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INTRODUCTION

Cmus-r CALLED MANY DISCIPLES and chose twelve of those dis-
ciples to be apostles. Christ consecrated them during the Last
Supper (John 17:17). Christ is the truth (John 14:6), and by their con-
secration in truth (John 17:17) they received everything from Christ.
They would not offer anything of their own during their ministry be-
cause everything they gave in ministry came from their consecration
by Christ. Their ministry would be an extension of Christ’s ministry.
They would be joined by overseers (later called bishops) and presby-
ters (later called priests) to assist them in ministering, and also by
deacons. Around the end of the first century a hierarchical structure
as we have today is visible; one overseer leading a college of presbyters
in a local church assisted by deacons. It would be about another cen-
tury before we have documentation of priestly language being applied
to overseers by Tertullian. The first extant account of a liturgy that
we have from the early Church for the ordination of bishops, priests,
and deacons is in The Apostolic Tradition attributed to St. Hippolytus,
dated to the early third century.

What took place during the first two centuries of the Church, the
application of priestly language to its ministers and the development
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of a hierarchical structure, was making explicit what was already
there from the beginning. The word “development” is used with a ca-
veat: it is development in the sense of maturation of what was already
implicit. Christ had given the apostles everything they had for min-
istry. The beginning of the Church is something living that matures.
Joseph Ratzinger puts it this way: “The purification of Christianity,
the search for its original essence, is carried on today, in the era of
historical consciousness, almost entirely by seeking its oldest forms
and establishing them as normative. The original is confused with the
primitive. By contrast, the faith of the Church sees in these beginnings
something living that conforms to its own constitution only insofar
as it develops.™ It is not only in the priesthood that we see something
living maturing. We see this also, for example, in the great Christo-
logical councils that, in reaction to heresies, had to use non-biblical
terminology to define the Incarnation ever more precisely—for exam-
ple, the Council of Nicaea in AD 325 used the Greek word homoousios
in response to the Arian heresy denying the divinity of Christ to state
that Christ was of the same substance of the Father. The synthesis of
doctrine that arose during that council is known as the Nicene Creed.
The Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 used the terminology “hypo-
static union” to explain the two natures of Christ, human and divine,
in one person, each retaining their own characteristics. This is the
last council accepted by all the main Protestant churches. Centuries
had to pass, until this council, to see the full implications of Christ
and what the Sacred Scriptures contained.? But the development of a
priestly hierarchy, and the application to it of priestly language, had
taken place three and a half and two and a half centuries beforehand,
respectively. Much less time was needed—only until the end of the
second century—to see that Christ established New Covenant priests
when calling and consecrating the twelve apostles, and that it was
legitimate to designate as “priests” those who ministered in the name
of Christ in succession to those chosen by Christ and those who min-
istered in collaboration with them.

No one would apply the term “priest” either to Christ or his apos-
tles at the time of Christ because priesthood meant belonging to the

! Joseph Ratzinger, Daughter Zion: Meditations on the Church’s Marian Be-
lief, trans. John M. McDermott (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1983), 38.

2 For more on the unfolding of the implications of Christ in later doctrine,
see Jared Wicks, Doing Theology (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2009), 69-76.
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tribe of Levi and offering sacrificed animals on the altar in the temple.
Clearly neither Christ nor his apostles were from the priestly tribe
of Levi, and they were unrelated to the temple sacrificial liturgies. A
new understanding of priesthood had to grow, the understanding that
Christ’s death on the Cross was his own priestly self-sacrifice, the one
priestly sacrifice of the New Covenant, and that he shared his priest-
hood with the apostles. This study is an examination of the Scriptural
evidence showing that it was indeed Christ’s intention to establish the
New Covenant priesthood. The objective is to show that the Catholic
priesthood has biblical foundations and was intended by Christ, even
though apostles, overseers, and presbyters are not called priests in
the New Testament, but approximately two centuries later. As Cardi-
nal Donald Wuerl states, “a gradual development or clarification of
priestly functions does not mean that such functions came into being
later in the life of the Church. When we state that the designation by
name of a particular office required time, we are not necessarily say-
ing that the office and work do not exist from the beginning of the
life of the Church.”

Chapter 1 examines Israelite priesthood for the context necessary
to understand the priesthood of Christ. Initially, firstborn sons func-
tioned as priests. But from the time of the covenant at Sinai, the Old
Testament depicts God bestowing the priesthood on and confining
it to men in the tribe of Levi descended from Aaron. This Levitical
priesthood had a hierarchy; the high priest descended from Aaron,
the other priests, and the remainder of the tribe of Levi. The ordina-
tion of the high priest and priests climaxed in their anointing with
oil. The high priesthood was to be passed on in a direct line of suc-
cession from father to son. Priests had three main duties—to discern
God’s will, teach the Torah, and offer sacrifice—that could perhaps
be summarized as reminding all God’s people of their priestly dignity
according to Exodus 19:6. As the centuries passed, discontent with
the priesthood grew, evident above all in the prophets’ critiques of the
priesthood. Biblical texts and non-biblical texts alike looked forward
to a renewed priesthood. These hopes were fulfilled in Christ, whom
the second chapter will show is the high priest of the New Covenant.

Chapter 2 shows that Jesus was a high priest, though of a differ-
ent kind from the Levitical high priest. Some Gospel passages could

> Donald W. Wuerl, The Catholic Priesthood Today (Chicago: Franciscan
Herald Press, 1976), 161.
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be taken to imply that Jesus is a priest, though not of the tribe of
Levi. When Christ preaches in the temple and suggests the temple
liturgies—for example, Tabernacles and Dedication/Hanukah will be
fulfilled, or better, transfigured in him—this has implications for the
Levitical priesthood and suggests its days of service in the temple are
numbered because God has something much better in store. When
Jesus cleanses the temple, driving out the animal sellers and mon-
ey-changers, he alludes to his resurrected body replacing the temple
(John 2:19, 21). During the Last Supper Jesus prays as high priest in
John 17. A case can be made that Jesus goes to Calvary wearing a
seamless robe because it symbolizes Jesus’ priesthood, since the tem-
ple high priest wore a seamless robe. Jesus ascends to heaven, in Luke,
raising his hands in blessing just like a priest.

The second part of chapter 2 examines the Letter to the Hebrews,
the only New Testament document to describe Jesus as high priest.
The Letter describes Jesus’ death in a novel way, like no other New
Testament book, as a liturgy, the Yom Kippur/Day of Atonement lit-
urgy. Yom Kippur was the only day in the year when the Jewish high
priest entered the Holy of Holies sprinkling blood to atone for sins.
When Christ the high priest of the New Covenant died, he took his
blood not into the Holy of Holies in the temple in Jerusalem like the
high priest once a year, but into the heavenly sanctuary to gain sal-
vation for us. Christ’s death was his self-sacrifice that brought his
priesthood to its perfect realization. Christ’s sacrifice was effective
once for all time, and the superiority of his sacrifice made him the
mediator of the New Covenant. Christ’s death opened the way for us
to enter God’s sanctuary, and Hebrews invites us to enter through
the flesh and blood of Jesus. The Eucharist is the way for us to enter
the heavenly sanctuary, the true Holy of Holies. Hebrews describes
Christ as a priest many times, This is not metaphorical. For Hebrews,
it is the Levitical priesthood that is a metaphor/shadow of Christ’s
priesthood.

Following on from chapter 2 showing Jesus is the high priest of
the New Covenant, chapter 3 shows Jesus sharing his priesthood with
the apostles. Christ specially prepared the twelve apostles to continue
his ministry. Jesus called the twelve apostles out of the disciples (Luke
6:13). Mark tells us Jesus “created” twelve (Mark 3:14). It is depicted
as a second calling following their first calling to be disciples. The

Twelve can be understood in terms of the Jewish idea of agency where-
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by the agent acted with the authority of the one who sent him and was
his representative. Christ gave Peter primacy over the Twelve symbol-
ized by the language of keys and binding and loosing. Jesus sent the
Twelve on a mission with his same powers, and they preached, worked
miracles, and exorcised as Jesus did. Their ministry was an exten-
sion of Jesus’ ministry. The seventy(-two) disciples sent out in Luke
10 anticipate the presbyters who will assist the apostles in Acts. Jesus
consecrated the apostles during the Last Supper (John 17:17) and gave
them the authority to offer the Eucharist (“Do this in memory of me”
in Luke 22:19 and 1 Cor 11:24), and after his Resurrection, he also
gave them the authority to forgive sins in the name of God and com-
missioned them to preach, teach, and baptize. Christ had a specific
intention when choosing the Twelve: to empower them to lead the
new worship in spirit and truth (John 4:23) of the New Covenant. The
apostles continued the ministry of Jesus after Pentecost.

Chapter 4 examines many others also ministering in the name
of Jesus, assisting the apostles. The New Testament designates the
assistants in Jerusalem “presbyters,” corresponding to the Hebrew
word for “elders” in Judaism. Clement of Rome tells us the apostles
appointed presbyters and he gives the impression some of them were
still alive as he wrote. The apostles also chose deacons to assist them.
The word episkopos (énlokomnog), “overseer,” (from which our word
“bishop” is indirectly derived) began to be used in Gentile Christianity
for its leaders, but “overseer” and “presbyter” continued to be used in-
terchangeably for some time without indicating different rank. Paul,
who termed himself an apostle, became the apostle to the Gentiles.
Acts 13:1-3 is at least a blessing bestowed on Paul and Barnabas for
ministry and much more likely to be their consecration for ministry.
Every new mission in the early Church preserved its link with the
apostles in Jerusalem, and Paul also preserved that link and unity
with the Church in Jerusalem by reporting back after each of his mis-
sionary journeys. Luke tells us Paul appointed leaders in every church.
In Paul’s letters, we also see leaders in his churches, though there is
fluidity in their designations at first. Throughout this study I use
“Church” for the Church universal and “church” for a local church, for
example a church established by Paul. An examination of Paul’s writ-
ings displays what could be described as his “priestly” consciousness.
In Catholic theology we talk of the apostles being ordained priests
by Christ during the Last Supper. If we can talk of the apostles as
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priests, can we not also talk of Paul as a priest? The Pastoral Letters
show a development as now it is “the overseer” and presbyters and
deacons. This is anticipating the post-New Testament development of
the threefold rank with which we are familiar, a bishop leading a col-
lege of presbyters in a local church assisted by deacons. The Pastoral
Letters give more attention to Church leaders than any other book of
the New Testament as they list the necessary qualities in an overseer,
presbyters, and deacons. The laying on of hands is the means whereby
mission is transferred; the apostles laid hands on the seven new dea-
cons and Paul laid hands on Timothy. Either explicitly or implicitly,
the laying on of hands is usually stated to also confer the Holy Spirit.

Chapter 5 concludes this study by showing that God’s promise
in Exodus 19:6 that Israel would be a priestly people is fulfilled when
Christians are baptized. Five New Testament texts declare all Chris-
tians priestly and show how they exercise this priesthood: 1 Peter 2:5;
1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 1:4-6; Revelation 5:9-10; and Revelation 20:6.
The priestly people precede the ministerial priests; the apostles were
disciples before they were called a second time to be apostles. The
two priesthoods are intimately connected since both are a response to
Christ and bound together. The ministerial priesthood is serving the
priestly people, and the priestly people receive the sacraments from
the ministerial priesthood.

Each chapter concludes with an examination of relevant liturgi-
cal texts from the Roman Missal or the Roman Pontifical showing
how the Scripture examined in that chapter, or the theology of that
chapter, is reflected in the liturgical texts. By the end of this study,
my hope is that I will have demonstrated that a hierarchical structure
in the Church around the turn of the first century, and the applica-
tion of priestly language to the Church’s ministers a century or more
later, was making explicit what was already there from the beginning.
Christ had given the apostles everything necessary for ministry and
we see this unfolding gradually in the ministry of the apostles, and of
their successors and assistants in subsequent decades and centuries.



CHAPTER 1

OLD TESTAMENT
PRIESTHOOD

E BEGIN BY EXAMINING the Old Testament priesthood be-
W cause it gives a necessary context to the New Covenant priest-
hood, helping us see the novelty in the New Covenant priesthood.
There is both continuity and discontinuity between the Old and New
Testament. The discontinuity is seen above all in the priests of the
tribe of Levi, the Levitical priests, having to continually offer sac-
rifices for sins whereas the one sacrifice of Christ on the Cross suf-
fices for all time. When expressing the continuity between the Old
and New Testament we often use the terminology of “fulfillment.”
The Levitical priesthood was fulfilled in Christ, in his self-sacrifice
on the Cross, his priestly sacrifice. Sometimes we also use the term
“transcended” and say the Levitical priesthood is transcended in
Christ’s priesthood. There is merit to Paolo Prosperi’s suggestion
that “transfiguration” is an appropriate term to describe this conti-
nuity and discontinuity between the Old and New Testament:

The biblical idea of fulfillment thus implies an interplay be-
tween continuity and rupture, such that the words we use
to refer to the Old Testament figures and to the mystery of
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Christ who fulfills them can be the same, while at the same
time their meaning is transformed. Perhaps the least inap-
propriate theological term we can use to indicate this com-
plex phenomenon of transignification is transfiguration, if
by this we mean a change of aspect that does not damage
the exterior form of the reality illuminated, but rather exalts
it, conferring on it a splendor that radiates from within and
that had remained hidden within its depths before rising to
the surface.!

Thus, we could say that the Levitical priesthood is transfigured in
the priesthood of Christ.

The Old Testament depicts three ranks in the tribe of Levi: high
priest, priest, and Levite, but these are to be seen transfigured or
fulfilled in Christ and not in the three ranks of bishops, priests,
and deacons. Joseph Ratzinger writes, “The absolute claim of Jesus
Christ means that the types of the Old Testament are to be inter-
preted in reference to him, not to the minister who is the temporary
incumbent of an office.”? The three ranks in the New Covenant of
bishop, priest, and deacon are a participation in the one priesthood
of Jesus Christ that transfigures the Levitical priesthood. The trans-
figuration of Levitical priests into the New Covenant priesthood
will be all the clearer when we examine the Letter to the Hebrews
in the next chapter. There is certainly a typological relationship be-
tween the three ranks of Old Covenant priesthood and the three
ranks of New Covenant priesthood in that the high priest is a typo-
logical foreshadowing of a bishop, a Levitical priest is a typological
anticipation of a priest, and a Levite is a typological prefiguring of a
deacon, but the ranks in the priesthood of Levi are actually transfig-
ured only in Christ. We will return to this at the end of this chapter.
That “for many liberal Protestant theologians and commentators in
the nineteenth and early twentieth century, and residually up to the
present, the Israelite priesthood embodied all that they found dis-

Paolo Prosperi, “Novum in Vetere Latet. Vetus in Novo Patet: Towards a
Renewal of Typological Exegesis,” Communio: International Catholic Re-
view 37 (2010): 396.

Joseph Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a
Fundamental Theology, trans. Mary Frances McCarthy (San Francisco: Ig-
natius Press, 1987), 282,
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tasteful in contemporary Roman Catholicism or Judaism or both™
betrays a misunderstanding of Catholic priesthood. Catholic priest-
hood is not simply a continuation of Levitical priesthood, nor is it
Jewish priesthood under a revised form. It is a new creation, whose
discontinuity is captured by the term transfiguration, as we will see
in subsequent chapters. Indeed, the misapprehension among non-
Catholics that there are no priests in the New Testament except
Christ, because New Covenant ministers are not yet called priests
in the New Testament, reflects the element of discontinuity in the
transfiguration of the Old Covenant priesthood into the New Cov-
enant priesthood.

Worship of God before the Institution of the
Levitical Priesthood

The firstborn son had a unique role in Israel. There is much evidence
to show that the firstborn son, once he became the father of his own
family, performed the role of priest in the family prior to the Le-
vitical priesthood.* (Judg 17:10 links the role of father and priest.)
In Numbers 3:11-13, we see the firstborn had a special position in
Israel before the priesthood of the Levites replaced the priesthood
of the firstborn. The firstborn received the blessing from his father
and in turn bestowed this blessing on his firstborn before his death.’
Isaac intended to give his blessing to Esau, his firstborn (Gen 27:4),
but unknowingly gave it to Jacob instead (Gen 27:18-29). However,
this birthright to receive the father’s blessing could be lost (as in the
case of Esau in Gen 27:5-38 and Reuben in Gen 49:3-4), but once the
father had blessed his son, the blessing could not be revoked, as in
the case of Isaac, who received his father’s blessing instead of Esau by

Joseph Blenkinsopp, Sage, Priest, Prophet: Religious and Intellectual Lead-
ership in Ancient Israel (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
1995), 67.

4 Scott W. Hahn, Kinship by Covenant: A Canonical Approach to the Fulfill-
ment of God’s Saving Promises, Anchor Yale Bible Reference Library (New
Haven, CT/London: Yale University Press, 2009), 136-142.

®  On the power of this blessing, see Johannes Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and

Culture (London: Oxford University Press, 1926), 1:199-200.
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deception (Gen 27:30-38).® For more on the priesthood of Shem as
firstborn, see Appendix 1.

The firstborn offered sacrifice. Cain offered sacrifice in Genesis
4:3,” Noah in Genesis 8:20, Abraham in Genesis 22:13, and Jacob in
Genesis 31:54, and again in 46:1, after he had been renamed as Israel.
L. Ginzberg, who compiled the Aggadot from the Mishnah, the two
Talmuds and Midrash into Legends of the Jews, wrote that, before
entering the ark, Noah functioned as a priest when offering sacri-
fice. His son Shem performed the priestly duties after leaving the ark
because Noah was injured by a hungry beast on the ark and, suffer-
ing from a defect, was unable to offer sacrifice as a priest.®* Another
example is Abraham being asked by God to sacrifice his son Isaac
(Gen 22:2), which entailed Abraham acting as a priest. In the Agga-
dot, Abraham asked, “Am I fit to perform the sacrifice, am I a priest?
Ought not rather the high priest Shem to do it?” to which God re-
sponded, “When thou wilt arrive at that place, I will consecrate thee
and make thee a priest.”

Not only the firstborn, but also occasionally the king in the early
years of the monarchy, as father of the nation, performed the priestly
act of offering sacrifice (e.g., 1 Sam 13:9; 2 Sam 6:17; 1 Kings 9:25).
However, “in the legal normative literature, which has its roots in
the premonarchic period . . . the king has no function in the cult.”
Samuel rebuked Saul in 1 Samuel 13:13 for the sacrifice he had of-
fered in 1 Samuel 13:9. The last reference to the firstborn serving as
priests is Exodus 19:22, 24, according to Jewish commentators." Af-

Since that blessing was received by deception, it is confirmed later by a
second blessing in Genesis 28. Jacob/Israel in turn gave his blessing to
his grandson Ephraim, the son of Joseph (Gen 48:17-20). This displeased
Joseph, since Manasseh was Joseph’s firstborn, not Ephraim. Jacob/Israel
gave this blessing to his grandson because the actions of his son Reuben
had forfeited it (Gen 49:3-4).

7 Abel’s sacrifice in Genesis 4:4 was more acceptable to God because of his
faith, see Heb 11:4.

*  Louis Ginzberg, Henrietta Szold, and Paul Radin, Legends of the Jews, 2nd
ed. (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 2003), 149-150.

®  Ibid., 225.

1 Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11: A New Translation with Introduction
and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible 5 (New Haven, CT/London: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2008), 422,

" Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia, PA:
Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 107.
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ter the golden calf incident, the priesthood was restricted to the tribe
of Levi by divine decree (Num 3:11, 40-51; 8:16). “After the golden
calf episode, and probably because the Israelite firstborn sons were
involved in the idolatrous worship, these priestly tasks became the
exclusive responsibility of the Levites.”?

Establishment of the Levitical Priesthood

Old Testament scholarship believes the origin and development of
priesthood in the tribe of Levi is much more complex than the bib-
lical account. Critical scholarship considers that the depiction of
the Levitical priesthood in the Old Testament reflects how it was
centuries later rather than how it historically evolved. The issue is a
minefield, and no critical reconstruction of the historical develop-
ment of the Israelite priesthood has won the approval of all, and ev-
ery reconstruction is at best very tentative." It is beyond the purpose
of this study, which is primarily concerned with the priesthood of
Christ and his New Covenant ministers, to get involved in historical
reconstructions that would remain hypothetical at best. With this
limitation, we will examine the biblical account of the institution of
the priesthood in the tribe of Levi, as it gives us the theology of the
Levitical priesthood.

Ordination of the High Priest and the Priests

The instructions for the ordination of the high priest and priests are
given by God to Moses in Exodus 28-29 and carried out during the
ordinations in Leviticus 8. The directives are included in a long list
of liturgical commands Moses receives from God following the cov-
enant at Sinai (Exod 25-31). Aaron and his sons are to serve as priests
(Exod 28:1). The ordination of the first high priest, Aaron, occurs
simultaneously with the ordination of his sons as priests. The ordi-

2 Scott W. Hahn, The Kingdom of God as Liturgical Empire: A Theological Com-
mentary on 1-2 Chronicles (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 36.

¥ Critical scholarship generally believes that, at first, the priesthood was not
limited only to the tribe of Levi, but was confined to the Levites after some
centuries and later again further limited to those Levites descended only
from Aaron.
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nation instructions do not specifically declare that Aaron is the first
high priest; that designation makes its first appearance later (Lev
21:10; Num 35:25), but Aaron is certainly singled out for special at-
tention by comparison with his sons. For a fuller account of the ordi-
nation, see Appendix 2.

The most important part of the ordination instructions given to
Moses is at the conclusion, the sprinkling of the priests and their
garments with the anointing oil mixed with blood gathered up after
scattering it on the altar (Exod 29:21; Lev 8:30). Both Exodus 29:21
and Leviticus 8:30 say it is this action that consecrates Aaron and his
garments, and his sons and their garments. However, the difference
between the high priest and the other priests is that Aaron, the high
priest, received a special anointing on his head (Exod 29:7; Lev 8:12),
but not his sons. Leviticus 8:12 refers to this anointing as consecrat-
ing Aaron.

The high priest wore four additional vestments not worn by the
other priests (Exod 28; see also Appendix 2). So there are two dis-
tinguishing elements in the ordination of the high priest: vestments
and anointing, This reflects the different duties expected of the high
priest and the other priests. All priests had the duty of offering sacri-
fice every day but only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies
and only once a year on the Day of Atonement/Yom Kippur.

We read about prophets being specially called by God (e.g., Amos
7:14-15) but not the priests, since the priesthood, so to speak, ran
in the family. The males descended from Aaron were automatical-
ly priests. For that reason, Old Testament priesthood has been de-
scribed as an office rather than a vocation.” The number of priests
increased with the passing of time as the number of descendants of
Aaron increased, so that by the time of King David, priests were di-
vided into twenty four divisions, with each division serving twice
a year (1 Chron 24:1-19). By the time of Christ, there were so many
priests that each priest would have the honor of burning incense in
the Holy Place only once in his lifetime (like Zechariah in Luke 1:9).**

" Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions (New York: Mc-
Graw-Hill, 1961), 346.

Darrell L. Bock, Luke, vol. 1, 1:1-9:50, Baker Exegetical Commentary on
the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1994), 79.
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Succession of High Priests

The high priesthood was passed to one of the sons of the high priest,
usually to his firstborn though that has been debated. Thus Elea-
zar, the son of Aaron, became high priest after the death of Aaron

in Numbers 20:25-29 (see Deuteronomy 10:6),'¢ and his son Phine-
has, grandson of Aaron, is the next high priest (Josh 24:33 and Judg

20:28). Succession in a direct line was important for the high priest as

is clear from the genealogies of high priests. The Hebrew Scriptures

provide us with five genealogies of high priests: 1 Chronicles 5:29-41

(6:3-15 in some English translations), 6:35-38 (6:50~53 in some Eng-
lish translations), and 9:11, Ezra 7:1-5, and Nehemiah 11:10-11, the

most extensive being the first one in Chronicles."” First Chronicles

lists the high priests using a formula beginning in 5:30 (6:4): X was

the father of Y, Eleazar was the father of Phinehas, Phinehas the

father of Abishua and so forth. Since the genealogy of high priests

in 1 Chronicles 5:29-41 is the most extensive, obviously the other

four lists are incomplete. Still, they make the point that for the high

priesthood a direct line of descent was expected. The omissions from

the list in Ezra 7:1-5 have been considered accidental.’® There have

been suggestions that the line of succession was broken when King

David appointed Zadok as high priest (1 Kings 2:35), due to confu-
sion over his genealogy in 1 Samuel. However, 1 Chronicles 5:29-34

(6:3-8) traces Zadok’s descent from Aaron’s high priestly line of suc-
cession through Eleazor, Aaron’s son. 1 Chronicles 6:35-38 (6:50-53)

also puts Zadok in a direct line of descent from Aaron. Furthermore,
recent research indicates that, early in the second century BC, being
a Zadokite meant belonging to the family of high priests.! The direct
line of succession of Aaronic high priests was broken when Jason, the

brother of the legitimate high priest Onias III, bribed the new Syr-
ian ruler over Palestine, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, to appoint him as

high priest instead in 175 BC (2 Macc 4:7). A few years after being

!¢ Eleazar was Aaron’s third son, but the first two were killed in Leviticus

10:1-2. They had used profane coals for the censer instead of coals taken

from an altar.

For a comparison of the five genealogies, see Roddy L. Braun, 1 Chronicles,

Word Biblical Commentary 14 (Dallas, TX: Word, 2002), 84-85.

' H.G. M. Willamson, Ezra-Nehemiah, Word Biblical Commentary 16 (Dal-
las, TX: Word, 2002), 91-92.

¥ Geza Vermes, Scrolls, Scriptures, and Early Christianity, Library of Second
Temple Studies 56 (London/New York: T&T Clark, 2005), 32.
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deposed, the legitimate high priest Onias III was murdered. The cut-
ting off of an anointed one in Daniel 9:26 and the sweeping away of
a prince of the covenant in Daniel 11:22 are usually understood to

refer to his murder around 171 BC (2 Macc 4:30-38). Until this time

the high priest had served in office until death, but that also came

to an end at this time. In 172 BC, Menelaus, not even from a high

priestly family or the tribe of Levi but from the tribe of Benjamin,?
succeeded in getting himself appointed high priest by Antiochus IV
Epiphanes (2 Macc 4:23-29). According to traditional accounts, eigh-
teen high priests served in succession during the First Temple pe-
riod (960—586 BC) and sixty high priests served during the Second
Temple period (516 BC until the temple’s destruction in AD 70).2! Not
all of these high priests are mentioned in Scripture and attempts to
reconstruct the list of high priests are difficult.”?

Levites Set Apart for Service of the Lord

The high priest and priests were ordained during a liturgy, the most
important part of which was the anointing with oil. The remainder
of the tribe of Levi were also set apart for service to the Lord, but
they were not ordained during a liturgy. There are different accounts
of this coming about. The first account is in Exodus. While Moses
was up Mount Sinai receiving the instructions in Exodus 25-31, the
people sinned by creating and worshipping the golden calf. When
Moses asked who was on the Lord’s side it was the tribe of Levi who
responded (Exod 32:26). Moses asked them to slaughter the idola-
ters, and the Levites slew 3,000 men (Exod 32:28). As a result, Mo-
ses spoke of the Levites as ordaining themselves to service of the
Lord that day (Exod 32:29). The Semitic idiom for ordination “fill
the hand” (see Appendix 2) in the Hebrew of Exodus 32:29 confirms
their being set apart for God.? Because of their faithfulness to God

20

His brother Simon is from the tribe of Benjamin, according to 2 Macc 3:4.
Geoffrey Wigoder, Fred Skolnik, and Shmuel Himelstein, The New Ency-
clopedia of Judaism (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 363.

A list of high priests is given in Emil G. Hirsoh, “High Priest,” in The Jew-
ish Encyclopedia: A Descriptive Record of the History, Religion, Literature,
and Customs of the Jewish People from the Earliest Times to the Present Day,
ed. Isidore Singer (New York/London: Funk & Wagnalls, 1906), 6:391-392.
The verb tense in Hebrew is ambiguous, so it is variously translated in
the present, past, or imperative; see Noel D. Osborn and Howard Hatton,

21

22
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they have become dedicated to God’s service. Yet the manner of their
being ordained surely implies an imperfection, to say the least, in
their “ordination.” The imperfection of the Levitical priesthood will
be contrasted in the Letter to Hebrews with the perfection of Christ’s
priesthood.

A second account of the Levites being set apart for the Lord’s ser-
vice is Moses speaking in Deuteronomy 10:8-9, which may be taken
as referring to the same event although it does not use the terminol-
ogy of ordination. It enumerates three duties of the Levites: to carry
the Ark of the Covenant, to serve the Lord, and to bless in his name.
A third account of the Levites being set apart for God’s service is
Moses’ blessing them in Deuteronomy 33:8-11, which speaks of all
the Levites in priestly terms.

The firstborn had a special position before God until the rebel-
lion with the golden calf at Sinai (Exod 13:2; Num 3:13). Following
that rebellion, God decreed that the Levites would substitute before
him instead of the firstborn (see Num 3:11, 40-51; 8:16). In place
of relying on priestly service by the firstborn, the Levites are now
linked with every family. But before the Levites could serve the Lord
they had to be purified (Num 8:5-22). Their duties included assist-
ing the priests (Num 3:5-10; 8:3, 13, 19; 18:2-6), but Numbers 18:3
makes clear that only the priests and not the Levites could come near
the sacred vessels and altar. While the Levites as a whole had the
duty of carrying the ark (Deut 10:8; 31:25; 1 Sam 6:15; 2 Sam 15:24; 1
Chron 15:2, 12, 15; 16:4; 2 Chron 5:4; 35:3), especially the Kohathites
of the Levites, one of the three divisions of the tribe of Levi (Num
3:14-17), the priests had to cover the sacred objects first so that the
Kohathites might not touch them (Num 4:5-15).2* In Numbers 4:20
the Kohathites were not even to see the sacred objects for a moment.
The Kohathites served from the age of thirty up to fifty (Num 4:3).

A Handbook on Exodus, UBS handbook series/Helps for translators (New
York: United Bible Societies, 1999), 771. If imperative, then it would be
“ordain yourselves today . . . to bring a blessing upon you”; see Friedrich
Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch and Sir
Arthur Ernest Cowley, 2nd English ed. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 1910), 351.

Numbers 4 outlines different duties for the different sections of the tribe of
Levi.
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Holiness Demanded of the Priests

Holiness for Levitical priests was different from our idea of holiness.
For us, holiness is being imbued with supernatural charity compel-
ling us to engage the world to make it holy. We see this above all
in Christ who was a friend of gluttons and drunkards, tax collec-
tors and sinners (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34). Sinners felt comfortable ap-
proaching Christ (Luke 15:1). But for the Levitical priests, holiness
had much to do with the externals, and to be holy meant keeping
separate from the profane. This is evident in the temple where only
priests could enter the Holy Place and only the high priest could en-
ter the Holy of Holies.

The ordination of the Levitical priests required their holiness.
Ordination means being put in an order? and holiness was expected
of the order of the priesthood. Much more was expected of the high
priest, because Leviticus 4:3 says if he sinned he brought guilt on the
people. The holiness of the priesthood is emphasized in Leviticus 10,
holiness that must not be violated. Priests cannot violate the holiness
of the sanctuary, and if they do death will follow. Two of Aaron’s
sons, Nadab and Abihu, were consumed by heavenly fire because
they offered unholy fire to God (Lev 10:1-2).

The sanctity of those ordered in the priestly office was to be re-

spected by observance of specific laws in Leviticus 21-22. Laws for
all priests are in 21:1-9, and the more stringent laws for the high
priestare in 21:10-15, Bodily defects rendered a priest unable to offer
sacrifice but he could eat the priestly portions of the sacrifices (Lev
21:16-24). However, if the priest became impure he could not eat the
sacred food (Lev 22:4-9). The laws concerning ritual cleanness and
ritual uncleanness in Leviticus 11-15 are applied to priests in 22:4-9.
A priest was rendered impure through emission of seminal fluid (Lev
22:4; all men in Lev 15:16-18), so a priest had to maintain sexual
abstinence on the day he officiated at his sacred duties, and the time
of continence began at sunset the previous evening. Priests were also
to abstain from alcohol before their duties (Lev 10:8-9). Even when
ritually pure, priests were also to purify themselves when approach-
ing the altar by washing beforehand (Exod 30:17-21).

*  For a brief explanation of the etymology of “order” and “ordination,” see

Aidan Nichols, Holy Order: The Apostolic Ministry from the New Testament
to the Second Vatican Council (Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1990), 52.
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The holiness of the priesthood entailed the priests being given
different responsibilities from the Levites, seen especially in the
transport of the Ark of the Covenant when priests had to cover the
sacred objects so the Levites did not touch them. Sometimes those
who carried the Ark of the Covenant are specified as “the Levites the
priests” often translated as “the Levitical priests” (Josh 3:3, 8:33), a
phrase that has been much debated. In the remainder of Joshua 3, it
is the priests who are specified many times as the bearers of the ark.
When the ark was being transferred to Jerusalem by King David, the
oxen pulling the ark stumbled and Uzzah reached out and touched
the ark to steady it and he died beside the ark (2 Sam 6:6-7; 1 Chron
13:9-10), apparently because he was not a Levite and broke the pro-
hibition of Numbers 4:15.

There are other examples of different duties assigned to priests and
Levites. The Levites would have provided music at liturgies, but only
the priests would have blown the trumpets for special occasions (Josh
6:4, 8, 9, 13, 16; 1 Chron 15:24; 16:6; 2 Chron 5:12; 7:6; 13:12, 14; 29:26).
When King Hezekiah asked the Levites to sanctify the temple and carry
out the filth, only the priests went into the inner part of the temple and
brought out the filth and then the Levites took it to the Kidron brook
(2 Chron 29:15-16). After the Exile it was the priests rather than the
Levites who built the new altar in the reconstructed temple (Ezra 3:2).

God was the Levites’ Portion and Cup

The Book of Joshua reports the distribution of land among the tribes
after entering Canaan. The tribe of Levi received no share of the
land because the Lord was to be Levi’s inheritance (Josh 13:14; 18:7;
Num 18:20; Deut 10:8-9; 18:1-8; Ezek 44:28).> Not having land al-
lowed the Levites to be free to concentrate on their liturgical duties.
Psalm 16 makes most sense if understood as prayed by a Levite—for
example, “God is my portion and cup” (Ps 16:5). Most of the priests
lived in Jerusalem, but of the forty-eight cities given to the tribe of
Levi (Josh 21; Num 35:1-8) thirteen were given to the priestly fami-
lies (Josh 21:13-19). All priests left their cities to assist in the temple
in Jerusalem during the major feasts.

Since the Levites did not have land or its accompanying income,
they were to receive their income from serving in the temple. Deu-

3% Gen 49:5-7 offers an alternate explanation.



12 OLD TESTAMENT PRIESTHOOD

teronomy 18:1-2 states that all the tribe of Levi is to be supported
from the offerings to God and 18:3-5 explains the entitlement of
the priests. Priests were entitled to a part of every animal sacrificed
except the burnt offering. Leviticus 6-7 give the rules concerning
which parts of sacrifices may be consumed by the priests. They were
also entitled to the first fruits of grain, new wine, oil, and the first
wool after sheep shearing (Deut 18:4) and further priestly gifts are
listed in Numbers 18:8-19.

Numbers 18:21 states that the tithes were to go to the tribe of
Levi in return for their liturgical services. The tribe of Levi was also
to tithe from the tithe they received and give it to the priests (Num
18:25-28), so the priests received one percent of the produce. Other
offerings to be given to the priests are listed in Leviticus 27.

Duties of Levitical Priests

The priestly duties could be categorized in the three chief duties in
Deuteronomy 33:8-10—discerning God’s will, teaching the Torah,
and offering sacrifices. However, we could summarize the priests’
duties by simply saying they were obligated to keep all the people
conscious of being a priestly people before God.

The Levitical Priests’ Duty to Keep the People
Conscious of Being a Priestly People

When God offered the Hebrews the covenant through Moses, among
the promises God made was that if they would obey him they would
be to him a kingdom of priests (Exod 19:5-6). This meant Israel had
a duty to be priestly to other nations, to bring them to knowledge of
God. The holiness expected of Israel on their part, the separateness
they are to maintain that is the counterpart of the unique role given
them by God in his plan for the world, is expressed in many other
Old Testament passages: the people are holy to God (Deut 7:6; 14:2,
21; Jer 2:3); they are God’s possession (Deut 26:18). Jean Colson ob-
serves that the role of the Levitical priests was to ensure the people
remained conscious of being a priestly people and that they conduct-
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ed themselves as such to give glory to God.”” However, neither did
the people live up to this charge, nor did the priests help them. If we
take Isaiah 60-62 to refer to the Jews’ return from Babylon to Jeru-
salem after the exile, then in Isaiah 61:6 the prophet is looking to the
returning exiles to resume their priestly role among the nations once
again, as he tells them they shall be called priests of the Lord. Clearly,
between Exodus 19:6 and Isaiah 61:6 the priestly role of the people
had not been taken seriously—they endured shame (Isa 61:7)—and
their priestly role must be rekindled once again by God’s prophet.
The prophet prompts them once again to serve the nations spiritually
as God had originally planned for them in Exodus 19:6. An allusion
to Exodus 19:6 can be found in 2 Maccabees 2:17 in a letter from Jews
in Jerusalem to Jews in Egypt sharing the good news of the rededica-
tion of the temple after its desecration in 167-164 BC. Because of that
rededication, the letter expects the priestly promise of Exodus 19:6 to
be fulfilled in the people.

The Greek Old Testament distinguishes between the priesthood
of the people and the priesthood of the Levitical priests by employ-
ing different Greek vocabulary, with one exception. It is only in Isa-
iah 61:6 that the Greek Old Testament uses the same Greek word,
hiereus (lepebc), for the people as priests as it does for the Levitical
priests. In the other two instances in Exodus 19:6 and 2 Maccabees
2:17, which refer to “priesthood” rather than “priest,” the Septuagint
distinguishes between the Levitical priesthood and the priestly role
of all the people by utilizing different Greek words. The word hiera-
teuma (lepdrevpa) describes the priestly role of the people in Exodus
19:6 and 2 Maccabees 2:17, whereas hierateia (1epateia) describes the
priestly office of the Levitical priests, for example, in Exodus 29:9;
40:15.2% This distinction is disturbingly evident in Numbers 16. A re-
bellion led by a Levite named Korah against the leadership of Moses
in the wilderness was seen by Moses as Korah seeking the priest-
hood for himself (Num 16:8-10). Moses challenged Korah and his

#  Jean Colson, Ministre de Jésus-Christ ou le Sacerdoce de I'Evangile, étude
sur la condition sacerdotale des ministres chrétiens dans I’Eglise primitive,
Théologie historique 4 (Paris: Beauchesne et ses fils, 1965), 185.

This distinction between the Levitical priests and priesthood of the people
is only evident in the Greek Old Testament, not in the Hebrew. Exod 19:6
and Isa 61:6 both use the single word “priests” in the Hebrew, and 2 Macc
is only in Greek.





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































