthood, and his atoning work for salvation. 
In this way, he exemplifies how a Bible-believing scholar might engage a 
community of scholars that do not share his evangelical convictions.

Third, this book may not be written for pastors, but I hope pastors—and 
those writing commentaries for pastors—will read it anyway. For those 
who are serious about knowing Christ as the Scriptures present him, Perrin 
provides a glorious vision of Jesus as the fulfillment of all Israel’s priestly 
hopes. Because the priesthood stands at the center of Christ’s person and 
work, not to mention the biblical storyline, his fresh observations about 
the priesthood provide serious fodder for knowing Christ. Some may have 



Book Reviews

161

difficulty following or agreeing with every argument Perrin makes, but I trust 
that all who engage Jesus the Priest will profit from the book, especially those 
preaching through the passages listed in the summary above.

David Schrock, PhD
Pastor of Preaching and Theology
Occoquan Bible Church, Woodbridge, VA

God for Us: Discovering the Heart of the Father through the Life of the Son. 
By Abby Ross Hutto. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2019, 212 pp., $14.99 paper.

Abby Ross Hutto serves as the Director of Spiritual Formation at Story 
Presbyterian Church (PCA) in Westerville, Ohio and as a group leader and 
trainer for Parakaleo. Employing her personal and ministerial experience in 
God for Us, Hutto seeks to help Christians experience freedom from fear, 
anxiety, and discouragement by directing them to a proper understanding 
of the character and nature of God the Father as he has revealed himself in 
Jesus Christ—particularly through the Gospel of John. Ultimately, the author 
intends to convince readers that God is for us, not against us.

Hutto bookends each chapter with the story of an anonymous individual 
(e.g., Desperate, Grieving, Wounded) who has struggled with—and even-
tually overcomes—the theme of the chapter. The author addresses relevant 
contemporary issues such as pain and suffering, grief and loss, abuse and 
victimization, shame and guilt, and hopelessness and despair. She links the 
opening story with a passage in John’s Gospel which corresponds to the 
same issue, engaging John’s prologue; Jesus’ encounters with Nicodemus, 
the Samaritan woman, and the woman caught in adultery; the healing of 
the man born blind and the resurrection of Lazarus; Jesus’ teachings during 
the Jewish Feast of Booths and on the Good Shepherd; the anointing of 
Jesus’ feet; the disciples’ betrayal and denial; the passion accounts; and the 
post-resurrection encounters. Hutto utilizes exegetical insights, cultural 
backgrounds, and theological reflection to elucidate how Jesus reveals the 
Father’s true—benevolent—intentions toward us in order to overturn our 
misunderstandings and mistrust of God. The author appends each chapter 
with Scripture for contemplation and questions for discussion.
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Writing from a Reformed perspective, Hutto combines pastoral tenderness, 
personal vulnerability, and biblical and theological accuracy to provide an 
objective account of God’s true character and nature. She expertly crafts the 
anecdotal narratives such that readers immediately identify with and relate 
to the attendant issues, and she the exposits the biblical narratives such that 
readers readily apprehend the characters—their circumstances, motives, 
and behaviors—as intimately relevant, not historically distant. Though the 
author focuses on the Gospel of John, she frequently includes insights from 
across the biblical canon, especially the Old Testament, thus highlighting 
Scripture’s interconnectivity, Christocentricity, and direct relevance for 
today. Furthermore, God for Us is richly Trinitarian; Hutto focuses on how 
the Father reveals himself through the incarnate Son, but she always con-
siders the person and work of the Holy Spirit where appropriate. Though 
Arminian readers may periodically quibble with how the author articulates 
matters of providence and salvation (e.g., 55, 118, 191), readers from across 
the evangelical spectrum will enjoy and appreciate Hutto’s work.

The book is not without a few weaknesses, however. First, though Hutto 
does not explicitly state it, she expects readers to read the Bible passage found 
beneath each chapter title before they read the rest of the chapter. If they do 
not, they may feel lost as the author actively shifts between the passage and 
its biblical and historical context, the intro story, and her own experiences. 
This decision, I believe, results in more fluid prose at the potential expense 
of clarity. Second, though Hutto has a diverse bibliography, she relies too 
heavily on a select few dated commentaries for her exegetical, historical, and 
cultural insights into the Gospel of John: D. A. Carson (1991), Milne (1993), 
and Boice (2005). As a result, she occasionally passes over issues that require 
further nuance (e.g., underdeveloped treatment of kosmos [38]) or omits 
matters of direct import (e.g., the contested canonicity of John 7:53–8:11 
[chap. 5]). The author acknowledges her dependence upon these authors 
(208), and she likely smooths over difficult issues so as to not obstruct 
readability; however, critical readers may take issue with these momentary 
lapses in depth. Third, though the book evidences a robust Trinitarianism, 
Hutto often distinguishes too greatly between the divine persons. Saying, 
for example, that the life of the Son reveals the heart of the Father (per the 
book’s subtitle; see also 149, 169) seems to indicate that the Father and the 
Son do not share one divine will. Yet, just as the three persons are one, so 
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do they will and act as one. While I presume that Hutto is sticking close to 
Johannine language, I worry that this decision may cause readers to perceive 
the Trinitarian persons as more distinct than they are unified. Overall, how-
ever, these weaknesses do not undermine the ultimate success of the book.

God for Us is not a self-help guide or a feel-good tug on the emotions; 
instead, it is a narratival exposition of a proper doctrine of God as informed 
by the life of the Son. I recommend that readers digest—not devour—the 
book in small increments. It will function well for weekly book studies as 
discussion material and in counseling situations as assigned reading for coun-
selees. The book would also serve as encouraging and edifying devotional 
reading for world-weary lay-Christians, seminary students, and seasoned 
pastors who need to be reminded of who God is and what he has done for us 
in Christ Jesus. If you have ever wrestled with believing that God is in your 
corner—that he is for us, not against us—then this book is for you.

Torey J. S. Teer, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Arabic Christian Theology: A Contemporary Global Evangelical Perspective. 
Edited by Andrea Zaki Stephanous. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2019, 
544 pp., $34.99.

For many Christians living in the West, the presence of millions of Ara-
bic-speaking Christians in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) goes 
unnoticed. Dr. Andrea Zaki Stephanous, president of the Fellowship of 
Middle East Evangelical Churches and general editor of the new work, Arabic 
Christian Theology: A Contemporary Global Evangelical Perspective, wants 
believers outside of the MENA area to know that Arabic-speaking Christians 
are not only devoted followers of Jesus but also have much to contribute to 
global theological conversations. While one may be tempted to think that 
Christian scholarship is limited to the West, Stephanous demonstrates that 
Arabic-speaking Christians can contribute rich, scholarly insight to press-
ing theological, biblical, social, and moral issues. To that end, Stephanous 
collected articles from scholars across the MENA region addressing seven 
pressing issues relevant to their culture and context. 
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The individual chapters in the text are devoted to issues important in 
Arabic Christian contexts. Yet, what may be surprising to some readers is 
that these issues are not limited to Arabic Christian contexts. In fact, the 
issues are presently being debated even in Western contexts. While generally 
unrelated to one another, the chapters can be divided into three sections.

The first section of chapters concerns biblical interpretations and back-
grounds. In chapter one, “Arab Christians and the Old Testament,” Dr. Magdi 
S. Gendi addresses the difficult Old Testament passages regarding violence 
and genocide. In particular, Gendi wants Arabic Christians to understand the 
uniqueness of Israel among other nations and Yahweh among other gods (13, 
18). God is not a violent overlord, as some believe, but a gracious, kind, forgiving 
redeemer. Dr. Riad Aziz Kassis, in chapter two, “The Concept of the Covenant 
in Evangelical Thought and Its Impact on the Middle East and North Africa,” 
seeks to convince readers that covenant theology is not a “purely academic 
matter” but rather a concept that will have a “profound, direct, and positive 
impact on life and reality” in the MENA region (43). Understanding the cov-
enant motivates believers to lives of “righteousness, holiness, and godliness,” 
guides their use of covenants in modern life, and even helps them understand 
and respond to the current Arab-Israeli conflict (87, 84–85).

The second section of chapters consists of issues broadly related to eth-
nicity, religion, and politics, and how these concepts influence identity. In 
chapter three, “Jesus and Judaism: His Identity and Relationship to Judaism,” 
Dr. Ghassan Khalaf seeks to provide clarity regarding Jesus’ relationship 
to Judaism amid growing debate (90). Western Christians have focused 
much on Jesus’ Jewish background, while many Christians from the MENA 
region are conflicted by love for Jesus and hatred of Jews (90). Khalaf seeks 
to provide clear biblical teaching and pastoral direction for a proper under-
standing of Jesus and Judaism. In chapter four, Dr. Makram Naguib provides 
a helpful examination of the relationship between Old Testament Israel and 
the modern state of Israel in “Religion and Politics: Ancient Prophecies and 
Contemporary Policies.” Naguib observes that some groups have interpreted 
signs and prophecies in light of contemporary events, which leads them to 
error and divisiveness (213). They have mixed “what is Jewish with what is 
Christian, religion with politics, and so on” (214). Finally, in chapter seven, 
“Culture and Identity,” Stephanous examines how culture shapes identity, 
and how Arabic Christians can maintain a distinct identity as followers 
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of Jesus within a diverse religious and political landscape without “either 
dissolution or alienation” (424). Arab Christians must be bold followers of 
Jesus even in Muslim contexts, avoiding the “old temptation to withdraw 
into isolated conclaves in an attempt to avoid their faith melting into the 
Muslim majority” (423). 

The third section of chapters concerns morality and societal relationships. 
In chapter five, “The Christian Woman,” Dr. Mary Mikhael criticizes what 
she sees as the church’s longstanding oppression of women, evidenced by 
its lack of female church leaders. She claims that “patriarchal” structures in 
church leadership are not a result of biblical teaching, but rather the result 
of society changing the church and importing its “barriers and customs” 
(370). Paul’s teaching on women in ministry, Mikhael claims, has been mis-
understood such that women have been robbed of their equal opportunity to 
serve in pastoral leadership. In chapter six, “The Cross and the Power Issue: 
A Middle Eastern View,” Youssef Samir addresses the natural human struggle 
for power that manifests itself in political uprisings, abuse, and oppression. 
Samir advocates a Christian alternative to struggling for power, one based on 
Christlike service to one another. Giving service, Samir argues, “correct[s] 
the desire for power and its misuse” (422). 

Stephanous’ edited work is a welcomed contribution to Christian think-
ing and publication. By collecting articles from such competent scholars, 
Stephanous shows Western readers that MENA Christians are producing 
literature that is equal to literature produced by Western Christians, both 
in terms of academic quality and biblical faithfulness. In other words, the 
West does not have a monopoly on Christian thinking.

In addition, these articles demonstrate that moral, biblical, theological, and 
social issues such as identity, women in ministry, the relationship between pol-
itics and religion, and violence in the Old Testament are not limited to Western 
contexts. Christians living in the Middle East and North Africa are wrestling 
with these same issues, and they are trying to understand biblical texts and 
apply them faithfully to often difficult situations. Reading MENA Christians 
engage biblical texts and seek to apply them to their own contexts reminds 
all readers that the Bible speaks to both Western and non-Western contexts. 

Only two minor weaknesses in Arabic Christian Theology deserve attention. 
First, this collection of articles is academic in nature, evidenced by the exten-
sive bibliographies and technical language. Given that the subtitle of the book 
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is “A Contemporary Global Evangelical Perspective,” and that many of the 
authors are local church or denominational leaders, I would like to see more 
writing on how these Arabic perspectives filter down to individual churches 
and individual Arabic-speaking Christians. The majority of Christians in the 
MENA region do not have extensive biblical and theological training, yet 
they are concerned about how to live for Christ in non-Christian contexts. 
Perhaps Stephanous could encourage a future volume in which the same 
authors or others apply their research on a more practical level. 

The second weakness with Stephanous’ text is that the articles address 
complex issues, some of which having been debated for centuries. Yet, the 
reader only receives one perspective for each issue. Considering the intro-
ductory nature of the text, the limited field of perspectives is expected, but 
also lamented. I would recommend that Stephanous devote an entire text 
in the future to each individual issue. Christians in the Middle East and 
North Africa, as well as Western Christians, would benefit from a broader 
examination of these topics, one that demonstrated a broader scope of 
perspectives and interpretations. 

Stephanous’ text is an excellent contribution to Christian thinking. Each 
of the included articles contains extensive biblical, theological, and historical 
research. Taken together, Arabic Christian Theology demonstrates that care-
ful, biblical thinking is alive and well in the Middle East and North Africa. 
Western Christians have much to learn from their MENA brothers and 
sisters as they apply biblical truth to common problems in unique contexts. 

Shane Folks, MA, MDiv.
Pastor, Eastside Baptist Church
Sallisaw, OK

A Concise Guide to Reading the New Testament: A Canonical Introduction. 
By David R. Nienhuis. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018, ix + 197 pp., 
$21.99 paper.

David Nienhuis’s fifteen years of experience teaching undergraduate students 
the New Testament at Seattle Pacific University shines through A Concise 
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Guide to Reading the New Testament. Throughout these years of teaching, 
he has seen two practical problems with the typical method for teaching 
undergraduates the New Testament. First, New Testament introductions 
are often so long and exhaustive that students read them at the expense 
of reading the New Testament itself. For Nienhuis, a concise guide is nec-
essary to allow students the margin to read the New Testament itself with 
the help of his guide. Second, the university introduces students to a Bible 
that is starkly different from the one they have grown up with in church. As 
Nienhuis describes, the university replaces “the Christian Scripture with the 
scholars’ Bible,” and reading the Bible “correctly” begins to require taking 
it “out of the hands of Christians, and out of the context of the church” (3). 
When confronted, then, with critical scholarship and historical backgrounds, 
students begin to disconnect the Bible they believe from the one they have 
learned to study. In A Concise Guide, Nienhuis tries to fix these problems. 

Nienhuis’s goal, therefore, is to provide “a relatively straightforward bird’s-
eye view of the text to orient readers so they can get down to the business of 
building a life habit of reading the Bible carefully for themselves” (5). This 
guide is concise but also canonical. Four orienting convictions drive a canonical 
reading of the New Testament. First, the Bible is Scripture, meaning that it 
is God’s Word and best understood within the context of the church (6). 
Second, the Bible is a collection of individual books unified into one whole 
(7–9). Third, the Bible’s final form guides the reader’s understanding as the 
order and categorization of texts leads to insights about the individual and 
collective texts themselves (10–11). Fourth, the Bible is a faith-forming 
narrative (12). It is not full of “disinterested, journalistic stories reporting 
ancient events from an unbiased point of view” (12–13). Rather, the Bible 
seeks to form and build up faith within the lives of those who read it (13). 

With these four guiding convictions, Nienhuis introduces his readers 
to each book of the New Testament. His observations on each individual 
book are clear and illuminating, and his prose reads quite accessibly for 
an undergraduate level. For example, striking metaphors, like describing 
the Gospel of Mark as a “canonical speedbump” (37) or Hebrews as an 
“appendix” (131), lighten his material and connect viscerally with his reader. 
In A Concise Guide, Nienhuis provides several unique contributions to an 
at-times glutted world of New Testament introductions. First, his canonical 
approach provides a fresh way of introducing the New Testament to students. 
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Practically, in each chapter he includes a section on the “canonical transition” 
between the previous book and the present book. For example, Nienhuis 
deals directly with the seemingly odd separation of Luke and Acts by the 
Gospel of John. While the transition from the four Gospels to Acts makes 
good sense, the bifurcation of Luke and Acts by the Gospel of John requires 
explanation. Nienhuis explains the intentional transition from John to Acts 
by the common theme of the Holy Spirit, Peter’s commission in John and 
then leadership in Acts, and Jesus’ emphasis on acting in Jesus’ own name 
in John and the apostles’ working in his name in Acts (89–90). Nienhuis’s 
focus on canonical transition helps students to understand the Bible better 
on its own terms and in its given order. 

Second, Nienhuis provides insight into the reception of each book, with 
a specific focus on early interpreters. In a day when most New Testament 
introductions make little to no attempt to interact with pre-Reformation 
interpreters, Nienhuis gives space at the beginning of each chapter to an early 
interpreter, almost exclusively pre-Reformation. For example, in one of the 
first chapters, he quotes at length John Chrysostom as an early voice that 
defends Matthew as first in the fourfold Gospel because it offers the most 
straightforward narrative of the gospel (18). Or in opening his chapter on 
the letters of Paul, he quotes Irenaeus of Lyon and Polycarp of Smyrna as 
early proponents of the importance and wisdom of Paul’s letters (109–10). 
Especially for undergraduate students generally unfamiliar with (or in Prot-
estant contexts often skeptical of) early interpreters, Nienhuis provides a 
window into the value that these early interpreters hold for those reading 
the New Testament. Third, Nienhuis leads his readers with helpful discus-
sion questions at the end of each chapter. Leaning away from overused, 
content-based questions, he emphasizes his canonical approach and asks 
insightful questions, like, “What is the canonical function of John’s disrup-
tion of the Luke-Acts narrative?” and, “If John’s Gospel had been left out of 
the NT, what would be missing?” (85). Again, these questions should prove 
particularly useful among undergraduate students. 

David Nienhuis’s A Concise Guide to Reading the New Testament: A Canon-
ical Introduction provides a surprisingly thorough but brief introduction to 
the New Testament that gives students a fresh but helpful way of reading 
and understanding the New Testament. While its concise nature leads to a 
lack of in-depth discussion of especially the smaller letters, this weakness 
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also proves to be a strength in that it will allow the student to focus on the 
primary text itself instead of another thick New Testament introduction. A 
Concise Guide is perfectly suited for an undergraduate New Testament Intro-
duction course and could even be usefully paired with articles or chapters 
from other works that provide some of the more historical backgrounds. 
Regardless, students and teachers of the New Testament will find A Concise 
Guide to be an engaging, unique introduction to the New Testament and a 
refreshing departure from the status quo.

Ben Hussung, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Reading Genesis Well: Navigating History, Poetry, Science, and Truth in Genesis 
1-11. By C. John Collins. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2018, 336 pp., 
$36.99 paper.

C. John Collins serves as professor of Old Testament at Covenant Theolog-
ical Seminary. He boasts an impressively diverse list of qualifications with 
experience as a church planter, Bible translator, and author. His background 
also includes training in linguistics, Hebrew, and even two degrees from MIT. 
He has written numerous publications on the relationship between science 
and Christianity. His newest book Reading Genesis Well aims to present an 
interpretive guide to Genesis 1-11, including how these first chapters of the 
canon intersect with prevailing scientific views.

Collins’s book attempts to address the interpretive issues of Genesis 1-11 
by employing theories from linguistics, literary study, and rhetoric (17). He 
looks to C. S. Lewis as an example for the implementation of these concepts 
in biblical studies and for the development of the author’s approach, which 
he calls “critically intuitive,” (26). By “critically intuitive,” Collins explains 
that he will incorporate elements from linguistic theories but will not rigidly 
accept every detail of any given theory. His justification for this approach 
is that since these theories deal with human behavior, we all have some 
access to empirical data and can evaluate that data with careful judgment 
(26). Collins seeks to use his approach to dismantle the prevailing view in 
biblical studies “that anything other than a straightforward literalism is a 
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less-than-fully-honest way of reading the ancient text,” (24).
Collins’s book develops in three key parts. His first section is the most 

extensively developed of the three. It contains all the groundwork for his 
reading of Genesis 1-11. Collins covers a breadth of topics in this section. 
Notably, he discusses speech act theory, goodfaith communication, and 
anachronism among other topics. He presents a host of helpful observations. 
He mentions the problem of “genre” being used in biblical studies as a catch-
all term and suggests a more strictly defined category (48). Regarding the 
genre of Genesis 1-11, he later determines that this section serves as pre-
history, and he emphasizes that this designation is a social function (148). 
He references and explains familiar linguistic terms, such as the distinctions 
between locution, illocution, and perlocution (51). He also covers some 
important hermeneutical categories like phenomenal language, word usage, 
and portrayal of an event vs. conception of an event. The first portion of 
Collins’s book could function as a linguisticallyminded, intermediate guide 
to hermeneutics. The presentation of his approach is so thorough that he 
does not reach fine textual analysis until halfway through the book (158).

Collins’s second section involves his analysis of Genesis 1-11, and this 
portion is comparable to a technical commentary. A few remarks are worth 
mentioning concerning this part of the book. He skillfully weaves method-
ological aspects, like discourse grammar, into his textual observations so that 
the reader is reminded of his approach and can see it in action. His method 
leads to many helpful observations that are rare in other commentaries and 
literature, such as the symbolism of Lamech’s age in Genesis 5:31 (185). Con-
sistent in many of his comments is the emphasis on the purpose and function 
of the text, like the Pentateuch’s nature as a standard and corrective (202).

The last section involves a movement into the handling of many scientific 
and philosophical problems of Genesis. Collins addresses several popu-
larly debated problems: creation ex nihilo, the flood, the world’s shape, and 
ancient Near Eastern cosmology. His distinction between portrayal and 
conception features prominently in many of these alleged problems. He 
asserts that whether the Old Testament presents a world picture (a physical 
understanding of the world) is not a given (248). He further warns those 
who would compare scientific findings with “physical” claims in the Bible. 
Most statements in the Bible, he alleges, are in either conventional or poetic 
language, not scientific (260). As a result, readers should avoid seeing the 
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Bible’s comments on the world as conflicting with scientific theories. Similarly, 
statements should not be touted as vindications of later scientific findings. 
Whether one’s goal is to prove or disprove the Bible, to approach the text 
in this way is fundamentally flawed.

Collins displays impressive scholarship throughout the book. Old Tes-
tament scholars generally incorporate linguistic theories less than their 
New Testament colleagues, but Collins shows their validity for the Hebrew 
Bible as well. His critique of the literalistic approach to texts is succinct and 
convincing, and his warnings against misuse of the text are refreshing and 
astute. For example, he rejects the assumption that scientific language is the 
most accurate and truthful form of discourse for real life (261). Though a 
reader might doubt that his initial proposal of a “critically intuitive” method 
could be both consistent and helpful, Collins has maintained both aspects.

Despite the high quality of Collins’s work, it does have a few weaknesses. 
Occasionally, he seems so intent to avoiding taking a stance on an issue that 
his neutrality appears awkward and distracting (i.e. 38). He also overem-
phasizes illocution at some points with the result that the historicity of the 
event in question is undermined. I argue that while a statement’s content 
and purpose are separate, to completely splice them is misguided because 
a statement’s illocution is typically dependent on an event’s actuality to be 
valid. In comparing Genesis 1-11 to other biblical texts, he overemphasizes 
cognate connections as a determining factor for allusions. He too easily 
dismisses the possibility of an allusion due to the absence of a specific word’s 
reoccurrence. Consequently, he ignores other important variables in com-
paring texts like translation technique (i.e. 237). Slight issues, however, do 
not invalidate his contribution’s significance.

Collins’s work focuses heavily on methodology. Although Genesis 1-11 is 
the area which he has tackled, he could have chosen any other Old Testament 
text just as easily. That is not to say his decision is arbitrary. Rather, Genesis 
1-11 is especially relevant since it bears numerous interpretive issues and 
has a diverse and controversial reception history. Collins’s methodological 
presentation, however, should not be received exclusively as an application 
to Genesis 1-11. It holds immense value for hermeneutical understanding 
of not only the Old Testament, or even the entire Bible, but all ancient texts. 
His hermeneutical approach is the book’s most significant contribution. 
Although other aspects in the book are helpful as well, some portions, like 
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the discussion on ancient Near Eastern parallels, are survey in nature, rather 
than innovative.

With relatively minor flaws, Collins has produced a thought-provoking 
work on hermeneutics and Genesis 1-11. The most significant issue is that 
the book seems caught in between existence as a hermeneutics textbook and 
a commentary on Genesis 1-11. As a result, both facets suffer from a lack of 
development. On the hermeneutics side, the author’s discussion concerning 
portrayal vs. conception is too thin. He never adequately shows how the 
reader might distinguish between portrayal and conception without resort-
ing to arbitrary choice. Additionally, his section on anachronisms contains 
examples that are too briefly explained, so the section raises more questions 
than it answers (138-47). On the commentary side, one mistake surfaces. 
He occasionally dismisses alternative readings without due attention (i.e. 
alternate light source in creation, 172). 

Though the book is already immensely valuable, I believe most its small 
issues could have been avoided had Collins split this book into two works 
with more room to expand on a few underdeveloped ideas. The book is 
probably too technical for an introductory hermeneutics course but would 
be an excellent read for any scholar or student with some knowledge of 
hermeneutics and linguistics. Furthermore, it would be a fantastic resource 
for a deeper study of Genesis or the language of the Old Testament. The first 
half of the book alone is worth the cost.

Duncan Collins, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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