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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.


