LECTURE I1
It is witnessed of Him, Thou art 8 Priest for ever after the order of
Melchizedelr.”-H%n. vii. 17.

’

THE Ascended and Glorified Lord is in Heaven. In
what light are we mainly to regard Him, and what is
the most essential characteristic of the work in which
He is there engaged? Theologians have generally
answered the first of these questions with the reply
that, as on earth, so in heaven our Lord is Prophet,
Priest, and King. But they have not uniformly observed
this order: nor does it commend itself either to the
reason of the case or t o the language of Scripture.
The reason of the case suggests a different arrangement; for that office ought certainly to have the preeminence assigned to it by which, more than by either
of the other two, our Lord accomplishes the main object
of His Coming ; and there is no difference of opinion as
to what that object was. It was to reunite God with
man and nian with God ; to open up the way by which
sinful creatures may return with confidence to the
Holy One from whom they have alienated themselves,
Thus Cnlviu brings the priestly offioe of Christ last.--btstGutio

c. a.,lib. ii. cap. 15.

62

THE HEAVENLY PRIESTHOOD

LEUT.

and so to remove every obstacle standing in the way
of love and fellowship between them, that God may be
acknowledged as a Father, and men be children in a
Father’s house. To effect these ends is peculiarly the
office of the priest. The prophetical and kingly offices
of Christ are indeed also necessary to the production of
the result. From the first we must be taught in whom
we are to believe, and t o teach is the prophet’s work.
From the first we must obey the command ‘‘ Believe,”
and to command is the prerogative of the king. Even
when we believe, however, the object of our faith is the
Lord Jesus Christ in all that He is ancl does. Even
when we obey, obedience can only be reasonable when
the grounds upon which it is enforced are understood.
At the very beginning of our Christian life, therefore,
we must learn t o know the Lord in that priestly character which embraces the most essential particulars of
His worlc ; and, if it be so, such knowledge is still more
necessary in the later stages of our Christian progress.
Whatever be the relation of the glorified Lord t o men
in their natural condition, His primary relation is to
the members of His Body. In them His eternal 9urpose is fulfilled, and the actings of His heavenly life
have special reference to them. Upon them, and upon
them alone, the fulness of His prophetic gifts is poured.
In them, and in them alone, the affections are awakened
which forin a meet answer to His kingly rule. But
Christians are what they are. by being in Christ as their
Priest, by whom they draw near t o God, and in whom
the chief end of their being is accomplishecl. Know-
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ledge of Him in that office thus precedes their full
experience of Him in the other offices discharged by
Him on their behalf. In the order of thought our Lord
is Priest in heaven before He is Prophet or King. His
prophetical and kingly offices are but the further issues
of what He accomplishes as Priest.
The teaching of Scripture confirms this conclusion.
In two at least of the most important boolrs of the New
Testament, the Epistle to the Hebrews and the Revelation of St. John, the glorified Redeemer is set before
us as peculiarly the Priest or High-priest of our confession. I n the first of these boolrs the matter is so
plain that nothing need be said regarding it. In the
second the opening vision, in chap. i., of the glorious
Person spoken of as like unto a son of man ” is admitted by almost all, if not even all, commentators t o
be the represeiitatioii of a priest. Some traits of
royal dignity mingle with the description, and fittingly
belong to Him who is King as well as Priest. But
the particulars ascribed to Him, giving the key-note
of all that is to follow, and one or other of which is taken
up again in each of the seven Epistles representing together tlie universal Church, are sufficient to shorn that
He who sends these messages to the churches desires to be
especially lriiowii and listened to in His priestly character.
The supereininent importance of tlie priestly office,
as compared with every other position of authority, had
indeed been long impressed mith the utmost clearness
upon the history of God‘s ancient people. More than
any other it had penetrated to the heart of their
((
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national and religious existence. The conceptions
attached t o it, though at a lower spiritual stage than
that reached under the Christian dispensation, were the
fundamental and regulating principles of the whole
economy of Israel, The first proclamation of the
Almighty by Moses t o the tribes assembled at Sinai
was rr Ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation.”l This was their calling and the inspiration of the religious system under which they lived.
Only when this end had been attained could they
occupy the position, enjoy the privileges, and discharge
the duties that had been assigned t o them. Failing in
this, they would have failed in everything? Thus,
without being first a priestly, Israel could not have
been a kingly people ; for in the fact that Jehovah was
its King much more was implied than that it was ruled
and protected by the Divine power, The righteous
reign of the Heavenly King was t o be reflected in it?
In no other way than as living in God its King could
Israel be kingly; and before, therefore, it could be so
it needed t o be in the true sense of the word priestly.
As with Israel’s kingly, so ‘ also with its prophetical
function. The people were t o be a prophecy to the
heathen by what they themselves were, if not by actual
missionary preaching. Their national existence, the
holiness and happiness of their obedience, the success
which crowned their arms, the plenty which smiled
’

Exod. xix. 6 .
‘ I In the priests the ideal of
the nation culminated ;they were
in every sense. its representa-

tives.”-Perowne, Introduction to
Commentary olt Psalm cx’.
3

Comp. Deut. xvi. 18, 19.
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from their vineyards and oliveyards and fields,-these
and all the other outward features of their lot were t o
be their message to the surrounding i1ations.l h d
this prophecy they could not utter with effect until the
end of their priestly relation to God had been attained.
The priestly function, in short, lay deeper in Israel’s constitution and history than either the prophetical or the
kingly. Only as priest could Israel be prophet or king.
I n strict conformity with this is the remarkable
statement of the Epistle to the Hebrews, that “the
priesthood being changed, there is inade of necessity a
change also of the law.” Under the word ‘‘law ’’ the
whole Old Testament economy is embraced ; and the
statement is that, so essentially, so fundamentally, had
the idea of the Aaronic priesthood entered into Israel’s
life that, when that priesthood was “changed,” the life
of the people was necessarily changed along with it!
There can be no doubt, therefore, that the idea of the
priesthood was the leading, forming, and controlling
idea of the Old Testslmeut dispensation.
If it was so then, we may naturally expect it t o be
SO under that New Testanient dispensation which proceeds upon the same lines, bringing vith it only the
full accomplishment of what had been formerly presented in type and shadow. But the Epistle to the
Corny. Dout. iv. 6-8.
Heb. vii. 12.
Corny. Vei’. 11 j cllap. viii. 6.
The mord t‘cl1anged” in
Heb. vii. 12 desorvos t o be
marlred. The saorod writer does

not say “brought to an end.”
Priesthood remains though it is
changed. ‘En’U h t s (later reading) ought also to be noted-not
“tinder it,” but “upon it” 8s a
basis (vel*. 11).

I?

,

GO

THE HEAVENLIT PRIESTHOOD

Lwr.

Hebrews is again decisive upon this point. The priesthood of Christ, together with the privileges and duties
of the priestly office, as ,transferred to those who are
united t o Christ in faith, is the leading theme of the
Epistle,-the spring out of which both its doctrinal and
its practical teachings flow. Nor is this the case simply
because the Epistle was addressed to a people fandim
with priests and sacrifices. The object of the writer is
not to pass from these to ideas of a different Bind, for
which it may be said that ancient arrangements had
prepared the way. It is to confirni the ideas by which
these arrangements me pervaded and explained, while
it is at the same time to show that in Christ they had
been transferred from an outward, material, and temporal, to an inward, spiritual, and eternal sphere. Blot
out such ideas from the Epistle, or regard them as an
accommodation to ignorant or childish conceptions, and
the teaching of the writer would either become unintelligible or would leave us no alternative but to reject
his canonical authority.
Thus then we reach the distinguishing chnracteristic
of our Lord‘s life in heaven. Whatever work He may
then engage in, whatever glory may surround Him in
p e r f o r e g it, one work, one glory, chiefly meets our
eye when we penetrate within the veil. We inay
often think of the exalted I’lecleenier as Prophet aid
King. We have mainly t o think of Him as Priest.
To Christ, therefore, as Priest in heaven, and t o the
functions discharged by Him in that office, these lectures will be devoted. The subject; is one that ought
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to lead us into the very heart of the Christian dispensation, and t o its most important bearing upon our
privileges, our responsibilities, and our work as Christians. One or two preliminary remarks are necessary.
1. Whatever is said in Scripture of our Lord as
High-priest may be used in illustration of what is said
of Him as Priest. The duties and responsibilities of
these two offices cannot be separated from each other,
It matters not that, in the Epistle to the Hebrews, the
work of Christ is mainly typified by that of the Jewish
high-priest, and that the ritual of the Great Day of
Atonement, i o r e than that of any other holy day of
Israel, lies at tlie bottom of the sacred writer’s description of His service. In their essence the two offices of
priest and high-priest were one. The holders of the
two were indeed of unequal rank, but there was no
fundamental difference between them. The office of
the priest simply culsninated in that of the high-priest,
’ and all that was demanded of the latter was a sharper
and more definite espression of what was demanded of
the former. If the limitation of his office t o the tribe
of Levi and the descendants of Aaron showed that the
priest was the possession of God in a deeper sense than
the ordinary Israelite, this principle of Divine possession only received a still clearer illustrtition in the
case of the liigIi-priest by the restriction of his office
to the first-born of Baron’s house through successive
generations. If the ordihry priest was t o be free from
all uncleanness, but was permitted, aotmithstancliug
this, though under the pannlty of being unclean until
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the evening, t o touch the dead body of a relative, such
touching of the body of even his father or mother was
strictly forbidden t o the high-priest,l while the general
prescriptions for ceremonial purity were in his case
more numerous and strict. If the ordinary priest was
to be holy, and to have that feature of his office symbolically set forth by his garments, holiness was still more
strikingly symbolised by the special vesture of the highpriest, and by the golden plate worn on his forehead,
TO THE LORDinscribed upon
with the words HOLINESS
it. Pinally, the consecration of the high-priest was
effected in the same way as that of the priest, although
it was more elaborate and minute. I n all these respects
the high-priesthood was simply a more marked expression of what was involved in the ordinary priesthood.
Commentators, accordingly, have found it impossible to.
distinguish between the two terms as used in the Epistle
to the Hebrews. Even when the high-priest performed
duties beyond the province of the priest, it was as a
priest that he performed them. He was only the first
of the priesthood, just as the services of the Day of
Atonement did not essentially differ from those of the
other sacred services of the year, but were rather their
culminating point. In everything pertaining t o calling,
privilege, and work, the commonest priest who ministered
at the altar occupied the same ground as Israel's greatest,
most unique, and most honoured functionary. In Christ
as High-priest, therefore, not less than in Christ us
Priest, the nature of His Priesthood is to be sought.
1

Lev. xxi. 2, 11.
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2. The Priesthood of our Lord was never a priesthood after the order of Baron. That it is not so in His
exalted and glorified condition is at once adlllitted by
all inquirers. But the writer of the Epistle to the
Hebrews has made it equally clear that it was not so
during His earthly life. Referring to the exalted Lord,
he says of Him on one occasion: “Now if €le were on
earth, He would. not be a priest at all, seeing there are
those who offer the gifts according to the law.”l It
is not necessary to suppose that, in these words, the
temple is thought of as still standing, or the Aaronic
line of priests as still ministering within its precincts.
The writer has in view the Levitical institutions in
themselves, and his object is to show that such was the
nature of Christ’s Priesthood, and such its essential
characteristics, that it was impossible t o associate with
Him, in any circumstances, the thought of a priesthood
of the Aaronic line, That priesthood was one ‘‘according to the law,” and the law was no more than a type
or shadow of ((the heavenly things” with which the
High-priest whose glory he would illustrate had t o do.
The idea, therefore, of our Lord’s having been at any
t h e possessed of an earthly or legal, or, in other words,
of an Aaronic priesthood, was altogether incompatible
with His true nature and work. Again, on another
occasion, referring to the words of the Psalm so often
quoted by him, the same writer says :. “For He of whom
these things are said belongeth to another tribe, from
which no man hath given attendance at the altar. For
1

H Q ~viii.
. 4.
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it is evident that our Lord hath sprung out of Judah ;
as to which tribe Moses spake nothing concerning
priests.” These words are fatal t o the supposition that
our Lord could ever have been an Aaronic priest. The
same person could not, in the nature of the case, even
at different periods of his life, have belonged t o different
orders. His connexion with either depended upon
conditions inherent in his personality,==whichcould not
be transferred without that personality being completely
changed. By the strictest and most solemn sanctions,
too, the priesthood in Israel was confined to the members of the tribe of Levi. Had our Lord claimed to be
a priest of that house, the claim would have involved a
positive breach of the Mosaic law, and would have
been a violation instead of a fulfilling of all righteousness.”
That our Lord never was an Aaronic priest is further
demonstrated by this, that if, in that capacity, He had
made His great sacrifice upon the cross, then in the
same capacity He must have presented it t o His Father
within the veil. It will not be contended that He
could have died as a priest of one order and yet brought
His death before God as a priest of a different order.
Any such supposition would be at variance with the
meaning of the different priestly actions and their
relation t o each other. These were too closely bound
together t o be separated. If, therefore, our Lord was
an Aaronic priest on earth, He must have been the same
when He entered heaven, and all will at once reject such
((

Hcb. vii, 13, 14.
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an idea. Even more maybe said. Distinguish thedifferent
priestly acts from one another, and it yill not be disputed
that the presentation of the offeringis the more important
of the two. In every ordinary sin-offering (that on the
Day of Atonement forming no exception to the principle), not the slaying of the victim but the presentation
of the blood was the essentially priestly act ; and if, therefore, our Lord ever performed what was the priestly
function in its deepest meaning, it must have been when
He presented Himself with His offering in the heavenly
sanctuary. That was the moment when His Aaronic
priesthood, if He ever possessed it, must have appeared
in its clearest light and highest potency. But this is
precisely what the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews
is most coiicerned to deny. One of the leading points
of his argument is, that with heaven, with the true
tabernacle, the Aaronic priest had nothing to do. It
was the distinguishing characteristic of the class of
priests to which he belonged that they “serve that
which is a copy and shadow of the heavenly things.”
‘‘ The Aaronic priest nxinisters in the sanctuary of this
world, the figure of the true, ix. 1, 23; if he could
penetrate into heaven,’ the true tabernacle, he would
cease t o be an Aaroiiic or figurative priest, he would be
iu the presence of God, into which he could enter only
iu virtue of having made a true atonement, which no
Aaroi~cpriest could accomplish.)) The conclusion is
1

Hob. viii. 5.

Dayidson on Hebyervs, p. 149.
The whole Extoniled Note from
a

~vliich these words are taken
deSQrVeS Careful studJr.
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irresistible. Our Lord never was a priest after the
order of Aaron. His priesthood is only after a higher
and more glorious order. The unity of His Person and
Work cannot be preserved unless every priestly function
discharged by Him is brought under the notion of
another order than that of Aaron. The point now
considered is thus not one of mere curiosity or minor
importance. We shall see more clearly, as we proceed,
that a distinct recognition of the non-Aaronic character
of our Lord's Priesthood is essential to a clear perception of the nature of the Christian dispensation in its
most inward and peculiar characteristics.
3. A third question immediately suggests itself, to
which an answer must be given before we turn directly
to the qualifications of the heavenly High-priest and
to His priestly work. When did the Priesthood of our
Lord begin ? Was our Lord at any period of His earthly
life a Priest, or did He only enter upon His Priesthood
when He entered heaven? The question is one which
since the days of Grotius has engaged the attention of
not a few of the most eminent theologians and COMmentators. It has justly done so; for, as may afterwards appear, the answer t o be given it has a vital
bearing on our construction of a dogmatic theology, and
particularly on our conception of the great doctrine of
the Atonement. In the meantime we have to do with
it only in its critical and historical aspect.
The difficulty of the question arises from the fact
that, in the Epistle to the Hebrews, there are two
classes of texts which it is not easy, at first sight, to brihg
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.into perfect harmony. On the one hand, there are
those which seem to declare with a clearness not to be
misunderstood that our Lord was a priest only after the
order of Melchizedek, and that His Melchizedek priesthood is connected with heaven alone. Such are the
words in which our High-priest is said to have been
solemnly ‘‘addressed ” or saluted ” as (r a high-priest
after that order,” at a moment subsequent t o the time
when He had been cr made perfect,” at a moment when
He had accomplished His earthly mission, and had
been esalted to the glory of His rewards2 The same
designation is again applied to Him when He is
thought. of as One who had “entered within the
veil,” and had become ” what He then was? Again, in
contrast with the word of the law which makes men
who have infirmity high-priests, the word of the oath
which was after the lav is declared to make the Son
who is perfected fos evermore High-priest ; and this
“word of the oath ” has no place in relation t o the
law.” It belongs only to a season of which the Gogpel
either in promise or fulfilment is the leading thought?
And, t o quote only one passage more, Christ’s h a h g
come as a High-priest of good things to come ” is closely
associated with conditions espressly refesring t o His
Hcb. v. 10. Not ns in
Authorised Version “ callcd,” or
in Revised Versioii immed. ”
Comp. ver. 7-9.
Bob. vi. 20.
Prom this
passnge it is clear that the eternal
High - priesthood of the Lord
after the order of Mclchizedek,J

King and Priest, followed on His
esdtstion to the tlirone of God
in His glorified 1i~imanity.”Westcott iit Zoc.
4 Rob. vii. 28.
6 B i d . It might here be well
to translntc ‘Iwhich is ’’ rather
than which was ” after the law.
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exalted state, those of “the greater and more perfect
tabernacle not made with hands, that is to say, not of
this creation,)’ and “His own blood,” with which He
“entered once for all into the Holy Place, having obtained an eternal redemption.” The teaching of these
and other similar passages of the Epistle to the Hebrews
is so distinct as to admit of only one conclusion,-that
the order of Melchizedek is the only order of priesthood
to which our Lord belonged, and that t h t order has no
connexion with earth.
On the other hand, there is not EL little in the same
Epistle.which sets before us the sufferings and especially
the death of Christ as priestly acts, thus leading t o the
inference that Christ was a Priest when He endured
them. “ Wherefore in all things,” we read, ((itbehoved
Him t o be made like unto His brethren, that He might
be a merciful and faithful High-priest in things pertaining t o God, to make propitiation for the sins of the
people ; where the words through death,” coming
almost immediately before, seem t o render it impossible
t o separate from the death of Christ the propitiation )’
spoken of. Again, even in one of the passages already
quoted for the first view, it is the death of Christ upon
the cross which it is natural to think of as the proper
contrast t o the death of “goats and bulls.”8 And, once
more, the same thought may appear to be prominent in
the statements, ‘(But now once at the end of the ages
hath He been manifested to put away sin by the sacri((

))

((

Heb. ix. 11, 12.
3

Heb. ii. 17 j comp. Ter. 14.
Heb. ix. 15.
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fice of Himself”; “ E y which will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ
once for all ”; “Wherefore Jesus also, that He might
sanctify the people with His own blood, suffered
without the gate.”’ To all this may be added, as not
without force in a controversy of the kind, the conviction of the Christian Church in every land and age,
that the death of’ her Lord upon the cross was an
offering in which He was not merely a Victim but a
Priest, and, as a Priest, was engaged in carrying out
that mediatorship between God and man which always
has been, and must be, the leadiug function of any
priesthood either in its lowest or its highest form.
Must we then abandon this idea as has been done by
some 1 Or is no reconciliation of the two views now
stated possible 1 Various solutions have been proposed.
I t has been suggested that, during His earthly sufferings and at His death, our Lord is to be regarded as a
‘(destinated ” rather than as a consecrated ” Priest ;
but for such an idea Scripture obviously supplies no
warrant. To a soniewhat similar effect is the notion
that our Lord was @deed in Himself a High-priest on
earth while learning obedience by the things which He
suffered, but that He did not become faZZy High-priest
until, through that obedience, He had been perfected?
It is enough t o reply to this, that the conception
((

Heb. is. 26 ; s. 10 ; xiii, 12.
SOBe.g. the words of Kurtz
in his abla Excursus on tho poiiit.
Hebraer Brig. p. 162 j * comp.
Davidson on Habrems, p. 161.

3 Jaclrson, Priesthood OjCClb?”it,
ch. si. 5.
4

Hofmann, SehT@betue.is, ii.

1, 402.
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attempted t o be established of our Lord‘s gradually
filling up His Priesthood to what it actually and really
was, or, as it might perhaps be expressed, ‘(verifyingby
actual fulfilling of its offices His true Priesthood,” is
exposed t o various objections. It is difficult t o understand what is meant by a priesthood ideally possessed
but actually involved in a process of ‘(becoming ”;
nothing is gained by it, for an ideal priesthood is a real
priesthood ; and it is inconsistent with such language
as that in which we are told that our Lord having
been perfected became the author of eternal salvation,”
where the word ‘(became” must be expressive of one
definite act? Nor does the proposal t o meet the difficulty by the supposition that our Lord may have been a
priest on earth, though a priest after the order of Melchizedek only after He passed into the upper sanctuary,
meet the case. We cannot understand the priesthood
the thought of which it would thus be necessary t o
introduce. Not belonging while on earth to the order
of Aaron, nor to that of Melchizedek till He had no
more connexion with earth, to what order did our Lord
belong upon the cross? We are no nearer a solution
of the difficulty. Once more, the idea of fulfilling ”
different orders of the priesthood has been substituted
for that of belonging to them. At each of two different
stages of His history, before and after His Glorification,
our Lord “ fulfils ” a priestly order, and is thus at each
a priest, though in a different aspect. As High-priest
((

((

((

Davidson, II.~.,p. 162.
Hob. v. 9. ’ B ~ ~ V YfollowETO

ing ~ e X e w B e I S seems to leave no
doubt that it must be so.
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Christ fulfilled two types ; and we must therefore distinguish two aspects of His High-priestly work : (1) as
the fulfilment of the Levitical High - priesthood, and
.(2) as the fulfilment of the royal High-priesthood of
Melchizedek-the first before His Session (as Highpriest), and the second after His Session (as Highpriest-Eng).”l Two lines of priesthood are by this
view placed in the same relation to our Lord, and He
‘‘fulfils ” them both, though on each occasion in a different aspect,-that after the order of Aaron as Priest, that
after the order of Melchizedek as Priest-Eing. Not
even thus do we surmount the difficulty now dealt
with; for (1) such a view lays too great an emphasis
upon the kingship of Melchizedek, and assigns too
subordinate a position to the priesthood of hiru who,
though King of Salem, was “Priest of God Most
High ”; and (2) it places our Lord in the same relation to the two orders spoken of. But, according to the
teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews, that relation is
not the same. Our Lord no doubt fulfils ” the order
of Aaron, just as He fulfilled the whole Old Testament economy, yet not in the same sense as that in
which He may be loosely said to fulfil ” the earlier
order. Strictly speaking He does not “fulfil” both orders.
He fuZj2.s the lower because He is of the higher.
Is there then no other means of meeting the difficulty? no common thought which may take up and
((

I

Westcott on Hcbrew, p.

227.
a

“The kingly trait combined

in the Rlelchizedelr. priesthood is
little insisted on.” Davidson on
Hebrews, p. 78.

78

mor.

THE HEAVENLY PRIESTEOOD

harmonise the two views by which it is occasioned?
no way by which to accept the teaching of the Epistle
t o the Hebrews, that our Lord’s only Priesthood is unconnected with this earth, and yet to hold, as demanded.
by the ineradicable instinct of the Christian heart, that
in His death upon the cross our Lord was a Priest
offering Rimself, as victim, a sacrifice for sin? Let the
answer now t o be given to this question not be too
summarily dismissed. Fair consideration alone is
asked for it. If correct, it hangs together with other
important views of Christian truth.
The question then must be answered in the affirmative ; and it is our Lord Himself who, in words of His
recorded by the fourth Evangelist, supplies the answer.
I n a text already referred to, and which must be translated otherwise than either in the Authorised or the
Revised Version, the beloved disciple gives the words
of His Divine Master as follows : “And I, if I be lifted
up on high out of the earth, will draw all men unto
Myself.” The translation, (‘lifted up,” is too weak for
the original,2 which ought to be rendered “lifted up on
high”; and the preposition employedS is not to be
translated “from,))but (with the margin of the Revised
Version) “out of.” So given, the words of Jesus can
have but one meaning, that His Gloxification begins
not with the Xf,esurrection but with the Crucifixion,
This is indeed one of the lessons of the fourth Gospel
t o be learned both from individual texts and from its
general structure. The ((glory” so often spoken of
John xii. 32.

2

ir,mm.
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there includes not only that of the Resurrection but of
the supreme act of love manifested on the cross ; while
the structure of the book1 demands that the facts of
the Crucifixion and Resurrection be considered as one
whole. The dying Redeemer is glorified through death :
the glorified Redeemer died that He might, in the path
of death, find glory. The same point is illustrated by
the striking words in which the Evangelist records the
death of Jesus, ‘‘And He bowed Ifis head, and delivered
up His spirit.” “No one taketh away His life from
Him, but He lays it down of Himself. He has power
to lay it down, and He has power to take it again.”
Instead of the extremity of shame, a moment such as
that brings with it a weight of glory. According to our
Lord’s own teaching the Crucifixion is thus the beginning of His Glorification, and the sacrifice upon the
cross falls within the sphere of a snperearthly or
heavenly priesthood.
I n the considerations now adduced we seem t o
find that common thought in which the two different
aspects of the beginning of our Lord‘s priestly work,
marking the Epistle to the Hebrews, are harmonised and
unified. His priesthood begins with His Glorification,
but of that Glorification the death upon the cross was
part. The sacrifice which He then offered, the spirit
of self-surrender in which He offereh it, the loving
submission t o the Father which it illustrated, and the
issue which it was t o promote, were really rrglory.”
1 John

xviii.-xx form a complete section.
Johnx. 18.

a

John xis. 30.

80

THE HEAVENLY PRIESTHOOD

LEOT.

God's thoughts are not as our thoughts, nor His ways
as our ways; and we have been loolring at the death
. which Jesus died from the Divine rather than the
human point of view.
It may perhaps be objected that the explanation now
offered rests too much upon one passage of Scripture ;
that, if true, we might have expected allusion to be
made t o it in the Epistle t o the Hebrews ; and that it
is inconsistent with that language of St. Paul, in which
the cross of Christ is regarded as humiliation rather
than exaltation, and as shame rather than glory. The
first of these objections has no weight. The words upon
which dependence has been placed are the words of our
Lord Himself, and the only question regarding them is,
Have they been properly interpreted ? That there is a
certain force in the second objection may be allowed.
Yet it may be replied that by the writer of this Epistle
the death of Christ is always regarded, even when he
does not expressly say so, as a glory ; that he dwells less
upon it as a penal offering than as a consummation of
the past, bringing us into a perfect communion with
God; and that he is so much occupied with the great
offering itself, by which the redeemed are for ever
perfected, that the question as to the moment of Christ's
entering upon His Priesthood probably never occurred
t o him in the form in which it presents itself to m.1
Add to which that our right to take this view is confirmed by the singular affinity between this Epistle and
the writings of St. John. Lastly, it may be urged in
~

Dnvidsoii on Hebrews, p. 151 ; Parrar on Bobrows vii. 27.
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reply to the third objection that, although St. Pad
generally looks at our Lord‘s death from its side of
humiliation and shame, he too sees the background of ,
glory upon which it rested. Be could not have gloried
in a cross in which he saw no glory. He could not have
declared to the Corinthiarts that he had determhed t o
know nothing among them save Jesus Christ, and Eim .
crucified, had he not felt that that subject was the
power of God and the wisdom of God t o all who would
receive the message.’
To retnrii directly to the question before us, When
did the Priesthood of our Lord begin ? We have already
seen, at least in some degree, how much inquirers have
differed upon the point, but the cause of the difference
is plain. Such writers as Tholuck, Biehm, Hofmann,
Delitzsch, Davidsoii, and Westcott admit with more or
less distinctness that the High-priesthood of our Lord
began with His Glorification; but they cannot allow that
the death upon the cross was not “an essential part of
His High-priest’s work, performed in the outer court,
that is, in this world,” and they are thus driven to the
expedient of saying that, High-priestly as that act was,
the Priesthood of Christ only attained its completeness
after Eis Besurrection. This distinction, however, between incoinpleteness and conipleteness cannot be maintained; and the true solution appears to be snggested
by our Lord‘s own svords. It began upon the cross, and
the cross was the beginning of His glory.
Conip. Dr. BIatheson’s doeply interesting WO&
??lentof Xt. Pad, p. 162.
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One point must still be noticed. I n what light, it
Inay be asked, does the view now taken place the whole
of our Lord‘s life between the Incarnation and the Cross ?
The answer is, It was the preparation for His priestly
work. On the one hand, He was Victini as well as
Priest. He was the true Paschal Lamb, and that Lamb
had t o be separated from the flock days before the
Paschal Feast that it might be made ready for its fate.
On the other hand, He was to be a merciful and faithful
High-priest for ever, sympathising with all the trials
and sorrows of His people, and (‘able to succour them
that are tempted.’, 1 Through His whole earthly life,
therefore, He had t o learn by personal experience the
nature of human weakness, and to bear the burden of
human woe, so that, even after He had returned to Hiis
Father’s house on high, the members of His Body still
on earth might know that they had in Him B Brother,
not only possessed of Almighty power, but touched with
a feeling of their infirmities. For both these parts of
His priestly work then our Lord was prepared by His
earthly life. Onward from the Incarnation, through the
humiliations and pains of His condition in this world, to
the instant when iii spirit He bade farewell t o earth
and took His place upon the cross, He was (‘learning
obedience through the things which He suffered.” Be
was realising in the increasing fulness of its meaning
what it was t o be the “Sent” of God, and what to
sympathise, not by Divine insight alone but by human
fellowship, with all our varied wants, in order that

* Heb, ii. 18.
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having been thus gradually perfected, He might enter
upon a priesthood which embodies everything most full
of love both to God and man>
From these preliminary considerations we may now
turn directly to the Priesthood or High-priesthood of
our Lord in heaven. It is one after the order of
Melchizedek, not of Aaron ; and so frequently, and with
such a marked solemnity and awe of manner; does the
writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews refer to it under
this aspect, that it will be well t o look briefly at his
teaching on the point. Wliat is said of the priesthood
of Melchizedelc may throw light upoii that of Him t o
whom he was ( I made like.”
A single sentence may recall the only circumstances
known to us of this mysterious personage. In the Book
of Genesis we are told that, when Abram was returning
in triumph from the overthrow of the five kings by
whom Lot his nephew had been attacked and spoiled,
“ Melchizedelc king of Salem brought forth bread and
wine: and he was priest of God Most High. And he
blessed him, and said, Blessed be Abram of God Most
High, possessor of heaven and earth: and blessed be
God Most High, which hath delivered’ thine enemies
Those who wish t o prosecute already spoken of.
the inquiry as to the time when
T.,
1o vi,
vii,
our Lord’s Priesthood bogan may
17,
21.
be referred to Riehm’s climter
upon it in his ~e7wbcgi*<ff‘lc~es 3 ci$w,uotwp6vos, not merely
Hdwtier .&icfcs,
t o a valuable made lilro, but mad0 1 i k G as a
Excursus by Kurta in his Cmn- copy t o an original j comp. chap.
inentaiy upon Hebrews, p. 148, viii. 6 ; also Keil, Kurtz, etc., on
and t o Davidson’s Extended Note Heb. vii. 3,
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into thy hand. And he gave hiru a tenth of all.” Who
this Melchizedels was it is as needless to inquire as it
is impossible t o determine. One of the most important
facts, indeed, connected with him is that we know nothing
of his history either before or after that moment when,
like a sudden flash of light,he comes out of the unseen,fills
the eye for an instant, and passes into the unseen again.
Bad any further revelation regarding him existed, the
writer of the Epistle could not have reasoned as he does.
There is, no doubt, another passage of the Old Testament upon which his reasoning rests, the only other in
which the name of Melchizedelc occurs, but one regarded
by the Jewish thought of our Lord’s time as so central
that “ it is more frequently cited by the New Testament
writers than any other single portion of the ancient
Scriptures.” In Psalm ex. the Psalmist is filled With
the contemplation of Him in whom the highest hopes of
His people were to be accomplished, and he celebrates
His coming in the words, “Jehovah hath sworn and
will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the
order of Melchi.zedek.”3 The Psalm begins with the
thought of royal dominion and the triumphant overthrow of enemies. It ends with the thought of the
nations and their princes cru&ed beneath the power of
one who, even in the thirsty East, will always find “ a
brook in the way ” at which he may drink and recruit
his strength. I n its very centre the words occur, “Thou
art a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedel~”
Messiah shall come, the great Priest-Eing, surrounded
Gen. siv. 18-20,

Perowe on, Psalm cs,

Ver. 4.
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by His youthful warriors, plentiful and beautiful as
drops of morning dew, clothed in ‘‘holy vestments,” the
white robes of the priesthood. But how strange a
priesthood ! Not that familiar to the Jews, and which
they had been accustomed to regard with so much reverence, but another a higher and more glorious. How
often must they have wondered what was meant; till
now at last, in the light of OUT Lord‘s Ascension,1 the
meaning was made clear, and the most remarkable
prophecy of the Psalms was seen t o be fulfilled in Him
who had gone victorious into the heavens, after a life of
suffering and death on earth.
Upon these two passages of Scripture the reasoning
of the writer of the Epistle t o the Hebrews rests. At
one moment he argues from considerations the force of
which had been deeply impressed upon the Jewish
people by the providential arrangements of the Almighty
with their fathers ; at another from the positive statements of Scripture as to the person of whom he spealw
and at yet another from its silence. But, whatever be
the point from which he starts, he has one aim before
him-not merely t o establish the superiority of the
priesthood of Melchizedelr over that of ,Amon, but to
bring out its different and independent character, that
character which belonged first and essentially to the
High-priest of the Christian dispensation, although it
had been shadowed forth, as in a preparatory copy, in
His Melchizedekean forerunner, I n order, therefore, t o
understand the Priesthood of our Lord, we have to pass
1

Comp. Acts ii. 34-36.
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beyond the Old Testament arrangements for the Levitical
priesthood, and to thinlc of a still more ancient and
famous " order." For this purpose the following points
ought to be kept in view.
1. The object of the priesthood of Melchizedelr.
This was indicated by the mystery of his name. Every
one knows how deeply such mysteries were impressed
upon the history of God's dealings with His people, from
the first book of the Old Testament t o the last book
of the New Testament Canon. We may not always be
able t o acknowledge the full weight of the argument connected with them ; but it would be wrong t o say that it
has no weight. We may see in it one of the ways by
which men were taught in ages different from our own.
Following then the analogy of so many names appointed by God for use under the old covenant, of the
name of Jesus Christ Himself, and of names given by
our Lord to some at least of His Apostles, the writer
of the Epistle to the Hebrews beholds in the name
" Melchizedei " a Divine revelation regarding the man, a
revelation pregnant with the most important inferences
as to both the person of whom he speaks and the ends
t o be attained by him. He was not merely a priest,
but a priest-king. Nothing of the kind had been known
before. There had been kings, but few of them had
exhibited the priestly character, There had been
priests, but they had wanted kingly power. The one
had, for the most part, shown little desire to do good ;
the others, however eager to do good, had possessed no
. means of carrying out their wishes. Here was a new
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combination,-Icing and priest in one, the kingship
sanctified, and the priesthood made effective. Not
only so. . By his very name this Melchizedek, who had
shadowed forth the Messiah to come, was “king of
righteousness,” and also “king of Salem, which is king
of peace.” The two designations expressed alilre what
he was, and that part which in the providence of God
he had been raised up t o play. He was the embodiment, so far as it was possible for man t o be it, of the
two greatest blessings which were to flow to the
human race through Hini of whom, in that very aspect,
the Psalmist and the Prophets had spoken in the
most glowing terms.” The outward ceremonial observed
by him as a priest, and the outward glory surrounding
hiin as a king, sank into insignificance when compared
with the moral and religious benefits he secured for
men. Righteousness and peace met in him, and were
dispensed by him to all who would accept his services or
. acknowledge his rule, The righteousness too preceded
the peace. The foundations of the happiness of his
priestly reign were laid in the holy dispositions and
devout affections of his subjects. Because Melchizedelc
reigned in “righteousness,” he also ” reigned in ((peace.”
2. The priesthood of Melchizedelc belonged to an
age anterior to the Judaic period, when the distinction
between Jew and Gentile had not yet been introduced.
Attention has before now been called to the Gentile
character of his priesthood ; and there can be no doubt
((

1

Psalm ~XLYV. 10 ; Isn. is. 4-

7, si. 4-9.

9

Pfleiderer, Pctuli~tism,chap.
Perowne on Psalm cx 4,
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not only that *itwas Gentile, but that, fully cognisant of
the fact, the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews was
deeply hpfessed by it. The main point, however, to be
attended to is not that Melchizedek was a Gentile.
That is simply introductory to a far more important
thought-that, having exercised his office before Judaism
existed, he was above the temporary provisions and
aims of the Jewish dispensation, and that he belonged
t o a more spiritual and universal economy than that in
which, for purposes subsidiary to the welfare of mankind, Israel had been placed. The principle lying at
the bottom of this reasoning is strikingly illustrated
both by our Lord and by St. Paul. By our Lord, in
His language to the Pharisees, when they urged, with
relation t o divorce, that Moses had commanded to give
the wife a bill of divorcement, and to put her away.
Then Jesus said to them, Moses for your hardness of
heart suffered you to put away your wives: but from
the beginning it hath not been 60.”~ By St, Paul,
when, in his Epistle to the Galatians, he argues that the
law which came four hundred and thirty years after the
promise, could not disannul tlie covenant confirmed
beforehand by God, so as to make the promise of none
effecte2 I n both cases there was a Divine order, older,
larger, wider, and more enduring than that of Moses,
one therefore in which the ultimate purpose of God had
been more directly manifested. The economy brought
in through Moses was a limitation of that plan, rendered
Matt. six.8.
Gal. iii. 17 ; Comp. B~UCQ;
Zxposito~,3d series, vol. s. p. 91,
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necessary by circumstances and temporary in duration.
For the real plan of God we must look to His dealings
with men before the days of Moses, when. the limitations were i,lltroduced.
The same principle is applicable to the point before
us. Melchizedelcwas a priest in that earlier and better
age, when no regular line of priesthood had been constituted, when the qualifications fitting any one for the
oEce were individual and personal rather than ceremonial, when the father of the family, when the head
of the tribe, when perhaps even any single individual
might act as priest, and might become the religious
guide and counsellor of all’who desired his aid. Such
a time there really was in the history of the world. It
seems to be a mistake to imagine that, either amongst
the ancestors of the Jews, or in heathen nations, no one
could be a priest without belonging to a particular line.
This idea was later, and in the judgment of the writer
whose argument me are now considering, a judgment
confirmed by the analogy of Scripture, i t marked a
lower not a higher sta,geof dewlopment than the earlier
view. Melchizedelc was thus the priest of humanity,
not of Judaism alone, He belonged t o a date when
he could discharge the duties of a priesthood wide as the
world, and when no member of the human family was
excluded from the benefits of his priestly rule.
3. Melchizedek was free from those relations of
family and tribal descent, of beginning and ending, of
sense and time, which were inseparably comected with
individuals belonging t o this world. The reasoning
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upon this point is indeed d r a m from the silence, not
the positive assertions of Scripturi, But in the circumstances that silence was enough. That one claiming
the position of an ordinary priest might haye his claim
recognised, more was necessary than that he should be
supposed to possess the qualifications of our comoii
humanity and of priestly lineage. Men needed to
Jcnow that he did so, and t o be able to lay their hand
upon the proof. When, accordingly, the Most High
God says of such or such an one, He is My Priest, giving
us at the same time no information upon these points,
our ignorance of them is, so far as we are concesned,
equivalent to their non-existence. It may thus be said
without hesitation of Melchizedelr, in whose case all of
them were absolutely unknown, that he wns without
father,without mother,without genealogy,having neither
beginning of days, nos end of life.” Nothing but entire
indifferencet o the spirit and meaning of the passage as
a whole can demand a strictly literal interpretation of
the particular statement. The words without genealogy” are of themselves swEcient to indicate the
direction in which the writer’s thoughts are running,
and to show that the different appellations used by
him are designed simply to lead u s out of that region
of the carnal and the temporal in which the Jewish
religion moved. Any other characteristics by which
the same end might have been effected would have
been of equal value, Their influence is, no doubt, at
first negative and privative. They transcend sense ancl
time ; but by that very circumstance they gain a posi((

((

I1

OF OUR LORD,-IN

HEAVEN

91

tive weight. No sooner do we leave sense and time
behind u s than we aA in that sphere of the real which
underlies the phenomenal, of the ideal which the visible
only imperfectly expresses. We have entered the region
of spiritual and eternal things. Our ignorance of the
circumstances alluded to is not thought of as due to
our distance from the period when they occurred. The
darkness resting upon them is part of the Divine plan.
It was never intended that we should know them
because, if known, they would confine us to a lower
range of thonglit than that which is beyond the darkness, and t o which we can ascend only through the
darlmeas. Thus, the priesthood of Melchizedek, dissociated from the thought of an earthly parentage, and
from the beginning and end& of eartlily life, belongs
to the real and the true which lie behind all we see.
It springs out of eternity ; to eternity it returns ; when
it rises before 11s we. have no thought of the boundaries
of either space or time.
4. The three particulars now mentioned illustrate
a still more imgortant charact&<stic of the priesthood
of Melchizedelr--its spirituality. The Levitical priests
were made after the law of a carnal coinniandment ” ;
Melchizedelr was made after ((thepower of an endless
(or rather of an indissoluble) life.”’ The Levitical
priesthood was constituted through observance of the
manifold prescriptions of an external and burdensome
ceremonial ; Melchizedelc’s priesthood through a l i h g
power inherent in his personality, and flowing not from
((

1
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the letter but the spirit? As with the ancient priest
hiniself, so also with his work. No rite or ordinance is
mentioned in connexion with him such as had always
been thought essential t o the idea of priesthood; and
this is the more worthy of notice when we remember
that in the Book of Genesis Melchizedelc is represented
as having brought forth bread and wine to Abram
and his band of followers? The writer of the Epistle
cannot have regarded that act as sacrificial in the ordinary acceptation of the term, or as equivalent to the
slaughter of a victim. Had he done so he would have
used language leading more directly to the thought of
sacrifice. In nothing, however, said of Melchizedek is
there the slightest allusion to death; and the reason
can only be, partly, that Melchizedelc could: not, like his
Antitype, give himself to death; partly, as has been
suggested, that it is ‘(his purpose to present Melchizedek
as priest, not in sacrificing, but in blessing, that is, in
communicating the fruits of an efficacious sacrifice
already made.” Because, in short, he is the prefiguration of a priesthood in heaven into which death does
not enter, no sacrifice of death is spoken of in connexion with him. We know ’him only as a priest “ of
whom it is witnessed that he liveth,” .I The priesthood
of Melchizedek is thus simply a priesthood of life, of
spiritual and Divine life with God. It has no connexion with what the writer t o the Hebrews elsewhere
Comp. Brim in the Ex~osiI t will be seen
4 I-Ieb. vii. 8.
tor, 3d series, vol. x. p. 195.
in the next lecture that this is
Gen. xiv. 18.
not inconsistent with the idea of
Wcstcott on Hebrcws, p. 201. an offering of life in heaven.
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calls ffcarnal ordinances.”’ It is a priesthood of
“ blessing ” and of quickening to persons fainting and
ready t o die.
5. The priesthood of Melchizedek was further
distinguished by every general characteristic which
could enhance its glory. I n particular, it was one,
unchangeable, continuous, and royal. It was one. The
Levitical priests were “ many in number.” Melchizedek
was one. We read, it is true, of his “order,” but of
that order he is the single representative until Jesus
came. Our Lord even was not, strictly speaking,
his successor. His ,Priesthood was rather the perfect
embodiment of all that His prototype had shadowed
forth, the original pattern upon which His forerunner
had been moulded. Melchizedek had neither predecessor nor successor in oace, or, if he had, we do not
know them, and the strain of the passage forbids our
thinking of them. He gathered up into his single
person, so far as was possible to a merely human personality, the whole idea of priesthood. In itself as well
as numerically, his priesthood was one.
Thus one, it was also unchangeable. Absolute unity
is in the natnre of things unchangeable. A succession
of individuals will vary with the varying traits of character and work produced in the course of generations
by the ever-changing circumstances of the world. No
flight of time brings with it any difference in our conception of that which can only.possess its internal
oneness by being the expression of some essential reality,
1

Heb. ix. 10.
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always abiding amidst accidental and temporary change.
The more therefore these ideas can be embodied either
in persons or institutions, the greater the glory that
belongs t o them, and the greater their value to creatures
ever prone to fear that there is nothing either within or
around them on which they can depend.
One and unchangeable, the priesthood of Melchizedelc
was further marked by uninterrupted continuity. It
could be disturbed by no outward incident, not even
by that law of death which everything of earth
obeys. Having neither beginning of days nor end of
life, Melchizedek abideth a priest continually,” Icontinually,“ not exactly for ever,” The first of
these two phrases is relative, the second absolute. The
meaning is not necessarily that the priesthood spoken of
is everlasting ; but thrzt, as long as there was any function
to be discharged by it, nothing could interrupt its task.
Yet again, the priesthood of Melchizedek was
royal. The Jewish view of royalty spoken of in the
previous lecture ought to be here before our minds.
According to it royalty was not simply elevation in
rank, dignity, and splendour. It was power,-power
t o protect friends and to overthrow enemies. No power
of this kind belonged to the Levitical priests. Notwithstanding their religious privileges, they were only
citizens of the state. They could persuade or remonstrate, sacrifice or pray. They could instruct the people
in times of peace, or in war they could accompany the
armies of ‘Israel to the field. But their province was
((
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to serve and not t o rule, to submit to authority, and,
except in matters s&cially provided for by Divine
appointment, not to control their brethren. The priesthood of Melchizedelr was royal, and whatever he desired
as a priest he could accomplish as a king.
6. Once more, both the Levitical priesthood and
the whole Jewish economy aclcnowledged its inferiority
to Melchizedek and bowed before him. The striking
scene hom the Book of Genesis appears to be especially
quoted in order to illustrate this. Two figures are
there introduced to us, and both are representativethe one, “priest of God Most High,” representing the
priestly idea in the purest form in which men were at
the time capable of receiving it; the other, Abraham,
“the patriarch,” “he that hath the promises,” the
illustrious father of the faithful, in whose loins was
even then the priestly tribe which was afterwards t o
occupy so comanding a place in Jewish history.
These two persons meet. Nay, more. The particular
moment at which they meet is t o be noted in order
that the full meaning of the scene may be understood. It was when “Abraham was returning from
the slaughter of the kings,”2 when he had proved
himself to be the vindicator of the oppressed, and was
flushed with victory. Yet even at that moment, with
1 It is unfortunate that the
Revised Version should have
failed t o give the emphasis of
the original to the position of the
word “ patriarch ’’ in Heb. vii.
4, the true translation, as we
should say, being I funto whom

Abraliam gave a tenth out of the
chief spoils--and Ae the patriarch.” “A mholeargun1ent about
the dignity of Abraliam is condensed into the position of one
emphatic word” (Farm, in ZOC.).
Heb. Vii. 1.
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no compulsion, with no commandment binding him,
such as afterwards bound the people to pay tithes to
the sons of Levi, he voluntarily gave to Melchizedek
‘ra tenth out of the chief spoils,” What a token of
submission on the part of the one! What a proof of
greatness in the other ! Then Melchizedek “ blessed ”
Abraham, that is, not merely uttered for him his
friendly wishes or his prayers, but pronounced upon
him his priestly blessing, and, along with him, upon
Levi, Aaron, and the whole line of the Aaronic priesthood. Could there be the slightest hesitation in the
mind of any one as to the superiority of the earlier to
the later priesthood 1 The law is universal that “ the
less is blessed of the better.”
Two characteristics of the priesthood are not indeed
distinctly mentioned in the account given us of Melchizedelc-his appointment by God t o his oRce and
his human sympathy. Yet the first of these is indicated with sufficient clearness in the statement that he
was “ priest of God Most High ” ; for every Jew knew
well that he could not have been so had he not been
commissioned by Divine authority. The second again
appears in what. is said of the blessing bestowed on
Abraham, for, whatever else that blessing may inclucle,
it seems designed to illustrate the human-hearted coinpassion of the priest when he supplied the wants of the
patriarch and his exhausted warriors.
Such then is that priesthood of Melchizedek in which
the writer of the Epistle t o the Hebrews beholds reflected
Heb. vii. ’7.
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the Priesthood of our Lord in heaven. And now, combining the characteristics spoken of with the positive
statements of Scripture, and with the fact that the
Priesthood of our Lord, like every other part of the
Christian system, fulfils the imperfect ideas of the
ancient economy of Israel, we learn what the heavenly
Priesthood of our great High-priest is. I n the first
place, we have t o mark the more general characteristics
of that Priesthood. The Work in which its duties are
discharged must be reserved for another Lecture.
The more general characteristics of our Lord‘s
heavenly Priesthood.
1. The foundation of our Lord’s Priesthood is
the constitution of His person, and not regularity of
descent from others, No doubt it is ‘‘after the order of
Melchizedek,” but the peculiar language of the saored
writer is sufficient to prove that its fundamental ideas
pass from our Lord to Melchizedek, and not from
Melchizedek to our Lord) Melchizedek illustrates
rather than lays down the principles of the line to which
he belongs. These in their originality are to be found in
the exalted and glorified Lord ; and the first of them is
that the heavenly High-priest is what He is personally, not by succession. He is the Son, and this connexion between His Sonship and His heavenly Priesthood is brought out with remarkable force in the Epistle
to the Hebrews. The very opening of the Epistle witnesses t o the fact, Few will doubt that the whole Old
Testament dispensation, and not merely words spoken
1
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‘(in the prophets ” in the narrower sense of that term, are
there contrasted with the higher dispensation brought
in <‘at the end of these days.” If so, it must be the
priestly arrangements of both dispensations that the
writer has particularly in his eye ; for, immediately afterwards, in drawing out the contrast between the past and
the present, he fixes upon the priestly work of Christ as
the leading and most essential characteristic of the
Christian age, “%ho being the effulgence of His glory
and the very image of His substance, and upholding all
things by the word of IrIis power, when Ee had made
purgcation of sins, sat down on the right hand of the
Majesty on high.” The ((purification of sins ” wap the
Work which Jesus, in passing on to His exaltation,
accomplished ; and He accomplished it as the “Son ”
whose eternal pre-existence and glorious position both
in creation and providence are described in the preceding
participia1.clauses.l Thus, in the Sonship of our Lord
the foundation of His High-priestly work is laid. The
same truth is not less clearly brought out in a later
passage in which, calling us to consider Christ, “the
Apostle and Eigh-priest of our confession,” and contrasting Him with Moses, in whom the whole ancient
economy was summed up, the writer closes his c o w
parison with the words that Christ was faithful “as a
Son” over His house.2 And, to refer only to one other
passage, it is thus that when comparing the high-priests
appoinl-ed by “the law” with the High-priest of the
Christian Israel he deacribes the latter as a ( LSon.” In
For colinexion coinp. Keil $92 Zoc.
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all these passages, too, it is .to be particularly observed
that Christ is spoken of not simply as the Incarnate,
but as the exalted and glorified Son. In the first He
has ‘.‘sat down on the right hand of the Majesty on
high ” : in the second He hath been counted worthy of
more glory than Moses,” where the tense of the verb
leads directly t o the thought of His continually existing
glory : in the third He is the Son ((perfectedfor evermore.” It is unnecessary to enlarge upon the point.
No truth appears more clearly upon the face of the
whole Epistle than that neither the pre-existent nor
the incarnate Sonship of our Lord (although both
are proceeded on and implied), but His Sonship in Eis
now glorified condition constitutes Him to be our E g h priest. The two conceptions of Son and Priest cannot,
in His case, be separated from each other. Because He
ww to be the High-priest of humanity He assumed our
human nature, and was afterwards elevated in that
nature to the throne of the heavenly Majesty. Because
He had assumed our human nature, and had been so
elevated, He was fitted for .His priestly function.
Nor is it difficult to conceive how it should be so.
Our Lord was t o be the one Mediator between God and
man, thus fulfilling the officeof a priest. But t o effect;
a real mediation He must Himself be both Divine and
human ; and no inspiration, however high, can make a
creature Divine. Impartation of nature alone can do so.
No.p&phet of the Old Testament, therefore, no angel of
God even, could have been a mediator in the highest
sense of the term. He alone could be so who was the
((
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Son ((inthe bosom of the Father,”’ who also “became
flesh and dwelt among us,” and who in His two natures
was lifted into that all-embracing spiritual world from
which He can penetrate to the spirit of man as man,
through the limitations and conditions of earthly c.ircumstance. Whatever our Lord effects for His people in
His heavenly Priesthood He effects By reason of the
very constitution of His nature as the ascended and
glorified Lord. His Priesthood is not merely an office
conveyed to Him by the gift of God, Nor does He
merely draw upon the resources of His Eternal Godhead in order that He may form the Divine life within
us. ‘(He bears the name of Mediator because He is what
it expresses.” There is nothing arbitrary or artificial
in the arrangement of the economy of grace, ItB gifts
are no other than the natural and necessary result
of what He who is its substance is in relation to the
Father upon the one hand, and to man upon the other.
I n Himself He fulfils the mediation at which priesthood
aims. He is thea Mediator, the bond in which the
mediation is actually accomplished and realised. Out
of that truth every other truth connected with (‘so great
salvation ” flows. Hence, accordingly, the importance
Of maintaining, and of urging with persistent earnestness, as essential to any just thought of salvation, the
twin truths of the Divinity and the glorified humanity
of our Lord. Religion, if it have any meaning, means a
union between God and man, penetrating to the very
John i. 18.
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Wilberforce on the Incarnation, chap. vii.
3 Wilberforce, U.S.
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foundation of man’s being. Redemption is a state into
which we are introduced with the full concurrence and
co-operation of our nature, and where we become what we
are through the processes of actual life. Those, therefore, who abandon either the doctrine of the Divinity or
of the glorified Humanity of our Lord, do not simply
abandon doctrines in the statement of which they believe
that they see the imperfect working of the human
intellect. They abandon facts essential to the conception of a perfect religion, They hand us over to a
religion of nature and humanity, to a religion which
may be good (that is for them t o prove), but from which
all thought alike of Revelation and of God must needs
be gradually excluded. This aspect of the case ought to
be fairly faced, and not evaded, as, at one time from
prejudice, at another from self-interest, it so often is.
2. In its sphere of action, our Lord‘s Priesthood
belongs to the heavenly region which the whole New
Testament regards as that of the ultimate development of man. “That is not first which is spiritual, but
that which is natural; then that which is spiritual.
The first man is of the earth, earthy; the second man is
of heaven.”‘ The heavenly, the ideal, is that t o which
our nature points, and to which it conthudy aspires.
111 the Priesthood of our Lord these longhgs of the soul
are met. He Himself is heavenly; He ministers in a
heavenly sanctuary ; He offers Himself I‘ through eternal
spirit ” to the Father who must be worshipped in spirit
and in truth; He calls His people with a “heavenly
1 Cor. xv. 46,

41.

.
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calling” ; He bestows upon them a heavenly gift ” ;
He enables them to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Him. The most essential characteristic of His work is not that He treads this earth of
ours, engages in its labours, bears its burdens, encounters
its temptations, and drinks its cup of sorrows. He does
all this, it is true, and it was necessary for Him to do it
in order that He might be prepared for His work in
heaven. But, these things done, His real work is
heavenly. It starts from a heavenly as distinguished
from an earthly world. It belongs t o a heavenly world,
is wrought out in a heavenly world, leads t o a heavenly
world. While the Redeemer comes to us, made in all
things like unto His brethren, He comes chiefly as the
embodiment of a higher sphere, as One who, uniting 11s
t o Himself in a real, not a fictitious union, makes US
members of a heavenly family gathered together in that
House which is His own, and citizens of a heavenly City
of which He is at once the Foundation and the Light.
In His work as High-priest, and from the beginning to
the end of that work, our Lord is not first of earth and
afterwards of heaven. In this capacity He is first of
heaven; and then He carries out His work on earth, in
the meantime by His Spirit, afterwards by His persoid
presence, that He may change earth into the heaven of
which He is Himself the only full and adequate expression. Herein, accordingly,lies the noblest trait of practical Christianity-its idealism, It is a system which
no earthly reed can measure, an ocean which no earthly
line can fathom. The ages press on in their effort to
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realise the blessings of a perfect civilisation and brotherhood of man. They have as yet unfolded no thought
not contained in the heavenly Priesthood of our Lord,
and they have discovered no aim which does not proceed
directly from His heavenly life. They never will. In
the very nature of the case what is thus ideal or heavenly
must always be in advance of human effort. From it.
we must ever draw our loftiest inspirations, and procure
for our activities their wisest guides.
It needs the ideal to brush an hairbreadth’s off
The dust of the actual.

The loftiest aspirations of humanity have been realised
in the Son of man. Because they have been so we
believe and hope that they will be realised in humanity
as a whole.
3. Our Lord‘s Priesthood fulfils the idea of all priesthood, and more particularly of the priesthood instituted
under the earlier economy of the Law.
(1.) I t is marked by Divine appointment and human
sympathy. For every high-priest, being taken from
among men, is appointed for men in things pertahhg to
God. who can bear gently with the ignorant and erring,
for that he himself also is coinpassed with infirmity?
and thus was it with our Lord. He also glorified not
Himself to be made a High-priest;” nor did He SO
’ receive His office from men, or so do their will, that it
should be possible to say of Hini that He was simply
the reflection of the longings and yearnings of the
((

..
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human heart. He was appointed by Him (‘that spake
unto Hini, Thou art My Son, this day have I begotten
Thee:’ as He saith also in another place, Thou art a
Priest for ever after the order of Melchizedelr,”l The
Pather ((sent” Him. No word fell from His lips which
He did not hear from the Pather. No work was done
by His hands which was not the Father’s work. I n all
Eis labours and sufferings there is a sense in which we
may say that we behold the labours and sufferings of
the Father. Not merely Christ but God, in whose love
it is so difficult to believe, hath loved us; and, if we
rejoice in the thought that Christ is love, His mission
in every one of its particulars proclaims that God is
love. While thus sent of God, our High-priest is also
full of sympathy. He is “touohed with a feeling of
our infirmities.” No suffering uhild of man can have a
more bitter cup to drink than that which drew from
Him His “ strong crying and tears ’’ ; and when, therefore, His people cry or weep, He enters into their
sorrows as His own, What is done t o them, He testifies of Himself, is done to ((Me.” Divine appointment,
human sympathy! I n these are t o be found two of the
most important characteristics of a perfect priest.
(2.) Our Lord‘s Priesthood elevates into the spiritual
sphere the ideas that were only outwardly and carndly
expressed in Israel. Was the priest of the Jewish
economy the property of God in a deeper sense than
the ordinary Israelite? It was tlius in the highest
possible degree with Him of whom it was declared by
I.

Heb. v. 5, 6.
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Matt. sxv. 40; Acts ix. 4.
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the voice froin heaven, “This is My beloved Son, in
whom I am well pleased,”’ and who said of Himself,
I and My Father are one.” Was it necessary that
the Jewish priest should be free from every personal
defect and uncleanness ? Christ was ((holy, guileless,
undefiled, separated from sinners,’’ One who was able
t o offer Himself without blemish unto God.” Did the
priest of old require t o be not only free from ceremonial
defilement but t o be positively cleansed ? Christ could
say of Himself, (‘Which of you convicteth Me of sin ’z ”
I do always the things that are pleasing to Him that
sent Me.” Or, finally, were Israel’s priests not only
divinely appointed but consecrated t o their oflicel
Even upon earth Christ was not only the “Sent” of
God, but was consecrated by the fullest and most perfect unction of that Spirit who descended upon Him at
His Baptism, abode with Him then, and abides with
Eim for ever.5
(3.) As with the person of our great High-priest, so
also with His priestly service, In every essential
particular it ‘rises far above the priestly service of
Israel, and is the fulfilment of the service which Israel
enjoyed, As contrasted with the Levitical system it is
inward instead of outward, thus meeting those deeper
wants of man t o which the earlier system had fiiled to
penetrate. The gifts and sacrifices laid by the Israelite
upon God‘s altar could not, ((astouching the conscience,”
make the worshipper perfect, being only (with meats

((
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and drinks and divers washings) carnal ordinances imposed until a time of reforination.”l They had indeed
served an important though a temporary purpose.
While Israel was as yet unable to comprehend the
true nature of God and of His worship, they had inspired
powerful convictions as to the evil consequences of forsaking, and .the blessedness of serving Him. But it
was necessary that the true nature of God should become better known, and that existing ideas of sin and
holiness should be deepened. Thus the whole Jewish
system was dogmed to break down. ‘‘It is impossible
that the blood of bulls and goats should take away sins,”2
or the observance of an outward ceremonial become a
substitute for inward righteousness. In the case of
spiritual and free beings nothing can take away the sin
or impart the righteousness but identification with One
who is absolutely acceptable to God, and whose labours,
sufferings,and self-surrender to the will of God may,
through union with Him, be made also theirs. Dumb
animals incapable of thought and without intelligence
or freedom could never meet that necessity; and a
spiritual answer was wanted for a spiritual need. That
answer is given us in Christ, whose action at every step
He took was spiritual, voluntary, free,-ao that in His
perfect kill we may offer our wills to the Father, and
in Him be accepted and complete.
AS contrasted with the Levitical priestly service
that of our Lord is also unchangeable. One great
weakness of the Levitical priesthood lay in this that,
1

Heb. ix. 9, 10.
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held by mortal men, the office had to be continually
surrendered at the call of death. There was thus in it
that element of change and defeat by which the stamp
of vanity is imprinted upon merely human things. At
the moment when old experience ” best fitted him for
the discharge of his varied and difficult duties the priest
of Aaron’s line was borne to the grave. At the moment
when he had most completely succeeded in inspiring
with confidence those who received the benefit of his
ministrations his eyes closed upon their necessities and
his ears to their cry. It is otherwise with the heavenly
High-priest. In Him the thought of ((many” is fulfilled in that of one, the thought of the changing in
that of the unchanging, the thought of a past to be
cherished by the memory into that of the same living
and abiding presence. Nay more. The human spirit
longs after the possession of life which shall rest upon
something deeper than any outward promise, upon
something which shall have the witness in itself, conveying with it an inward token that it shall never
change. How could it obtain this through men whose
own death showed that they had not themselves obtained that life, and that they therefore could not be
the mea& of transmitting it to others? Such il gift
He done can bestow who can still say to us, with the
same present power as that with which He first spoke
the words in Bethany, 1am the Resurrection and the
Life : whosoever liveth and believeth in Me shall never
die.”
((
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As contrasted with the Levitical priestly service that
of our Lord is universal, The blessings of the Levitical
system were confined to Israel. No stranger, unless
first naturalised, could share in them. Human feeling
could flow only in the narrowest groove, and the effect
produced upon the mass of the people, however inconsistent with the economy under which they lived, found
expression in the words, “Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thy enemy.)’I With the Lord Jesus
Christ as the Priest of the better covenant all differences between races and dasses disappear. He is not
like Aaron the son of Israel: He is the Son of man.
“ I n Him there can be neither Jew nor Greek, there
can be neither bond nor free, there can be no male and
female.”2 Not indeed that the distinctions lying in
nature and providence are in Him obliterated, or that
His Church will be like a large garden, full it may be
of luxuriance, but of luxuriance produced oiily by many
thousand specimens of the same flower. In one sense
all the old varieties will continue to exist, and the
Greek, the Jew, the bond, the free, the male and female
will still be marked by those peculiarities of position or
of character which may show t o what great division of
the human race they belong. But all are sav& in the
same way. The fancied righteousness of the Jew does
not profit him. The long-continued alienation of the
Gentile does not injure him. The learned and the
ignorant, the powerful and the weak, the rich and the
poor, meet in a brotherhood of equal privilege and
Matt, v. 43.

I

Gal. iii. 28.
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gratitude and love. The same foundation is laid for all.
The same preparation in lriud, although it may be
different in degree, is bestowed on all. Beneath every
distiuction there is a common bond in which all are
taught t o feel for, to sympathise with, and to help one
another, for all are “one man in Christ Jesus.” Well
might St. Paul exclaim that this universalism of the
Christian faith, which proceeds directly from the universalism of Him in whom, as the High-priest of
humanity, it is summed up, was the mystery which in
other generations was not made known unto the sons
of men.” It was a ((mystery’’in St. Paul’s days. It
is hardly less a mystery in ours, Earth is longing for
its fuller manifestation. The poor and the miserable
are crying for it, The very wildness of effort often
made to reach it is a testimony t o the belief in its
existeiice somewhere. And it does exist. But it exists
as a revelation ; and as a revelation only given in,the
heavenly High-priest.
Nor is the Priesthood of Christ less universal when
thought of in relation to the infinitely varied wants of
individuals than when viewed in connexion with the
different races of men, As the great High-priest of
humanity the exalted Lord feels for every want, and
is ready to pour the balm of His coilsolation into every
wound froin which the humblest of’His people suffers.
We go t o a mother, a sister, a brother, with whatever
grieves us, trifling though it may be: the Reaeemer
stretched forth His hand towards ECis disciples and said,
((
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Whosoever shall do the will of My Father which is in
heaven, he is My brother, and sister, and mother,”
Finally, .as contrasted with the Levitical priestly
service that of our Lord is everlasting. The priests of
Aaron’s line were made “after the law of a fleshy
commandment ’,; our High-priest was made ‘(after the
power of an indissoluble life.” The contrast is strilcing; for the word U fleshy ” is not the same as (‘carnal,”
and it;s use forbids the thought that any moral weakness of the Levitical priesthood was in the writer’s
Illind. The members of that priesthood were simply of
the dust, and they returned to dust again. Our Highpriest has as Eis own peculiar prerogative a life in the
possession of which He lives His priestly life for ever;
not only throughout the years or ages of the present
Christian economy but throughout eternity. Perhaps
it might be thought that when the completed number
of the elect has been gathered in to the safe protection
of that heavenly home into which nothing that defileth
enters, there will be no need either of priesthood or of
priest. But such is not the teaching of the New Testament. We are rather taught there that in our Lord a8
Priest we shall always stand accepted before God, and
that whatever progress towards perfection awaits us in
the heavenly state must be made in Him? We can
never either stand or advance in our own strength.
We can never forget to whom we owe the continn-
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ance, as well as the first bestowal, of our blessedness.
Throughout eternity the love of the Father must flow
forth to us ‘‘ in the name ” of Jesus, as niuch as it,flows
forth to us in that name now. He has made known to
us the Father’s name, and He will also continue to
make it kno~va that the love wherewith the Father had
loved Him may be iii us, and He in usSJJ1Therefore
&oes the. Seer of Pcztmos 5ehold the glorifiecl’Lord in
heaven clad in priestly robes ; aiid in similar. robes, in
garments made white in the Blood of the Lanib, His
redeemed there either stirround Hini with their songs
of praise or follow Hini whithersoever He goeth.
4. The eiid which our Lord’s Priesthood accomplishes is the eiid of all priesthoo$,-th& bringing
sinful creatures nigh to God and preserving them
in constant fellowship with Him. No truth is niore
deeply iinpressed upon the Epistle to the Hebrews than
this, that to secure for us a confident and joyful access
into the iiniiiediate presence of the Almighty is the
ultimate issue of the work of Christ on our behalf.
As a forerunner Jesus Himself entered for us within
the veil.” That they may in lilce manner clraw nigh
is “the better hope” of Christians and the most
essential characteristic of their privileges. Bealiskg
it their ideal state is reached? When most impressed
with the Majesty of Hini who is from everlasting to
everlasting, they can appronch Hini iii the spirit of
((
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adoption crying, Abba, Father. There is no veil, there
is no separation of apartments in the heavenly tabernacle; and raised to an even higher dignity than that
of Israel’s greatest functionary, who could enter into
the Most Holy Place only once a year, the humblest
follower of Christ may dwell there, beholding the glory
of God, and resting beneath the shadow of His wings.
This is indeed the “perfection” so often’spoken of in
the Epistle to the Hebrews, both in our Lord‘s case and
ours,-not mere glory after shame, repose after battle,
or rest after the race of life is run, but man’s nature
and condition brought to their ideal end; God united
t o man and man t o God, in perfect, uninterrupted, and
joyful fellowship,
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