STUDY 1

Christ Our Great High Priest

lan Pennicook

The implications of the opening doxology of Revelation 1:5-6 will occupy our
attention in this school:

To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, ®and made us to be a kingdom, priests
serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

As we go through the sessions we will possibly see that the matter of being a priestly
community is one which has received far less attention than it deserves, and it
deserves it because the themes which are opened up are really quite breathtaking. In
fact, these papers are only touching on a small part of the great range of material
which is in the scriptures and which today is being discussed by students of the word.
It is our hope and prayer that we and the church we serve will become more aware of
the high dignity of our calling and also of the level of responsibility that must attend
that calling.

Since that identification of the church as priests serving God is repeated in
Revelation 5:10 and 20:6 (where it is also noted that the priests are serving Christ), it
is hardly likely that the priestly role of the church should be taken lightly. The
question which will, therefore, initially concern us is simply this: Why are we
designated as ‘priests serving his God and Father’? Certainly there is the answer we
can derive from the Old Testament’s designation of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom’
(Exod. 19:6) and that, when wedded to other New Testament statements, is a valid
approach. But my question really intends to focus on another aspect, namely the
identity of the one who gives us our title and our role as ‘priests serving his God and
Father’:

I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the kingdom and the patient
endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.
"I was in the spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet ''saying,
‘Write in a book what you see and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to
Pergamum, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.’

">Then I turned to see whose voice it was that spoke to me, and on turning I saw seven golden
lampstands, "*and in the midst of the lampstands I saw one like the Son of Man, clothed with a long
robe and with a golden sash across his chest. '*His head and his hair were white as white wool,
white as snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished bronze, refined as in
a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of many waters (Rev. 1:9-15).
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John has received a ‘revelation of Jesus Christ’ (1:1). As it stands, the phrase ‘of Jesus
Christ’ could mean ‘concerning Jesus Christ’ and, indeed, it almost certainly does,
since so much of what is in the book of the Revelation is describing the various things
which Jesus has done, is doing and will do. But it could also mean ‘by Jesus Christ’,
meaning that he is the one who is passing on to John what God has given him. This
also seems certain as the language of 1:9—15 indicates that the one who is speaking is
‘one like [the] Son of Man’, which of course never refers to God.

‘I was in the spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a
trumpet’ (1:10). What could the first readers have understood by ‘a loud voice like a
trumpet’? All sorts of things might come to mind, though one suggestion is that what
lies behind the words is the gathering of the people of Israel at Sinai. Exodus 19:13,
16 and 19, apart from being the first three uses of ‘trumpet’ in the Old Testament, are
also in a highly significant context:

3

... “No hand shall touch them, but they shall be stoned or shot with arrows; whether animal or
human being, they shall not live.” When the trumpet sounds a long blast, they may go up on the
mountain.” "*So Moses went down from the mountain to the people. He consecrated the people, and
they washed their clothes. '>And he said to the people, ‘Prepare for the third day; do not go near a
woman.’

'®On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the
mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled.
""Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the
mountain. "*Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the LORD had descended upon it in
fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. '*As
the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in
thunder (Exod. 19:13-19).

The trumpet blast was awesome. The people had been told that to go on to the
mountain was forbidden but that when the trumpet sounded they may approach the
boundaries. The sound of the trumpet (which could be translated as ‘the voice of the
trumpet’) was also, by its sheer volume, an indication that the ‘atmosphere [was]
electric with Yahweh’s Presence’.! The trumpet blew and Moses and God would
speak to each other. The immediate context was that of the revelation of the character
of the LORD in the ten ‘words’ (Exod. 20:1-17; see 20:18 for ‘the sound of the
trumpet’). The character of the LORD was not incidental to the occasion, but it
determined the character of the people whom he had called to himself. Trumpets and
revelation, at this point at least, go together.

John turned to see the speaker, which is literally, ‘to see the voice’. Perhaps it is
not surprising to note that in Exodus 20:18 the people ‘saw the voice’.? There is
another occasion when the phrase appears, and that is in a Greek text of Daniel 7:11,
where the context is the judgement of the evil beasts and the coming of ‘one like a son
of man’ (Dan. 7:13, RSV).

When John looked, he saw ‘seven golden lampstands’ (1:12). At this point, as with
most others, we should perhaps not be deflected by the apparent imprecision in
John’s description. David Aune puts it this way:

I John 1. Durham, Exodus, WBC 3, Word, Waco, 1987, p. 271.
2 See David E. Aune, Revelation 1-5, WBC 52A, Word, Dallas, 1997, p. 87.
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This imagery suggests that a ‘temple’ is the ambiance for John’s vision, and it is likely that ‘the
seven torches of fire burning before the throne’ (4:5) are heavenly menorahs (at the very least they
should be understood as models for the menorahs used in the temple), which, like the one or ones
in the temple, were positioned to burn ‘before the Lord’ (Exod 27:21; Lev 24:2—4 cf I Kgs 11:36).
Since ‘menorah’ . . . is a technical term for the sacral lampstand or lampstands that stood first in the
wilderness tabernacle and later in the first and second temples, the main question for the interpreter
is whether the author intended these seven lampstands to be understood in that tradition.3

Although that is expressed in a somewhat technical way, it does add to the overall
picture of the scene being one on which the tabernacle and the temple were modelled.
Since the lampstands are also later identified with the seven churches (1:20), we
might be able to say that John is seeing the genuine sanctuary which was the original
on which the earthly representations in Israel were patterned. The seven churches (the
sevenfold, or complete church?) are united by the one who stands in their midst in the
great heavenly sanctuary.

This picture is filled out more when John describes the one he saw: ‘I saw one like
the Son of Man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash across his chest’.
First he is ‘like the Son of Man’, and in the New Testament that title is most often on
lips of Jesus when he is speaking of himself. Although the title appears often in the
Old Testament as a reference to men and women in their humanity, the most obvious
background for this use is Daniel 7 mentioned above. That person sums up in himself
all the saints (or, the holy ones) of the Most High and in him their dominion is
restored: ‘To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples,
nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion
that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed’ (Dan.
7:14). Consistent with Psalm 8:3-8, this regal person is the son of man who now
reigns, where once there had been abject defeat.

But of significance is the fact that this one like the Son of Man is dressed in high
priestly robes: he is ‘clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash across his chest’.
The word translated by ‘a long robe’* is only used here in the New Testament, though:

... 1in all but one of its seven occurrences in the LXX it is used in connection with the attire of the
high priest. The girdle of the high priest was made of fine twined linen and embroidered with
needle work (Ex. 39:29), while the girdle which gathered together the long robe of the exalted
Christ was of gold. Josephus, however, speaks of the priest’s girdle as being interwoven with gold.
This, plus the fact that high girding (‘at the breasts’) denotes the dignity of an important office,
suggests that this part of the description as well is intended to set forth the high priestly function of
Christ.>

When John describes the head and hair of Christ, ‘white as white wool, white as
snow’, we might be drawn back to Daniel 7, where it is said of the Ancient of Days
(God himself) that ‘his clothing was white as snow, and the hair of his head like pure
wool’ (Dan. 7:9). There it is God who is described that way, while here it is the Son
of Man, but that need not be a problem, since the Son of Man was always intended to
be the image of God. But that is speculation, and Mounce quotes Caird who:

3" Aune, Revelation 1-3, pp- 88f. (italics his).
4 nodnpng (podérés).
5 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, NICNT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 78.
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... wisely cautions against overinterpretation, noting that to track down the source of each
descriptive phrase and compile a catalogue would be ‘to unweave the rainbow’. John uses his
allusions ‘for their evocative and emotive power . .. His aim is to set the echoes of memory and
association ringing . ..to call forth from his readers the same response of overwhelming and
annihilating wonder which he experienced in his prophetic trance.”®

Of course, the language used does not precisely match anything with which people
may have been familiar from their various backgrounds. But it was not intended to do
so. All those earthly things were in fact intended to be representations and
anticipations of the great reality, which is the heavenly sanctuary, where Christ stands
as King and High Priest forever. John has been given to see that and so his work
expresses that sense of overwhelming wonder and awe. In fact he describes the effect
of his vision of Christ: ‘I fell at his feet as though dead’ (Rev. 1:17).

CHRIST OUR GREAT HIGH PRIEST

It is important to ask what is our response to knowing that Christ is our King and our
great high priest. What happened to John was far more than the effect of a powerful
emotional experience. He saw the truth of Christ, who he is and what he is doing, and
has described what he saw without explaining it; he just declares it. However, there is
another part of Scripture which does explain it and that is the Letter to the Hebrews.

Hebrews commences by declaring that God’s Son is the definitive revelation of
God. But he is also the definitive revelation of what Man is and the writer stresses this
by noting that the authority which was given to Man, ‘the son of man’ (Heb. 2:6,
RSV) at creation, with a view to the world to come, is only seen in Jesus (Heb. 2:5-9).

Adam was created to rule creation, to have dominion over all the works of God
(Gen. 1:26-28). But the writer has a more complex picture of Adam to present, for in
Genesis 2:15, when commanded to ‘till” and ‘keep’ the garden, Adam is actually
given priestly duties within the sanctuary of Eden. The two Hebrew words for ‘till’
and ‘keep’ are only used elsewhere in combination to refer to the duties of the Levites
(Num. 3:7-8; 8:26) to the duties of Aaron and his sons (Num. 18:5-6),7 so the first
readers of Genesis 2 would have probably recognised the words as being associated
with their experience of worship in Israel.

There was also Eden itself. It was a garden, but the language used indicates that it
was:

...a special place separated from the outside world, which is presumably very much like our
present world . . . [It was] separated from a world that needs to be brought under the dominion of
the divine rule, for which Eden is a model.

... Genesis 2:9-17 depicts what seems to have been a sanctuary situation, in which man as
priest/king worships in the sanctuary garden, the world center, which is Eden.8

6 Mounce, Revelation, p. 78.
7 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, WBC 1, Word, Milton Keynes, 1991, p. 67.
8 William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel, Baker, Grand Rapids, 2002, p. 19.
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To be a true human being demands that Adam is both priest in Eden and, under God,
its king.

A common image of a priest is one of the offering of propitiatory sacrifices,
turning away the wrath of an offended deity. For Adam at that point, that could hardly
have been the case. But there is far more to priesthood than that. Even the offerings
by Cain and Abel demonstrate the variety of sacrifices which Israel understood and
practiced. In Israel, and I am suggesting that the creation story is told using their
terms and expectations, priesthood was a most solemn matter. Isracl was God’s own
possession, chosen with a view to them being a kingdom and priests among the
nations. Within their life, then, there was the need for propitiatory sacrifices, that is,
there was the need for their sin to be dealt with and that on a regular basis. But that
propitiatory aspect was with a view to Israel then being the priestly community of
God. They were a holy people, set apart for him. Their inheritance, the land, was
intended to demonstrate to all the nations that the whole earth is the LORD’s along
with its fullness. What is more, the nations would see in Israel, that worship was far
more than a cultic activity. Worship was the whole of life. That is probably why so
much of the ‘Law’ contains regulations for everyday living, interspersed with more
‘religious’ details. For Israel, contrary to some modern rationalisations about the Law,
there was simply no separation between secular and sacred. In this way, at least, Israel
was to express the truth of what it is to be fully human.

In order to be the people of God, Israel itself needed a priesthood, as I have said, to
offer propitiatory sacrifices, but then to lead the nation in its worship. Because of their
weaknesses, the priests were to intercede for the people by their ‘tilling and keeping’
the sanctuary, the tabernacle and then the temple. All of this was because that was
what it was for Adam to be the priest in Eden and God would not see that purpose
fail.

Also, because the relationship of the man and the woman in the garden was
described by Paul as an anticipation or expression of Christ and his church, we can
also say that behind and conditioning the priesthood of Adam lay the great priesthood
of Christ. And John saw that. He saw Christ, the Son of Man and High Priest of the
heavenly sanctuary, which is where Revelation 21 brings us. Although the language is
basically that of Israel’s experience of priests and tabernacle, what we are seeing is
the wondrous reality which was expressed in that way.

Christ had to become fully Man in order to be a merciful and faithful high priest in
the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people (Heb.
2:17). But his high priestly role transcends anything in Israel. He is ‘a priest forever,
according to the order of Melchizedek’ (Heb. 5:6; Ps. 110:4). Melchizedek was king
of Salem and priest of the Most High God (Heb. 7:1) and as Christ is a priest forever
according to that order, he stands as one whose service will never need to be replaced.

The Levitical priests serve in a sanctuary which, by its limitations, cannot be
permanent, only a copy of the reality. But Christ entered into heaven itself, and the
sacrifice he offered on our behalf was himself, his own blood (Heb. 9:24-26). Now,
as high priest in the presence of God forever, he ‘always lives to make intercession
for [us]’ (Heb. 7:25; Rom. 8:34).

‘Intercession’ means that Christ stands as the permanent guarantee of our access to
God. He saves for all time those who approach God through him. To approach God
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without that intercession, as we have seen, is to bring death, as at Sinai (Exod. 19:13).
But with the intercession, we have a hope, substantial in faith, which enters into the
holy of holies itself (Heb. 6:19-20). There is another aspect of Christ’s intercession,
namely that of his standing between us and our accuser(s). That is the essence of
Romans 8, especially verses 33—34:

Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. **Who is to condemn? It is
Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes
for us.

It is not that Christ stands between us and God. He is not interceding with a view to
our acceptance but because of it! The accuser of the brothers has been cast down and
they have, therefore, conquered the accuser by the blood of the Lamb and the word of
their testimony to it (Rev. 12:10-11).

The beneficiaries of his sacrifice and intercession are not passive observers; they
are those whose consciences are purified once and for all through his blood in order
that they may worship the living God (Heb. 9:14). Some translations read ‘serve the
living God’, but the word which is used, Aatpevewv (latreuein), always refers to
service in a religious setting, the activities associated with worship. That means, then,
that being cleansed from a conscience which must of necessity accuse us of guilt, we
are restored to the worship for which we were created. To be ‘a new creation’ in
Christ includes that amazing aspect.

Hebrews also stresses that those who are cleansed by Christ are now sanctified.
That does not mean that they have achieved some standard of perfection in moral
matters.’ That they are sanctified means that they have been taken by God and made
his own, in order to be fully functional in worship.

This brief summary, while hardly doing justice to the grandeur of Christ’s minis-
try, does lead us to see that the work of the high priest was always with a view to the
whole community being engaged in worship. Aaron’s service permitted Israel to be
what they were redeemed to be:

Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, “but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom
and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites. (Exod. 19:5-6)

Revelation 1:9-15 seems to contain all of that in its imagery. But there is the
earlier confirmation:

... To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, ®and made us to be a kingdom,
priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen (Rev.
1:5-6).

This is not just the language of Israel at Sinai: this is what Israel at Sinai prefigured.
The Son of Man has restored the regal dignity of humanity and as high priest he has

9 Sanctification is not a process which follows after justification. It is the state of being separated by God for
himself. While we may grow in sanctification (cf. 2 Pet. 3:18) we cannot grow info it, as it is the result of being
liberated from sin and enslaved to God, which is totally the gift of God in Christ (Rom. 6:22).
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made us into the priesthood for which we have been created. He has done this by
washing us and freeing us from our sins by his blood. ‘By his blood’ is the way it
must be, since the pattern established in Israel is clear:

Moses consecrated Aaron and his sons as priests by sprinkling sacrificial blood on them (Exod.
29:10-21). The priestly nature of the whole nation is shown by the fact that Moses consecrated the
Israelites in precisely the same manner (Exod. 24:4-8).10

But we are not simply looking at a neat theological package; we are seeing our high
priest setting us apart for our priestly role with him. And our participation in his
ministry is so intimate that, having sanctified us through his propitiatory death, ‘he is
not ashamed to call [us] brothers’ (Heb. 2:11). Our high dignity does not only rest on
our being a priestly community, though that should never be minimised; it rests on
our being predestined to be conformed to the image of the Son, as brothers and sisters
of the firstborn, to whom alone belongs all the inheritance.

There is one aspect of Christ’s high priesthood which has not received as much
attention as the others above, and that is his role as the mediator of ‘the blessing’. If
we compare Genesis 1:22, 28 and 2:3 with Numbers 6:22-27 we might see that the
role of the high priest and his sons is to be mediators of the blessing of God. As such,
Adam was to pass on the blessing of the continuing sabbath to the whole creation. In
the same way all Israel will be blessed by God through the blessing of Aaron. But the
blessing of Israel was always with the blessing of the whole earth in view (Isa. 19:
24-25). Thus Paul sees his apostolic ministry as priestly and knows that he functions
‘in the fullness of the blessing of Christ’!! (Rom. 15:16, 29). Our high priest has
blessed us (cf. Luke 24:50-51), and therefore God has blessed us, with the whole
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3). And, as we will see later, the
blessing is in the heavenly places because that is where we are, along with our great
high priest.

10 G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, NIGNT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1999, p. 194.
11 Or, “the fullness of the blessing of the gospel of Christ’, cf. 1 Cor. 9:23.
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STUDY 2

The True Nature of Priesthood

Martin Bleby

THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST AND HIS PEOPLE

It is readily acknowledged that in the New Testament the word ‘priest’ (hiereus) is
not used of any individual official or functionary within the church. It is used only
(a) of Christ himself; and (b) of his people as a whole. Examples of each are as fol-
lows:

(a) Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of
Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his
flesh), and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a true heart in
full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies
washed with pure water (Heb. 10:19-22).

(b) But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order
that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous
light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received
mercy, but now you have received mercy (1 Pet. 2:9-10).

We note that both these examples relate centrally to the saving death of Christ and the
mercy of God that this has brought to us.

Since Christ and his saving gospel have come, and have brought finality in this
matter, any understanding of the true nature of priesthood must now be based solely
on this usage. Resort to any other alternate (pagan) or even precedent (Israelite) usage
of the term to form our understanding of true priesthood will be misleading or
confusing, and will diminish or distort our appreciation of what Christ has brought.
These other notions must now be seen in the light of Christ and his action with and for
his people, and be discarded or reinterpreted accordingly.

PAGAN NOTIONS OF PRIESTHOOD

We discard, then, any pagan shamanistic or mediumistic notions of priesthood as
contributing to our understanding of true priesthood. Such are enumerated in
Deuteronomy 18:
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When you come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you, you must not learn to imitate
the abhorrent practices of those nations. No one shall be found among you who makes a son or
daughter pass through fire, or who practices divination, or is a soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcer-
er, or one who casts spells, or who consults ghosts or spirits, or who seeks oracles from the dead.
For whoever does these things is abhorrent to the LORD; it is because of such abhorrent practices
that the LORD your God is driving them out before you. You must remain completely loyal to the
LORD your God. Although these nations that you are about to dispossess do give heed to sooth-
sayers and diviners, as for you, the LORD your God does not permit you to do so (Deut. 18:9—14).

We reject such attempts on the part of human beings to appease or cajole the deity
as we find among the prophets of Baal:

So they took the bull that was given them, prepared it, and called on the name of Baal from
morning until noon, crying, ‘O Baal, answer us!” But there was no voice, and no answer. They
limped about the altar that they had made . . . Then they cried aloud and, as was their custom, they
cut themselves with swords and lances until the blood gushed out over them. As midday passed,
they raved on until the time of the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice, no answer, and
no response (1 Kings 18:26, 28-29).

We join Paul’s appeal to the priest of Zeus and the crowd in Lystra after the
healing of a crippled man:

When the crowds saw what Paul had done, they shouted in the Lycaonian language, ‘The gods
have come down to us in human form!” Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes,
because he was the chief speaker. The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city,
brought oxen and garlands to the gates; he and the crowds wanted to offer sacrifice. When the
apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd,
shouting, ‘Friends, why are you doing this? We are mortals just like you, and we bring you good
news, that you should turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made the heaven and
the earth and the sea and all that is in them. In past generations he allowed all the nations to follow
their own ways; yet he has not left himself without a witness in doing good—giving you rains from
heaven and fruitful seasons, and filling you with food and your hearts with joy.” Even with these
words, they scarcely restrained the crowds from offering sacrifice to them (Acts 14:11-18).

We note the way that false and idolatrous misuses of priesthood can become
established even among God’s people, and the abuses that follow:

This man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and teraphim, and installed one of his sons,
who became his priest. In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right
in their own eyes . . . Then Micah said to him, ‘Stay with me, and be to me a father and a priest, and
I will give you ten pieces of silver a year, a set of clothes, and your living.” The Levite agreed to
stay with the man; and the young man became to him like one of his sons. So Micah installed the
Levite, and the young man became his priest, and was in the house of Micah. Then Micah said,
‘Now I know that the LORD will prosper me, because the Levite has become my priest.’

In those days there was no king in Israel . . . When the men went into Micah’s house and took
the idol of cast metal, the ephod, and the teraphim, the priest said to them, ‘What are you doing?’
They said to him, ‘Keep quiet! Put your hand over your mouth, and come with us, and be to us a
father and a priest. Is it better for you to be priest to the house of one person, or to be priest to a
tribe and clan in Israel?” Then the priest accepted the offer. He took the ephod, the teraphim, and
the idol, and went along with the people ... Then the Danites set up the idol for themselves.
Jonathan son of Gershom, son of Moses, and his sons were priests to the tribe of the Danites until
the time the land went into captivity. So they maintained as their own Micah’s idol that he had
made, as long as the house of God was at Shiloh (Judg. 17:5-6, 10-13; 18:1, 18-20, 30-31).
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Those who are in Christian ministry will not be unaware of these pressures and
tendencies.

THE PROVISIONAL NATURE OF ISRAEL’S PRIESTHOOD

The letter to the Hebrews makes plain that in the transition between the old covenant
and the new covenant there has been ‘a change in the priesthood’ and ‘a change in the
law’ (Heb. 7:12). The Aaronic priesthood, and the law which specified it, ‘has only a
shadow of the good things to come and not the true form of these realities’ (Heb.
10:1; cf. 8:5), and so by comparison is ‘weak and ineffectual’, making ‘nothing
perfect’ (Heb. 7:18-19; cf. 8:6—13). Hence, while it has many features that point to
and illuminate the priesthood of Christ and the priesthood of his people, as we shall
see, it cannot be determinative of this true priesthood. It relates to a provisional
situation that now has been replaced by its heavenly precursor and fulfilment.

A number of differences between the priesthood of Aaron (Levi) and the
priesthood of Christ are enumerated in the letter to the Hebrews, many of them
centring on the figure of Melchizedek:

o Aaron is temporary and mortal; Christ lives and 1s effective forever (7:3, 8,
15-17; 23-25).

. Aaron is inferior in status; Christ is superior, in receiving and giving (7:4—10).

. Aaron is from the tribe of Levi; Christ is from the (kingly) tribe of Judah
(7:13-14).

. Christ’s priesthood is confirmed with God’s oath; Aaron’s is not (7:20-22).

. Aaron has sin of his own; Christ has none (5:3; 7:26-28).

. Aaron’s ministry is repetitive; Christ’s is once for all (7:27; 10:1-18).

. Aaron ministers in an earthly sanctuary, made with human hands, pertaining to

this age; Christ ministers in the heavenly reality, pertaining to the age to come
(8:1-6; 9:1-12, 23-24).

. Christ’s offering entails the shedding of his own blood; Aaron’s of the blood
of calves and goats, not his own (9:13-14, 18-28).

. Christ’s ministry brings forgiveness of sins; Aaron’s cannot take away sins,
but rather is a reminder of the consciousness of sin (8:12; 10:1-18).

. Aaron serves the former covenant; Christ 1s the mediator of the new covenant
(8:6-7, 13; 9:1, 15; 12:24).

. Christ gives access to God in a way that was denied to Aaron (4:14-16; 9:6—

14; 10:19-22; 12:18-24; 13:10).

Those who wish to revert to an Aaron-type priesthood (as did those to whom this
letter was written, and as the church did increasingly and officially from at least the
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time of Clement in 95-96 AD!?), will tend to suffer from its limitations, and to
that extent will close people off from the advantages and benefits of the ministry of
Christ.

A number of the differences cited above overlap with each other. It is principally in
the matter of access to God that the marked difference lies. Aaron served in a
situation where, notwithstanding God’s determination to dwell among His people (as
in e.g. Exod. 29:43-46), nevertheless, on account of the sin of the people, this
dwelling was necessarily hedged around with stringent precautions and purified
buffer zones (as in e.g. Exod. 19:9-25; Lev. 15:31; 16:15-19, 33). Aaron, though
permitted to enter the Most Holy Place—he was the only person who was, and that
only once a year—yet with his children was still very much on the sinful side of the
divide, and was by no means an easy go-between (see e.g. Aaron’s pitiful part in the
affair of the golden calf in Exod. 32; the ‘unholy fire’ offered by his sons in Lev. 10;
and how he went into the sanctuary at peril of his life, Lev. 16:1-6, 12—13; Exod.
28:33-35). This is very different from how our access to God is spoken of once ‘the
curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom’ at the time of Christ’s death
(Mark 15:38), by virtue of which we now ‘have access to God in boldness and
confidence through faith in him’ (Eph. 3:12; cf. 2:18).

THERE IS ONE MEDIATOR

It is often assumed unthinkingly that priesthood implies mediation between God and
human persons. ‘A priest represents God to the people and the people to God’ is a
common sentiment. As if priests, with their privileged access, were able somehow to
be a go-between or middle person between God and humanity, moving freely between
them. We need to be wary of this. We have seen that Aaron and his sons were very
much on the sinful side of the divide. Aaron needed a mediator as much as the rest of
us do. The provisions for the priesthood and the tabernacle/temple and its activities in
the Old Testament appear to be more concerned with doing justice to the holiness of
God in the midst of a sinful and defiling people than with setting up a privileged caste
of an elevated character with special mediatory functions. When the priests offended
against that holiness, they were duly judged (as when the sons of Eli ‘were blasphem-
ing God’; see 1 Sam. 2:27-36; 3:11-14; 1 Kings 2:27; or when the unfaithful Levites
were demoted in Ezek. 44:10-14).

12 See 1 Clem. 40-44. Also the Didache, Tertullian (On Baptism 17), and Hippolytus (Refutation of All
Heresies, preface, ¢.200 AD). See D. A. Hubbard, ‘Priests and Levites’, in New Bible Dictionary, Second Edition,
IVP, Leicester, 1982, p. 972. See also John Chrysostym (about 400 AD), On the Priesthood; the very title being
‘an indication of a prevailing disposition in that age unduly to magnify the ministerial office by borrowing the
terms, and investing it with all the peculiarities, of the levitical priesthood’ (Preface, 1844 edition, translated by
Edward Garrard Marsh, published by Seeley, Burnside and Seeley, London). The unfolding of this tendency is
traced in Edward Schillebeeckx, Ministry: A Case for Change, trs. John Bowden, SCM, London, 1981. Note that
T. F. Torrance, in an attempt to come to an ecumenical understanding of the church and its ministry, entitles his
book Royal Priesthood: A Theology of Ordained Ministry (Second Edition, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1993), thus
still participating in and perpetuating the confusion: e.g. ‘Within the corporate priesthood of the whole Body, then,
there is a particular priesthood set apart to minister to the edification of the Body until the Body reaches the
fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:13)’, p. 81. Eph. 4:11 refers to apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers, but
not to priests as such.
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Nowhere in the Bible is the word ‘mediator’ used of Aaron, or of any priest. The
law is said to have been ‘ordained through angels by a mediator’ (Gal. 3:19; cf. Deut.
33:2; Acts 7:38, 53; Heb. 2:2). While angels are mentioned here, the ‘mediator’ would
appear to be Moses. The circumstances of Moses’ mediation arise from a sinful and
deficient situation, where the people are in fear of death after being addressed directly
by God (see Exod. 20:18-21). In Galatians 4 the need for a mediator in the case of the
law underscores the inferiority and subsidiary nature of the law, in relation to the
promise of the ‘offspring’ given directly from God. It also impugns the oneness of
God (see Gal. 4:20) and, by implication, His desire to be one with us in a direct
relationship (as in e.g. John 14:20, 23; 17:11, 20-26), rather than in a secondary way
or at one remove.

It follows from this that the true mediator must come, not as some kind of halfway
intermediary, but from the very oneness of God (as in John 10:30). This is how the
apostles speak of Jesus Christ (as in e.g. 1 Cor. 8:6; John 1:18; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3;
Rev. 7:17; Rom. 1:7; etc.). in particular:

For
there is one God;
there is also one mediator between God and humankind,
Christ Jesus, himself human,
who gave himself a ransom for all
—this was attested at the right time (1 Tim. 2:5-6).

There is no one else in this position, who can claim true mediatorship. Christ is the
one and only possible mediator—he is unique. In him alone priesthood and mediator-
ship coalesce.

All other true priesthood, then—both the Levitical priesthood in the Old Testament
and the priesthood of believers in the New Testament—cannot be mediatory of them-
selves. Their priesthood must relate to him as the one mediator. William Arthur writes
of the priesthood of believers:

The usual idea of priesthood is that of a power standing between man and God, through which
alone we may draw near and find mercy at his hands. But so far from any such characteristic
belonging to the ministry of the gospel, it is distinguished as being an office, the special labor of
which is to point each man direct to God, and to assure him that between him and the throne of
grace there is no power, visible or invisible, and no mediator but One to whom alike apostle,
evangelist, and the humblest penitent must look. True, all were not apostles, all were not
evangelists, all were not prophets; but, in the only sense in which any were priests, all were priests.
The one altar of the Cross, the one sacrifice of the Lamb, the one High Priest within the veil, were
alone to be named in any light of peacemaking with God. To all, the privilege of offering up the
sacrifices of praise and of prayer, of living bodies and of worldly goods, was equally open. No man
was made a depository or storehouse wherein spiritual favors should be laid up for the use of those
who might purchase or implore them at his hands. He was most honored who could most
successfully turn the trust of men away from all other advocates, and fix it upon the Son of God
alone.!3

13 William Arthur, The Tongue of Fire: Or, The True Power of Christianity, New and Revised Edition,
Methodist Book Concern, 1894, reprinted Wipf and Stock, Eugene, 2001, pp. 59f.
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THE TRUE POINTER

Having said this, we must note the extraordinary dignity of the priesthood in Israel,
as it betokens the coming priesthood of Christ. When Aaron’s priestly authority was
contested by the rebellious Israelites, it was Aaron’s rod that budded, blossomed
and fruited (Num. 17:1-11). God promised that, in the time of the Messiah, the
continuation of the Levitical priesthood, alongside the Davidic kingship, would be
as sure as God’s covenant with the whole of creation, and as integral to it (see Jer.
33:14-22).

The priestly tribe of Levi was chosen by God ‘to stand and minister in the name of
the LORD’ (Deut. 18:5). The priestly duties are summarised as follows:

Aaron was set apart to consecrate the most holy things, so that he and his sons forever should
make offerings before the LORD, and minister to him and pronounce blessings in his name forever
(1 Chron. 23:13).

There are a number of often surprising ways in which the priesthood in Israel
anticipated and pointed in some way to the true priesthood of Christ. Each one of
these would be worth a study on its own.

A Human Person Appointed by God

There are places where the writer to the Hebrews makes a positive comparison
between Aaron and Christ:

Every high priest chosen from among mortals is put in charge of things pertaining to God on their
behalf, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He is able to deal gently with the ignorant and wayward,
since he himself is subject to weakness; and because of this he must offer sacrifice for his own sins
as well as for those of the people. And one does not presume to take this honour, but takes it only
when called by God, just as Aaron was.

So also Christ did not glorify himself in becoming a high priest, but was appointed by the one
who said to him,
‘You are my Son,
today I have begotten you’;
as he says also in another place,
“You are a priest forever,
according to the order of Melchizedek’ (Heb. 5:1-6).

While it goes on to talk about the Sonship and eternity of Christ, the emphasis here is
on God’s appointment of one who became ‘like his brothers and sisters in every
respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to
make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people’ (Heb. 2:17).

The Bearer of Judgement and Guilt

In wearing the breastpiece and the turban into the sanctuary Aaron was symboli-
cally bearing the people and their sins before God:

So Aaron shall bear the names of the sons of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment on his heart
when he goes into the holy place, for a continual remembrance before the LORD ... thus Aaron
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shall bear the judgment of the Israelites on his heart before the LORD continually . . . Aaron shall
take on himself any guilt incurred in the holy offering that the Israelites consecrate as their sacred
donations; it shall always be on his forehead, in order that they may find favour before the LORD
(Exod. 28:29, 30, 38).

Jesus said of himself:

‘Now is the judgment of this world . .. And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all
people to myself.” He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die (John 12:31, 32-33).

So Peter said of Jesus:

He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross [or carried up our sins in his body to the tree], so
that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness (1 Pet. 2:24).

Something to Offer

Central to the function of the priesthood is to be the agent in the offering of a
sacrifice:

They shall be holy to their God, and not profane the name of their God; for they offer the Lord’s
offerings by fire, the food of their God; therefore they shall be holy (Lev. 21:6).

This is supremely so in the case of Jesus:

For every high priest is appointed to offer gifts and sacrifices; hence it is necessary for this priest
also to have something to offer (Heb. 8:3).

For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who
have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who
through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead
works to worship the living God! (Heb. 9:13—14).

The Death of the High Priest

With regard to the manslayer’s protection from the avenger of blood in the cities of
refuge, an unusual provision is made:

For the slayer must remain in the city of refuge until the death of the high priest; but after the death
of the high priest the slayer may return home (Num. 35:28).

Nowhere else is the death of the high priest used as such a marker. While no direct
reference is made to this in the New Testament, it fits with the significance of the
death of Christ himself as our high priest, especially as set out in Hebrews 9.

The Assembly of the Firstborn

The priestly tribe of Levi was taken by the Lord as a substitute for the firstborn of
Israel, who belonged to God, just as the whole of the firstborn of Israel had been
saved from the angel of death by the blood of the Passover lamb (see Exod. 12:12-13;
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13:1-2, 11-16; 22:29b; 34:19-20; Num. 3:11-13, 45; 8:5-19). Like all those who
were descended from Abraham through Isaac, the Levites would have known
particularly, and would have been a reminder to Israel, that their lives were forfeit to
God, and that they lived to Him only by virtue of a substitute sacrifice provided by
God. This applies no less to all who believe in Christ, who have come ‘to the
assembly [Greek ekklesia] of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven’ (Heb. 12:23).

The LORD Is Their Inheritance

The priestly tribe of Levi was distinguished from all the other tribes of Israel by the
remarkable fact that they had no land they could call their own:

The levitical priests, the whole tribe of Levi, shall have no allotment or inheritance within Israel.
They may eat the sacrifices that are the LORD’s portion, but they shall have no inheritance among
the other members of the community; the LORD is their inheritance, as he promised them (Deut.
18:1-2).

This points Israel towards an inheritance with God beyond that of the promised land
(consistent with Heb. 11:13—16). Jesus himself had ‘nowhere to lay his head’ (Matt.
8:20), and he not only looked forward to but actually inaugurated ‘the renewal of all
things’ (Matt. 19:28; see 26:29; Heb. 2:10; 12:2), in which it could be said:

See, the home of God is among [human people].
He will dwell with them,;

they will be his peoples,

and God himself will be with them (Rev. 21:3).

The Blessing of God

All of this, centred on the matter of atonement, is summarised by T. F. Torrance as
follows:

Aaron’s supreme function as high priest, bearing the iniquity of the people (Exod. 28:38; Lev.
10:17; Num. 18:1, 23; cf. Lev. 16:1f; Num 14:18f) was to ascend into the Holy of Holies once a
year on the Day of Atonement. At the risk of his very life and relying upon the blood of atonement,
in the strictest obedience to the divine ordinance, he was to make intercession for Israel, and to
receive the divine peace in a renewal of the Covenant. Then he returned from behind the veil to the
waiting congregation with the blessed ‘peace be unto you’, to put the Name of God upon them in
benediction (Num. 6:22f).14

There could be no higher calling than that given to Aaron:

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, Thus you shall bless the
Israelites: You shall say to them,
The LORD bless you and keep you;
the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you,
the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.
So they shall put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them
(Num. 6:22-27; cf. Gen. 1:28; 12:1-3).

14 Torrance, Royal Priesthood, p. 4.
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So Paul the apostle, in his ‘priestly service of the gospel of God, so that the offering
of the Gentiles may be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 15:16),
expected to come ‘in the fullness of the blessing of Christ” (Rom. 15:29)—the one
who himself, risen from the dead, ‘came and stood among them and said, “Peace be
with you”’ (John 20:19).

Priesthood and the Prophetic Word

It remains to be noted that priests, no less than prophets, were to be engaged in
speaking the word of the Lord:

Know, then, that I have sent this command to you, that my covenant with Levi may hold, says the
LORD of hosts. My covenant with him was a covenant of life and well-being, which I gave him;
this called for reverence, and he revered me and stood in awe of my name. True instruction was in
his mouth, and no wrong was found on his lips. He walked with me in integrity and uprightness,
and he turned many from iniquity. For the lips of a priest should guard knowledge, and people
should seek instruction from his mouth, for he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts (Mal. 2:4-7).

(See also Deut. 33:10; Ezra 8; 2 Chron. 15:3; Jer. 18:18; 5:31; Ezek. 7:26; and Micah
3:11 for this expectation, and the judgements that come upon neglect and abuses of
it.) This is important not just for Jesus as the one who is and speaks the word of God
(see John 1:18; 14:10), but also for all who exercise the ‘priestly service of the gospel
of God’ (Rom. 15:16), which is seen to be primarily an enworded ministry.

Priesthood and Kingship

There are strong intimations in the Old Testament also that priesthood would burst
beyond its Levitical bounds and be closely associated with kingship: ‘King
Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was priest of God Most High’
(Gen. 14:18). ‘David’s sons were priests’ (2 Sam. 8:18), even though they were of the
tribe of Judah. The ‘prince’ has a particularly enhanced function in the new temple of
Ezekiel’s vision (Ezek. 46:1-10). The strange prophecy of the crown(s)!> placed on
the high priest’s head (Zech. 6:9-14) speaks of priest and king together being in
‘peaceful understanding’ in the time of the ‘Branch’.

Thus in the New Testament the one who makes the sacrifice of himself is none less
than ‘the King of the Jews’ (John 19:19-22), ‘descended from Judah’ (Heb. 7:14),
‘the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star’ (Rev. 22:16). Equally
with himself, Jesus invested his disciples, in connection with their temple
responsibilities, with the freedom of the sons of the King (see Matt. 17:24-27: the
coin in the fish’s mouth), and claimed for them the immunities and privileges of the
Davidic king and the levitical priests with regard to the observance of the sabbath (see
Matt.12:1-8). Hence John is able to say:

To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests
serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen (Rev. 1:5-6).16

15 The Hebrew has ‘crowns’ in the plural, even though they are set on only one person’s head.
16 See further: Cyril Eastwood, The Priesthood of All Believers: An Examination of the Doctrine from the
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Priesthood and the World

When God introduced to the whole of Israel that they were to ‘be for me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:6), He prefaced it with the words ‘for all the
earth is mine’ (Exod. 19:5, RSV!7). Israel’s priesthood has to do with God’s
sovereignty over the whole earth and the fulfilment of His purpose for the creation.
Ultimately, priesthood cannot be contained within Israel. Any priesthood that is
within Israel will give way to that towards which it points:

For I know their works and their thoughts, and I am coming to gather all nations and tongues; and
they shall come and shall see my glory, and I will set a sign among them. From them I will send
survivors to the nations, to Tarshish, Put, and Lud—which draw the bow—to Tubal and Javan, to
the coastlands far away that have not heard of my fame or seen my glory; and they shall declare my
glory among the nations. They shall bring all your kindred from all the nations as an offering to the
LORD, on horses, and in chariots, and in litters, and on mules, and on dromedaries, to my holy
mountain Jerusalem, says the LORD, just as the Israelites bring a grain offering in a clean vessel to
the house of the LORD. And I will also take some of them as priests and as Levites, says the LORD.

For as the new heavens and the new earth,
which I will make,
shall remain before me, says the LORD;
so shall your descendants and your name remain.
From new moon to new moon,
and from sabbath to sabbath,
all flesh shall come to worship before me,
says the LORD (Isa. 66:18-23).

Paul appears to see his gospel ministry among the nations as a direct fulfilment of this

prophecy (see Rom. 15:16). Peter applies Exodus 19:6 to his readers (1 Pet. 2:9),

which no doubt included Gentiles as well as Jews. It is the world that is to be
reconciled to God:

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything

has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given

us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not

counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us (2 Cor.
5:17-19).

This is the true action of the royal priesthood.

APOSTOLIC PRIESTHOOD

P. T. Forsyth writes tellingly of what must constrain our priestly ministry in these
days:

In many directions it appears that for the hour the religious world is more engaged with man’s

Reformation to the Present Day, Epworth, London, 1960, e.g. p. 197.

17 NRSV has ‘Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’,
as if these were somehow in opposition. It seems to me that it is better that they be translated in congruence with
each other, as in the RSV.)
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contribution to God than with God’s contribution to man. This is the large interpretation of the
sectional phenomenon of ritualism. We find it no less in the humanism than in the ethicism of the
day. Erasmus, the earnest scholar, has taken the upper hand of Luther in the Christian tone of the
prosperous educated hour. It is the spirit of Erasmus that rules educated society and colours the
bench of bishops, who are scholars in Church history more than in the theology of Christian
experience. They may not like the priest who takes himself thoroughly in earnest, but they have
more sympathy with him than with the evangelical minister of the Word. To take extreme cases,
they would probably find themselves more at home with the meticulous Laud than with the mighty
Jonathan Edwards. They certainly are not able to cope, except by the aid or fear of the State, with
the priest who does strive to realise the despair of human guilt and deal seriously with it. Whoever
is to cope with the priest must follow him to the roots of human sin, only he must go deeper. A
humanist reformation is little more than reform; it is not regeneration. And it is regeneration that
the soul needs. But the Erasmic mind of the scholarly and pastoral clergyman misses the apostolic
priesthood and ministry of the Word. His altar is much more than his pulpit, his every day is a day
of trivial visitation, and he is more a director of consciences than a prophet of the amazing,
wrestling, living Word, which is hammer and fire upon the flinty rock of self-satisfaction. He tends
to confessions more than conversions. And for the mending of the Church he would remove abuses,
cherish a kindly, philanthropic Churchmanship, secure for the clergy a place midway between the
Catholic and the Puritan with the force of neither, cultivate a reverence which is half aesthetic and
good taste, soften dogma by ethical interpretations, and urge moral improvement in a spirit of not
too much zeal. He does not gauge as even the literary man does the great human tragedy; he knows
not the stung soul’s exceeding bitter cry, nor does he thrill to the world’s woe or the central chord
of expiation on the cross. He is institutional even more than ethical, and ethical more than
sympathetic or enthusiastic. He is quietly devout and subduedly active; but he has no burthen, and
he does not compel them to come in by the native compulsion of the Gospel word. He has never
truly reached the real marrow of Christian theology, the fundamental war of law and Gospel in the
history of the soul.18

We would do well to examine our own ministries in this light.

18 p T. Forsyth, Rome Reform and Reaction: Four Lectures on the Religious Situation, Hodder and
Stoughton, London, 1899, pp. 231-232, emphasis added. (With thanks to Mrs Elizabeth Rechner.)
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STUDY 3

Adam—Priest in the
Sanctuary of Eden

Hector Morrison

From Genesis 1:26 it is clear that Adam—and humanity—have royal status. They are
to ‘rule. .. over all the earth.” In Genesis 2, with a little exegetical digging, it seems
equally clear that Adam also had a priestly role within creation and, in particular, in
the garden of Eden. As Gordon Wenham says: ‘The garden of Eden is not viewed by
the author of Genesis simply as a piece of farmland, but as an archetypal sanctuary,
that is a place where God dwells and where man should worship him’.!® We consider
briefly some of the evidence that points to the garden of Eden being an ‘archetypal
sanctuary’.

EDEN AS ARCHETYPAL SANCTUARY

God Walks in the Garden

It would appear from Genesis 3:8 that it was the Lord’s custom to walk in the
garden in the cool of the day. The Hebrew for ‘cool’ is ruach. This is the same word
used in 1:2 to designate the Spirit of God. By his Spirit, then, the Lord was present in
the garden. And it looks as if he was in the habit of walking and talking with Adam at
such times. The very same form of the Hebrew verb as is used here for walking is
used elsewhere in the Pentateuch to describe the presence of God walking among his
people in the tabernacle. For example, in Leviticus 26:12 the Lord makes this promise
to Israel: ‘I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people’ (see
also Deut. 23:14; cf. 2 Sam. 7:6-7). The Spirit was present as the God of Adam and,
indeed, of all humanity, communing with humanity in Adam.

Tree of Life

The tree of life was probably symbolic of the life which God held out to Man in the
garden. Trees as symbols of life are well-known in the Bible, both in Israel and also in

19 Gordon Wenham, ‘Sanctuary Symbolism in the Garden of Eden’ in R. S. Hess and D. T. Tsumura (eds),
[ Studied Inscriptions from before the Flood, SBTS, vol 4, Eisenbrauns, Winona Lakes, 1994, p. 399.
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pagan religions. This is not least because they remain green throughout the summer
drought as their roots go deep into the soil in search of water (e.g. Ps. 1:3; Jer. 17:8).
As symbols of life, they were also often associated with places of worship both for
pagans, and also for the patriarchs (e.g. Gen. 13:18; Deut. 12:2). That in itself may
point to the garden being a sanctuary.

Moreover, some scholars suggest that the lampstand (menorah) in the tabernacle
was in the form of a seven-branched tree—the tree of life. In the tabernacle the priests
had access to that tree-shaped light, just as Adam had access to the tree in the garden.
Indeed, it was that light that enabled the priests to do their work in the holy place.
I wonder if this is not part of what the psalmist had in mind when he wrote Psalm
36:7-9: ‘How priceless is your unfailing love! Both high and low among men find
refuge in the shadow of your wings. They feast in the abundance of your house; you
give them drink from your river of delights. For with you is the fountain of life; in
your light we see light.’

The River

The fertility and life of the garden was due to the river mentioned in Genesis 2:10.
It was this river that ‘watered’ the garden; that sustained, renewed and refreshed the
life of the garden. But verse 10 also tells us that this river ‘flowed from Eden’. The
picture that we have here is of the life-giving river of God flowing out from the
temple of God into the rest of the world. The river moved out beyond the garden of
God, beyond Eden to the territories round about it, bringing its life—the very life of
God—with it as it went. And that is a pattern that we find repeated in various places
in scripture, and that will be taken up in other studies in this school. Obvious
examples are Ezekiel 47:1-12 where the river flows from the temple; and Revelation
22:1ff. where the river flows from the throne of God and the Lamb. But this reality is
also found in Psalm 46:4-5: ‘There is a river whose streams make glad the city of
God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. God is within her, she will not fall;
God will help her at break of day.” The River is none other than the life-giving
presence of the living God—he is the source of all life on earth; in the entire
universe—the River of God’s Spirit: that River that still waters the New Testament
temple (cf. 1 Cor. 3:16; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21-22) and flows from us to give life to
the world (cf. John 7:38f.: “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said,
streams of living water will flow from within him.” By this he meant the Spirit . ..")

Other significant parallels between Eden and later sanctuaries are found in
Genesis 3:24. Once the first human couple were driven from Eden because of their
disobedience we are told that God ‘placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden
cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of
life’. This verse raises a number of parallels with later sanctuaries.

Guarded by Cherubim

Cherubim were the traditional guardians of holy places throughout the Ancient
Near East. In addition, in Solomon’s temple two cherubim guarded the holy of holies
(1 Kings 6:23-28). Also, pictures of cherubim were embroidered into the curtains of
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the tabernacle (cf. Exod. 26:31). In this way the dwelling places of God on earth were
designed according to the pattern of his heavenly dwelling place. In the tabernacle
and temple the images of the cherubim represented the living cherubim in the
presence of God in heaven. There is a sense in which Eden, therefore, was even more
like the heavenly dwelling place of God than either the tabernacle or the temple, since
the cherubim in Genesis 3 would appear to be living beings.

Entrance on the East Side

In Genesis 3:24 we are told that the cherubim were positioned at the east side of
the garden. Why was this? Presumably, because that’s where the entrance to the
garden was. This was the case also with the tabernacle and the Jerusalem temple at a
later time. The one entrance to the garden was in exactly the same position as the one
entrance to Israel’s later temples.

Guarded by a Flaming Sword

There is little doubt that this symbolised the judgement of God falling on anyone
who would seek entrance to the garden. Now, at a later time in the tabernacle, the first
item of furniture that the Israelites met on entering the tabernacle courtyard was the
altar of sacrifice. In other words, no-one could get beyond the entrance without blood
being shed; without death occurring; without the judgement of God falling; without
the wrath of God burning. Only, in Israel, God made provision for a substitute animal
to fall beneath the sacrificial knife, in the place of its owner.

In these and others ways, the garden of Eden, which Ezekiel 28:14 teaches us was
on the ‘holy mount of God’, can be considered as an archetypal sanctuary, like the
temple that later stood on the ‘mountain of the Lord’ in Jerusalem.

ADAM AS PRIEST IN THE SANCTUARY OF EDEN

But for our purposes in this session, I want us to focus on the vocabulary used to
describe the activity of Adam in the garden. In Genesis 2:15 we learn that he was ‘to
work it and take care of it’. Now the Hebrew verb for ‘work’ used here
(‘abhad/ ‘avad) can be used of cultivating the soil. And there is no doubt that that was
part of Adam’s task. He was to be a gardener or farmer, thus imaging his Father who
had planted the garden (cf. Gen. 2:8). However, this word ( ‘abhad/ ‘avad) is also the
normal Hebrew word meaning ‘to serve’. From that we can say that Man was placed
in the garden not to be served but to serve. He had a servant role—even though, as we
see from chapter 1, he was a king. This is a reminder to us that all true leadership is
servant leadership. The Hebrew word ‘abhad/ ‘avad is also used often in the religious
sense of serving God (cf. Deut. 4:19). In particular it is used especially of the
tabernacle duties of the Levites (cf. Num. 3:7-8), so already points in the direction of
priestly activity.

The other Hebrew verb for ‘take care of’ (shamar) is most commonly used for
observing/keeping religious commands and duties (e.g. Gen. 17:9: ‘you must keep my
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covenant’; Lev. 18:5: ‘Keep my decrees and laws’). It is clear from this that one of
the principal ways in which Adam was to ‘care for’ the garden was by ensuring that
he himself kept the laws of God. In particular he was to keep the command
highlighted in Genesis 2:17: ‘you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil, for when you eat of it you shall surely die’. Not only so, but it looks as if he
was to teach this law to the rest of humanity. In Genesis 3 it becomes clear that he
fulfilled this function as far as Eve was concerned. And this would certainly be in line
with one of the main tasks of the priesthood in Israel—the teaching of the torah/law.

This second word in Hebrew (shamar) can also mean ‘guard’. Interestingly, it is
used in this sense in 3:24 where the cherubim guard the way to the tree of life. The
cherubim guard the garden against intruders. It looks very much as if that had been
part of Adam’s role too, as it was the task of the priests and Levites at a later stage
(e.g. shamar is used in 1 Chron. 9 of the priests and Levites who acted as
‘gatekeepers’, ensuring that nothing and no-one unclean would enter the courts of the
temple). Adam, then, was to guard the garden against infiltration by anything false/
counterfeit/untrue. He was to guard against anything that would draw humanity away
from true worship and service. He was to guard the garden against the perversion of
the Father’s word/law. He was to guard against anything that would draw humanity
away from the path of obedience to the words the Father had spoken. As such it was
Adam’s duty to guard the garden against the entrance of that which would bring
‘death’.

Now in the rest of the Pentateuch, the only place where these two Hebrew words
are found together is in descriptions of the work of the priests and the Levites in and
around the tabernacle. For example, in Numbers 3:5-10 the Levites are given the task
of ‘doing the work of the tabernacle’ and ‘tak[ing] care of all the furnishings of the
Tent of Meeting’. That suggests strongly that we are right to think of Adam in
Genesis 2 in a priestly role.

Adam’s Priestly Service

But what did Adam’s priestly service consist of in the garden of Eden? I think we
can readily say that it included every aspect of his work in the garden. That included
his maintenance of the garden, his protection of the garden, etc. Until the moment of
his disobedience, his whole life and activity in the garden could be regarded as
priestly. In the words of Romans 12:1, he offered his body as a living sacrifice, holy
and pleasing to God. That was his ‘spiritual act of worship’. Every moment, every
day, he tested and approved the Father’s will. And for Adam, as for Paul so much
later, it was ‘his good, pleasing and perfect will’.

His whole life was his worship. He dug the garden to the glory of God; he studied
the animal and plant life to the glory of God; he ate from the trees and drank from the
river God provided—all to the glory of God; he looked for a wife to the glory of God;
and when God provided him with that wife, Adam then went on to sing love songs to
Eve to the glory of God; he enjoyed God’s Sabbath to the glory of God; etc. All his
work and service in the garden; all his activity and Sabbath rests; all his maintenance;
etc.—it was all priestly activity and all as the Lord had intended it to be.
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And I think that these are truths that we need to learn afresh and grasp afresh in the
Christian Church today. For there is a very real sense in which Paul in Romans 12:1f.
exhorts us to be priests, and a priestly community in everything we do. Now that
doesn’t mean that we are only to have Christian friends and only to be involved in
church activities. Rather, everything we do is to be done in the presence of God, as
unto God, and for the glory of God. And that includes all the otherwise ‘boring’
routines of life at home or at work. We are to be priestly not just on Sundays. We are
to be priestly at the kitchen sink, at the office desk, in the classroom, at the football
match, etc.

If I understand what Paul is saying in Romans 12:1 properly, what he’s calling for
is a whole mind-set that sees that everything we do in life is worship; everything we
do in life is our Christian service: in church, at home, in school, at work, in the
neighbourhood, etc. etc. In everything that our bodies and minds engage in day by
day, we are to be priestly, living for the glory of God. In other words there is no
distinction between the sacred and the secular. To the pure, all things are pure. For the
Christian, the whole of life is ‘sacred’, lived out in the great temple of creation.

Adam’s Failure

Adam’s priestly service consisted of every aspect of his work in the garden, but
sadly we are all aware of the tragic story of how Adam failed in this priestly service.
He failed to ‘care for’ the garden. In particular, he failed to ‘keep’ the law of God
revealed in the garden, and ended up being ‘served’ the fruit of the forbidden tree by
his wife, rather than ‘serving’ the garden by not eating it. He also failed to ‘guard’ the
garden against infiltration by the serpent, the ‘father of lies’, and all the falsehood that
he brought with him. In particular, he failed to correct Eve’s re-interpretation of
God’s law.

This is a failure Adam shared with the priestly nation of Israel, and with the
priesthood within Israel, with the result that another Priest needed to come, Jesus
Christ. He fulfilled the priestly office perfectly. He served the Lord faithfully unto
death, by keeping the law in all its fullness himself and bearing the sanctions of the
law broken by his people; and also by teaching the full meaning of the law. He also
‘guarded’ his own soul and the new creation against infiltration by the evil one.

And I believe that this is a major part of the background against which we must
understand the story of Jesus in Gethsemane. There the Second Adam found himself
in a fruitful garden on the Mount of Olives. For Jesus it was clearly a place of
temptation; a place where he needed to be on his guard, lest he succumb to the strong
temptations he faced, in particular the temptation to listen to the lie and to the father
of lies.

How did Jesus seek to cope under this temptation? One of the main things he did
was to pray. He covered his situation in prayer. He watched and prayed. Prayer was
one of the main spiritual weapons which he used. He prayed with earnestness, with
perseverance and in a spirit of submissiveness: ‘not as I will, but as you will” and
‘your will be done’ (Matt. 26:39, 42). And so the Second Adam succeeded where the
first failed. He proved himself to be the King—Priest of creation in his submissiveness
to the Father’s will and word.
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How different were the disciples. They showed themselves to be no different from
Adam. Christ had warned them to ‘watch and pray’ that they might ‘not enter into
temptation’. Sadly, they did not watch—their weak flesh was so tired and exhausted
that they just hadn’t got the strength to watch. They did not guard themselves in
preparation for the temptation ahead of them. They did not even pray (‘lead us not
into temptation’). With the result that when the temptation came they were afraid;
they fell; they denied the Saviour; they ran; they were scattered.

YET in Gethsemane 1 think we have to understand that what Christ did was
representative of all his people. He watched for us as well as for himself. How
different he was from Cain. Remember how Cain somewhat angrily asked, ‘Am I my
brother’s keeper?’ Christ was and is our keeper. He watched for Peter, as Luke
(22:31-32, ESV) reminds us: ‘Satan demanded to have you . . . but I have prayed for
you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your
brothers.” So he watched/guarded for us too.
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STUDY 4

Creation and Worship

Noel Due

There are many passages that indicate the whole of the creation exists to bring glory to
God, i.e. to worship and serve him. While the role of humanity—as we will see—is
crucial for the worship of creation to attain its goal, there are plenty of indications that
creation itself (in its entirety) is built for worship. Some examples of this can be seen in
the passages that portray creation exalting in the glory of God (e.g. Ps. 19:1ff.; 96;
98:71f.; Isa. 35:11f.; 44:23; 55:12—13); while in the Book of the Revelation, the central
scene of the throne room in Heaven (Rev. 4-5) shows worship resonating out from the
centre, gathering up all of the elements of creation, and returning in a powerful
crescendo to God. The creation is seen to be at its pitch in the worship of God.

It is clear that the creation is neither freestanding nor self-serving. The whole of the
created universe (both sentient and non-sentient elements) hinges on the word of God
for its continued existence, and such existence is not simply that it should ‘exist’. It has
a goal, and God is the sovereign ruler of the creation, to bring it to its telos.

The telos 1s the subject of other papers, but put simply we can (I trust) agree that all
things will be summed up in the Son, all enemies will be finally subdued, and we with
unveiled face will behold the glory of God. Every element of the creation will be freed
from its slavery to corruption and decay, rising to full fecundity, with such fruitfulness
secured eternally. All elements of the creation will cry, ‘Glory!’, as the earth will be
filled with knowledge of the glory of God, as the waters cover the sea (Hab. 2:14;
cf. 2 Cor. 4:6). Nothing unclean will enter, and no hurtful or evil thing will ever again
disturb the holy sanctuary. It will be the telos of worship, pure and undefiled.

From Romans 8 we know that this final goal is related to the glorification of
redeemed humanity. The liberty of the creation is inseparable from the liberty of the
glory of the sons of God. The current state of the creation is one of groaning and travail,
matching the groaning and travail of the sons of God, as we wait for the redemption of
our bodies, the final consummation of our adoption. This is not a ‘cooling of our heels’
time until the real action begins! It is important to see that the current action of God is
that of temple building, with the whole redeemed community becoming the dwelling
place of the Spirit (Eph. 2:19-22). Thus the telos is not an aggregate of individuals but a
divine community, fully indwelling God as he fully indwells them, each fully members
of the other as all are fully members of him in and through the Son. The whole
community will be conformed to the image of the Son as a community, in all its
relations and acts. In this way, then, the life and action of the community will be one
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with the life and action of the Son, so that the telos is an active and ongoing
participation in the works of the Son, which the Father has prepared for us to walk in.

Implicit in this picture of the felos is the fact that creation has been formed to bring
glory to God by serving him, being the arena for the display of his holy nature and
character. However, this could never be without reference to Adam, who has been made
(from the adama) in the image and likeness of God to rule over the creation. The
creation displays the glory to Man, and Man—as the image and likeness of God—
displays the glory of him to creation, not least to its sentient elements. It would seem
that God has tailored the worship of the sentient elements of creation for humanity to
lead. The angelic host serve the heirs of salvation, and they (the heirs) will rule over
them (1 Cor. 6:3; cf. Rev. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6; 22:3-5), though clearly under the authority of
the throne of God and the Lamb. This was so for the Last Adam, and will be so for the
redeemed community who will be conformed to his image.

We know from Romans 1:18-32 that the revelation God brings to us through the
creation is neither received nor understood by fallen humanity, which suppresses the
truth of God in deeds of unrighteousness. In particular, in this passage we see that our
suppression of the truth consists in our exchange of worship. In that exchange, the
creation itself is led into bondage and we, as the pinnacle of creation, neither hear its
message of glory, nor convey the truth of the glory of God to it. In worshipping the
creature rather than the creator, we lose our dignity and creation’s purpose is upended. It
is forced to become (for us) an end in itself, which is something that it could never be.
No matter how much we consume from (or of!) the creation we are never satiated, since
our fullness was never meant to be from it, but in the one who made all things. Indeed,
he gives joy in the midst of our feasting (e.g. Acts 14:17), but we misconstrue this to
believe that the joy comes from the harvest itself.

If we add to these observations the facts that Jesus (as the Last Adam) has fulfilled
the mandate given to the first Adam; and that through him the whole of the creation
(including redeemed humanity) exists to the praise of the glory of the Father’s grace;
and that the telos for the Father’s adopted family is that they will be conformed to the
image of the Son; then we can see that the creation must be led in its worship. It is
neither freestanding nor self-perfecting.

This i1s, in fact, what the Son does. He leads the whole of creation in worship, and
this 1s first and foremost in redeeming a kingdom of priests to God. We, who by grace
are destined to be glorified as ‘God’s peer community’ in the Son (to use Geoffrey
Bingham’s phrase), will come to our full goal in him, to the glory of God the Father and
to the total experience of our being his blessed family. As part of the creation, we are
led to worship in the Son; and we, as the completed image of God in him, will
participate in leading the creation in its worship in the Son, to the Father, by the Spirit.

This all leads us to the place where we take up more directly the theme of the
previous session. What does it mean for Adam to lead creation in worship? If we allow
that the tabernacle and temple were images of the Edenic sanctuary (which itself was in
the image of the heavenly—see Heb. 8:5), one of the elements inherent in this
description is that these (the central worship sanctuaries) were the places where the will
of God was to be done in every detail. Israelite worship was prescribed, with the whole
cultus itself and the wider culture of the nation (e.g. as we see it associated with the
sabbaths and the pilgrimage feasts) being given to Israel by God. The places of worship
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were to be the places where his will was done. This, of course, provided a stark contrast
with the worship on the high places! The priests, then, were to lead the cultus and watch
over the practice and life of the temple, so that the Lord’s name would be honoured by
his word being kept. (This, of course, has implications for our understanding of Jesus as
both the cleanser of the temple and the builder of a new temple, with a new priesthood,
over which he presides as the Great High Priest.)

We would be awry in construing the image and likeness of God in reductionist terms,
but it is clear that at least one element of the image is the capacity to rule. This may be
seen, for example, in the proximity of the concepts in Genesis 1:26 and in the distinctive
nature of the command (word) addressed to Man in 1:28. In addition, we find the idea
supported in Hebrews’ exegesis of Psalm 8 (in Heb. 2), especially when linked to the
statements about the Son in Hebrews 1:1-4. Naturally, this ruling could not be anything
other than the reign and rule of love, since God is love and this is the nature of the
kingdom.

It goes without saying that the mandate given to Man could not be fulfilled without
the empowering presence of God (i.e. his blessing). God created Adam in order that
Adam might be filled with the Spirit. Not only is this evident in the order of the creation
accounts, but the Last Adam makes this inescapably clear in his own incarnation, life
and ministry, death and resurrection; all of which he accomplished by the power of the
Spirit. However, as the Ascended Adam, he also pours out the Spirit on his people, so
that the nations may receive the promise made to Abraham, by faith. The church is thus
the Spirit-engifted, royal and priestly community. In receiving the Spirit, the church
receives the blessing of God, such blessing being his own presence, with his face
(panim) shining on us, and with his presence thus accompanying us, as we are baptised
by the Spirit into the Son.

Adam’s priestly role lies in his being the apex of the creation and so being the
completion (in and through the Last Adam) of the whole unified structure. The
command to fill the earth and subdue it originally contained no suggestion of rebellious
creation, but rather the extension of the boundaries of Eden. In extending the boundaries
of the sanctuary to the ends of the earth, and in filling that extended sanctuary, the
nations in Adam (Acts 17:22-28; cf. Deut. 32:8) were to be worshipping communities
(so Matt. 28:18-20; Rev. 22:1ff.). This ties in with a later study, where the apostolic
ministry of the gospel is spoken of in terms of worship, as the nations are brought to the
obedience of faith. In proclaiming the gospel we are participating in the establishment of
worshipping nations, who will live eternally to the praise of the glory of his grace. The
unity of the nations redeemed in the Son stands in contrast to the false unity of the
nations in their rebellion (as seen, for example, in Gen. 11:1-9). Such rebellious action
is disarmed by the power of the Cross, through which God will unite all things to
himself.

Ministry School 2006 « New Creation Teaching Ministry « www.newcreation.org.au

27



Calling on the Name of the Lord

In contrast, what had caused sinful and rebellious men to call on the name of the
Lord? What caused them to worship Yahweh? It is God himself who through his
word caused his people to call on him. Jeremiah wrote to God’s people in exile:

Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me,
you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the LORD
(Jer. 29:12—14a).

What an incredible promise by Yahweh himself, ‘I will let you find me’! As for
Israel, so for the human race exiled from Eden. It is obvious that God still loves fallen
humanity and cannot bear his people to be away from him. God’s purpose for
mankind cannot be thwarted. His words of judgement and especially of promise
spoken in the Garden followed them from one generation to another and did not let
them alone. But we need to know one important thing. It was not a matter of Seth and
Enosh and their families working out their own salvation by calling on the name of
the Lord. They worshipped him because in his great grace God had caused them to
find him. They called upon his name only because God had called them to himself.
Like Israel much later it was the Lord who had established them as his holy people
who would be known as those who are called by the name of the Lord (Deut. 28:
9-10). Their act of worship is really an expression of his own action. Such is the
wonderful and endless grace of God.

THE LINEAGE OF WORSHIPPERS

Immediately after the Fall, both justice and grace are turned towards fallen man. The
judgements are shown in the curses pronounced; the grace of God for mankind lies
implicitly in the curse upon the Serpent. In the curse upon the primal couple, the key
functions of the mandate of Genesis 1:26-28 of multiplying and filling the earth, the
keeping and tilling, the ruling and subduing, are all accompanied by pain, suffering,
hard labour, and ultimately physical death and decay. In the curse upon the Serpent
lies the divine promise of ultimate victory over the Serpent and his seed. The promise
is that one day, somehow, out of the human race a fatal blow will come which shall
crush the head of the Serpent. Note the divine initiation in the work of deliverance.
The emphasis rests on the pronoun: God says, ‘/ will put enmity’. God’s promise is to
the effect that he will keep up the enmity in the line of human generations and will not
allow it to die out. Fallen man would know that through God’s divine power and
grace he would bring out of the human race victory over Satan. Satan may seem to
have stolen true worship, but his degree of success is defined by the promise of
Genesis 3:15.

Upon expulsion from the Garden the primal couple were therefore not completely
devoid of hope. In the first place they had experienced God’s gracious provision of
clothes despite their sin and they trusted in God’s grace and power to bring deliver-
ance from their enemies: sin and the evil one. This is borne out upon the birth of Adam
and Eve’s third son Seth. Eve exclaimed, ‘For God has appointed another seed for me
instead of Abel, whom Cain killed’ (NKJV). There is a clever word play relating to
Seth’s name. ‘Seth’ (Sef) connotes the word Sa#/li in Eve’s statement, ‘God has
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appointed another seed [child, offspring] for me instead of Abel’. This suggests that
this son was ‘appointed’ by God as a replacement for Abel. He is Eve’s ‘seed’ which
reminds immediately of Genesis 3:15 and the longing for the promised deliverer.
Moreover, both his name and the verb come from the root saf, which can also mean
‘foundation’. This suggests Seth’s future role in establishing the line of the seed that
will crush the serpent’s head.*! Abel was called a man of faith, a righteous man,
whose worship was acceptable to God (Heb. 11:4). From the very beginning God
established a lineage of men and women who offered true worship to him. They were,
like Abel, people of faith who firmly believed in the Word of God that promised to
deliver them from the evil one, whose dastardly work had been revealed so quickly.
Then in the time of Adam and Eve’s son Seth and grandson Enosh, ‘men began to call
on the name of the LORD’ (Gen. 4:26, NRSV). The NIV has the alternate reading,
‘men began to proclaim the name of the LORD’. Seth named his son Enosh, which
means ‘man’. The Hebrew meaning suggests ‘frailty’.#> Seth had come to realise
men’s inherent weakness and mortality, so he gave his son a name indicative of this
truth. ‘It is when we discover our real nature, our frailty—when we discover that we
are creatures of need—that we finally discover who God really is.’43 In contrast to
Cain who built a city for security, Seth and his family turned eagerly to their God in
regular, public worship. So ‘the face of the Church began distinctly to appear, and that
worship of God was set up which might continue to posterity’.#* This is such a
miracle of grace that God would raise up a single family in which the worship of God
arose. Despite the downward spiral of human sin, a line of true worshippers was
preserved from Seth through to Enoch, Noah and then Abraham.

When Abram pitched his tent east of Bethel, ‘he built an altar to the LORD and
called on the name of the LORD’ (Gen. 12:8, NIV). After his sojourn in Egypt Abram
returned to Bethel, ‘There Abram called on the name of the LORD’ (Gen. 13:4, NIV).
After Abraham had made a treaty with Abimelech, he ‘planted a tamarisk tree in
Beersheba, and there he called upon the name of the LORD, the Eternal God’ (Gen.
21:33, NIV). Like father like son, in Beersheba, ‘Isaac built an altar there and called
on the name of the LORD’ (Gen. 26:25, NIV). In all of these references the expression
‘to call on the name of the LORD’ means to worship him. This was evidently done by
sacrificing on the altar that had been built for that purpose and by prayer to God in
connection with such worship.

Moses proclaims, ‘What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the
way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to him?’ (Deut. 4:7, NIV). Then
there is the famous incident on Mount Carmel in Elijah’s contest with the 450 Baal
priests. Elijah called on the name of Lord:

O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in
Israel . . . Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so that this people may know that you, O LORD, are
God (1 Kings 18:36-37, NRSV).

41 Noel Due, Created for Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You, Mentor, Fearn, 2005, pp. 51-3.

42 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, WBC 1, Word Books, Waco, 1987, p. 115.

43 Hughes Oliphant Old, Themes and Variations for a Christian Doxology, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992,
p- 18.

44 John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book Moses Called Genesis, trs John King, Calvin’s
Commentaries, vol. 1, Baker, Grand Rapids, 1979, p. 224.
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Calling on the name of the Lord is clearly addressing a prayer to him.*

In the Psalms, calling on the name of the Lord is equivalent to worshipping him.
Psalm 105 begins with, ‘O give thanks to the LORD, call on his name, make known
his deeds among the peoples’. In Psalm 116 the expression is used three times:

Then I called on the name of the LORD:
‘O LORD, I pray, save my life!’ . . .
I will lift up the cup of salvation
and call on the name of the LORD . . .
I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice
and call on the name of the LORD (Ps 116:4, 13, 17).

In the Psalm passages,*¢ calling on the name of the Lord is a form of worship
associated with prayer, giving thanks and praising the Lord. Similarly in
Lamentations 3:55 Jeremiah prays, ‘I called on your name, O LORD, from the depths
of the pit’.

Three times we find the expression in the Minor Prophets. Joel exclaims that
‘before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes . . . everyone who calls on the
name of the LORD shall be saved’ (Joel 2:31-32). Zephaniah prophesies, ‘At that time
I will change the speech of the peoples to a pure speech, that all of them may call on
the name of the LORD and serve him with one accord’ (Zeph. 3:9). Zechariah says of
the remnant of the scattered sheep (Zech. 13:7), ‘They will call on my name, and I
will answer them. I will say, “They are my people”; and they will say, “The LORD is
our God”’ (13:9b).

THE NAME OF THE LORD"

The greatest gift which God gave to Israel was his holy name. In this one gift he included all the
other gifts which he ever offered to his people. When God gave his name to the Israelites, he gave
of himself to them, for by his name they had access to him personally . . . They could approach him
and address him; they could gain his attention and communicate with him. In his name they could
represent him and speak for him as he himself determined. In short, since they had been given his
name, they had him as their God.

The name Yahweh (LORD) stands out by itself, recorded 46 times in the first eleven
chapters of Genesis alone.*® This name is regarded so holy by the Jews that when it is
read out aloud it is replaced by Adonay, which means ‘my Lord’. The importance of
God’s name in Exodus 3:13—-14 lies in its function as the proper name of Israel’s God.
Like all proper names, it designates a unique personal being. ‘The name [Yahweh]
does not then function metaphorically as a general designation for [God], but is to be
used as his proper name by Israel in its dealing with him. It is powerful and holy and
surrounded by taboo just because it is God’s proper name.’

45 Also2 Kings 5:11.

46 Others are: Psalm 79:6; 80:18.

47 1 have made extensive use of the essay, ‘What’s the Use of Naming God?’ by John W. Kleinig published in
1992 in the Lutheran Theological Journal, vol. 26, pp. 27-34. All quotations are his, unless otherwise indicated.

48 A total of 1567 times in the Pentateuch.
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It is not Israel who named God Yahweh to distinguish him from other gods; it was
God himself. In Exodus 3 Moses receives his commission from God to deliver the
Israelites from Egypt with the promise that they would worship him on Mount Horeb.
In verses 3:13—15 Moses asks God for his name. God answers: ‘I AM’ in verse 14 and
‘The LORD’ in verse 15 and adds, ‘This is my name for ever, the name by which I am
to be remembered from generation to generation’ (NIV). The name Yahweh was then
used by Moses to proclaim deliverance from oppression to the Israelites and to
demand their release by Pharaoh for sacrificial worship (v. 18). The main concern in
this story is not to explain the meaning of God’s holy name in some abstract way.
Moses is sent to a suffering people crying out for deliverance (vv. 7-9). They needed
to hear how and why the name was given to Moses. Since God had promised to heed
their cry for deliverance, and since they were to meet with him after they had been set
free from their concentration camps by presenting sacrifices to him at Horeb, they
needed to know his name, so that they could call on him both in Egypt and later at
Horeb. That name was described as his remembrance, it was his mode of address, the
way that they were to remember him as they called on him for help and to proclaim
his presence with them in their worship. With his name they then had access to him
and his power. And that’s why it was given to them by God himself.

Then in Exodus 6:2-8 God introduced himself with the remarkable words: I am
Yahweh (‘I am the LORD’). This is the first time that God introduces himself by name
to Moses. He is then charged to be God’s mouthpiece to introduce him to the people
by relaying his words to his people. In doing that Yahweh:

... makes himself known by name to his people and acts to fulfil his promises to them. The holy
name is first given by God to Moses (Exod 6:2). Moses then passes it on to the people (Exod 6:6).
It is therefore received to be handed down in history by the divinely instituted process of tradition.

The holy name YHWH is God’s proper name. God gave it to Moses for petition and
proclamation. By introducing himself to Moses, God commissioned Moses to use the same formula
to introduce him to the people and to announce their deliverance. After Moses, the priests used the
same formula for divine self-introduction to proclaim him and his message to the people of
Israel . .. So the name which was given by God through Moses was received by the Israelites in
each successive generation as his gift to them.

Since God had given them his name, the Israelites could approach him in their
worship: ‘For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is
whenever we call to him?’ (Deut. 4:7).

After that dreadful golden calf incident at Horeb, Yahweh promised Moses that his
presence would go with him. God said, ‘My presence will go with you, and I will give
you rest’. Moses said, ‘For how shall it be known that I have found favour in your
sight, [ and your people, unless you go with us? In this way, we shall be distinct, I and
your people, from every people on the face of the earth’ (Exod. 33:14, 16). The
distinction is that Yahweh is with Israel and near to them, as against the nations
whose gods are aloof and distant and cold. The distinction lies in the intimate
relationship the covenant creates between God and his people.*® God’s promise of his
ongoing presence with them was not yet enough for Moses. He needed to know how
the Lord would reveal (manifest) his presence in the tabernacle, and whether it would

49 Deuteronomy 12:5, 11; 14:23; 16:2, 6, 11; 26:2.
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be in wrath or grace. So Moses asked, ‘Show me your glory, I pray’. God replied, ‘I
will make all my goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you the name,
“The LORD”; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy
on whom I will show mercy’ (Exod. 33:18-19). This then happened the next morning.
In Exodus 34:5-9 we have the remarkable account of God’s appearance to Moses on
Sinai. God did not reveal himself visually as that would be instant death, but audibly
by the solemn proclamation of his name to Moses. ‘The uniqueness of this event is
evident from the unparalleled use of the idiom “to call on the name of Yahweh” for
God’s activity.” Normally, this phrase was used to describe what God’s people did in
their worship. They called on the holy name, Yahweh, in proclamation,>® in petition,>!
and in praise.’? Yet in Exodus 33:19 and 34:5-6 God ‘called on’ his own name. He
invoked his own name and proclaimed himself to Moses. Not only did he proclaim his
name, he also displayed his goodness before Moses for his appraisal by proclaiming
his utter graciousness and sheer compassion to him. God’s glory then consisted of his
goodness and grace and compassion, and these were all revealed to his people in his
holy name:

This episode is a foundational event which sets a divine precedent for Israel’s worship. Since the
Lord had ‘proclaimed’ his name to them as the means by which he reveals his glory and grants
them access to his compassion and grace, they may ‘invoke’ that name for these purposes in their
worship. The Lord had made his glorious presence available to his people in his name. They then
could gain access to his presence and receive grace and help from him by proclaiming that name
and using it to petition him, as encouraged by his own description of his character and characteristic
mode of behaviour to them in Exodus 34:6, 7.

From these two instances the expression to proclaim the name, clearly means to
proclaim the name of the Lord. Proclaiming God’s name is an essential part of public
worship and is certainly included in the concept of calling on the name of the Lord.

In response to God’s divine proclamation of his holy name, Moses worshipped and
immediately called on the name of the Lord. He interceded for sinful and rebellious
Israel and prayed, ‘If now I have found favour in your sight, O LORD, I pray, let the
LORD go with us. Although this is a stiff-necked people, pardon our iniquity and our
sin, and take us for your inheritance’ (Exod. 34:9).

Then later in Exodus 40 the tabernacle is erected and we read how Moses ‘took the
covenant and put it into the ark . . . and set the mercy seat above the ark and brought
the ark into the tabernacle’ (vv. 20-21). Immediately the cloud of the glory of
Yahweh covers and fills the tabernacle. This is a definite sign that God is indeed with
them, in the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night, centred on the tabernacle. God’s
glory descends as the ark of the covenant is installed. This indicates that Yahweh is
the guardian of the Ten Words. Just as wonderful is the mercy seat above the ark.
God’s glory and goodness are his mercy (Exod. 33:18-34:7). The mercy seat means
that Yahweh can continue in fellowship with his people, even given their transgress-
sions of the Ten Commandments. Yahweh deals with his people through the lens of
his mercy. The Israelites firmly believed that Yahweh had chosen ‘to put his Name’

50 Genesis 4:26; 12:8; 13:4; 21:33; 26:25; Psalm 79:6; Zephaniah 3:9.
51 1 Kings 18:24-36; 2 Kings 5:11; Psalm 116:4; Isaiah 64:7; 65:1; Zechariah 13:9.
52 psalm 75:1; 80:18; 105:1-2; 116:13, 17; Isaiah 12:4.
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(NIV) first in the tabernacle and later in the temple,’? so that he could make his
residence there. God dwelt there as his name dwelt there. The name was actually
present at the temple in Jerusalem. By his name he was present with his ears to hear
prayer, with his eyes to receive his people, and with his heart to respond to their needs
(1 Kings 8:27-30). By his name his presence was given. The nations will see that
Israel is close to Yahweh and that he is definitely and decisively with Israel (Deut.
4:7; 1 Kings 8:57-60):

God’s name could not be divorced from the worship which he himself had instituted. It was given
to them for their worship . . .

God, then, made himself and his grace available to his people by giving them his holy name. That
name revealed his glorious presence. By that name they had access to his presence and grace in
their performance of the public sacrificial ritual. Since they had been given the Lord’s name, they
could petition him according to his character and his many promises to them. Apart from the holy
name, they could only revert to idolatry, and so incur his wrath.

When we read in Genesis 4:26, ‘At that time men began to call on the name of the
LORD’ (NIV), we understand now that this refers to the public worship of God
(Leupold—see below), since we know that private worship had been practised before
the birth and naming of Seth’s son Enosh. At that time that must have included
various forms of worship, such as sacrifices like those which had been brought by
Cain and Abel; prayers for help to fulfil the mandate of Genesis 1:26-28 despite the
curses; praise and thanksgiving for blessings received and hope for a promised
deliverer; and the public proclamation of God’s name, particularly to those
descendants of Cain who no longer worshipped the true God but had become
idolatrous. Since the name ‘Yahweh’ is attached to ‘name’, this means that, from days
of old, God was known in the capacity of Yahweh, or in the character of Yahweh—
whether that word, as such, was known at this early date or not. The thing that the
name stood for was known. Men do not first in the age of Abraham or Moses begin to
comprehend God’s faithfulness, goodness, mercy, incomparableness and unchange-
ableness:

The great importance of public worship, both as a matter of personal necessity as well as a matter of
public confession, is beautifully set forth by this brief record. This act bears eloquent testimony to
the courage of this group, who wanted to be known as such whose hope was placed only in
Yahweh. It is not enough to say that “Yahweh’s religion began with Enoch.” It began with Adam
and developed into regular public worship in three generations.>*

53 Deuteronomy 12:5, 21; 14:24; 1 Kings 9:3; 11:36; 2 Kings 21:4, 7; 2 Chronicles 6:20.
54 H.C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, Evangelical Pr., London, 1942, p. 228.
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STUDY 8

Israel—God’s Priestly Community

Brian Arthur

On the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that day they
came into the wilderness of Sinai. They set out from Rephidim and came into the wilderness of
Sinai, and they encamped in the wilderness. There Israel encamped before the mountain, while
Moses went up to God. The LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you shall say to
the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: You yourselves have seen what I did to the
Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you
will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all
peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel’ (Exod. 19:1-6).

Before Israel was given a structured internal priesthood God established her as His
priest-nation. So her priestly ministry was not first of all internal and for herself but
had to do with what God planned for all nations:

... but you shall be called the priests of the LORD;
they shall speak of you as the ministers of our God;
you shall eat the wealth of the nations,
and in their glory you shall boast (Isa. 61:6).

Who Israel was, how she had become who she was and where she was headed had
to do with what God had covenanted to her forefather Abraham. She was to become a
great nation (Gen. 12:1-3). The ‘greatness’ promised to Abraham was not to be like
the greatness of other nations. Rather it had to do with the nature of God’s presence to
her and His plan for the whole of creation. Her greatness was the light given her to
lighten the nations:

Thus says God, the LORD,
who created the heavens and stretched them out,
who spread out the earth and what comes from it,
who gives breath to the people on it
and spirit to those who walk in it:
‘I am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness;
I will take you by the hand and keep you;
I will give you as a covenant for the people,
a light for the nations,
to open the eyes that are blind,
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,
from the prison those who sit in darkness.
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I am the LORD; that is my name;
my glory I give to no other,
nor my praise to carved idols.
Behold, the former things have come to pass,
and new things I now declare;
before they spring forth
I tell you of them’ (Isa. 42:5-9).

Israel could only bear to the nations what God blessed her with; she had no ‘light’
in and of herself. Her light was the light of the Lord (Isa. 2:5; Ps. 36:9). Her life lived
under the grace of God’s covenanted presence became a light in the darkness of
universal idolatry. By the Lord’s blessing she would become like a well-watered
garden and a spring that would not fail (Isa. 58:6—14). Israel’s priesthood would be
marked by the effusiveness of the love, mercy and purpose of God. This paper is an
exploration of the greatness of Israel’s priesthood according to God’s effusive pres-
ence and ministry to her. As Israel received God’s covenant with joy and played out
its daily life in the practical familial blessings of God’s law it would declare God’s
will to and for the nations.

ISRAEL, PRIEST-NATION FORMED BY THE PRESENCE OF GOD

God’s Presence Formative from the Beginning

The personal presence of the Lord to His people was always essential in the
outworking of the eternal covenant. Seen first in Eden, the couple knew Him as the
One who was present. Knowing His will in the context of His presence (seeing the
nature of His loving) humanity could delight in life with Him. Nothing of His com-
manding or His commands would have been seen as burdensome. This meant that
true glorifying of God would have been freely shared.

God’s Covenanted Presence

The Lord’s presence was confirmed to the Patriarchs by covenant. From the
beginning with Abraham the idol worshipper, the glory of God appeared and was
maintained to Israel by God’s covenant.

God’s Presence Formed Israel

In Exodus the covenant reached a new formative phase as the Lord galvanised
Israel into a nation. His formation of Israel as His own special treasure was achieved
through salvation and the giving of the law. Both these actions of God revolve around
Israel knowing and delighting in the Lord’s presence. Both salvation and the receiving
of the law are given personally by the Lord and both are sacraments of His ongoing
presence.
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Israel’s Worship, a Witness to the Presence of the Lord

All Israel’s worship and service flowed from the Lord’s delight in being present
and her delight in His presence. Israel’s perpetual flirting with and seduction by the
idols of the nations surrounding her must be seen in this light. She is not a special
treasure in name and status only. In treasuring Israel, and remaining faithful to her by
treasuring her continually, God changed her heart. She would have to press against
that change, deny the power of love, and thus rage against the person of God present
to her if she was to be seduced by the idols.

God’s Presence and Israel’s Destiny

After the worship of the golden calf, Moses cried, ‘If Your presence will not go
with me [or, us], do not bring us up from here’ (Exod. 33:15).

... without Yahweh’s presence Israecl and Moses are not just certain to fail the destiny set before
them; they cannot even begin it, because they will have lost their identity as a ‘special treasure,’
Yahweh’s ‘own kingdom of priests and holy people’.5>

Israel’s Witness, God’s Presence against the Idols

Exodus is the account of God’s nation emerging from within the idols of Egypt
into a people who would worship the Lord as a true adoring member of His family;
His firstborn, pregnant with the inheritance of the nations (Exod. 4:23).

Israel’s emergence from Egypt as God’s nation is not just a description of events
but the story of the personal intervention of God and His ongoing intimacy:

You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and
brought you to myself (Exod. 19:4).

This poetic narrative, probably used in doxological form in Israel’s worship, provides
a summary of all Moses’ ‘proof of presence’ passages.’® ‘You. .. have seen what I
did to the Egyptians’ emphasises the Lord’s dramatic personal intervention in the
judgements upon Pharaoh and then his army at the Red Sea. This intervention was not
simply political for Pharaoh was seen in Egypt as a god—king. The Lord’s personal
triumph over him was therefore a witness to the nation Egypt that He was indeed the
Lord of heaven and earth and thus of all nations. Moses in his song (Deut. 32:1-43)
called upon the whole earth to hear Israel’s praise for the Lord’s personal
intervention.

So calling Israel to be a priest-nation was no calling to a strange or foreign way for
humanity. It was a restoration (a call back) to the essence, an irrepressible over-
flowing witness to the glory of God’s loving.

‘To bear them on eagles’ wings’ illustrates the Lord’s omnipotent and tender
presence in extracting them from the idols and bondage of Egypt.

55 JohnT. Durham, Exodus, WBC, vol. 3, Word, Waco, 1987, p. 447.
56 Durham, p. 262.
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We noted that the victory over Egypt and the exodus of Israel represented more
than mere freedom from a stronger power. Pharaoh as Egypt’s god—king was seen by
the nation as the one who kept creation in order. Here was the fruit of the fall working
itself out at national level; man operating under the illusion of control. When Yahweh
gave the ten plagues and then delivered Israel’s escape through the sea, the whole
validity of Pharaoh’s rule as a god—king was overturned. In Israel’s exodus God
announced to all flesh that idolatry and idol-serving nations must take notice of the
God present with Israel.5” In fact Moses declared that nothing like the salvation of
Israel and her communion with God had been seen since Eden:

For ask now of the days that are past, which were before you, since the day that God created man
on the earth, and ask from one end of heaven to the other, whether such a great thing as this has
ever happened or was ever heard of. Did any people ever hear the voice of a god speaking out of the
midst of the fire, as you have heard, and still live? Or has any god ever attempted to go and take a
nation for himself from the midst of another nation, by trials, by signs, by wonders, and by war, by
a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by great deeds of terror, all of which the LORD your
God did for you in Egypt before your eyes? To you it was shown, that you might know that the
LORD is God; there is no other besides him (Deut. 4:32-35).

Israel’s Testimony, the Favour of God

Yahweh’s presence was essential for Israel to know that His favour was upon
them. It was His presence as indicating His favour that distinguished them from the
nations (Exod. 33:16). This had been the clear lesson given to Moses and Israel
whenever God had graciously intervened for them:

Only Yahweh’s Presence with Moses and Israel separates them from all other people throughout
the world. It is the lesson Moses learned on Sinai at the time of his call: he alone was not equal to
the task of challenging Pharaoh, but he was not to be alone. It is the lesson that Israel learned, by
the mighty acts in Egypt, by the deliverance at the sea, by the guidance and provision in the
wilderness, and above all by the theophany and the revelation at Sinai: what they had seen, what
they had been given, what they had the chance of becoming, all were the direct result of the
Presence in their midst of Yahweh.58

The presence of Yahweh meant the presence of His blessings, the gifting of His holy
life worked out in the daily practice of Israel’s life. This life was what made Israel
dazzling in the eyes of the nations. ‘[A] God so near’ and ‘“statutes so just,” laws,
commandments, and procedures that assume a community of neighbourly economic
and political practices’, showed the watching nations that ‘[The] socially powerless in
—widows, orphans, aliens—are treated according to social policies and practices that
curb oppression and exploitation’. ‘All through the book of Deuteronomy, the
tradition is at pains to hold together holy presence and social practice, for either alone
is inadequate and will not grasp the attention of the nations’.>®

57 Noel Due, Created for Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You, Mentor, Fearn, 2005, pp. 73—4.
58 Durham, p. 447.
59 Walter Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, AOTC, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 2001, pp. 52-3.
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ISRAEL’S PRIESTLY LIFE STRUCTURED
BY THE PRESENCE OF GOD

If Israel was to be the unique priest-nation showing the presence of Yahweh, how
then did that work out in practice? How was Israel able to declare the glory of God?

As God’s special treasure she was holy; that is, separated as a people from all other
nations because she belonged to God and belonged with God. In Israel the nations
could see in familial terms, ‘God and man at table are sat down’.

Israel’s holiness was not an ethical end in itself; it was the outward expression of
her love and delight in God by the hearty and free acceptance of His law. This is what
freedom from the bondage of Egypt was about. Israel was freed to be in God’s image,
not merely free from making bricks. Out of the chaos of a nation gripped with idols a
new nation with a heart for God was born:

For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off. It is
not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us, that we
may hear it and do it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will go over the sea
for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?” But the word is very near you. It is in your
mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it (Deut. 30:11-14).

Israel’s acceptable worship (service) was a total life orientation. As she depended
upon the grace of the Lord’s presence and related internally and towards her neigh-
bours out of the goodness of that, God would declare His Name to the nations.

Israel’s obedience was far removed from the service of other nations to their idols.
Idolatry is the world’s brilliant scheme to attempt to insulate themselves from direct
contact with the Lord whom they rejected. In Israel God was not only present but
active. Suddenly a nation was travelling as human beings should, in complete delight
in God. This was the way Israel would honour Him. Obedience apart from ontological
delight is simply a return to subservience and bondage to harsh images:

Because you did not serve the LORD your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart, because of
the abundance of all things, therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the LORD will send
against you, in hunger and thirst, in nakedness, and lacking everything. And he will put a yoke of
iron on your neck until he has destroyed you (Deut. 28:47-48, emphasis mine).

Paul provides us with a snapshot of the glory of being God’s special possession
and holy nation in Romans 9:4-5:

They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law,
the worship, and the promises. To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to the
flesh, is the Christ who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen.

It was through these blessings that Israel’s daily life was structured. Each of these
blessings contained the promise of what God planned for all flesh. So they become a
startling revelation of what would eventually come to the nations through Christ the
true Israel:
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The Name Israel

Given to Jacob at the point of his immediacy (wrestling) with God, Israel becomes
the name for God’s priest-nation. This mysterious exchange marks the start of the
intimate wrestling of God with His people and their receiving of His blessing. Calvin
comments, ‘God transferred the praise of his own strength to Jacob for the purpose of
triumphing in his person’. The formation of Israel was always accompanied by a
‘touching of her hip’ that the nations may see the God of grace, not a nation bent on a
theology of glory. At the end of his life Jacob (Israel) prayed that his name might live
on in Joseph’s sons and extend all that the name implied to the ends of the earth (Gen.
48:16).

The Adoption of Sons

Israel is redeemed back to sonship:

Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you,
“Let my son go that he may serve me”’ (Exod. 4:22-23; cf. 3:12).

Israel’s life was to be familial and its worship would declare that Yahweh their divine
Father was at the centre of her present life and future hope. The passion of God for
His firstborn was seen by the effect of His presence as their Creator—Father—
Redeemer.

The first response of sonship is enjoyment (living in the joy of God) and delight.
Israel’s energy for daily living would have come from inheriting all the Father’s
riches, for they knew that was the blessing of firstborns. Unlike the fickle and harsh
experience meted out by the idols of other nations, Yahweh’s passion for His son was
seen, sometimes in its most blazing grace, when His son turned from the delight of the
inheritance:

When Israel was a child, I loved him,
and out of Egypt I called my son.
The more they were called,
the more they went away;
they kept sacrificing to the Baals
and burning offerings to idols.
Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk;
I took them up by their arms,
but they did not know that I healed them.
I led them with chords of kindness,
with the bands of love,
and I became to them as one who eases the yoke on their jaws . . .
(Hosea 11:1-4).

Yahweh’s present treasuring, disciplining and nurturing of Israel was like nothing
seen across the face of the nations. Every word and deed that Israel did in the freedom

60 Durham, p. 56.
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and delight of sonship cried out to the nations the future glory of their inheritance too.
In their joyful living as the family of God there was the reverse echo of the true Son
who would not only come out of the ‘exodus’ of man’s ‘Egypt’, but would flood the
nations with the Holy Spirit, the blessing of Abraham (Gal. 4:4).

Israel’s internal priesthood was with a view to communicating to the nation the
grace of living as a beloved son.

The Glory

The glory of God’s presence seen physically in Israel was the glory at Mt Sinai
(Exod. 24:16-17), the glory that covered and filled the tabernacle (Exod. 40:34-38),
the glory that appeared upon the mercy seat in the holy of holies (Lev. 16:2), and the
glory that filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11). ‘This glory was the sign of God’s
presence with Israel and certified to Israel that God dwelt among them and met with
them.’¢! The meeting was with a view to speaking with them and sanctifying them by
the presence of His glory (Exod. 29:42-43).62 So the fact that God was present,
displaying His glory, formed and kept Israel as a people who were to be constantly
looking to Him. The glory of the idols could be seductive and brilliant but no idol
could manifest true glory. The praise of God’s glory was to be proclaimed by Israel
across the whole earth (Ps. 57:11; 96:3; Isa. 66:19). The continual impact of God’s
glory was to convince Israel of God’s riches, power and position. To proclaim God’s
glory to the nations Israel must first know it in her heart. The essence of this
knowledge was that she experience God’s goodness in His mercy, graciousness,
slowness to anger, steadfast love and covenant faithfulness (Exod. 34:6-7). We
should not underestimate the impact of Israel living out this knowledge amongst the
nations (Isa. 40:5).

The Covenants

Nothing separated Israel from the idolatrous nations like God’s covenant. Idol
worship demanded that the worshippers make all kinds of manipulative deals with the
idols in order to obtain their blessing. In God’s covenant the order was reversed. God
made covenant with Israel, established the freedom of communion by grace and
called Israel sovereignly to enjoy it, and treasure it. The elements of covenant life
from the beginning were a practical witness to the nations of the way God’s creatures
truly live. Israel’s vocation to replenish the earth and rule over it, her life within
God’s Sabbath rest and participation in the grace of marriage had within them all the
blessings needed to declare the full glory of God to the nations. Other nations looking
in on these blessings would have been faced with a revelation of how things really
are.

61 John Murray, The Epistle of the Romans, The New International Commentary on the New Testament, vol.
2, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971, p. 5.
62 Note that the glory of the Lord was linked with the knowledge that the Lord had spoken (Isa. 40:5).
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The Law

As we have noted earlier, the law—the ten words—were given as a sacrament of
God’s life and presence to Israel and all flesh. For Israel the law meant the ability to
live as the image of God. The presence of God in glory, by covenant love to adopt
Israel, fleshes out the ‘I am’ part of the Decalogue and transmits the creative energy
to the ‘Thou shalt’.3 The law then was given in the first place for Israel’s good (Deut.
10:12—14), but many of Israel’s scriptures point to the universal gift of the law as the
way all flesh must live in the image of God (e.g. Ps. 119).

The Worship

The festivals, fasts and the order of their corporate worship all made Israel the
people of worship. With the presence of God and His prescriptions for worship a new
national gift emerged to the world. Here was a people blessed to return to the edenic
joy where the independence of sin could be reversed. Now God had supplied the
revelation leading to a true honouring and giving thanks for Him. This was Israel’s
vocation. Her worship was not a mishmash of ideas collected from the nations, for
that would have simply been a different form of idolatry. By His presence the old
gave way and real worship was enjoyed.

The Promises

Israel’s priesthood was not to be the final story. God in speaking to Israel and
leading Israel was leading her to His Son. In Him all the covenants and the law and
the worship would come to its full universal pitch. Israel was like a high tension
power line supported by pylons of God’s promises (Gal. 4:16). The promises of God
to Israel were reminders of their inheritance as His firstborn son. No other nation was
made the recipient of such promises, yet all other nations were to come to Israel to
become the recipients of the same promised blessings.

The Fathers

From Abraham on, Israel shared in the leadership of ‘fathers of the covenant’; men
raised up by God to lead the nation towards the Man of the covenant, Christ himself.
Although Israel may not have seen Christ clearly, along with Abraham they did see
his day and their delight in that was to be a service to the nations.

ISRAEL’S PRIESTHOOD OF THE PRESENCE

So Israel’s inheritance as the treasured possession, the holy nation that thrust her
onto the international scene as the witness to God, was rich indeed. Nothing like what
was seen in Israel had appeared before. In the place of idolatry flashed the true

63 See Otto Weber’s comment as quoted by Geoffrey Bingham in The Law of Eternal Delight, NCPI,
Blackwood, 2001, p. 33.
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worship and service of the Lord of heaven and earth. In the place of supposed
independence from God that had spawned deadening rebellion and hatred of God,
flowed a new ontological delight and honouring of Him, out of which flowed a hearty
obedience.

Israel was to become the place to which all the nations would come to know the
Lord:

It shall come to pass in the latter days
that the mountain of the house of the LORD
shall be established as the highest of the mountains,
and shall be lifted up above the hills;
and all the nations shall flow to it,
and many peoples shall come, and say:
‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,
to the house of the God of Jacob,
that he may teach us his ways
and that we may walk in his paths.’
For out of Zion shall go the law,
and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem
(Isa. 2:2-3; see also 66:18-23).

The people of God were not shut up in that narrow corner of the earth for the purpose of confining
within their straitened territories the true knowledge and worship of God: but God wished that to be
the fixed seat of the church, from which the sound of the heavenly doctrine should go forth into all
nations. Therefore he chose Canaan, which is interjected among the most powerful nations of the
world, that from it as from a fountain might more easily issue the doctrine of God to the rest of the
nations: as Isaiah says, ‘Out of Zion will go forth the law’ .54

64 Mollerus, quoted in Charles Spurgeon, The Treasury of David, vol. 2, Hendrickson, Peabody, n.d.,
pp- 347f.
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STUDY 9

The Tabernacle—The Presence
and the Glory

Hector Morrison

In this session we consider the tabernacle, which throughout Israel’s early history was
the dwelling place of God and one of the main foci of Israel’s priestly vocation,
indeed, the ‘centre of Israel’s worship’.

SANCTUARY, TABERNACLE AND TENT OF MEETING

Now, throughout the narrative in Exodus the tabernacle is designated using three
different titles, each of which highlights particular aspects of the tabernacle and of the
relationship between Yahweh and his people. The first of these titles is ‘sanctuary’
(cf. Exod. 25:8; Lev. 12:4; 21:12; etc.), a word which emphasises the holiness of
Yahweh; and which requires that his people be holy too. A later paper will pick up
this emphasis on holiness and in particular on the Church as the holy temple.

In Exodus the two more frequently used designations of the sanctuary are
‘tabernacle’ and ‘tent of meeting’. The tabernacle (cf. Exod. 25:9; 26:1, 6, 7; etc.),
from the Hebrew root ‘to dwell’ (shakan), is Yahweh’s dwelling place, where he
comes to stay among his covenant people—and comes to stay as their God (cf. Exod.
25:8; 29:451.). The tabernacle, then, is God’s tent, his house or home. It is the Father’s
house where he lives at the heart of his adopted family; it is the Bridegroom’s home
from which and to which he woos his bride, Israel; it is also the King’s royal tent,
where the Shepherd—King of Israel reigns over his people from his throne room in the
Holy of Holies. That the tabernacle is the King’s royal tent is evident from a variety
of facts, not least that in Numbers chapter 2 this tent is set up at the very heart of the
Israelite encampment, in the very place where the king’s tent was erected in the
encampments of the armies of Israel’s neighbours.

The third designation for the sanctuary or tabernacle is the ‘tent of meeting’
(ctf. Exod. 27:21; 28:43; 29:4; etc.), for there Yahweh promised to meet with Moses
and speak to him (Exod. 29:42). There he also promised to meet with the Israelites
(Exod. 29:43; 30:36). The tabernacle, then, was a meeting place between Yahweh
and his covenant partner, Israel; a place of reconciliation between the heavenly
Father and his prodigal son; a place of communion between the Bridegroom and his
Bride. Yahweh did not stand aloof from his people. He came down to meet with
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them; and drew them to meet with himself. Once again, through the tabernacle,
humanity in Israel was given the privilege of living in the presence of the God of all
the earth.

RETURN OF PRODIGAL HUMANITY TO THE FATHER’S HOUSE

As we saw in one of our earlier studies, humanity, in Adam, had failed in their
priestly vocation in Eden and, consequently, were driven out from the presence of
God. But, here, we find that the priestly community of Israel, this new, Adamic
community, is now able to enter the tabernacle, the dwelling place of the holy God;®%
and they do so as the firstborn of the nations to be adopted into the family of God.
Yahweh has enabled the Prodigal Son to come home to the Father’s house, to the
King’s private garden, where (Ps. 36:8) they will feast in the abundance of his house,
and drink from the river of his delights, from his Edenic streams. Yahweh has brought
his son home to himself (cf. Exod. 19:4: ‘I carried you on eagle’s wings and brought
you to myself’)—the gospel in the heart of the Old Testament.

Here, we see, in a very visible and tangible way the beginnings of the return of
prodigal humanity to the Father’s house. And here is no picture of a waiting Father,
such as we have in Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15). Here the picture is of
a Father who has heard the pained cry of his estranged son from the far country of
Egypt and has come looking for him. It is the picture of a Shepherd—King who has
come down to rescue his flock from the power of the evil oppressor, Pharaoh. It is the
picture of the Bridegroom who has come to woo the Bride upon whom he has set his
heart—to woo her away from her false ‘lovers’. It is the picture of the living God who
has liberated Israel for the specific purpose of ‘service/worship’ (cf. Exod. 4:23: ‘Let
my son go that he may worship me’; 7:26; 8:1, 20; etc.)—the word ‘worship’ being
from the same Hebrew root ( ‘abhad or ‘avad) as that used in Genesis 2 to describe the
priestly service of Adam in the sanctuary of Eden. With the creation of the tabernacle,
then, the judgements of God upon humanity are being reversed. God is turning once
more in blessing towards humanity. The sanctuary of Eden is being opened up again.
Once again Man can live in the presence of the living God; and the holy God can
walk among humanity; he can meet with humanity; and they can meet with him, and
live before him all their days.

The story of the building of the tabernacle is the story of creation being renewed.
As long ago as 3,500 years, in the tabernacle there is an anticipation of that future
world in which all things will be made new. When on the mountain of God at Sinai,
Moses was shown the pattern for the tabernacle (Exod. 25:9, 40), he was being given
a vision not unlike that received by the apostle John on the island of Patmos 1,500—
1,600 years later. In that pattern, Moses saw the beginnings of the new heavens and
the new earth; he saw heaven on earth; he saw Eden re-opened; he saw God dwelling
there with humanity; he saw humanity worshipping the Father in the Father’s house;
etc.

65 In Exodus 27:13ff. we learn that the entrance to the courtyard of the tabernacle was to be found on the east
side. And we remind ourselves that the entrance to Eden was found in the same position, in the east, towards the
sun-rising (cf. Gen. 3:24).
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And Israel, of course, was but the firstborn son, the implication being that there
were others to come; other nations who would yet belong to the family of God; other
nations who would one day be brought near to live in the presence of this God. But, as
with the firstfruits in later Israel, so the return of the firstborn to the Father’s house
here is an intimation of the rest of the harvest of the nations of the earth still to come.
One day they too will be in the Father’s house. And all of this is of grace, amazing
grace, astonishing grace, extravagant grace!

EXTRAVAGANT GRACE TOWARDS A GROSSLY
UNFAITHFUL PEOPLE

For the tabernacle was built not simply for an already redeemed and covenanted
people. It was built for a grossly unfaithful people! For the actual building of the
tabernacle is recorded for us not immediately after the instructions for building have
been completed at the end of Exodus 31. The building begins only at chapter 35, in
other words, after the great apostasy of the Golden Calf incident (chs 32-34), which
we should regard not simply as a one-off incident in Israel’s experience but rather as
being typical of the way in which the firstborn son treated his heavenly Father, and of
the way in which the Bride of Yahweh treated her Husband, throughout the whole of
their life together.

Within days or weeks of the covenant marriage ceremony at Mt Sinai, Israel was
prostituting herself with another god, one of her own making (Exod. 32:1ff.), so
breaking her marriage vows, her covenant commitment. Before the Bridegroom had
time to have a house built for them to share their life together, she had gone after
another lover. Instead of listening to the voice of the Father, Aaron the High Priest
listened to the voice of the people, resulting in a kind of re-run of the story of the
High Priest of Eden in Genesis 3. But the Father did not close the doors of his house
to apostate Israel. He did not drive them away from his presence. Instead, despite such
desperate apostasy and horrendous unfaithfulness, God still chose to dwell among his
people. Indeed, he had made provision for their waywardness before it ever
happened!

After the incident with the Golden Calf, Israel did not deserve to enter the Father’s
house or presence ever again. But the Father took them in! And what an encourage-
ment for those of us who have found ourselves in the place of unfaithfulness, even
gross unfaithfulness, perhaps even immediately after profound revelations of the
grace and love of the Father! As Brevard Childs says: ‘If ever there were a danger of
misunderstanding Sinai as a pact between partners, the positioning of Ex. 32-34 made
clear that the foundation of covenant was, above all, divine mercy and forgiveness’.%¢
In grace, mercy and forgiveness, the Father made sure that a house was built where he
might meet with his redeemed and covenanted yet profoundly unfaithful son. And
there Israel experienced the Father’s presence and saw his glory, two themes that are
in themselves immense, but which I wish to touch on only briefly at this point.

66 B.S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, SCM Press, London, 1979, p. 176.
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THE PLACE OF GOD’S PRESENCE

This is clear from all we have said already about God tabernacling or dwelling among
his people. The people of Israel knew the ‘Real Presence’ of God with them. Where
other nations had, in the innermost sanctuary of their temples, an idol of gold or some
other precious metal, representing the attributes and character of their god, aniconic
Israel had the living God of all the earth himself! The Shepherd-King, the Father, the
Bridegroom was present with his people. He walked among them (Lev. 26:12) as he
had done with Adam and Eve in Eden, and as Christ now walks among the seven
golden candlesticks (Rev. 2:1; cf. also 1:12ff.).

And, certainly in their better moments, the people of Israel longed for that pres-
ence. They longed for the ‘face’ of God to be manifested in the tabernacle and later in
the temple. They longed for a real encounter with God that would satisfy their
spiritual thirst (cf. Ps. 63:1ff.; 84:1-4), while at other times they longed for the ‘face’
of God to act for their salvation. For example, in Psalm 80 they cry out: ‘Hear us, O
Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock; you who sit enthroned between
the cherubim, shine forth before Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh . . . make your
face shine upon us, that we may be saved’ (this refrain is repeated again in vv. 7 and
19; cf. also Ps. 24:6; 27:8; 67:1ff.). In such contexts ‘the face of God’ refers to ‘the
presence of God without any reservation’®’—God present among his people and for
his people; God among his people to bless them and to discomfit their enemies at one
and the same time.

HIS GUIDING PRESENCE

In the book of Exodus, the Presence of Yahweh is largely his guiding Presence.
Remember Yahweh’s great promise of commitment to Moses in Exodus 33:14: ‘My
presence will go with you . . .” Now that was most evident in his Presence in the pillar
of cloud by day and pillar of fire by night (Exod. 40:36ff.), which the prophet Isaiah
seems to regard as symbolic of the Presence of God through his Spirit (cf. Isa. 63:11—
14, esp. vv. 11 and 14; cf. also Haggai 2:5). The Spirit of God, then, was their
Shepherd—King going ahead of them, guiding their itinerary and their timetable much
as he does still in our own day, though not so visibly present to us as he was to Israel
of old. Nevertheless, as Paul teaches us in Romans 8:14, the liberated ‘sons of God’
‘are led by the Spirit of God’, and it is for us to ‘keep in step with the Spirit” (Gal.
5:26) as he prompts us forward from time to time, but also as he settles us where he
would have us be. Often, what we need to do is ‘wait on the LORD’ (e.g. Ps. 27:14).

There is so much more we could say about God’s Presence as, for example, a
providing Presence (cf. Exod. 16; 17:1-7); a protecting Presence (cf. Exod. 17:8-15;
Isa. 43:2); a comforting Presence (cf. Isa. 63:9; Ps. 23:4); a distinguishing Presence
(cf. Exod. 33:16); and a holy Presence sometimes bringing chastisement and judge-
ment (cf. Exod. 32:35).68

67 Edmond Jacob, Theology of the Old Testament, Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1974, p. 78.
68 “yahweh is an awesome, demanding agent whose presence is not casual, trivial, incidental or ad hoc’,
W. Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 1997, p. 663.
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And all of this must be part of the background against which we understand the
words of the so-called ‘Great Commission’ (Matt. 28:18-20, esp. v. 20), in which the
Shepherd—King with all power and authority says to us: ‘go and make disciples of all
nations . . . baptising them . .. teaching them to obey ... and surely I am with you
always, to the very end of the age’. Immanuel, the Incarnate One, our Shepherd—King,
Saviour, Husband and Elder Brother, is present with us through his Spirit. His face is
turned toward us. He will provide for us on the way; he will protect, comfort and
guide us; he will fight for us and grant us great victories along the way, as well as
disciplining us, before finally bringing us to our—and his—resting place.

THE PLACE OF THE REVELATION OF GOD’S GLORY

Clearly, the tabernacle was not the only place of the revelation of God’s glory. It had
already appeared to Israel in the desert the day God began to provide them with
manna ‘from heaven’ (Exod. 16:7, 10). It had also settled on Mount Sinai at the time
of the confirmation of the covenant in Exodus 24, when it appeared to Israel ‘like a
consuming fire’ (vv. 16f.); while, in Exodus 33-34, it was proclaimed to Moses in
terms of God’s ‘moral glory’ (cf. Exod. 33:18-34:7, esp. 34:6-7).

For the present, I simply want to direct your attention to the closing verses of
Exodus, where the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle (Exod. 40:34ff.). And I want
you to notice that, throughout the scriptures, whenever a temple or dwelling place of
God has been completed, the glory of God then comes to fill that sanctuary. We see
this first of all in the case of the tabernacle. In Exodus 40:33 we read that ‘Moses
finished the work’. Then in the following verse, we read that ‘the cloud covered the
Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. Moses could not
enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the
LORD filled the tabernacle.” We find something similar happening with Solomon’s
temple once the priests had brought the ark of the covenant into the completed temple
(1 Kings 8:10f.). Again, when the prophet Ezekiel had his great vision of the future
eschatological temple, he saw the glory of God returning to the temple (Ezek. 43:21f.).
When we come into the New Testament the same pattern appears. John tells us (1:14)
that: ‘the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us [i.e. tabernacled
among us]. We have seen his glory . . . full of grace and truth.” Finally, in Revelation
21:10, John saw ‘the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. It
shone with the glory of God ... Every true temple is filled with the glory of God.
Ultimately, it appears from Revelation 21 that this is true of the very temple of
creation. It too is filled with the glory of God.

This is something that is anticipated in a few Old Tesament texts (cf. Hab. 2:14;
Ps. 72:18f.; Num. 14:21-22) perhaps the clearest of which is Isaiah 6:3 where the
seraphim in Isaiah’s vision cry out: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the
whole earth is full of his glory’. In that vision, the ‘train of God’s robe’ that filled the
temple parallels ‘the glory of God filling the earth’. As one is true, so also is the other.
So Fretheim comments:
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God’s presence in the tabernacle is a statement about God’s intended presence in the entire world.
The glory manifest there is to stream out into the larger world. The shining of Moses’ face in the
wake of the experience of the divine glory (Ex. 34:29-35) is to become characteristic of Israel as a
whole, a radiating out into the larger world of those glorious effects of God’s dwelling among Israel.
As a kingdom of priests, they have a role of mediating this glory to the entire cosmos’.?

That role, in which Israel so sadly failed, is one now taken up by the New Testament
temple, as we will see in later papers.

But that is possible only because of the Great Temple, Jesus Christ who, on the
cross, took into his own body, mind and being all the defilement of his people’s
spiritual idolatry and prostitution and there, for us, experienced the awful, deadly
absence of the Presence as he cried out from the depths of his darkness, ‘My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?’

69 T.E. Fretheim Exodus, Interpretation, John Knox Press, 1991, pp. 271-2.
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STUDY 10

The Glory Departed: Ezekiel
the Tragedy of Violated ldentity

Deane Meatheringham

As indicated in the title Ezekiel’s prophecy with its apocalyptic language will be a
primary source for this session. Ezekiel is bound to speak of Yahweh’s destruction of
the Temple. The Temple is the place pledged by God as the sign of his presence
among them and the sanctuary where he meets with his people. Destruction of the
Temple was unthinkable. To prophecy the departure of Yahweh’s glory from the
Temple, Ezekiel uses extreme language to cause God’s dull people to awaken to the
seriousness of their situation. D. Brent Sandy pushes us to get the point of God’s
prophetic Word when he says that ignorance of the implications of the illocation
(illocal: not local, having no location in space) of the prophets can lead to exegetical
fallacies. Metaphor, poetry, symbol carry an intensity in language that cannot be
imparted by legal line upon line of prose.”?

How would we express to baptised priestly congregations the reality of our
Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ, acting in judgement to close them down? Is such an
idea Christian? Then can the faithful covenant God of Israel remove his glory from
his chosen people and burn their city and his sanctuary with fire? I will ask what the
removal of God’s glory from Israel meant for his ancient priestly people and seek to
connect this overwhelming reality with the priestly worship and mission of the church
today in Australia.

EZEKIEL PRIEST AND PROPHET

As a young man Ezekiel grew up as a member of the Zion priesthood. The proud tra-
ditions of the Temple service were indelibly formed in him together with the proud
and unique awareness of Israel’s history as the people of Yahweh. He preserved the
law and priestly discipline required for closeness to the presence of the Holy One in
the Temple (Exod. 25:22). The Temple was the place appointed by Yahweh to reveal
his name and his glory, a glory that could not be contained in heaven or the highest
heaven (2 Chron. 6:18-21; 7:1-3). The glory of the Lord revealed in the Temple was
as real as the lightning, thunderstorm and deep darkness that appeared to Moses on
Mount Sinai:

70 D. Brent Sandy, Plowshares & Pruning Hooks, IVP, Leicester, 2002.
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Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. The glory of the LORD
settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses
out of the cloud. Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on the top
of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. Moses entered the cloud . . . (Exod. 24:15-18).

The visible weight and wealth and majesty of God’s glory was unapproachable to
human sight. The arrangement of the Temple courts and furnishings emphasised this,
especially the approach to Yahweh only through sacrificial blood and the entrance of
the high priest into the most holy place where the throne of Yahweh or the mercy seat
was above the huge seraphim.

As a performer and teacher of Israel’s sacred traditions and liturgy, Ezekiel mus-
ters the well-known signs of the Temple worship for his prophecy. These would be
the medium for a theophany in which the heavenly presence of God would be joined
to the Temple worship:

.. . the kabod becomes the reflected splendour of the transcendent God, a token of the divine glory,
by means of which Yahweh declares his gracious presence. It is at the ‘Tent of Meeting’ that
Yahweh confronts his people, because it is here that his kabod descends, girded with the cloud, and
reveals his will. 7!

Ezekiel the priest had his prophetic vision in 594 BC among Jews carried off to
Babylon on the River Chebar (Ezek. 1:2-3). Ezekiel is now far from Yahweh’s pres-
ence in the sanctuary where the destiny of the remaining Jews was being worked out
and possibly the whole existence of Israel was headed for catastrophe. It was in
Babylon, the land of unclean hands, that Ezekiel saw the heavens opened and was
given an insight of the divine world (Ezek. 1:4-28).

HOLOCAUST AND ABSENCE OF THE PRESENCE

The text is Ezekiel 10:1-22:

In verses 1-8 Ezekiel sees the throne of God on the dome above the seraphim. The
action in heaven appears to be joined with what God does in the Temple. But the
throne of Yahweh, blazing with fire and supernatural power, casts a shadow over
Jerusalem. The transcendent Ruler of the world sits enthroned in dazzling power with
his throne supported by the four seraphim, or the four corners of the entire universe.
Veiled in a cloud, what Ezekiel sees is a reflection of Yahweh’s glory, rather than
Yahweh’s glory itself. The glory that appears is that of Hebrews 1:3. The revelation is
very unnerving, full of terror, moving, dynamic, consuming and all-encompassing, yet
upholding the historical realism of revelation.”?

Ezekiel sees the figure of a man—a dignified personage, suitably attired—respond
to a command, enter the immediate presence of the cloud, and the wheelwork of the
seraphim (see also 9:2). It appears that Yahweh has issued his command to the vizier
from his throne, and yet 10:4 says that the glory rises up again from the throne and

71 W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, vol. 2, SCM, London, 1967, p. 32.
72 See Eichrodt, pp- 32-3.
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moves to the threshold of the Temple. Thus when the vizier (who may be identified
with the seraphim in vv. 20-22), takes fire from God’s own burning holiness and
throws it over Jerusalem it is intended for God’s people to see this is directly God’s
act of judgement. Yahweh himself transforms a fire he kindles in his house into the
fire of his wrath.

The impact of Ezekiel’s prophecy upon him and Israel was devastating. Jerusalem
occupies a peculiar position as God’s priest nation among all the peoples of the world.
To comprehend that Yahweh after watching his chosen people patiently for a long
time, now turns on them and eliminates them from the earth, is impossible to imagine.

In verses 9-22 the removal of God’s glory from the Temple is confirmed. The
Temple is the holy place, and the sign of God’s presence amongst his people which
acts as the guarantee of his presence:

Then the glory of the LORD went out from the threshold of the house and stopped above the
cherubim. The cherubim lifted up their wings and rose up from the earth in my sight as they went
out with the wheels beside them. They stopped at the entrance of the east gate of the house of the
LORD:; and the glory of the God of Israel was above them (Ezek. 10:18-19).

Israel could not continue apart from God’s presence being amongst them (Exod.
33:14f£.). It would appear that Yahweh’s inexorable judgement was lacking altogether
in compassion. Where were his covenant promises?

Throughout South Australia numbers of buildings consecrated for Christian wor-
ship are being closed. For some communities this seems to be the end. The people
who once participated in Christ’s worship simply cease to meet. Their presence in the
community as a church has concluded.

We have participated in gatherings when the place was filled with the awareness of
the presence of the Holy Spirit, when the Word of God came powerfully, the action of
the real presence of Christ seemed almost tangible and wonders occurred as
resounding praise, singing and thanksgiving came in response from Christ’s people.
We have also returned to these same places to find people who would not hear.
Hardness and cynicism has come like a black frost so that it seemed there was no
awareness of Christ’s real presence. For the observer rich in memory the experience
can be so devastating and depressing that the spirit of the place sucks all of the life out
of them. Where do clichés or comfort verses from the Bible, or a new glitter of
religious management principles bring a cure in such arid captivity?

THE TRAGEDY OF VIOLATED IDENTITY

Our identity as Christ’s priestly community is violated when we reverse our calling
from service to God and the nations into self-service. When the community of God
reduced him to a manageable concoction of everyone’s soft images and dreams, Israel
took God’s covenant promises for granted. Yet Yahweh’s judgement arises from
these covenant promises. The basis upon which their relationship with Yahweh was
founded, through his grace, demanded their exclusive worship. In a barefaced manner
Israel had abrogated the command of the covenant both in public and in private.
Ezekiel 8:5-6 says God’s people set up an ‘image of jealousy’ in the Temple,
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(cf. 2 Kings 21:7). This would be an image of Asherah who could be identified with
the queen of heaven (Jer. 7:18; 44:17). Asherah was the goddess of ‘passionate love’.
Sexual desire and impure pleasure are introduced into the presence of God and
Yahweh is degraded to the level of a nature god, a god that is inclusive of evil as well
as good. The bisexual Asherah becomes a priestly mediator through whom an audi-
ence must be obtained with Yahweh.

Ezekiel 8:7-18 depicts God’s people in the secret worship of pornographic
Egyptian images which are painted on the wall of the Temple like graffiti. From the
worship of the gods of the Nile, people gain from the power of magic. Yahweh is
treated obscenely (vv. 16—18):

Her [Israel’s] worship of God had become a hypocritical mummery, and the solemn recital by the
mouth of the priest at the great covenant festivals proclaiming her election as people of God with all
the privileges and honours that that involved, had become a blasphemy of the covenant God. In face
of facts such as these, the passionate protest against the message of judgement, as if it were a
godless blasphemy against the solemnly guaranteed saving acts of Yahweh, had to be unmasked as
the grandiose piece of self-deception that it was. The patient love, which had hitherto repeatedly
pardoned Israel’s apostasy and striven to correct by chastisement or by forgiveness and re-
acceptance, was faced by the complete failure to respond to salvation in a people which sought in
their unbridled lust for life to find satisfaction by some easier means than genuine surrender to
God’s will. By turning to the mysteries of the heathen nature-gods, they surrendered to the
temptation to deify their own basic vital forces, and had necessarily to be dismissed as incapable of
personal communion with the divine will which controls history. The dissolution of the covenant
relationship and the surrender of the covenant people, who had become a house of rebellion instead
of being the house of Israel, to the heathen power of the world, is the inevitable result of a history
of sin.”3

The parallel with the church in Australia is not all that hard to draw. Are we not
prone to serious syncretism? Does the power of images grow in our midst until, as
always, they grasp more and more of Christian worship, often at the expense of hear-
ing the Word of God? Has not a theology of glory replaced the theology and teaching
of the cross, seducing Christ’s priestly community into thinking we must be effective
because we can’t tell the difference between Holy Communion and an every person
amateur hour? What of morality and sex ethic? Yet like Israel of old we kid ourselves
that with more innovation, management principles and polished entertainment we can
beat the inevitable judgement of having our candlestick removed (Rev. 2-3).

Ezekiel had to face his fellow exiles who could not hear him because they were
blaming the previous generation for their woes (Ezek. 18). They had turned God’s
election into fatalism which brought the banished ones into lethargy and moral paraly-
sis. Therefore the prophet is used by God to confront the people with the true state of
affairs. Does all this overturn God’s election purposes? No, not at all (Rom. 11:1ff.).
We cannot, any more than Israel, seize God’s election as our own prey and profane
his name in the world, for the Lord of the church will protect his transcendent majesty
and immanent saving grace from being transmogrified into a human consortium.

73 'W. Eichrodt, Ezekiel, SCM, London, 1980, p. 28.
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SEVERE JUDGEMENT, FREE SALVATION

There can be no final and lasting universal salvation except through judgement.
Ezekiel 10:18-19 says the glory of the Lord departed from the threshold of the
Temple and remained at the entrance of the east gate, above the cherubim. The
entrance of this gate is not the main gate of the Temple, but the eastern gate of the
outer court. Perhaps this is an indication that while the glory of God’s presence is
withdrawn, his covenant promise remains.”

Whatever else it means, Ezekiel the priest had, and gave, his vision of Yahweh’s
sovereign majesty, not in the Temple but on the banks of a river in an unclean land.
He prophesied of Yahweh’s glory being over all the creation:

... God’s personal manifestations of Himself to men and women must be seen as acts of sheer

grace. We do not mean that God absented Himself from man, but that there was an absence of the

Presence which was—and is—man’s most painful experience of this world. We mean that the

separation of God’s personal Presence from man brings intolerable anguish, even though that

Presence would be unbearable to man who wishes to assert his own ‘I am’ independently of his

Creator . . . The ‘absence of the Presence’ is really the ‘presence of the Absence’. It means God is

absent from man as regards man’s desire not to know Him and to live apart from Him, but is

present in that He will not let man go, and such Presence is painful and confronting.”>

Through judgement Israel has become a slain army of dry bones strewn on the dry
floor of a desert valley. By the Word of God speaking to them, and through the action
of the Holy Spirit, this host is raised from death to live. The Spirit is imparted to all
the members of the new people of God who will show their renewal by their joyful
assent and obedience to the law of the covenant (Ezek. 37:1-14). The divided king-
doms of Israel will have vanished and Yahweh will dwell with them in a renewal of
the covenant of peace (Ezek. 37:15-28). Yahweh will display his glory to the nations
(Ezek. 39:21-24), and a new Temple is promised to which all the nations will flow
(Isa. 2). The Holy Spirit will flow with fructifying affect and for the Edenisation of
thenations (Ezek. 47:1-23). All this comes by God’s faithfulness to his own holy will.

Later studies will show that the Word made flesh in Jesus, the Son of God, is the
very Temple of God’s presence and glory which will displace all human concoction
(John 2:19-22). He it is who makes atonement for the sins of the world through the
judgement of the cross where he, as God’s elect one, becomes the accused, rejected
one, in order to gather believers into the Temple of his body.

For the church today we too must heed the warning not to keep saying to our-
selves, we are the temple of the Lord, and seize our election in order to advance our
own ambitions and power, and to clutch the privileges of church membership for
ourselves. We must recognise the seriousness of judgement beginning with the house-
hold of God. Rather than rationalise judgement and evade it we are called by Christ to
acknowledge it. We do this in a decisive act of faith, repudiating all human effort, and
clinging only to the cross of our dear Lord where there is death, but resurrection to
new life.

74 See C.F. Keil, ‘The Prophecies of Ezekiel’, vol. 1, in Ezekiel, Daniel, Commentary on the Old Testament,
vol. 9, by C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, pp. 141-2.
75 Geoffrey Bingham, The Everlasting Presence, NCPI, Blackwood, 1990, p. 9.
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STUDY 11

The Promise of the New Temple

Martin Bleby

EZEKIEL 40—48

Fourteen years after the fall of Jerusalem (573 BC), Ezekiel, still in exile, was given a
vision of the new temple, in the new city of Jerusalem, in the new land of Israel. This
came to him a full thirteen years after the previous dated prophecy (32:1). Ezekiel was
a priest, who had never been able to exercise his priestly duties in the temple at
Jerusalem, since he had been taken into exile before he had been old enough to begin
(see Ezek. 1:1-37¢). For how long had Ezekiel been thinking and praying about these
things before the vision came?

Chapters 40—44 on the temple are linked with the vision in chapters 8—11. There
we saw, in vision form, the defiled temple, the orders given for the destruction of
Jerusalem, and the departure of the glory of God from the temple. Here we see the
restored temple, city and land, and the Lord’s return to the temple and presence
among His people.

These chapters come after a prophecy of the cataclysmic battle in chapters 38—39
that, for all of its realism, has apocalyptic or eschatological dimensions. It concludes
with the following undertaking:

Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: Now I will restore the fortunes of Jacob, and have mercy on the
whole house of Israel; and I will be jealous for my holy name. They shall forget their shame, and all
the treachery they have practiced against me, when they live securely in their land with no one to
make them afraid, when I have brought them back from the peoples and gathered them from their
enemies’ lands, and through them have displayed my holiness in the sight of many nations. Then
they shall know that I am the LORD their God because I sent them into exile among the nations, and
then gathered them into their own land. I will leave none of them behind; and I will never again
hide my face from them, when I pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel, says the Lord GOD
(Ezek. 39:25-29).

While we, with our historical perspective after the event, may tend to refer this to the
return of some of the exiles to Jerusalem from 539 BC, and the rebuilding of the
temple by 516 BC, yet this too, with reference to none of them being left behind, and
to the outpouring of the Spirit, should be seen as a supra-historical reality that begins

76 Assuming that ‘the thirtieth year’ designates Ezekiel’s own age, when he would normally have expected to
take up full duties in the temple as a priest (see Num. 4:3).
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to have its fulfilment in the ‘last days’ when the Christ has come (see Joel 2:28; Acts
2:16-17). N. T. Wright tells us there were those in Israel in Jesus’ day who thought
the exile was still happening, since Israel remained under foreign domination, and
who still looked for it to come to an end.”” Certainly we know that there were those in
Jerusalem at the time of the birth of Christ who still ‘were looking for the redemption
of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38). Thus we also see Ezekiel’s vision of the restored temple as
part of this eschatological reality. Certainly the returning exiles made no attempt to
implement the literal details of this vision; so it would seem that, as far as they were
concerned, this was not its original intention for them. Yet it is a vision given to those
who were still under the Mosaic covenant, and it is spelled out largely in those
terms—but not exactly, with what appear to be arbitrary variations from it. Thus
while this vision denotes the future coming of the kingdom of God,’® and has many
pointers to it, it does not yet come to the full vision of ‘a new heaven and a new earth’
and ‘the holy city’, in which there is ‘no temple’, of Revelation 21-22. While it is
spoken of in terms of a reconstituted temple still under the Mosaic covenant, there is a
provisional feel to it. The description is almost surrealistic and dream-like. Everything
1s waiting and in readiness, but there are no people yet in evidence. We can see what
is being signified in terms of God and His people being together in holiness, but it
seems the fulfilment is yet to come. So it would appear that the reference is not just to
the time of the return from exile, but points beyond that to the reality described in
Revelation 21-22, and is somewhere on the way to it, with elements that appear to be
not yet fully resolved or complete. Taken that way, we can take this prophecy also
into our own hearts. We remember that, in that fulfilment, even the temple itself (and
we are that temple) is subsumed into the wonderful reality of ‘the Lord God the
Almighty and the Lamb’ (Rev. 21:22), in a blaze of intimacy and glory.

As in chapters 38-39, this is vision-language, yet using terms that appear to have
historical reality.” There are details of the vision, such as the layout of the land in
45:1-8, 48:1-29, that are incapable of literal application, as they take no account of
actual geographical features (contrast Josh. 13—19, alongside which Ezekiel’s scheme
appears to be quite idealistic). The description of the water flowing from the temple
(47:1-12) is obviously visionary and symbolic—especially as it increases in volume
and depth as it goes out—yet again with some apparently literal and specific details
(e.g. the provision for continuing salt supplies in 47:11). Perhaps in Ezekiel’s own
thinking there was little distinction between the visionary and the historical—for him
it was all of a piece, all the action of the one God in and beyond history. Our
rationalistic and reductionist minds may have something to learn from that. The fact

TTN. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology, Fortress Pr.,
Minneapolis, 1992, p. 141

78 See C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 9, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976,
pt2,p. 181.

79 This has led some to take this vision literally, even as a prediction of an actual rebuilding of the temple in
Jerusalem, and the reinstatement of the sacrificial system at the end of the Messianic age, still to be fulfilled (as in
the Scofield Reference Bible). This would make nonsense of the work of the cross as the sacrifice to end all
sacrifices (see Heb. 10:1-25).
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remains that no attempt was made by the returning exiles to implement the details of
Ezekiel’s vision. It deals, within history, with a supra-historical reality: the nature of
God, and of His life amongst His people (see 48:35: ‘“The LORD is there’). Ezekiel
writes as a prophet, not as an architect, or a lawmaker. The interest is in the symmetry
of the measurements, and the perfection that symbolises, rather than in making it
possible to reproduce the structure in practice. Ezekiel was a priest, with his heart set
on the temple where he had never been able to exercise his ministry, and which now
lay in ruins. God spoke to Ezekiel in terms that answered the deepest longings of his
heart, yet which also went beyond that with a message for all God’s people. We may
stand at a little distance from the detail, while still trying to picture and understand
it, and seek to hear what God is saying to Ezekiel and the exiles, to God’s people
at large, and to our own situation, as we can receive and rejoice in this promise of
God.

LET THEM BE ASHAMED OF THEIR INIQUITIES

The vision is given, not to satisfy curiosity or to intrigue, but for its moral and
sanctifying import. The prophet is told what to do with what he is shown:

look closely and listen attentively, and set your mind upon all that I shall show you, for you were
brought here in order that I might show it to you; declare all that you see to the house of Israel
(Ezek. 40:4).

He is also told why:

describe the temple to the house of Israel, and let them measure the pattern; and let them be ashamed
of their iniquities. When they are ashamed of all that they have done, make known to them the
plan of the temple, its arrangement, its exits and its entrances, and its whole form—all its
ordinances and its entire plan and all its laws; and write it down in their sight, so that they may
observe and follow the entire plan and all its ordinances. This is the law of the temple: the
whole territory on the top of the mountain all around shall be most holy. This is the law of the
temple (Ezek. 43:10-12).

The main reason for the vision is to bring the people to be ashamed of their iniquities,
and then to be encouraged by the perfection of God’s full provision for His dwelling
amongst His people. This relates to the godly shame the people will have once they
have been cleansed by God from all their uncleannesses and their idols, and given a
new heart and spirit from God (Ezek. 36:31-32, following 36:16-30). This is brought
about in this instance by a recounting of the details of the new temple, city and land.
This is fitting, if the root sin of humankind is a failure to worship (as in Rom. 1:21).
To us, some of these details, taken on their own, may seem less than stimulating. Yet,
taken in with a humble and contrite heart that trembles at God’s word (see Isa. 66:2),
even these details may instil an excitement regarding the coming worship of God that
matches the prophet’s own, especially among those who have been inducted into the
reality of the new covenant.
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THE NEW TEMPLE: EZEKIEL 40:5—42:20

The descriptions here are best followed with the aid of diagrams which attempt to
reproduce what is written in visual form. We need to be mindful that it is the
significance of the dimensions and layout that is important, not these things in
themselves. Yet somehow, by the Spirit’s inspiration, the vision has its impact simply
by the relating of these things.80

40:5

6-16

17-37

3843

44-47

The measuring reed is about three metres long; so that is the height and the
thickness of the wall. However, the significance of the measurements is in
the total of the number of cubits, not in their modern metric equivalent.

The east gate. Seven steps lead up to a passageway ten cubits wide and fifty
cubits long, with three cubicles or guardrooms off each side along the
passageway, and a porch at the other end. The overall width of the structure
is twenty-five cubits, exactly half its length (note the symmetry of the
measurements). The porch and each of the guardrooms have windows, and
the doorposts of the porch are adorned with carvings of palm trees. Could
these indicate that here we are entering somewhere like the garden of Eden?
(See Gen. 2:8-9.)

The outer courtyard. The porch of the east gate leads into a large courtyard,
with chambers facing into it on three sides: thirty in all, ten on each wall.
The walls are each five hundred cubits long. At the centre of the north and
south walls are gateways exactly the same as the east gate we have just
come through. One hundred cubits in from each of these outer gateways is
the wall of the inner courtyard. This is entered up eight steps through three
inner gateways directly opposite the outer gateways, and built to the same
design, like a mirror-image, with their porches facing towards the outer
courtyard.

Just inside and outside the northern gateway to the inner courtyard are
tables for the killing, washing and laying-out of the sacrificial animals.

Alongside the inner gateways, on the south and north sides of the inner
courtyard, are chambers for the priests. The inner courtyard is one hundred
cubits square, with an altar in the middle.

48-41:26 Up ten steps on the western side of the inner court is the temple building

itself. A fourteen cubit wide entrance, with pillars on each side, leads into
the temple porch. From there, through a ten cubit wide doorway, we enter
the nave or main room of the temple, lit by high windows. At the centre of
this room is an altar-like table of unspecified use, perhaps corresponding to
the table for the ‘bread of the Presence’ in the earlier tabernacle and temple
(Exod. 25:23-30; Lev. 24:5-9; 1 Kings 6:20). Beyond that, through a six
cubit wide entrance, lies the perfectly square most holy place, or ‘holy of
holies’. Each of these chambers is richly adorned with carvings of palm

80 The following summary, and much of the material for this study, is taken from a series on Ezekiel by
Martin Bleby: see www.newcreation.org.au/studies/bleby/index.html.
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trees and cherubim (again an allusion to the garden of Eden? See Gen.
3:24). The overall length of the temple building is exactly one hundred
cubits. Along its three sides are three storeys of side chambers or storage
rooms, built against the walls of the temple building, with access by outside
doors and stairways. The space behind the temple building, made up of a
yard and another building of unspecified use, makes up another one
hundred cubits, like the inner court in front of the temple building—fine
symmetry again.

42:1-14 To the north and to the south of the temple building are the priests’
chambers, one hundred cubits long and fifty cubits wide, three storeys high,
with a corridor down the middle of each. Here the priests eat the edible
portions of the sacrifices, and change their clothes as they enter and leave
the holy place.

15-20  Ezekiel is now conducted outside the whole temple area through the outer
east gateway by which he entered. The whole temple area is five hundred
cubits by five hundred cubits. The wall marks ‘a separation between the
holy and the common’. (n.b. ‘common’ does not necessarily mean unclean.
It is simply a neutral term.)

THE GLORY OF THE LORD

Ezekiel sees the glory of the Lord returning to the temple, in the same way He had left
it:

Then he brought me to the gate, the gate facing east. And there, the glory of the God of Israel was
coming from the east; the sound was like the sound of mighty waters; and the earth shone with
his glory. The vision I saw was like the vision that I had seen when he came to destroy the city,
and like the vision that I had seen by the river Chebar; and I fell upon my face. As the glory of
the LORD entered the temple by the gate facing east, the spirit lifted me up, and brought me into
the inner court; and the glory of the LORD filled the temple.

While the man was standing beside me, I heard someone speaking to me out of the temple. He
said to me: Mortal, this is the place of my throne and the place for the soles of my feet, where |
will reside among the people of Israel forever (Ezek. 43:1-7; see also 48:35).

This is the climax, and the significance, of the whole vision. The Lord is with His
people!

Then comes the command that the perfection of God’s holiness, represented here
by the perfect symmetry of the new temple, is now to be matched by the perfect
holiness of the people, among whom God dwells (Ezek. 43:8—12; see above). The
setting forth to the people of Israel of the perfection of the temple will shame them
out of their former unholiness. So the area that is ‘most holy’ shall now extend
beyond the temple area itself! (See also Ezek. 45:1-5. Compare the vision in Zech.
14:20-21, where even the bells on the horses’ harnesses are ‘Holy to the LORD’, and
every pot in the whole city of Jerusalem is sacred.) Up to now, holiness has been a
rather fragile thing, which could be easily defiled, and not easily passed on (see Hag.
2:10-14, where uncleanness is more easily communicated than holiness). But when
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Jesus came, holiness began to flow out from him in the other direction. That which
before would have rendered a human being unclean and unholy, such as a person with
leprosy, a woman in her ‘uncleanness’, or a dead body, is now cleansed and sanctified
by his touch and command (see e.g. Luke 5:12—14; 8:40-56).

The altar of sacrifice (by which the people are cleansed and made holy and
acceptable to God), located in the inner courtyard, is now described, and the
ordinances for its consecration and use are laid down (Ezek. 43:13-27).

The outer east gateway, which the Lord has used to re-enter the temple, is now to
remain shut forever. (Is this a way of saying that God will never leave again?) The
prince (Messiah?), who enjoys a special relationship with God, may now sit in its
porch ‘to eat bread before the LORD’—a lovely homely image (Ezek. 44:1-3). This is
part of the enhanced position and responsibilities belonging here to ‘the prince’ (see
also 45:7-9, 21-25; 46:1-10; see study 2, under ‘Priesthood and Kingship’).

Holiness may be spreading out (see above on 43:12), but there is still a marked
distinction between what is holy and what is not, and there can be no place in God’s
temple for what is not holy (compare Rev. 21:8, 27; 22:15). This is set out in terms of
who can and who cannot enter or minister in the sanctuary, and the duties of those
who are acceptable as priests are set out, largely in terms of the law of Moses (Ezek.
44:4-31). In particular, their job is still to ‘teach my people the difference between the
holy and the common, and show them how to distinguish between the unclean and the
clean’ (v. 23). This is as much a message to the priests in Ezekiel’s day as it is a
promise of more to come (as is Ezek. 45:9 a message to the rulers of Ezekiel’s day, in
the light of the righteous Messianic reign to come, prefigured in 45:7-8).

Note also: ‘I am their inheritance . .. I am their possession’ (44:28, RSV). What
does this mean for what the New Testament says about all of God’s people
participating in the priesthood (Heb. 12:23; cf. Num. 3:11-13, 45; 8:14-19—1 Pet.
2:9; cf. Exod. 19:5-6; Rev. 1:6; 5:10. Also see study 2 under ‘The Assembly of the
Firstborn’)?

THE NEW LAND

In chapters 45-48 we spread out from the new temple to the whole newly re-
constituted land of Israel (in anticipation of the new Eden, even the new heavens and
the new earth?), while still keeping an eye on the temple and its ordinances at the
centre of it all. Remember that Ezekiel is a priest in exile who longs for nothing more
than to be in the restored temple, carrying out his priestly duties. It is in this context
that God addresses Ezekiel with the message of hope for all Israel (and beyond: see
47:22-23). This is still largely in terms of a restored Mosaic covenant. But the
variations (e.g. 46:4—5 compared with Num. 28:9-10), the omissions (e.g. no mention
of the feast of weeks, as in Deut. 16:1-17, after Ezek. 45:24), and the generally
sketchy nature of the details, indicate an emblematic rather than a literal treatment.
(Some commentators postulate a later reworking of Ezekiel’s writings by lesser minds
to explain these aspects, and engage in unprovable and ingenious speculation on that
basis. We prefer to take the text at face value, and to see it as the work of a man
receiving revelations from God within the limitations of his context, and speaking
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thus of things beyond his ken, as in 1 Pet. 1:10-12 and 2 Pet. 1:20-21.) Again, the
returning exiles did not implement the literal details of this vision; so it would seem
that, as far as they were concerned, this was not its original intention.

In the midst of this comes a moving and memorable picture of the river of God, as
an image of God’s ever-flowing, life-giving blessings (cf. Gen. 2:10-14; Ps. 46:4;
65:9):

Then he brought me back to the entrance of the temple; there, water was flowing from below the
threshold of the temple toward the east (for the temple faced east); and the water was flowing
down from below the south end of the threshold of the temple, south of the altar. Then he
brought me out by way of the north gate, and led me around on the outside to the outer gate that
faces toward the east; and the water was coming out on the south side. Going on eastward with a
cord in his hand, the man measured one thousand cubits, and then led me through the water; and
it was ankle-deep. Again he measured one thousand, and led me through the water; and it was
knee-deep. Again he measured one thousand, and led me through the water; and it was up to the
waist. Again he measured one thousand, and it was a river that I could not cross, for the water
had risen; it was deep enough to swim in, a river that could not be crossed. He said to me,
‘Mortal, have you seen this?” Then he led me back along the bank of the river. As I came back, I
saw on the bank of the river a great many trees on the one side and on the other. He said to me,
‘This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; and when it enters
the sea, the sea of stagnant waters, the water will become fresh. Wherever the river goes, every
living creature that swarms will live, and there will be very many fish, once these waters reach
there. It will become fresh; and everything will live where the river goes. People will stand
fishing beside the sea from En-gedi to En-eglaim; it will be a place for the spreading of nets; its
fish will be of a great many kinds, like the fish of the Great Sea. But its swamps and marshes
will not become fresh; they are to be left for salt. On the banks, on both sides of the river, there
will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, but they will
bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit
will be for food, and their leaves for healing’ (Ezek. 47:1-12).

Unnoticed before, the stream flows from the door of the temple building itself, past
the altar, and out under the outer wall of the temple area east towards the Dead Sea.
Miraculously, as it flows on it gets deeper and deeper, freshens the waters of the Salt
Sea, filling them with life, and giving rise to marvellous trees on either side of the
stream. While all this is obviously symbolic and visionary, nevertheless Ezekiel again
pays attention to realistic detail, such as the continuing provision of salt in verse 11.

This river is found again coming into its own in Revelation 22:1-2 and 17 (cf. Isa.
55:1). We may see it also being referred to in a personal way in John 4:14, 7:37-39,
and Romans 5:5.

In preparation for setting out the inheritance of the tribes of Israel, the boundaries
of the land are defined (Ezek. 47:13-21). These correspond to the area promised to
Abraham and his descendants, and fulfilled at the height of the reign of Solomon
(Gen. 15:18; Num. 34:1-12; 1 Kings 8:65).

Foreigners also can be included in Israel’s inheritance (Ezek. 47:22-23; cf. Isa.
56:3-8; John 10:16; Mark 11:17; Acts 11:17-18; Eph. 2:11-22). This matches an
earlier concern in 22:7.

The distribution of the land among the tribes is now given (Ezek. 48:1-7, 23-29).
Again, with little or no regard for geographical features (contrast Josh. 13—19), each
tribe is allotted an equal portion of land stretching in straight lines right across from
the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River. This is perhaps to indicate that all receive
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an equal share in the inheritance of the new society. The central portion (see 45:1-8)
is described in more detail, in its central position amongst the tribes of Israel (Ezek.
48:8-22). The remainder of the tribes are allotted their share to the south. The gates to
the city are named for each of the twelve tribes of Israel (Ezek. 48:30-35). Clearly in
all this the reunited Israel (as in 37:15-28) is envisaged.

The Book of the Revelation also recognises the twelve tribes in a similar scheme.
In Revelation 7 they are extended to include the ‘great multitude that no man could
number’, and in 21:9-14 the gates are augmented by twelve foundations, named for
‘the twelve apostles of the Lamb’. So here Ezekiel’s vision is meshed with the
outcome of the ultimate plan of God for all the nations, accomplished in Christ.

‘The LORD is there’ (Ezek. 48:35) is the climax of this vision, and of the whole of
Ezekiel’s prophecy. Also the climax of all history, and the heart of the purpose of God
in creation, and through all the ages, as set out in Revelation 21:3 (RSV):

Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and
God himself will be with them.

‘The LORD is there’ ends the prophecy of Ezekiel: the priestly prophet who in exile
discovered that God is with His people, and desires to bring them, through thick and
thin, to a holy union with Himself that will be forever.
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STUDY 12

Christ—New Tabernacle,
New Temple

Siew Kiong Tham

And the word became flesh and tabernacled (or lived in a tabernacle) in our midst, and we have
seen his glory, the glory as of the begotten from the father, full of grace and truth (John 1:14, lit.
trans.).

INTRODUCTION®

These words from the prologue of John’s Gospel are important for the Christian
gospel. Much has been made of those words, ‘the word became flesh’. It establishes
the humanity of Jesus Christ and thwarts docetism not only in the early centuries of
the church but also today. Liberal doctrine tends to make this the basis of salvation.
Important though it may be, the incarnation is a point in the whole purpose of God
which starts from a beginning and moves towards the fulfilment in the eschaton. The
incarnation presupposes the cross and the atonement. The incarnation must not be
considered in isolation. This tends towards a philosophical analysis and ultimately an
anthropocentric interpretation, ‘emptying the cross of its power’ (cf. 1 Cor. 1:17).

It 1s what follows those words, ‘the word became flesh’, in this verse that is the
focus of our attention in this paper. The words ‘dwelt among us’—€oxnvocev €v
Nuiv, eskénosen en hémin—means literally, ‘lived in a tabernacle or tent in our
midst’.82 It is quite clear that John is linking the incarnation to the tabernacle which
symbolises the presence of God in the midst of Israel. This heralds the Immanuel
theme and we celebrate this enthusiastically. However, John was not thinking merely
of the warm and cosy presence of the word in our midst. He wrote with reference to
all that is implied in the elaborate setting up of the tabernacle and later the temple in
Israel and the way it reflects the closeness of the relationship between Yahweh and
His people. The presence of God in the tabernacle in the midst of Israel is what Israel
cherishes as the people of God though, more often than not, Israel went on a wayward
path.

81 | have drawn much of the material in this paper from G. K. Beale’s article (see p. 29, fn. 5).

82 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek
Text (SPCK, London, 2" edn, 1978), p. 165, says that €v nuiv, en hémin, means in our midst rather than in our
human nature.
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We have already said much regarding the tabernacle (and temple) and its
significance in the life and worship of Israel. The sacrifice and the High Priesthood in
the temple worship are all part of the way God has decreed for creation to reflect His
presence among His people. So when John wrote, ‘the word became flesh and
tabernacled in our midst’, he straightaway moves from the incarnation to the whole of
the worship that the word brings into the created realm. It is not just a warm cosy
presence to soothe the strains and stresses in our world. It is the expression of the
worship that the word in the flesh will bring to the Father on behalf of creation. It is
the fulfilment of all that the prophets have said following the failure of Adam and
Israel in leading the created world in the worship of Yahweh. The fulfilment is the
result of the work of God Himself. One such word came from Isaiah:

He saw that there was no man, and wondered that there was no one to intervene; then his own arm
brought him victory, and his righteousness upheld him (Isa. 59:16).

After having moved to link the incarnation with the tabernacle, John inevitably brings
in the glory that is so much a part of the tabernacle worship: ‘And the word became
flesh and tabernacled (or lived in a tabernacle) in our midst, and we have seen his
glory, the glory as of the begotten from the father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14,
lit.). It is no longer the glory of the tabernacle structure, but the glory of the second
person of the Triune Godhead, a glory emanating from the Father, full of grace and
truth. The glory had once departed from the tabernacle and that glory is now restored
in its fullness by the ‘begotten from the father’. Is John here alluding to the fact that
He is the tabernacle? Perhaps not yet.

THE LOGIC OF JOHN 1:14

A problem we have in comprehending the person of Christ is the question of faith and
history. I do not think we want to go through the much pursued path of the Jesus of
history and the Christ of faith. We have the gospel accounts of the human Jesus and
what He did and taught, His life and death, and His interactions with all strata of the
society in His day, and the effect of all that He did on the society and indeed the wider
influence in the world. From that we have distilled into our framework of faith and
religion without putting it into the larger context of the purpose of God and His
presence with His people. We have left out all the difficult bits, including the
mysterious bits that do not fit into our framework, and we work happily away with
what we can handle. What we have to do in this school is to struggle with Scripture in
all its complexity regarding this larger framework of the dwelling and presence of
God. It is this dichotomy that presents the difficulty in our comprehension and
therefore the challenge in this school. I am not inferring that our comprehension of the
human Jesus is faulty and neither is our understanding of His life and work. The
challenge to us in this school is to put all that into the framework of God’s presence
with His people.
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The prologue of John’s Gospel has to be seen as a bold introduction to all that John
intends to write in it. We will try to see what is behind the mind of John. As we all
know, he expands what is in the prologue in the rest of the gospel. So having linked
the incarnation to the temple and the glory in the prologue (1:14), John later records
in addition to Jesus’ remark regarding Nathanael, this comment:

And he said to him, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God
ascending and descending upon the Son of man’ (John 1:51).

This is a clear reference to the vision of Jacob’s ladder at Bethel (Gen. 28:12) before
his encounter with Esau. While there is no mention of the tabernacle here, this allu-
sion to Jacob’s vision must certainly include the presence of God in the sanctuary at
Bethel:

Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, ‘Surely the LORD is in this place; and I did not know
it.” ' And he was afraid, and said, ‘How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of
God, and this is the gate of heaven’ (Gen. 28:16—17).

This remark by Jesus may appear unrelated, but Jesus was responding to Nathanael’s
answer, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’ (John 1:49). The
response by Jesus in describing Himself instead as the ‘Son of man’ and as the one
upon whom the angels of God ascended and descended must have stated clearly His
role as the mediator between God and man. It is Jesus Himself who is now the link
between heaven and earth, and not the earthly structure of the temple. In fact it is also
quite evident from the Old Testament accounts that the holy presence of God in a
place was not an intrinsic property of the place but because God was there. When He
was not present, then the place was no longer holy. The account of Moses and the
burning bush again makes this clear.

John follows this up in the next chapter with the cleansing of the temple at which
Jesus said:

‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” *° The Jews then said, ‘It has taken forty-
six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?’ *' But he spoke of the temple
of his body (John 2:19-21).

Here John is making it plain that he identifies the temple with Jesus. John in his
prologue has emphasised the mutual indwelling between the Father and the Son, ‘the
only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father’ (1:18). C. K. Barrett commented that
‘the human body of Jesus was the place where a unique manifestation of God took
place and consequently became the only true Temple, the only centre of true
worship’.83

Mark amplifies what Jesus said:

We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days I will build
another, not made with hands’ (Mark 14:58).

83 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John, p. 201.
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He is the new temple in His body made without hands. This will be dealt with in the
next paper. The spiritual nature of this worship in a temple made without hands is
brought out in Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman in John 4:

Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in
Jerusalem will you worship the Father. ** You worship what you do not know; we worship what we
know, for salvation is from the Jews. 2 But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him.
 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth’ (John 4:21-24).

He is the new temple and the true worship. The question is no longer whether worship
is in Samaria or Jerusalem. The question of where we worship cannot be answered
with reference to spatial concepts in the created universe. The new temple and the
new Jerusalem has superseded all that. The reality of all that God has purposed has
now arrived. There is to be a new worship led by the Aettovpyog (leitourgos) in the
true sanctuary (Heb. 8:2), a theme that we will come back to a little later. But before
that we need to see the pronouncement by Jesus at the Feast of the Tabernacles:

On the last day of the feast [i.e. feast of the Tabernacles], the great day, Jesus stood up and
proclaimed, ‘If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. ** He who believes in me, as the
scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.”* ** Now this he said about the
Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive; for as yet the Spirit had not been given,
because Jesus was not yet glorified (John 7:37-39).

We have already seen from Ezekiel (47:1-6) the imagery of water flowing from the
new temple, from the throne of God, in an earlier paper. Jesus identified this ‘water’
with the Holy Spirit. At the end of John’s Gospel, he recorded the breathing of the
Holy Spirit into the disciples. This giving of the Spirit brings new life into the new
creation:

And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John
20:22).

The allusion is to God breathing life into Adam in the Genesis account: ‘then the
LORD God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life; and man became a living being’ (Gen. 2:7). So, just as the Spirit
breathed life into Adam, so the Spirit breathed new life into the generation of the
second Adam.

THE TEMPLE IN PAUL’S LETTERS

It 1s Paul who contrasted between the old and new creation and to this we will now
turn briefly as this will be dealt in greater detail later this morning. While we may say
that we are the temple of the Holy Spirit and Christ dwells in us, we are only the
temple insofar as we are in Christ (the temple) and part of His body (1 Cor. 3:16;
6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16). When Jesus was questioned regarding destroying the temple, ‘he
spoke of the temple of his body’ (John 2:21). Barrett’s comment on this is relevant
here:
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It cannot therefore be maintained that the body that is raised up is the church, understood in terms
of the familiar Pauline image . . . It was his own body, killed on the cross, that Christ raised up, but
in doing so he brought the church into being.84

In Revelation, John affirmed that the temple is God Himself, ‘and I saw no temple in
the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb’ (Rev. 21:22). Yet
Paul was able to talk about the people of God as the temple:

Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? '’ If any one
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and that temple you are
(1 Cor. 3:16-17).

We are only God’s temple insofar as we are identified with Christ and part of his
body. That is the logic of the incarnation. Jesus became man so that humanity may
become part of Him. Without that it would be merely a metaphysical body and not a
true incorporation. So when Paul says, ‘For we are the temple of the living God’, it is
because, ‘I [God] will live in them and move among them, and I will be their God,
and they shall be my people’ (2 Cor. 6:16).

It is the Spirit of God who effects this incorporation into the body of Christ. Paul
made this incorporation clear:

You yourselves are our letter of recommendation, written on your hearts, to be known and read by
all men; * and you show that you are a letter from Christ delivered by us, written not with ink but
with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts (2 Cor.
3:2-3).

So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and
members of the household of God, *° built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ
Jesus himself being the cornerstone, 2! in whom the whole structure is joined together and grows
into a holy temple in the Lord; ** in whom you also are built into it for a dwelling place of God in
the Spirit (Eph. 2:19-22).

In writing to the Colossian Christians, Paul affirmed this incorporation into Christ
again:

For in him the whole fulness of deity dwells bodily, '° and you have come to fulness of life in him,
who is the head of all rule and authority (Col. 2:9-10).

Jesus is the temple of God in the primary sense. We are only the temple in a second-
ary sense because of our incorporation into Jesus. In Him is the fullness of the deity
and we have come into fullness in Christ. The temple that Jesus is includes humanity
through incorporation and in that sense we are also the temple.

THE HEBRAIC CONTRIBUTION

The writer to the Hebrews puts forth the thesis that the final revelation is to be seen in
Jesus Christ, the Son of God. From His pre-existence, to His humanity and finally His
exaltation, the writer argues how He has superseded the pattern of the Jewish temple
worship. The spiritual worship with the new order of Melchizedek’s priesthood has
already been pointed out. The new Great High Priest, without beginning and without

84 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John, p. 165.
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ending, is also the sacrificial lamb. Having argued for the new and excellent way, the
writer to the Hebrews finally makes his point in chapter 8:

Now the point in what we are saying is this: we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the
right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, > a minister in the sanctuary and the true tent
which is set up not by man but by the Lord (Heb. 8:1-2).

Hebrews 8:2 may be put this way: a minister in the most holy place and the true
tabernacle which is set up by the Lord and not by man.®> The reference is clearly to
the temple worship in the most holy place only entered by the Great High Priest.
However, the structural reference is straightaway removed by the addition of the word
‘true’ to describe the tabernacle that is not man-made. The worship is now taken over
from the old order by Melchizedek’s new High Priest as He ministers in the new
temple which is now His body prepared by the Lord (Heb. 10:5).

And so it can now be seen what the writer to the Hebrews is writing about. Christ
is the High Priest. Christ is the temple. He is at once the High Priest and the sacrificial
lamb. Christ is the Aettovpyog (leitourgos), the leader of the worship, as only He can
offer that which the Father accepts. He is the minister in the tabernacle not made with
hands. He is the tabernacle. He is the fulfilment of all that the Father purposes. He
is the Alpha and the Omega. He is all in all. He is the one who will sum up
(dvaxkedarorom, anakephalaioo) all things in the universe.

AND FINALLY

That is why John wrote in Revelation:

And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb (Rev.
21:22)

85 1iv Gylov Ae1Tovpyos Kal Thg oknvig The GAnOLvig, fiv Emnéev O kVpLog, 0vk dvBpanog (Heb. 8:2).
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STUDY 13

Destroy This Temple

Randall Lawton

The Scriptures are the vigorous word of God’s careful and patient building of his
dwelling place. This is firstly to do with his people that he may through them fill the
whole creation, the new creation. The organising of history and the preparation of the
human heart by God to know him is not something to rush over. Altars, temples and
conflict between God and Man over these places, spanning many many years, are
necessary to prepare us for a new world which needs hearts and minds that are not
only prepared by expansion but also sanctified in readiness for a revelation to sight of
the Holy One hitherto unknown. For this we live and through faith we enter now.

CHRIST AS THE NEW MEETING PLACE
OF THE FATHER AND HIS FAMILY

In the previous study (study 12: ‘Christ—New Tabernacle, New Temple’) we saw
that Jesus is the New Temple, the fulfilment of what the old pointed to. Jesus in the
flesh is the new dwelling place of God. Therefore the importance of Christ cannot be
overstated (Col. 1:18-19). In John chapter 2, we see the significance of Jesus as the
new dwelling place of God calling his own body ‘this temple’ (naos, v. 19). If we
consider that Jesus had just called the temple ‘my Father’s house’ (v. 16), he was
designating himself in the flesh as the revelation of God, God as Father. Indeed much
of Jesus’ teaching in John’s Gospel is given to this.3¢

The revelation of the Father by the Son is so that he, the Father, can gather his new
family. Jesus speaks of the Father giving people to the Son, drawing and enabling
them to come to him, who in turn gives access to the Father in his Sonship (John 6:37,
44, 65; 10:29). So the Father is building a family who draw near to, and dwell with,
him. Yet the Father also seeks to dwell with his family and he is preparing them to
accommodate him. The Jews would destroy the temple of Christ’s body but he would
build a new one! (John 2:19-22).

Christ therefore becomes the new tent of meeting, the place of communion
between the Father and his children.

86 As well as the synoptics (e.g. Matt. 5-7; 11:25-30).
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The Old Testament is preparatory to this and we read of the significance of sacred
buildings, times and places for worship. Yet a close look would clearly indicate that
God was primarily interested in people, not buildings and places (see e.g. 1 Chron.
17:1-14; Gen. 28:10-22).87 So the Father in Christ names his family with his own
name: ‘For this reason, I bow my knees before the Father [pater], from whom every
family [patria] . . . derives its name’ (Eph. 3:14-15, NASB). The family is one with
the Father and the family has the name of the Father as its identity, just as the Father
and Son are one (John 10:30; 17:11, 22).

When the Messiah came, he found idolatrous and heartless worship. Yet something
new was to happen. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry he confronted the Jews of his
day to effect closure of the old and to usher in the new wine of his messianic ministry
(John 2:1-11). After changing the water into wine at the wedding at Cana in Galilee,
Jesus was in the temple, and we read the above quoted Jesus’ words regarding the
temple in context:

The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple he found people
selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated at their tables. Making a whip of
cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the
coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. He told those who were selling the doves,
‘Take these things out of here! Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!” His disciples
remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.” The Jews then said to him,
‘What sign can you show us for doing this?’ Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in
three days I will raise it up.” The Jews then said, ‘This temple has been under construction for forty-
six years, and will you raise it up in three days?’ But he was speaking of the temple of his body.
After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they believed
the scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken. When he was in Jerusalem during the Passover
festival, many believed in his name because they saw the signs that he was doing (John 2:13-23,
NRSV).

The significance of the cleansing and Jesus’ claim to be the new temple are to be
understood in the context of the Passover setting which John highlights by naming it
at the beginning and end (vv. 13, 23). Passover has to do with redeeming a people to
worship and that redemption is accomplished through God’s judgement.

THE TEMPLE, PASSOVER AND GENUINE WORSHIP

At the Passover, Israel was redeemed from slavery to worship God and the subse-
quent exodus would forever imprint his favour on them. So in Deuteronomy Moses
exhorts the people to love God in their hearts. Only genuine love would be an appro-
priate response to God’s astonishing love for them: they were to circumcise their
hearts (Deut. 10:16; cf. 30:6). All of this is in the context of repeated warnings not to

87 He loved his people as his ‘treasured possession’. We see this in Jacob, who built an altar which pointed to
the coming temple and to whom Jesus alludes in John 1:51: ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened,
and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man’ (RSV).

In the Genesis dream, God introduces himself as ‘the God of Abraham . . . the God of Isaac’ (Gen. 28:13). He
does not announce himself as the God of Canaan or the God of Haran. God names himself by his people. Later,
Jacob (or, ‘the deceiver’), becomes Israel (or, ‘God fights’—cf. Gen. 32:28). So God names himself by his people
and they are named by him!
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fall into idolatrous worship or they would face covenantal curses (Deut. 4:28; 5:9;
8:19;11:16f.; 12:2-4, 31; 13:2, 6, 13; 29:18; 30:17-20). The land that they were about
to enter and take possession of was to be the one place on earth where true worship
and love could be known. God would give his temple, signifying his loving choice
and protection so they could freely come with sacrifices and offerings (Deut. 12:5-7).

Later, at the dedication of the temple, the Lord appeared to Solomon, which can
and should be read in 2 Chronicles 7:11-22. We now pick up some significant phrases
from this text:

For now I have chosen and consecrated this house so that my name may be there forever; my eyes
and my heart will be there for all time (v. 16).

The temple is consecrated so that God could put his ‘name’ there forever and he
would be responsive to his people. God would dwell with them in his holy splendour
and majesty: they could be assured of his love and mercy. But this was no blanket
guarantee that the building would remain. The longevity of the temple and its
institutions depended on their heart towards him:

But if you turn aside and forsake my statutes and my commandments that I have set before you, and
go and serve other gods and worship them, then I will pluck you up from the land that I have given
you; and this house, which I have consecrated for my name, I will cast out of my sight, and will
make it a proverb and a byword among all peoples. And regarding this house, now exalted,
everyone passing by will be astonished, and say, “Why has the LORD done such a thing to this land
and to this house?’ (vv. 19-21).88

Later, Jeremiah warns Judah against superstitious faith in the temple and outward
and vain religious practice:

Do not trust in these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the
temple of the LORD.’

For if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you
do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you
do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that
I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever.

Here you are, trusting in deceptive words to no avail. Will you steal, murder, commit adultery,
swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then
come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, ‘We are safe!’—only
to go on doing all these abominations? Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den
of robbers in your sight? You know, I too am watching, says the LORD. Go now to my place that
was in Shiloh, where I made my name dwell at first, and see what I did to it for the wickedness of
my people Israel. And now, because you have done all these things, says the LORD, and when I
spoke to you persistently, you did not listen, and when I called you, you did not answer, therefore |
will do to the house that is called by my name, in which you trust, and to the place that I gave to
you and to your ancestors, just what I did to Shiloh. And I will cast you out of my sight, just as I
cast out all your kinsfolk, all the offspring of Ephraim (Jer. 7:4—15).

Judah was trusting in some misguided notion that the temple structure was some
magical affirmation of security (v. 4). Yet they had neglected the name of God,
emphasised twice in the text (vv. 10, 11). They had neglected his presence, turning
the temple into an idol and using it as a place for personal gain and its institutional
practices as a cover for injustice. Their worship had become utilitarian and so they

88 Compare with 1 Kings 9:8: ‘This house will become a heap of ruins’.
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were receiving his grace in an empty way and defiling his holiness. God had time and
time again warned them through many prophets but they ignored him (Jer. 7:25-26),
provoking him to wrath (Jer. 7:18-20); he who demands that all idolatrous places of
worship be destroyed (Exod. 34:13f.; Deut. 7:5; 2 Kings 23:13ff.; 2 Chron. 31:1;
34:1-7).

THE WRATH OF THE LAMB

Jesus’ temple cleansing is the Word of judgement incarnate—the wrath of the Lamb
(John 1:29, 36; cf. Rev. 6:16). Jesus as the Messiah acts strongly in judgement on
behalf of God. In the wider context of John’s Gospel, Jesus spells out that the Father
had given judgement to the Son, but the Son only ever judges according to the
Father’s will (John 5:19-30; 8:12-30). So Jesus is revealing God’s displeasure
towards the Jews who had ceased to truly worship. They had turned the temple into ‘a
house of trade’ (John 2:16; cf. Jer. 7:11; Mark 11:17). Like their fathers, they had
fallen into idolatrous and utilitarian worship. All the hardness of heart warned against
in the Scriptures, as outlined above, had not been heeded, so Christ, who serves God
and honours his temple, must act. The problem was not the stone walls but their stony
hearts. They had become arctic toward God. The Jews had changed the temple into a
precinct of self-interest. It was their idol polished with orthodoxy. It had become a
place to make personal gain at the expense of others.

If we keep in mind the Passover context and Christ as the Lamb (John 1:29, 36)
with the association of the blood of the Passover lamb, it is fair to say that this
cleansing points to the inner workings of the cross. Jesus therefore answers the Jews
by pointing to his death and resurrection: ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will
raise it up’. Later, Jesus, speaking to the Samaritan woman, said there is an ‘hour’
when worship of the Father will be in ‘spirit and truth’ (John 4:21-23). The ‘hour’ in
John’s Gospel is Jesus’ crucifixion (see e.g. 12:27-34). So it is at the cross that new
worship begins and where unsanctified worship is removed.

Therefore the cross cuts two ways. Firstly, through faith in Jesus it sets people free
to worship by cleansing judgement. One must believe in the crucified Son, who hangs
in judgement, to have the judgement of God removed and to enter into life (John 3:9—
15). Having insight into the cross by the Spirit (John 14:26), the apostles and others
later taught that it was by propitiation that we are freed to worship God with a clear
conscience and with a new heart of love (Heb. 2:17; cf. 9:14; Rom. 3:24-25; cf. 12:1;
1 John 4:7-21). No judgement of God, no gospel! No wrath, no worship! No wrath,
no understanding of his love. The wrath of God in the cross is what brings deadly
idolatry to its end. It sets the believer free by having a Saviour—the Lamb—bear
God’s wrath and, like the Passover, have it averted.

Secondly, at the Passover, the same judgement that freed the Israelites consumed
the Egyptians. Jesus said if one does not believe in him, in his cross, then the ‘wrath
of God remains on him’ (John 3:36, ESV; cf. vv. 14-15) and the cross executes a
judgement which prepares unbelievers for a final judgement (John 5:25-29). The
Jews accused Jesus at his trial of hating the temple, twisting his words: ‘This fellow
said, “I am able to destroy the temple of God and to build it in three days”’ (Matt.
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26:61). Their lies revealed thay had never had hearts for God and his word of truth.
They pressed Jesus’ prophecy—‘Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it
up’—through the grubby filters of their minds, misinterpreting his words as an attack
on the temple. Underneath they wanted their idol, the edifice of the temple, protected
over and above all else. So they had him crucified. In so doing they destroyed the true
temple, revealing their hatred and blasphemy against God. The wrath of the Lamb had
exposed their hearts and they were prepared for the final judgement on the last day
(John 12:48).

All the time Jesus was in control, obeying the Father and laying his life down ‘of
his own accord’ (John 10:17). His commanding prophecy, ‘destroy this temple’ and
the eternal plan of God was fulfilled (Rev. 13:8). Jesus taught in connection with his
death that at this juncture in history there would be judgement, where light and
darkness, faith and unbelief, true worship and false worship are separated (John 9:39;
12:31). The disciples remembered the cleansing in the light of Psalm 69:9: ‘zeal for
your house will consume me’ (John 2:17). This is a messianic Psalm, and is often
quoted or echoed by the New Testament writers.?? ‘Zeal’ should not be understood
pejoratively. It is through his righteous ‘zeal’ of judgement that he has in his scope to
gather the Father’s family, the new temple in his resurrected body, those who worship
in ‘spirit and truth’. Indeed it is through this ‘zeal’ of judgement as the resurrected
Lord that he keeps the church in faith and in true worship (1 Pet. 4:17; cf. 1:6-8;
2:4-8).

NEW LIVING STONES

Jesus’ prophecy that he would raise this temple up in three days pointed directly to his
resurrection. It was through the risen Lord that all the cleansing work of the cross
would come gushing through. Later in John (10:14—18) he speaks of having authority
from the Father to lay his life down and to take it up. He does this for his sheep, some
‘not of this fold’, to bring them in. His death and resurrection are to create a new
people. In John 11 Jesus speaks to Martha, that faith in him as ‘the resurrection and
the life’ (11:25) will produce life in her. So his power as the resurrected Lord imparts
power to resurrect his believers. This was surely in Jesus’ purview from the
beginning. He was thinking of his own body, but he was also thinking of the church,
which he would ‘build’ for eternity (Matt. 16:18). The apostles, having the church’s
oneness with Christ in mind, would call it ‘the body of Christ’.

Historically we see after Pentecost, the resurrection was proclaimed in the Spirit
and, as the Spirit filled the new temple of the church, the Lordship of Christ was
believed and a new community of people turned to new love and worship. Stephen
(and the church) had recaptured the knowledge that God does not, and therefore
ultimately will not, dwell in ‘houses made by hands’ (Acts 7:48-50, ESV), a point
Paul reinforces to the Athenaens (Acts 17:24). Numerous times the church is
described with temple language (1 Pet. 2:4; 1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:19; Eph. 2:18-22). The

89 Matt. 27:34, 48; Mark 15:36; Luke 23:36; John 15:25; 19:28; Rom. 11:9-10; 15:3; Heb. 11:26; Rev. 3:5;
13:8; 16:1; 17:8;20:12, 15; 21:27.
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church—the new temple—is being built by the risen Lord filling it with the Holy
Spirit that the Father may dwell with his family and his family dwell with him. God’s
new living temple spreads over the earth as the gospel is proclaimed and believed.
Through the resurrection of Christ these new worshippers are never to die. This new
temple of flesh, even glorified flesh, is indestructible and will always bring ‘spiritual
sacrifices’ to God. They are now ‘living stones’, alive to God in worship and rock
solid in faith. The old temporary temple could be thus left behind and crumble down:
it was and did. Now that the pre-eminent One had come, newness of life and eternal
worship was only found in him.

CONCLUSION: COMING TO HONOUR THE FATHER

If we put all this together, it is through the holy love of God expressed in Christ
against all presumptuous and idolatrous worship that we are set free to come into true
service of God. As the Passover lamb set Israel free, through Christ we are released
from our bondage to approach the Father with confidence. This is with grateful and
loving, indeed joyous, hearts because of his thorough and deep work of cleansing in
and among us. All obstacles out of the way, we are able, without any hindrance, to
worship God, experiencing his unknowable holy splendour. Now we may ‘offer to
God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe’ (Heb. 12:28).
Surely we need to heed Jesus’ words:

Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever
he wishes. The Father judges no one but has given all judgement to the Son, so that all may honour
the Son just as they honour the Father. Anyone who does not honour the Son does not honour the
Father who sent him (John 5:21-23, NRSV).

If anything, the cleansing of the temple, the judgement in the cross, the new temple
of the church, and indeed the judgements that come upon it—us—today, are such that
we may honour the Father (and the Son) and approach him with humble hearts that
befit his glory as the creator of the universe and his people. Hearts so prepared are
called to share that glory throughout the creation, through praise, word and deed, so
that the entire New Creation may be filled with his glory and only hearts so prepared
would be able to do such a prodigious task!
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STUDY 14

A Dwelling Place of God
in the Spirit

Grant Thorpe

THE WONDER OF THE CHURCH

Our study title comes from Paul’s statement that the church grows into ‘a holy temple
in the Lord” (Eph. 2:21) and that Gentiles are ‘being built together into a dwelling
place®® for God by the Spirit” (Eph. 2:22).

Paul was a preacher to Gentiles and understood the mystery of their inclusion
among God’s people. The man who had fiercely defended the traditions of Israel and
the sanctity of the temple now understood and proclaimed that God dwelt in a house
made without hands, and that it was none other than the gathering of all those who
were sanctified through faith in Jesus Christ. This miracle had begun with Israel on
the day of Pentecost.

PENTECOST

A multinational assembly of Jews was gathered in Jerusalem on Pentecost day when
the Spirit of God came to the apostles. He enabled them to declare the wonderful
works of God in raising up the Messiah whom Israel had killed. The same Spirit
convicted many that these things were so. They were baptised into the name of Jesus
and received the gift of the Spirit. In this way, a community was born, made up of
newborn people. We may say that this was the coming of the glory of the Lord on his
newly formed temple.

Many came to know what sin, righteousness and judgement were (John 16:8). Like
the repentant thief who was crucified with Jesus, those who heard the word knew they
had been judged and found to be in the wrong, knew that Jesus was truly King and
that they were fully forgiven. Peter said believers would receive the gift of the Holy
Spirit.°! This is the gift of God himself dwelling in his people, formed now, not as an

90 The LXX uses katoiketerion, ‘dwelling place’, of the Jerusalem temple (1 Kings 8:13) and also, of heaven
(1 Kings 8:39, 43, 49).

91 < .. the one great gift which [God] gives to his church is his Spirit. .. In the church, all other “gifts”
(usually charisma ...) are the results of this one gift (Rom. 12:3ff; 1 Cor. 12:1ff;; cf. also 2 Pet. 1:3).
H. Vorlédnder, ‘Gift’, in Colin Brown (ed.), The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, vol. 2,
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aggregate of individuals, but as a body; that is, by God’s gift, alive. The members of
this new temple worshipped God truly and provided for one another. To use Peter’s
word from his first letter, they had come to a ‘living stone’, Jesus Christ, and were
themselves ‘living stones’, now being built up as a ‘spiritual house’ for true worship
(1 Pet. 1:4-5).

This mark of God’s presence and the accompanying certainty they had of a coming
inheritance (they were willing to share their earthly inheritance) were clearly identi-
fied by the watching community. No one dared join themselves to this assembly (Acts
5:13). Then again, when Simon the sorcerer was baptised, he was soon identified as
not real by his attempt to have proprietorial rights over the Holy Spirit (Acts 8:21).

But the church did not, and does not, live by the memory of Pentecost. Rather,
when Paul tells us we are ‘a dwelling place of God by the Spirit’, he would have in
mind the dynamic setting of his preaching the gospel to Jews and Gentiles and seeing
them come to faith in Christ, and being joined together in a remarkable assembly of
people amongst whom hostility had been destroyed.

As those who have, ourselves, been brought to life and been joined to his people,
what does it mean that we are a dwelling place for God? How has this come about?
What manner of life do we now have and how may we give leadership in it? Then
again, what does all this mean for the world?

THE PATH OF THE CROSS THROUGH OUR HYPOCRISY

At the time of Christ’s coming, Israel had turned the worship of the Lord into a
charade. The place Jesus called ‘my Father's house’ (John 2:16) was being used for
profit by those who thought they owned the temple.®? It had become a national icon
rather than ‘a house of prayer for all nations’ (Isa. 56:7; Mark 11:17; Luke 19:46) and
‘the place of the soles of [God’s] feet’” among the nations (cf. Ezek. 43:7). Zeal for
this house consumed Jesus and he demonstrated what his Father thought of their
behaviour.”?

When asked for a sign of his authority to undertake this work, he pointed to him-
self, albeit in a way that would only be understood later. His body was the temple of
God. He was the ‘place’ where they should listen and worship (John 2:18-22).

In the light of this ignorance as to what it meant that God lived among his people,
it is remarkable that Jesus prophesied that the time was coming, and had arrived,
when people would worship the Father in spirit and truth (John 4:23). The teaching of
Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount about ‘your Father’ would be implemented and a
true people would be raised up who would not need a temple ‘made with hands’,%
either at Samaria or Jerusalem, even though the latter was a witness to God’s salvation.

Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 42.

92 Craig L. Blomberg quotes C. K. Barrett saying Jesus is not complaining about overpricing. Rather, Israel
had made the temple ‘a nationalist stronghold’, making people change their money to Jewish money and
protecting Jewish interests (at lecture in Adelaide, August, 2000).

93 There is no indication that he ‘cleansed’ the temple, in the sense of making any lasting difference. That
awaited the work of the Spirit.

94 Mark 14:58; cf. Acts 17:24.
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For this true worship to come about, Jesus pointed to himself and to the gift God
would give, ‘a spring of water welling up to eternal life’ (John 4:14). Later, Jesus
called thirsty people to come to him. From their hearts would ‘flow rivers of living
water’, referring to the Spirit whom believers would receive. All this, Jesus said,
awaited his being glorified (John 7:37-39).

Through his death, and rising again, Jesus forged a way for his people, past the
hypocrisy of mere formalism, to a worship in spirit and truth.

Isaiah said Israel in his day honoured God with their lips while their hearts were far
away (Isa. 29:13). They had forgotten the truth of God’s presence among them. The
problem of hypocrisy is always with us. We can even become accustomed to it and
think it to be normal. John le Carre, in his novel, 4 Small Town in Germany, has one
of his characters confide:

I am a hypocrite. I'm a great believer in hypocrisy. It’s the nearest we ever get to virtue. It’s a
statement of what we ought to be. Like religion, like art, like the law, like marriage. I serve the
appearance of things. It is the worst of systems; it is better than the others. That is my profession
and that is my philosophy.

Clearly, our being a dwelling place of God is not a formal or merely theological
category to have in mind, but a work of God himself, forming persons and a com-
munity that are alive to him and led by the Spirit who has been poured out upon them.
We will look at the various operations of the Holy Spirit, in particular the references
in Ephesians that fill out what it means that the church is God’s dwelling place.

MARKED AND SECURED AND FILLED FOR GOD’S FUTURE

Paul says believers are ‘sealed with the promised Holy Spirit’ (ESV), or ‘the Holy
Spirit of promise’ (NASB) (Eph. 1:13—14; also 4:30; 2 Cor. 1:21-22). Two ideas are
conveyed by something being sealed and both are present here. The Spirit identifies
those whom God receives as his own. He gives them his Spirit as the sign that these
persons are truly his sons and daughters. He also secures them. Nothing is permitted
to tamper with what God has owned as his own.

Sealing by the Spirit is linked with the Spirit being a guarantee or pledge or down-
payment of the inheritance we have coming to us. The Spirit identifies believers as
people of God, and secures them as such by imparting a foretaste of the coming
redemption, a life that is already eternal.”> An important part of this anticipation of the
future is the revelation of our being God’s dwelling place:

And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a
bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, ‘Behold, the
tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and

95 Paul uses the fact of Christians being sealed by the Spirit to show the Corinthians the unlikeliness of his
being insincere in his relationships with them. All manner of mischief is created when believers or whole churches
are deceived as to their identity as the sealed people of God. They can be tortured with accusation, manipulated by
power-hungry people, taken off into false doctrine, denied the truth that could come to them through proper use of
authority, and many other such things.
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God Himself will be among them, and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will
no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things
have passed away’ (Rev. 21:2-4, NASB).

God has created a people who live in the present but are not determined by it or
confined to it. They are progressing to their inheritance.

Paul says that this hope needs enlivening in our minds (Eph. 1:17-23). Everything
has been changed by the Spirit’s coming. The power of God towards us, in raising
Christ and seating him at his right hand, needs to be realised. The new place we have
as Christ’s body—as the fullness of the one who is the fullness of all things must be
known. If Christ is doing something in the creation, he is doing it in and through his
body. He is creation’s fullness and, as his body, we are that fullness. Clearly, this has
to do with our being the dwelling of God by the Spirit.

Eugene Peterson renders Ephesians 1:23 as, ‘The church is Christ’s body, in which
he speaks and acts, by which he fills everything with his presence’.?® While the
church is not Christ and Christ is not the church, there is no such entity as the church
that is not the body of Christ, and not his action in filling all things.

Paul has a similar thought in Colossians. The fullness of Godhead was in Christ
bodily (2:9). But then, the believers are ‘filled in him’ (2:10, ESV). Peter O’Brien
says, ‘from the fullness of deity that dwells in the exalted Christ follows the infilling
of the Colossian Christians . .. it is in union with Christ alone that they possess this
fullness already’.?” O’Brien continues to ask what this infilling is. He denies that it
could mean filled with deity, but that the infilling is by God. He says the language of
fullness suggests ‘joy and peace’ (Rom. 15:13), ‘the fruit of righteousness’ or ‘every
need’ (Phil. 1:11; 4:19) or ‘the knowledge of his will’ (Col. 1:9).

Paul’s prayer is that believers may be filled ‘in the direction of” (eis) the fullness of
God (Eph. 3:19). Certainly, there is no higher life to which a person could aspire, or
that could be promised by any heresy that put it back on ourselves to rise up to a
higher level.

J. B. Lightfoot says: ‘. ..the Church, as ideally regarded, is called the nAnpouo
[pléroma] of Christ because all His graces and energies are communicated to her’ (as
in Eph. 1:23).98

N. T. Wright says, ‘God intends to flood the lives of men and women, and
ultimately . . . the whole creation, with his own love, power and richness, and that he
has already begun to put his plan into effect through Christ and by his Spirit’.

Geoffrey Bingham says: ‘ “Fullness of life” is characteristic of all members of the
ecclesia. When we think that “fullness” is a special factor which happens only on
special occasions then we are virtually relegating ourselves to “non-fullness” *.100

96 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message: New Testament with Psalms and Proverbs, Christian Art Publ.,
Vereeniging, 1996, p. 477.

97 Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC 44, Word, Milton Keynes, 1987, p. 113.

98 1. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1965,
p. 183.

9 N.T. Wright, The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and to Philemon, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1986,
p. 103.

100 Geoffrey Bingham, The Baptism of the Holy Spirit, NCPL, Blackwood, 2003, p. 42.
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The coming of the Spirit means much for the Church itself, but then, God’s people
do not live for themselves but for the purpose and future of God for the whole
creation. The old covenant temple was a place of instruction and a place of meeting,
but also a place of witness to the world. In a like manner, under the new covenant,
and by the Spirit’s coming on the people of Christ, God has placed his feet on the
earth, as if to say, ‘These are the people I have made, among whom I live and whom
I care for. They know what is happening. Listen to them! They know the truth’
(cf. 1 Tim. 3:15).101

MADE ONE FOR GOD’S DWELLING PLACE

Paul says we are being built together as a dwelling place for God ‘by the Spirit’, or
‘in the Spirit’ (Eph. 2:22). Given the section that this statement concludes, the word
‘together’ is important. We may speak of our bodies being the temple of the Spirit
(1 Cor. 6:19) and a local church being a temple of the Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16), but here it
is the whole gathering of God’s people who are the dwelling place of God in the
Spirit. This relates to the earlier comment that, through Christ, Jews and Gentiles have
access to the Father ‘in one Spirit’ (Eph. 2:18).

In the first instance, the work of Christ is in view in this paragraph. He brought
Gentiles (and Jews—3:12) near to the Father by his blood. He is the peace between
Jew and Gentile because he has broken down the wall of hostility between them in his
flesh. He has created one new humanity ‘in himself’. He announces this peace to Jews
and Gentiles, by the preaching of the gospel (Eph. 2:17; cf. Isa. 52:7; 57:19). The result
of this is that Jews and Gentiles are now ‘a holy temple in the Lord’, that is, in Christ.

The fact of Jew and Gentile being one is expanded elsewhere to include all social
differences (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11). This is not said to be a model to be implemented
but a work of Christ that is announced to us.!92 Believers are one, not just because of
Christ’s charisma or genius but because he has destroyed hostility within persons, the
hostility they, or we, have to God and for one another. In so doing, he has restored the
image of God in us, not just as an individual phenomenon (which it never was), but as
a social phenomenon.

Sociality, or ecclesial life, does not come naturally to sinners. In dying to God we
also died to one another in any real sense. It has taken all the cross and resurrection,
all of Christ at the right hand of the Father, all of the Spirit in reviving and indwelling
persons, to destroy the destroying hostility between persons and create the
uncontesting sociality that is the mark of the Church.!03

This work of Christ by which we are ‘brought near’ is said to be ‘access . . . to the
Father’, and ‘in one Spirit’. As in Ephesians 1, the work of God in Christ for us is

101 «por just as a pillar supports a roof or as a foundation sustains a building, so this society of believers has
been divinely appointed to sustain and uphold in the world the truth which God had revealed to man’ (Charles R.
Erdman, The Pastoral Epistles of Paul, Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1923, p. 46, cited in Thomas C. Oden, First
and Second Timothy and Titus, John Knox, Louisville, 1989, p. 44).

102 The household of God being the work of Christ is not a matter for presumption. There are appropriate ways
of behaving in the household of God (1 Tim. 3:15) and judgement begins at the household of God (1 Pet. 4:17).

103 e hasten to add that this sociality is certainly contested, but from powers that do not acknowledge Christ
or the Spirit.
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effected by the work of the Spirit in us. It is this work of the Spirit that constitutes us
as ‘members of the household of God’.104

The Spirit empowers us to live in the peace which Christ has made by his cry of
‘Father’, giving each believer the same access to the Father. It is the peace of
justification by faith that is made good in us by the love of God being poured out into
our hearts by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:1, 5). What God has created is not ‘holy space’
but a whole temple that cries, ‘Father!” We are actually ‘being built together . . . by
the Spirit’ as a worshipping people.

We may say that this is ‘a work in progress’: ‘you are being built’ (Eph. 2:22; also
4:15f.) suggests this, as does the prayer concerning ‘the hope to which he has called
you’ and our being ‘his glorious inheritance’ (Eph. 1:18; also 2:7). However, the fact
of our being the dwelling of God, or his temple, is also a present reality and has
practical consequences.

Paul assumed the believers at Corinth would know they were the temple of the
Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16), but they had been behaving more like people of the world. Paul
said they should know that they have no other foundation than Christ and should
refuse a ‘merely human’ approach of setting one leader against another (1 Cor. 3:4).
Workers are ‘God’s fellow workers’ (3:9) but then, God gives ‘the increase’ and the
building is his. If the church is God’s holy temple, treating it as something profane
would be an attempt to ‘destroy’ it and this would lead to God destroying that
person.'% A division in the church assumes a division in Christ (1 Cor. 1:10-13;
cf. 3:8) and this is unthinkable. Paul also wrote to Timothy to tell him how we should
conduct ourselves in the household of God (1 Tim. 3:15).

So, we have in mind the present physical existence of the church, constituted as
such by the Spirit, not merely as an institution, but nonetheless a physical reality and,
as Lincoln says, the ‘focus for God’s presence in the world’.1% The church is already
the ‘pillar and buttress of truth’ (1 Tim. 3:15, ESV) as it stands in the world.

The practical and social effects of unity are wonderful to have, and therefore, not
surprisingly, we may make strenuous efforts to bring them about of ourselves.
However, the unity of the church is God’s doing and he has made it so for his own
dwelling. As we would expect, it can only be sustained as one by his own immediate
presence and ministry to it.

Other references to the Spirit in Ephesians open up various aspects of what it
means that God dwells among us by the Spirit.

STRENGTHENED FOR LOVE

Paul’s earlier prayer (or the beginning of the prayer to which he twice returns)
mentioned our needing a spirit of wisdom and revelation (Eph. 1:17). He continues
now to ask for the Spirit to strengthen our inner being to know the things of Christ

104 Markus Barth says, ‘A distant or dead God could not make a building holy. Even less could the assembled

multitudes perform such a miracle with their loud chanting’ (Ephesians 1-3, Anchor Bible, vol. 34, Doubleday and
Co., New York, 1974, p. 273).

105 11 the Graeco—Roman world, desecration of temples was generally regarded as a capital offence.

106 Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians, WBC 42, Word, Dallas, 1990, p. 162.
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and to be grounded in love (Eph. 3:16). This strengthening comes according to the
riches of his glory, and this is particularly significant if we understand the coming of
the Spirit as the coming of glory to God’s temple. God has come to strengthen his
people in their inner being, so that they will be enabled to know his presence among
them.

Geoffrey Bingham writes:

The ‘full knowledge’ is the thing to which man must come, that is why it is to be highly prized . . .
Full knowledge is not simply propositional, it is also experiential, existential, complete. It requires
illumination of the heart (i.e. the inner man, the ‘core being’, where will, emotions and intellect
operate) for knowledge pertains to one’s total being.107

Again as in the earlier prayer, the object of our being strengthened is that we may be
filled with all the fullness of God. By nature of the case, this would mean being filled
with love for God and neighbour.

Noel Due writes:

The works of love do not make the church one, but are the manifestation of the oneness that it has
been granted as a gift by the Triune God. So great is the love of God for his people that he not only
dwells among them, but within them, so that the unity for which they have been created might truly
be effected according to the might of his power that works inside of them. For the church that he
has thus formed, it is important that love flows unhindered, for this is the matrix of their
worship.108

This life of love is the way of knowing God’s presence among his people. It is also
the way of God’s redemption being represented to hostile man, by the witness of
proclamation and its sociality. Jesus prayed that his disciples and those who believed
through their word would be one—with a view to the world believing in his being
sent by the Father. This entailed giving to them the glory given to him (John 17:
20-23). He had and would make his Father’s name known, including through the
cross and now by his intercession, so that the love he received from the Father would
be in us (John 17:26; also 1 John 4:12).

GIFTED TO SHARE IN THE UNITY

The unity of God’s community/temple is the unity of the Spirit or, of the Spirit who
makes oneness. It is also our being one body and Christ being Head (Eph. 4:3-4;
15-16).199 How does this oneness function?

First of all, there is need for humility and gentleness and other graces ‘to maintain
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:2-3). This is because of our
having one hope, Lord, faith, baptism, and particularly, for our purpose at the
moment, ‘one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all’. The
object of all our living is not that we be anything of ourselves or for ourselves, not
even united—for its own sake—but that we be the people whom the Father fills by
giving of and from himself.

107 Geoffrey Bingham, Ephesians: A Commentary, NCPI, Blackwood, n. d., p. 19.
108 Noel Due, Created for Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You, Mentor, Fearn, 2005, p. 204.
109 Colossians 3:14f. emphasises love as the bond of unity, and peace as ruling in our hearts.
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This unity is enabled by Christ’s gifts to his people—that is, to every member
(Eph. 4:7, 12, 16; cf. 1 Cor. 12:7). This service by all is equipped by those with gifts
to be apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers, but with a view to us all
coming to the ‘unity of the faith’ (Eph. 4:13) and all being equipped (Eph. 4:12) to
work together and build the body up in love.!!10 All this is not called a gifting of the
Spirit as it is in 1 Corinthians 12:4-6, 11, but it is the provision of Christ for maintain-
ing the unity of the Spirit. In other words, it is how the Spirit is imparting and
maintaining the unity of the body. The service of all requires the equipping by those
who speak the word of God to the community. It is by the word of the gospel that the
Church lives, and by this that it is one.

Calvin says:

Though every one of us is said to be the temple of God and is so described, yet all must be united
together in one, and joined together by mutual love, so that one temple may be made of us all. Since
it is true that each one is a temple in which God dwells by His Spirit, so all ought to be so fitted
together, that they may form the structure of one universal temple. This happens when every one,
content with his own lot, keeps himself within the limits of his own duty, but when all at the same
time bring whatever gifts they have, into the common service.!!!

LED AND FILLED TO LIVE AS THE NEW HUMANITY

The fact of our being God’s temple or dwelling place by the Spirit, is wholly
dependent on God himself being present to make good what he has purposed. It is just
as clear that this dwelling of God is a very domestic matter, involving us in gracious
and serving relationships. This is particularly in mind in the latter part of Ephesians
where Paul is concerned about how we ‘walk’. This, also, is a matter of God’s
dwelling among us by the Spirit.

Paul says we are not to grieve the Spirit (4:30). Bearing in mind that ‘grieving the
Spirit’ is what Israel did, its opposite (taken from the context of Isa. 63:10) must be to
be ‘carried’ by the Lord, and to remember that he has led us through deep troubles
(vv. 9, 13). In Ephesians, Paul has in mind that we are on our way to an inheritance,
and that we are richly provided for. To be angry, dishonest, loose tongued or mali-
cious along the way to such a goal would be to grieve the Spirit.

He also tells us to be filled with the Spirit (5:18). Believers who don’t remember
that God is dwelling in them by the Spirit may seek joy in another way! Critics of
Pentecost day said the apostles were filled with wine. This may be an expression of
their scorn, and a misrepresentation of the apostles’ behaviour, but it certainly tells us
that they were not inhibited!

10 Tpe phrasing of Eph. 4:16 in Greek emphasises the necessity of every part of the body being in action.
The word generally translated ‘proper’ or ‘properly’ (except the NIV which glosses the point) is the same word
translated as ‘measured’ or ‘apportioned’ in v. 7. In other words, what is proper is what Christ has apportioned to
each one.

1 john Calvin, The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews and the First and Second Epistles of St Peter,
trs W. B. Johnston, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 12, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1989 (1963), pp. 258f.
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The range of life to which this command is linked by its grammar is fascinating.!!?
Our speech to one another and our worship to God, our thankfulness and mutual
submission in life are all a manifestation of the fact that God has come to dwell
among us. Being filled with the Spirit, which is a continuous requirement, is worked
out as we read these commands and obey them.

ARMED AND ENABLED IN PRAYER FOR THE BATTLE

We have seen that being the dwelling of God has made us the place from which God
acts and the place where he may be found. The Spirit is given to believers, and he
convicts the world of sin (John 16:7-9; with 15:26f.). The church receives the glory
given to Christ so they may be united, and the world knows God has sent Christ and
that his people are loved as is the Son (John 17:22-26).

This places us in the line of fire of the evil powers who hate God, and places us
strategically to hold out the word of God to the world. So Paul tells us to wield (only)
the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (Eph. 6:17). We believe that the
Bible is the word of God, but then, it is not under our control because it is contained
within covers. What God has said, and what he says as his church announces the good
news, remains the Spirit’s sword. Israel at Sinai heard the sound of words but saw no
form on Sinai (Deut. 4:12). The fact that God speaks is the mystery of his presence
among us, and in us, to the world. This is not said to diminish the Scriptures as God’s
inscripturated word; rather, it establishes it.

Then again, we must be enabled by the Spirit for our prayers. The Spirit is within
us to pray when we do know what to ask for. Perhaps he also has in mind that only
prayers of love are true and that his love comes by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:30).

The Lord said his Father’s house was to be a place of prayer for all nations. Here is
the place where there is access to grace and to the Father. Here is the place where it is
known that God has an inheritance for his people. Here is the place where striving has
ceased. Here is the place where the future is already being created and where love is
the only valid mode of action. What prayers arise in such a fellowship! What
confidence there is to pour out our hearts to God. What a welcome there is for those
who are wearied with the futility of life in this world. Nothing should interfere with
the freedom of the church to be such a place, because the Lord gave himself up for us
to create such a dwelling place.

CONCLUSION

Paul argues that because we are the temple of God—that is, God walks among us and
is our God and we are his people—we should have nothing to do with idols (2 Cor.

12 The one imperative, ‘be filled with the Spirit’, is followed by a string of participles: ‘addressing one
another’, ‘singing and making melody’, ‘giving thanks’ and ‘submitting to one another’. The latter participle,
‘submitting’, flows on into the section on relationships without another imperative or participle, literally ‘wives to
your husbands’. By implication, all the actions and all the relationships mentioned are an expression of being filled
with the Spirit.
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6:16-7:1). The passage seems to be an interruption in its setting and, some think, even
uncharacteristic of Paul. However, there are no external grounds for disallowing it,
and it does comport with statements made in 1 Corinthians about being distinct from
the modes of action of unbelievers. The statements should not be taken prudishly or,
as Paul says in 1 Corinthians, we would have to go out of the world altogether (1 Cor.
5:10). Taken simply as it is, it is a powerful call to recognise the wonder of our being
the church and to not let lawlessness, darkness, Satan or unbelievers shape the life and
worship of this temple of God.

Everyone in the first century understood the jealous care taken of temples—pagan
or Jewish. Sacrilege was a capital offence. Paul himself had consented to the death
penalty for Stephen for what he regarded as a sin against the Jerusalem temple. How
much greater, then, is the call to cherish what God has done in forming us as his
dwelling place!

There is no text book the world can write which would tell us how to live in the
light of the age to come. There is no ethic that can describe how to live with a holy
God who forgives. There is no political theory that can explain how to serve a world
that hates us. We don’t know how to lay one brick in this temple apart from preaching
the gospel. We don’t know what to do next apart from what the Spirit says to the
churches. And we don’t know how to keep going apart from prayer. But we are God’s
temple. He is among us, and do we need more than that?
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STUDY 15

The Church—The Holy Temple

Deane Meatheringham

THE CHURCH CONFESSES HER OWN HOLINESS

‘We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church.” At a time when unbelievers
seem to have ramped up their opposition to the Church and when believers have
grown cynical, are we like the Pharisee at prayer in the temple when we confess our
own holiness? The stress of this study is on the holiness of the church. Holiness
conjures up all sorts of associations that are usually connected with other qualifi-
cations, like exemption from the sphere of contamination that in many respects rules
the lives of human beings. Does holy church mean spotlessness and a moral purity
that comes close to perfection? If we do indeed confess our own holiness how do we
measure it? Do we contradict what we confess?

Cynicism and disillusionment have come down to instances of Christians not being
able to confess belief in ‘one holy catholic and apostolic church’. In part the difficulty
is tied to understanding the nature of holy church. However, in the Nicene ecumenical
creed, members of the church first confess the first three articles concerning the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, i.e. the eternal holy community of the Godhead. The
nature of the Triune God of grace is to bring others into the divine communion. Belief
in holy church is one piece with the confession of God the Father’s eternally begotten
Son coming down from heaven to die and rise for our sake. As the Lord and giver of
life, the Holy Spirit baptises us into the body of Christ, making believers participants
in the divine nature. It is this that makes the church holy and believers simultaneously
humble and bold to confess it.

WHAT MAKES THE CHURCH HOLY IS
PARTICIPATION IN THE HOLY ONE

Holiness is often thought of in ritual terms with a concentration upon the practices we
follow, the energy we create, and the dietary rules we follow. To more effectively
engage in attaining holiness it is often associated with asceticism, various forms of
monasticism and the practice of discipline. Holiness or sanctification in many circles
is seen as making moral progress after being saved or justified, without or with
the assistance of the Holy Spirit, so that the transformation of the believer becomes
more visible.
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The Roman church venerated the saints and martyrs as a separated and very select
group on the basis of their radically devoted lives which were a testimony to God
himself. The Reformers did not deny the holiness of believers as a testimony to God
himself, but Luther ‘brought the saints from heaven down to earth’.!13

Believers are called the saints (2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:2), who are sanctified in
Christ Jesus (1 Cor. 1:2; Phil. 1:1). The church is ‘chosen by God the Father and
sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled with his
blood’ (1 Pet 1:2). As saints they find themselves living in an everyday, earthy
reality.

God alone is inherently and permanently holy. Holy love is the essence of God’s
being. Holiness is the sum of the Triune God’s life-giving, creative, ordering,
blessing, saving, judging, healing and ‘supernatural’ outgoing community (1 Sam.
2:2; Isa. 6:11f.; 10:17; 57:15; Matt. 6:9; John 17:11; 1 John 1:5; 4:16). Unlike pagan
religions where holiness may be derived from a number of persons or sources, God
alone is the source of holiness. All holiness is derived from God, human beings
become holy as they are claimed by God and brought into God’s presence.

As the Holy One of Israel, Yahweh demonstrated his divine power over the gods
of Egypt by freeing the Hebrews from slavery and making them his treasured
possession:

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to
myself. Now therefore if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured
possession out of all the peoples. Indeed the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation (Exod. 19:4-6).

At the heart of it, all Israel was a holy priesthood because the Holy God dwelt in their
midst (Lev. 26:11-13):

The state of holiness was the environment created by God’s presence in the tabernacle or the
temple. It was a divine bridgehead in the profane world. The place where heaven and earth over-
lapped. Its opposite pole was a state of impurity which was utterly incompatible with holiness, like
light and darkness.!!4

It was Yahweh who sanctified his people (Lev. 20:8; 21:8, 15, 23; 22:9, 16, 32).
Human beings cannot produce any holiness for themselves; they must receive it
entirely from God. It follows, therefore, that all self-fabricated holiness is abhorrent to
God, for anyone who would make themselves holy sets up their own god and seeks
God’s glory for themselves.

The church is the holy temple of God because the holy God dwells within her
(1 Cor. 3:16f.; Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Pet. 2:4-10). The sanctification of the church is in
Jesus Christ who was sanctified and sent into the world by the Father (John 10:36).
This means he was set apart as the pre-incarnate Son for a mission that would
fulfill all that was preparatory in the exodus and the temple worship. In turn Jesus
sanctified himself or consecrated himself for the work the Father had given to him

113 ¥ Hollin G. C. Berkouwer, The Church, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 315.
114 pastor John Kleinig, lecture, ‘Sharing God’s Holiness’, 1984.
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(John 17:19). This has to do with Jesus’ holy vocation and his worship, wherein he
would offer himself on behalf of all who were defiled and polluted through sin (Heb.
10:7-10).

The people of God have been sanctified through the offering of their great high
priest, Jesus (Heb. 10:10). We are first washed of all defilement (Heb. 1:3; 9:14;
10:1-4; cf. 1 Cor. 1:30). God’s great act of purification and sanctification is once for
all (Heb. 10:11-14). Jesus did not enter the heavenly sanctuary of God’s presence
alone but with those whom he had sanctified (Heb. 9:24; 10:19-22). The high point is
that the church participates in God’s holiness (Heb. 12:10).

PARTICIPATING IN GOD’S HOLINESS

The church is in a unique position as the holy people of God. The Living God, whom
heaven and earth cannot contain, now dwells within the living stones of the temple,
making them holy. Moreover, as we have just said, the church shares in God’s
holiness. This is akin to being sharers in the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:3—4). About this
Herbert W. Richardson says:

For, as we have previously argued, the distinguishing characteristic of God is a property not of His
nature but of His person, viz., holiness. Someone can know things about God by knowing
characteristics of His nature (e.g. truth or love or happiness). But one can only know God Himself,
i.e., know God insofar as He is God, by experiencing the holiness that is the distinguishing property
of His existence. Since holiness is inseparable from the person of God, we can only know God in
Christ by experiencing Jesus of Nazareth as the Holy One in person.!13

God’s presence in the church is not a bare principle or powerless concept, but
something like volcanic fire and glorious in light and life. Thus when God says to
Israel, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy’ (Lev. 19:2), it is a
promise as well as a command. The imperfect tense can be translated, ‘You are—or
you will be—holy, for I the LORD your God am holy’. The church is set apart for God
in the power and splendour of newness.

The writer to the Hebrews exhorts us to ‘Pursue peace with everyone and the
holiness without which no one will see the Lord’ (Heb. 12:14). In the context of
Hebrews 12, the call for an earnest response or effort is not an admonition to achieve
peace and holiness by our own endeavors but to realise what we have as those who
share in the holiness of God. (An example from cycling: contrasting a pursuit race
with a pacing race.) We cannot be indifferent or swerve from the gift we have. This
must become visible as we deliberatively choose not to let idols defile us. Not to do
this results in bitterness and misuse of people in the congregation. In matters of
relationships and sexuality we will not defile the marriage bed or pursue greed, but
practice hospitality and look after refugees (Heb. 12:15ff., 25ff.; 13:1-7).

115 Herbert W. Richardson, Theology for a New World (SCM, London, 1968), pp. 132-3, quoted in
G. C. Bingham, ‘The Gift of Holiness—1’, New Creation Monthly Pastors’ Study, 1 July 1996 (NCTM,
Blackwood), p. 1, n. 2.
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BEWARE OF HOLY IDEALS

When thinking about the holiness of the church we can be deceived by images of the
church which have been drawn from an idea or ideal which we may have imagined or
drawn from some other situation.!'® The dream of the church can break down the
community, causing a breakdown in the fellowship (Heb. 12:15). Some well-
organised service and social clubs do succeed in bringing people together without too
much stress or threat. We can begin to impose these high experiences upon a con-
gregation. The person who dreams of an ideal can enter the holy community with his
or her demands, setting up a false goal of holiness which they expect the church and
God to achieve. It ends in disillusionment when the creator’s dream fails.

Ideal communities do not have to deal with or respond to the Word of God, or
people’s various responses to it. The church is subject to the reality of the Lord’s
discipline in its fellowship. The gospel of the gift of holiness draws out the good, but
as it reaches the deceitful heart it also brings out contradictory reactions. Karl Bath
said somewhere that there is more sin in the church than in the world. He was not
justifying sin in the church. Paul takes congregations to task for being bewitched and
for morals that deviate from what has been taught. And the presence of the Holy God
breaks our illusions in order to bring us back to reality. This is often disruptive and
leads to tensions within the church.

Participation in God’s holiness is a present reality, but it is also eschatological. We
have what we will have in the future in the present, but the present is the penultimate
and not the ultimate. Though we live with the simul it must not be perverted into
a complaining, negative, joyless disfigurement of the church. We continue to battle
with indwelling sin in the power of the Holy Spirit and only faith in the Lord saves us
and continues to save us from the abyss. The holy church is neither a sin haven, nor a
pretence community advertising that it has its act together. We cannot lay claim to our
sanctification for it is a gift of grace. The more thankfully we receive this the
more possible it will be to grow and to live together and learn to understand our
brothers and sisters in the community as they face their battles, joys, successes and
failures.

HOLINESS IN THE CHURCH HAS TO DO WITH
NEWNESS AND MISSION

I expect Noel Due will take up the theme of mission in study 19. Where there is a
distorted view of the holiness of the church we may find that it glories in the past and
adopts past cultural practices to measure holiness. Such holiness is inclined to regard
membership of the church primarily as a place of security in a climate of change. The
holy church is guardian of its traditions, particularly faithfulness to the prophetic and
apostolic gospel in Holy Scripture and to the sacraments and commands given to us
by Christ. But holiness is radically misunderstood if the impression is given that the
church hangs inertly onto the past without the powers of the age to come. Holiness is

116 See Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, SCM, London, 1972, pp. 15ff.
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even more radically misunderstood if the church uses the Bible to justify its entomb-
ment to the old ways.

The presence of the Holy One distinguishes the church radically in being set apart
from glorifying the old and the past. The church is not related exclusively to the past.
Words like ‘old’ and ‘new’ are revamped by the gospel. Salvation is directly linked to
newness (Eph. 2:15; 4:24; Col. 3:10; Gal. 6:15; and especially 2 Cor. 5:17). Holiness
is the setting apart of the church in Christ for newness of life, for new advances in the
purposes of God.

The chosen race, royal priesthood and the holy nation is set apart to proclaim the
mighty acts of God to the world (1 Pet. 2:9f.). Mission is future moving. It is moving
from being a church membership that is moribund in its security, to being a
membership that is engaging with its local community. The energy, life and creativity
for this come from the astonishment and power of God’s present universal mystery.
Mission flounders on churchliness because church planting has been included from
the beginning in making disciples. The church cannot be holy church unless this mark
becomes evident in universal proclamation. Karl Barth shakes us up when he says that
as the church fulfills her mission this is an:

... external sign by which the true community of Jesus Christ may be infallibly known. In this way
as in every other respect the true community of Jesus Christ does not exist esoterically and invisibly
but visibly and exoterically, so that it may be noted by the world around.!17

U7 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, vol. 4, pt 3.2, pp. 771-2.
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STUDY 16

The Prayers of the Saints

Martin Bleby

REVELATION 8:1—6

When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. And I
saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. Another angel
with a golden censer came and stood at the altar; he was given a great quantity of incense to offer
with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar that is before the throne. And the smoke of the
incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel. Then the angel
took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the earth; and there were peals of
thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake. Now the seven angels who had the
seven trumpets made ready to blow them.

This part of the vision given to John has to do with actions of God that wreak great
judgements on the earth. These happen as each of the ‘seven trumpets’ are blown.

In the midst of this, our attention is drawn to something else, that is not unconnect-
ed with these actions of God. The matter has been introduced earlier in the heavenly
vision, in Revelation 5:8, where the twenty-four elders are each holding ‘golden
bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints’. These are before the throne
of God. ‘Saints’ means simply the ‘holy ones’, that is, those who belong to God, those
whom He has brought to belong to Himself. Their prayers are before Him as incense
in these ‘golden bowls’. Here in Revelation 8:5, an angel is ‘given a great quantity of
incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar that is before the
throne’. The prayers of the saints, then, are now being brought into activation, enhan-
ced by the great quantity of incense that has been given (presumably from God) and
added to them. These prayers now come directly before God: ‘And the smoke of the
incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel’.

The effects are dramatic: ‘Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire
from the altar and threw it on the earth; and there were peals of thunder, rumblings,
flashes of lightning, and an earthquake’. The judgements of the seven trumpets then
follow.

This is picture language, giving expression to what is beyond ordinary ways of
speaking. We get the picture. We are being shown here something of the ‘mechanics’
or (better) the mystery of the operation of the prayers of God’s people in His universe.

If God has no need of anything from us (as in Acts 17:25), why does He receive
our prayers? We might equally ask: Why did God make us at all? God has made us in
His own image and likeness so that as God’s family we can participate with Him in
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His great enterprise. So God receives our prayers. More than that: God actually
factors them into the operations of His purpose in His creation, and causes them to be
mighty in their effects.

Why is that? Could it be that God does not want to do it without us, and that He
wants us to be right in on what He is doing? God wants us to be a part of what He is
doing. He refuses to bypass us or leave us out. He has given us prayer as a way for us
to participate fully and effectively with Him in His actions. If we refuse to pray, that
does not mean that God’s hands are then tied. God ‘accomplishes all things according
to his counsel and will” (Eph. 1:11). If we refuse to pray, it does mean that we will not
be in on what God is doing; we will not be living up to what God has made us for;
and we will have had no direct personal participation in the coming of the new
heavens and the new earth.!8

A GREAT QUANTITY OF INCENSE

Our interest is particularly in the ‘great quantity of incense’ that the angel with the
golden censer is given ‘to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar
that is before the throne’. This is not what was already in the golden bowls, but is
additional to it. In quantity this additional incense may far exceed what was in the
bowls. Where has it come from? It is ‘given’, presumably from God. This incense is
then offered with the incense from the ‘golden bowls full of incense, which are the
prayers of the saints’ (Rev. 5:8). Then ‘the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of
the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel’. The prayers of the saints, and
the great quantity of incense added, are now inextricably entwined, and indistinguish-
able from each other. This is what now rises before God, and dynamic effects upon
the earth then follow.

Could this be an indication that, in the economy of God, our prayers and His action
are inextricably entwined, and virtually indistinguishable? If so, this is a vivid affirma-
tion of the reality of prayer given to us by God as a way for us to participate fully and
effectively with Him in His actions in the earth.

We need to know more, then, of God’s action in the matter of our prayer and
intercession.

GOD THE INTERVENER

In Isaiah 59:14-21, God is facing here the complete moral collapse of justice and
truth in public and private life, which leaves no quarter for those who are upright, but
rather endangers them:

Justice is turned back,
and righteousness stands at a distance;
for truth stumbles in the public square,

118 This is the bold thesis of the book by Martin Bleby, God and Prayer: Our Participation in God’s Great
Enterprise, NCPI, Coromandel East, ond edn, 2005, from which most of this material is taken.
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and uprightness cannot enter.
Truth is lacking,
and whoever turns from evil is despoiled.

This situation is displeasing to God. The evil of sin is personally abhorrent to Him.
Even more devastating to God is the recognition of our total helplessness in it—so far
degraded from the stature He made us for; that is, to be those who are with Him in all
that He 1s doing:

The LORD saw it,
and it displeased him that there was no justice.
He saw that there was no one,
and was appalled that there was no one to intervene.

‘To intervene/“interpose” means to stand between people and the consequences of
their moral collapse.’!!? It is the word translated elsewhere as ‘intercede’ (Isa. 53:12;
see below). It has connotations of making contact with something, or engaging with
some person or activity; to be on the spot. This helps us to understand what ‘inter-
cession’ means, on God’s part and on ours, when we use that word in connection with
prayer.

This action of intervention God now takes upon Himself:

so his own arm brought him victory,
and his righteousness upheld him.

God’s saving action here, as is to be expected, is entirely consistent with His
righteous nature as ‘our father; our Redeemer from of old’ (Isa. 63:16). This is
depicted by the armour in which He clothes Himself—all elements of God’s inner
being and outward action:

He put on righteousness like a breastplate,
and a helmet of salvation on his head;

he put on garments of vengeance for clothing,
and wrapped himself in fury as in a mantle.

‘Righteousness like a breastplate’ means that all that God does to save us will satisfy
the demands of His holy righteousness. ‘A helmet of salvation’ indicates God’s
determination to act for our good. ‘Garments of vengeance’ means that evil
opposition will be fully requited—it will get away with nothing. ‘Fury [zeal] as in a
mantle’ means that this action will be carried through, no matter what.

God’s saving action will include a final reckoning with all that remain opposed to
Him—the burning hostility of His wrath against all evil will be applied in exact and
just measure:

According to their deeds, so will he repay;
wrath to his adversaries, requital to his enemies;
to the coastlands he will render requital.

119 j A. Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, IVP, Leicester, 1993, p. 491.
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The outcome is a wonderful fear of the Lord and His glory; that is, the honouring
of God as He really is, in glad obedience and participation in His great enterprise:

So those in the west shall fear the name of the LORD,
and those in the east, his glory;

The protective and saving presence of the Lord is with all who turn to Him from their
transgression:

for he will come like a pent-up stream
that the wind of the LORD drives on.
And he will come to Zion as Redeemer,
to those in Jacob who turn from transgression, says the LORD.

How is this to come about? In the final part of this passage, the Lord speaks of His
covenant with His people:

And as for me, this is my covenant with them, says the LORD: my spirit that is upon you, and my
words that T have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouths of
your children, or out of the mouths of your children’s children, says the LORD, from now on and
forever.

This covenant here 1s identified with a person, whom the Lord addresses directly as
‘you’. This person is one upon whom God has put His Spirit, and to whom God has
given His word. God undertakes that these will abide with this one, and with His
‘children’, forever. This introduces in Isaiah’s prophecy the figure of the anointed
conqueror, through whom God intervenes to save His people from their horrible
plight; just as earlier the prophet has shown one identified as the Lord’s ‘servant’, to
whom the Spirit has been given, and who speaks God’s word (Isa. 42:1-4; 49:1-2;
50:4), through whom many ‘offspring’ are made righteous (Isa. 53:10-11).

THE ONE WHO SUFFERS

In Isaiah 53:3-12, we see that this one, in the decisive action of intervention/
intercession, is brought to deep suffering:

He was despised and rejected by others;

a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity;
and as one from whom others hide their faces

he was despised, and we held him of no account.

Surely he has borne our infirmities
and carried our diseases;

yet we accounted him stricken,
struck down by God, and afflicted.

But he was wounded for our transgressions,
crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the punishment that made us whole,
and by his bruises we are healed.
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All we like sheep have gone astray;
we have all turned to our own way,
and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
yet he did not open his mouth;
like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,
and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,
so he did not open his mouth.
By a perversion of justice he was taken away.
Who could have imagined his future?
For he was cut off from the land of the living,
stricken for the transgression of my people.
They made his grave with the wicked
and his tomb with the rich,
although he had done no violence,
and there was no deceit in his mouth.

Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him with pain.
When you make his life an offering for sin,
he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong his days;
through him the will of the LORD shall prosper.
Out of his anguish he shall see light;
he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge.
The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous,
and he shall bear their iniquities.
Therefore I will allot him a portion with the great,
and he shall divide the spoil with the strong;
because he poured out himself to death,
and was numbered with the transgressors;
yet he bore the sin of many,
and made intercession for the transgressors.

Why is it that God’s intervention/intercession should take this so very personal
form, and involve such deep suffering, on behalf of so wide a constituency?

We can know and accept it as the intervening action of God only when ‘the arm of
the LORD’ is revealed to us in this happening (see Isa. 53:1). It is not recognised or
acknowledged by us otherwise: ‘we held him of no account. .. we accounted him
.. . [deservedly] struck down by God’. So lost and perverted are we in our sin that we
cannot even see the one who has come to save us, without this revelation from God.

The revelation comes that it is ‘our transgressions...our iniquities. .. pun-
ishment’ that are being atoned for here: ‘the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us
all’. The word for ‘laid’ here is the same word as that for ‘intercession/intervention’ in
the last line of the passage.!2 Here is the engagement; here is the meeting-point. God
causes all the converging lines of our iniquity to meet in this one, and there He
engages with all that limits and deforms our lives, with all that prevents us from
fulfilling what He has made us to be. Here God engages with us, to make full and
right reckoning and satisfaction.

120 Motyer, p. 431.
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Only in this way, it would seem, in this one, in our flesh, could God confront our
wilful rebellion, in all its perversion of justice, in all its physical brutality, even to
ignominious death, and completely turn us around. Only in this one who, without
violence or deceit, without refusal, willingly consents to bear purely and in love this
necessary infliction on behalf of the many, can the human race be restored and taken
on to its true dignity and place in God’s purpose.

Thus ‘intercession” was made for us as transgressors, by the one who, at the behest
of God, numbered himself with us, and poured out himself to death. He shouldered
our sin and its terrible judgement in his own body. He interposed himself to become
the meeting-point between sinful offenders and the offended God. From both sides of
that meeting, the righteousness of God prevailed, and was fulfilled. The intimate
presence of God with His people was established and secured forever, with no barrier
remaining. The one who ‘poured out himself to death’ will now ‘prolong his days’—
death has been overcome. ‘He shall see his offspring’—the many children who have
been made righteous by the righteous one. ‘Through him the will of the LORD shall
prosper’—God’s purposes for his creation, in partnership with his redeemed people,
can now be carried through.

Paul the apostle speaks of this one in these terms:

Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God (Eph. 5:2).

Could it be that this is the ‘great quantity of incense’ that is offered and rises before
God ‘with the prayers of the saints’, that makes them so dynamic and effective in the
earth (as in Rev. 8:3-5)?

THE INTERCESSION OF CHRIST

Paul speaks of ‘Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand
of God, who indeed intercedes for us’ (Rom. 8:34). The writer to the Hebrews says
that ‘he entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our
behalf” (Heb. 9:24), and that ‘he is able for all time to save those who approach God
through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them’ (Heb. 7:25). We
take this to mean that Christ is now in heaven interceding for us, in the sense of
pleading our cause before God, on the basis of his sacrifice for us.!?! We need to ask
if this is so.

The word ‘plead’ is never used in this sense in the New Testament. The Letter to
the Hebrews makes clear that there is no ongoing offering of any sacrifice in heaven;
rather it speaks of a finished work that is completed (see Heb. 9:25-28; 10:18-22).
‘When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty

121 por example:
And now, O Father, mindful of the love
that bought us, once for all, on Calvary’s tree,
and having with us him that pleads above,
we here present, we here spread forth to thee
that only offering perfect in thine eyes,
the one true, pure, immortal sacrifice.

William Bright (1824—-1901), The Australian Hymn Book, Collins, Sydney, 1977, no. 440.
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on high’ (Heb. 1:3). This is not the position of a suppliant, but of a ruling Lord, who
has accomplished a finished work.

In what, then, does the intercession of Christ consist? When Paul says in Romans
8:34: ‘It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of
God, who indeed intercedes for us’, he is saying far more than just that Jesus is
engaged in prayerful pleading for us at the Father’s right hand. He is certainly not
saying that Jesus is trying to change the Father’s mind and attitude to be more favour-
able to us. He is not saying that Jesus perpetually pleads his own sacrifice for us
before the Father’s throne. The action of Christ’s ‘intercession’ has demanded the
whole of himself, at the Father’s initiative, on the grounds of the Father’s love that is
already ‘for us’:

If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of
us, will he not with him also give us everything else? Who will bring any charge against God’s
elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was
raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us (Rom. 8:31-34).

The emphasis is on the whole action of the Father in giving His Son for us to die and
be raised and to ascend—this action of God’s justification in the face of condemnation
is Christ’s intercession for us. It 1s in the light of this reality that Paul goes on to say
that nothing, now, or in the age to come, ‘will be able to separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom. 8:39).

THE CO-INTERCEDERS

In Isaiah 62, the anointed conqueror makes an undertaking:

For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent,
and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest,
until her vindication shines out like the dawn,
and her salvation like a burning torch (Isa. 62:1).

He then speaks of what the culmination of this will be, and depicts it in terms of a
wedding:

The nations shall see your vindication,
and all the kings your glory;
and you shall be called by a new name
that the mouth of the LORD will give.
You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD,
and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.
You shall no more be termed Forsaken,
and your land shall no more be termed Desolate;
but you shall be called My Delight Is in Her,
and your land Married,
for the LORD delights in you,
and your land shall be married.
For as a young man marries a young woman,
so shall your builder marry you,
and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,
so shall your God rejoice over you (vv. 2-5).
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Here the great themes of Revelation 19-22 are summarised as: vindication, salvation,
and glory from God for ‘Jerusalem’—God’s holy people—before all the nations; a
new identity from God, of great beauty and regality; never alone any more, and no
longer subject to destruction; now in a union with God that is full of joy and delight,
that can never be broken. This i1s God’s purpose, on which He has set His heart, on
which He has staked His whole being, in which He has invested His entire resources,
and which He will never give up on until it has been brought to fulfilment. The
anointed conqueror will not rest from action, and will not cease from speaking his
saving, creative word, until this goal is accomplished.

While it will be God Himself who accomplishes this, yet He has appointed that it
will not be achieved without our full participation with Him, not only in its glorious
outcome, but also, no less, in the process of bringing it to pass. We are to be God’s
prayer-partners in His great enterprise. We are the ‘sentinels’ that God has given, for
the people that will be God’s own precious possession:

Upon your walls, O Jerusalem,
I have posted sentinels;
all day and all night
they shall never be silent (v. 6a).

These are the co-intercessors. Just as the conqueror himself ‘will not keep silent’, so
our voice of prayer must never be stilled. These sentinels are appointed by him to be
no less in earnest about the accomplishment of God’s purpose than he is himself. He
wants us even to badger Him constantly into bringing it to its full and glorious
completion. Just as he himself ‘will not rest’, so we also are to ‘take no rest’ on this
score. Not only that, but we are to ‘give him no rest’ until all is accomplished:

You who remind the LORD,
take no rest,
and give him no rest
until he establishes Jerusalem
and makes it renowned throughout the earth (vv. 6b—7).

There can be no higher or more privileged calling than this—to be in the place where
we know God’s heart, and are with Him in His action.

THE SUFFERING INTERCESSORS

It follows that if we are to be in intercession with the one who intercedes for us, our
intercession will take on something of the character of his. We are reminded of what
P. T. Forsyth said about the true priest (see study 2, p. 18): ‘the priest who does strive
to realise the despair of human guilt and deal seriously with it’, who follows ‘to the
roots of human sin’ and deeper, who is ‘a prophet of the amazing, wrestling, living
Word, which is hammer and fire upon the flinty rock of self-satisfaction’, who gauges
‘with the great human tragedy’, knows ‘the stung soul’s exceeding bitter cry’, and
thrills to ‘the world’s woe’ and ‘the central chord of expiation on the cross’.!22

122 p T, Forsyth, Rome Reform and Reaction: Four Lectures on the Religious Situation, Hodder and
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This will necessarily involve a participation in the sufferings of Christ, which
cannot be avoided.

Prayer for Enemies

It has been said that one of the most distinctive things about Christian prayer is prayer
for enemies. Let Stephen’s prayer lead us into this:

While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he knelt down
and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he
died (Acts 7:59-60).

Stephen’s dying prayer is a remarkable one: ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them’.
To pray for your enemies, even as they are stoning you to death, must be one of the
highest forms of loving intercession. Where did this come from?

Stephen had just been given to see ‘the Son of Man standing at the right hand of
God’. This is the one who has said to us:

Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who
abuse you (Luke 6:27-28).

This is the one who himself, as he was being crucified, prayed:
Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing (Luke 23:34).

It was into the hands of this Lord Jesus that Stephen had just committed his spirit.
Hardly surprising is it then to hear him praying as he dies, a prayer that is very much
the prayer of the Son of God.

We noted earlier (p. 105):

‘To intervene/“interpose” means to stand between people and the consequences of their moral
collapse.”123 Tt is the word translated elsewhere as ‘intercede’ (Isa. 53:12). It has connotations of
making contact with something, or engaging with some person or activity; to be on the spot. This
helps us to understand what ‘intercession’ means, on God’s part and on ours, when we use that
word in connection with prayer.

There we were looking at the nature of God’s intercession or intervention. Here we
are looking at ours. Our intercession, as God’s appointed ‘prayer-partners’ in His
great enterprise, is grounded in God’s own intervention on behalf of His creation, to
bring it to the goal He has purposed for it. For us to be able to intercede with Him,
God gives us something of His own heart for those whom He loves. We then pray
accordingly.

Jesus, in getting us to pray for our enemies, was telling us to be like God our
heavenly Father:

But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be
children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends
rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous (Matt. 5:44-45).

Stoughton, London, 1899, pp. 231-2.
123 Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, p. 491.
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Jesus is saying here that the Father loves and intercedes/intervenes for His enemies.
No one would know this better than Jesus—for he knew personally the lengths that
the Father would go to redeem His rebellious human creatures:

while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son (Rom. 5:10).

To join God in that kind of intercession will be no less costly for us than it was for
Him. It will engage all our resources. That is what makes intercession for others the
highest form of praying: it is the most God-like.

Knowing that we do it with Him, with the heart that He has given us of His own
self-giving, encourages us to know that such intercession will be effective.

Blot Me out of Your Book

The prayer of Moses after the incident of the golden calf is also instructive:

Moses implored the LORD his God, and said, ‘O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your
people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? Why
should the Egyptians say, “It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the
mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth”? Turn from your fierce wrath; change
your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your
servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, “I will multiply your
descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your
descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.” > And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster
that he planned to bring on his people . . .

On the next day Moses said to the people, ‘You have sinned a great sin. But now I will go up to
the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” So Moses returned to the LORD and said,
‘Alas, this people has sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. But now, if
you will only forgive their sin—but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written.” But the
LORD said to Moses, ‘Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my book. But now go, lead
the people to the place about which I have spoken to you; see, my angel shall go in front of you.
Nevertheless, when the day comes for punishment, I will punish them for their sin.” Then the LORD
sent a plague on the people, because they made the calf—the one that Aaron made (Exod. 32:
11-14, 30-35).

The seriousness of their sin is not underestimated, nor its consequences for them.
Moses senses and acknowledges that it could result in the people being blotted out of
God’s ‘book’—the record of the living. God agrees: ‘Whoever has sinned against me
I will blot out of my book’. It is a fearful prospect. Even though he has not partici-
pated in their sin, Moses offers himself to be blotted out of God’s book, so that the
people may be forgiven. God does not take up Moses’ offer. No doubt Moses, being a
sinner himself in other respects, would not be able rightly to bear such a burden.
Besides, God has reserved that position for someone else—the only one who will
rightly be able to bear it—His own Son. Nevertheless, Moses is on the right track, and
God hears and answers his prayer and spares the people, albeit subjecting them to
necessary and appropriate chastisement.

Moses, interceding before God for the people, identified himself with them in their
sin. In the love that he had for them, he refused to dissociate himself from them—
sinful as they were—even if it meant that he would die with them, or in their place.
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Moses did not need to do that. God had already given him another option: ‘Now let
me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and
of you I will make a great nation’. Moses would not stand aside. Not that he had any
virtue of his own by which he could plead for the people. He appealed fully and only
to God’s own nature, and to the saving promise of blessing that God had made to the
forefathers regarding this people. This appeal to the nature of God, made after the
fashion of God’s own self-giving heart, prevailed with God.

This is true intercession. God Himself is the one who bears us as His burden, day
after day:

Blessed be the Lord,
who daily bears us up;
God is our salvation.
Our God is a God of salvation,
and to GOD, the Lord, belongs escape from death (Ps. 68:20).

He gives us something of His own heart—and of His own suffering—to bear His
people with Him in intercession.
This was symbolised in the high priest’s breastpiece (see Exod. 28:6-31):

like signets, each engraved with its name, for the twelve tribes . . . So Aaron shall bear the names of
the sons of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment on his heart when he goes into the holy place, for a
continual remembrance before the LORD. In the breastpiece of judgment you shall put the Urim and
the Thummim, and they shall be on Aaron’s heart when he goes in before the LORD; thus Aaron
shall bear the judgment of the Israelites on his heart before the LORD continually (Exod. 28:21,
29-30).

True to form, Ezra the priest similarly prayed for backslidden Israel. Though he
himself had remained faithful, his prayer spoke only of ‘our iniquities. .. our
guilt . . . our evil deeds’ (Ezra 9:6, 13), and his own shame with regard to them. As
with God and those He has come to save, the true intercessor is one with those who
are interceded for. This is akin to the intercession of Christ, our great High Priest,
who bears us on his heart, and who ‘ever lives to make intercession’ for us (see Heb.
7:25).

Similarly, Paul bore ‘great sorrow and unceasing anguish’ in his heart for his
fellow Israelites, on account of their missing out on their heritage in Christ, to the
extent that ‘I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the
sake of my own people’ (Rom. 9:2-3). There was nothing more important to Paul
than his relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ (see Phil. 3:8). Yet, Paul is saying, I
would forgo even that for myself, if only my people could come into their inheritance.
This was his ‘heart’s desire and prayer to God for them’—*‘that they may be saved’
(Rom. 10:1).

Could such a thing as being ‘cut off from Christ’ in this way ever be possible?
Could we ever get our heads around what Paul was saying here, or what it might have
meant for him to be able and willing to say it? It is not something that he would have
said in any way lightly. The way he prayed was not reckless or foolish, but deeply
considered and intentional. Where would he have got such a mindset from—to be
willing to forgo all that was most precious to him for the good of the ones for whom
he prayed? What—or who—did he know, that led him to pray like this? We
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remember what Moses said: ‘blot me out of the book that you have written’—if that is
what it will take to bring these people to forgiveness (Exod. 32:32). It is like Jesus
himself putting on the line all that was most precious to him—his intimate
relationship as a human being with God (‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?’)—to bring us, his enemies, back to the Father.

It is an amazing mystery, but it takes us to the heart of intercession. We cannot
imagine God ever making Paul ‘accursed and cut off from Christ” on this account.
Did Paul even think that God would ever do that? Yet that is really what the Father
did with His only Son. Everything that was most precious and important to Him—all
that He had, without remainder—He gave, that we might be forgiven and live. That is
the same heart that has now come to His apostle Paul, with regard to these Jewish
people.

If we could pray like that, for all Israel—or all Australia or anywhere else—how
powerfully would that avail before the throne of our heavenly Father! To pray in that
way can come to us, as it must have come to Paul, only as a gift from God’s own
heart. Here truly ‘the prayers of the saints’ and the ‘great quantity of incense’ from
God are inextricably entwined. God’s intervention/intercession in the action of the
cross is what has saved the world. Paul is simply being given here a measure of
participation in God’s own heart and action in that cross. We have been given no less.
That is true intercession. What a gift of love is that! Who can ever understand it? Yet,
by God’s grace, we can be in it. To be in this powerful prayer-action in these days is
to participate fully with God in God’s own great enterprise.
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STUDY 17

The Priesthood of Believers

Robin Mitchell

INTRODUCTION

A cursory survey of church history and ecclesiology indicates that the teaching of the
priesthood of every/all believers may well be a multifunctional, utilitarian doctrine. It
has been used to assert the liberty and independence of the believer from church
councils and creeds and gives one the right to interpret the scriptures for oneself
and to determine what should or should not be believed. It has been used to argue
that there is no need for a clergy or, to the contrary, that such should be permitted.
It is a useful doctrine for arguing the rights and wrongs of ordination to ministry
and who should be ordained if ordination is accepted. The doctrine is appealed to by
those seeking to understand the true nature of apostolic succession. It is helpful
in arguing against hierarchical church structures, sacerdotalism and sacramental-
ism, and it is commonly thought to imply that anyone can perform any function in
the life of the church. It has even been used to argue for adult and not infant bap-
tism. 124

So what does the New Testament teach concerning the priesthood of each/all
believers and how should the teaching impact on our ecclesiological and doxological
praxis?

CHRIST, THE NEW PRIEST, THE PERFECT SACRIFICE

The writer of Hebrews makes it clear that the Levitical priesthood was always
deficient in that the sacrifices offered could never take away sins (Heb. 10:4). In order
to ‘make perfect those who approach’ him (v. 1), God raised up ‘another priest. . .
according to the order of Melchizedek’ (7:11). Jesus, this new priest, ‘has appeared

124 The following references may help to see how some Christian groups apply the teaching in the life of their
worshipping communities. See Reference List for details.

The Catholic interpretation can be found in the appropriate Decrees of Vatican Il in Walter M. Abbott (1967).

Alan Sell (1991) is particularly helpful in comparing Reformed, Anglican/Episcopalian and Baptist views. See
esp. chs 2 & 4.8.

Bill Leonard (1989) is an interesting document that is fairly typical of the position taken by a number of
evangelical groups.
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once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself’ (9:26). He
is both priest and sacrifice and his priestly ministry has far-reaching implications.
Hans Kiing comments:

The writer of the letter makes it unmistakably clear to any who might hanker after the ritual of the
past that Christ has fulfilled and done away with the priesthood of the Old Testament. .. The
significance of these ideas for the New Testament is that all human priesthood has been fulfilled
and finished by the unique, final, unrepeatable and hence unlimited sacrifice of the one continuing
and eternal high priest (Kiing 1968: pp. 365f.).

In the light of this it is surprising that the New Testament speaks of a priesthood of
believers (1 Pet. 2:5, 9; Rev. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6). It would seem that this priesthood must
be significantly different from that of the Old Testament institutional priesthood and
so needs careful definition.

OLD TESTAMENT INSTITUTIONAL PRIESTHOOD

The primary function of the Old Testament priest (MT ;72 LXX and NT tepeig) was
to offer sacrifices to atone for sin and appease the wrath of God. A new or continuing
priesthood need not, cannot, and must not attempt to perform such a function as any
attempt to do so would denigrate the work of Christ and incur the condemnation of
God.

A second function of the Old Testament priest was that of mediator. There is no
specific term for ‘mediator’ in the Hebrew or Aramaic texts of the Old Testament but
the idea of mediation between God and humanity, and humanity and God, is present
and important. Job’s complaint to his friends illustrates in part the nature of the
mediatorial role:

... he is not a mortal, as I am, that I might answer him, that we should come to trial together. There
is no umpire between us, who might lay his hand on us both (Job 9:32f.).

English translations differ—-‘there is no umpire’ (RSV, NRSV, NASB); ‘mediator’
(NKJV); or ‘someone to arbitrate’ (NIV). The Greek LXX has pecitng (mediator)
while the Hebrew MT uses the hiphil participle of the verb 72 (decide, adjudge) to
express the idea.

We see that the mediator is someone who stands in between, in this case acting as
an arbitrator. In it simplest form a mediator may be an envoy or someone who
negotiates a relationship. Kiing (1968: p. 367) says that the Rabbis:

... by using the Hebrew expression ‘sarsor’ (that is, a broker or middleman) [made] the middleman
more than a mediator; he becomes an agent . . . someone who is personally involved, has authority
and can take initiatives.

When defined in this way, ‘it is only the glorified Jesus who becomes in the full sense
a mediator’.

The doctrine of the priesthood of believers should not be understood as saying that
a Christian can act as a mediator/agent between God and man, or man and God, for
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there is but ‘one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human’
(1 Tim. 2:5). Christ acting as our high priest has reconciled both Jew and Gentile
to God ‘through the cross’ so that the ‘new humanity’ has ‘access in one Spirit to
the Father’ (Eph. 2:14-18). On the basis of Christ’s mediatorial work the writer of
Hebrews issues the following invitation, ‘Let us therefore approach the throne
of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of
need’ (Heb. 4:14-16).

To act as a mediator by standing between God and man is to deny the sole and
perfect mediatorial work of Christ. It is a not very subtle attempt to exercise power
and control over others.

THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS—NEW TESTAMENT
FOUNDATIONS (1 PET. 2:5, 9; REV. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6)

Baptism . . . is the Sacrament of the general or corporate priesthood of the Church, for it is through
Baptism that we are incorporated into the Body of Christ and are inserted into the ministry of His
body. All who are baptised into Christ are baptised into the Royal Priesthood . . . (Torrance 1993:
p. 74).

To understand this ‘priesthood of all believers’ the following texts need careful
consideration:

Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and
like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 2:4-5).

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you
may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once
you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now
you have received mercy (1 Pet. 2:9-10).

Christ himself is both the living stone and the foundation stone of the building
(vv. 4, 7). Believers derive life from Christ and as living stones are built into a
spiritual house (oixog mvevpotikdg). While Paul speaks of the church as a temple
(vaog, 1 Cor. 3:16f.; Eph. 2:21), Peter is referring to ‘the “house” as a Christian
“house,” a community belonging uniquely to God and to Jesus Christ’ (Michaels 1988:
p. 100). The ‘spiritual house’ is indwelt by the Spirit; it is surely a temple (p. 271).

The ‘living stones’ are not only a part of the building but they also serve as a ‘holy
priesthood’. The Petrine idea of priesthood is built on Exodus 19 and Isaiah 61:

Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom
and a holy nation . . . (Exod. 19:5-6).

...but you shall be called priests of the LORD, you shall be named ministers of our God
(Isa. 61:6).

Peter implies that the Christian community is an eschatological fulfillment of these
passages. This is indeed radical as he is writing not to a Jewish but to a Gentile
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community that he describes in terms of those who were ‘not a people’, but who are
now ‘God’s people’. They had ‘not received mercy’, but now ‘have received mercy’
(1 Pet. 2:10; cf. Hosea 2:23).

Michaels says that:

The heart of [1 Pet.] vv 410 is a midrash based primarily on Isa 28:16 [the promise of a foundation
stone] and secondarily on several other biblical texts. Its effect is to assign to the Gentile com-
munity to which Peter is writing an essentially Jewish identity and responsibility (Michaels 1988:
p. 95).

Those who believe in Christ—Jew or Gentile—are a ‘chosen race, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation’, and God’s own people (1 Pet. 2:9). What Israel the nation
failed to do, the new household of God is called to do in its priestly role. There is both
continuity and discontinuity with the Exodus promise. The new priestly kingdom and
holy nation extends beyond Israel in the flesh to include the Gentiles and together
they are referred to by Paul as the ‘Israel of God’ (Gal. 6:16). Christ and his people
‘are the true latter-day temple, who finally are able to fulfil the commission of
extending God’s glory from the sanctuary’ (Beale 2004: p. 331).

While we still agree with Kiing (1968: p. 365) who said, ‘that all human priesthood
has been fulfilled and finished’, we may wish that his definition of priesthood were a
little more specific as it is clear that the priesthood of believers being spoken of here
is of the same nature as that bestowed on Israel by God in Exodus 19:6.

This priesthood is further defined as a ‘holy priesthood’ (iepdtevuo dytov, 1 Pet.
2:5), meaning that it is set apart exclusively for the service of Yahweh.

It is also called a ‘royal priesthood’ (1 Pet. 2:9) or should that be translated ‘a
king’s house, a priesthood’? The expression needs further consideration. In Peter, the
Greek text exactly follows the Greek Septuagint reading of Exodus 19:6 (Baciieiov
tepatevuo) rather than the Hebrew text. The two words have been read as an
adjective and a noun and translated as ‘royal priesthood’ or it could be ‘a king’s
priesthood’ but this reverses the relationship of the two words used in the Hebrew text
where we find the noun ‘kingdom’ (72711) instead of an adjective. The Hebrew
text has usually been translated as a ‘kingdom of priests’. If the LXX and Peter are
intending basileios to be an adjective acting as a noun, then it could be read as ‘king’s
house’ so that the new community in Jesus is being described as a chosen race—a
‘king’s house’ and a ‘priesthood’ (in place of ‘royal priesthood’)—a holy nation and
God’s people (Michaels 1988: pp. 108f.; Kelly 1969: pp. 96ff.). It has been shown
that the LXX reading has been commonly translated as containing two nouns, ‘kings
and priests’ in a number of pre-Christian texts (Best 1978: pp. 107f.; Aune 1997:
p. 47). This gives grounds for translating Peter in the same way.

The apostle John, also with Exodus 19:6 in mind, writes, ‘To him who loves us and
freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests [BactiAeiov,
tepeig] serving his God and Father . ..” (Rev. 1:5-6). In chapter 5 he continues, ‘you
have made them to be a kingdom and priests [BociAieiov kal 1epelg] serving our
God, and they will reign on earth’ (5:10).

Aune (1997: pp. 47f.) comments that in Revelation 5:10 John, ‘is thinking in terms
of two privileges of the people of God rather than just one’, that is, they are a
kingdom and they are priests. John further extends the thought at 20:6 where he says,
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‘they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with him a thousand
years’. The priesthood is now ‘of Christ’ as well as ‘of God’ and the priests are no
longer just ‘a kingdom’ but now they participate in the reign of Christ.

THE NATURE OF THE NEW PRIESTLY MINISTRY

If both Peter and John draw on Exodus 19:6 and apply it to the church then we might
expect the present priesthood of believers to be akin to that anticipated of Israel.

Without exception, all who are baptised into Christ are incorporated into what
Peter calls a chosen race, a king’s house and a priesthood. They are built into a
spiritual house where they commence priestly ministry: they ‘offer spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet. 2:5). Such sacrifices are primarily acts
of worship. These acts of worship take many different forms. Some may be discerned
from the following references.

Paul claims to be ‘a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service
[tepovpyeén] of the gospel of God, so that the offering of the Gentiles may be
acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 15:16). He understands the fruit of
his own preaching, ‘the offering of the Gentiles’, to be an act of worship. Paul does
not refer anywhere else to Christian ministry in terms of priesthood. Note that Paul
serves the ‘gospel of God’ in contrast to the law and hence his priesthood is of a
different nature to that of the Old Testament institutional priest. Dunn (1988: p. 860),
quoting Wenschkewitz, points out that there is ‘no question of Paul acting as a priest
in a special way distinct from the ministry of his several communities; he “does not
stand as mediator between the community and God,” and his priestly ministry neither
diminishes nor renders unnecessary the priestly ministry of all believers’.

In proclaiming the gospel, not as some lone ranger but as an apostle of the church
of God and of Jesus Christ, Paul is fulfilling the purpose of the elect who are chosen
so that they ‘may proclaim the mighty acts’ of God who has saved us through Christ
(1 Pet. 2:9). This then is at the one time the church’s priestly ministry both to God and
to the world:

For this the Church was founded: that by spreading the kingdom of Christ everywhere for the glory
of God the Father, she might bring all men to share in Christ’s saving redemption . . . (Abbott 1967:
p-491).

As members of the body of Christ, Paul encouraged believers to present their
‘bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God’. He saw this as ‘spiritual
worship’ or ‘reasonable worship’ (Aoyiknv Aatpeiov) in the sense of it being proper
for the human creature (Rom. 12:1). Dunn (1988: p. 711) illustrates the idea by quot-
ing the Greek philosopher Epictetus, ‘If I were a nightingale, I should be singing as a
nightingale; if a swan, as a swan. But as it is, | am a rational being (Aoyixog iut),
therefore I must be singing hymns of praise to God’.

Dunn (1988: p. 710) points out the contrast being made by Paul, ‘the thought of
sacrifice has been transposed across a double line—from cultic ritual to everyday life,
from a previous epoch characterized by daily offering of animals to one characterized
by a whole-person commitment lived out in daily existence’.
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Daily life lived as service/worship (Aotpeia) to God then contributes to the
priestly ministry of the holy nation. Seemingly common acts become sweet oblations
to God. For example, Paul refers to gifts given to him by the Philippians as ‘a fragrant
offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God’ (Phil. 4:18). The writer of
Hebrews tells us, ‘Through him [Christ], then, let us continually offer a sacrifice of
praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that confess his name. Do not neglect to do good
and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God’ (Heb. 13:15-16).
The idea of non-material sacrifices are not new and in the Old Testament: ‘prayer,
thanksgiving, or a repentant heart (e.g., Pss 50:13—14, 23; 51:17; 141:2) ... [are also
referred to] metaphorically as sacrifices’ (Michaels 1988: p. 101). The concept is also
found in Qumran where ‘worship in the spiritual temple consisted not of physical
offerings, but of proclaiming God’s word and obedience out of a sincere heart (1QS
9.3-5; 4QFlor 1.6)’ (Beale 2004: p. 318).

We must note that spiritual sacrifices are ‘acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’
(1 Pet. 2:5). Calvin tells us:

We do not appear with our gifts in the presence of God without an intercessor. Christ is our
Mediator, by whose intervention we offer ourselves and our all to the Father; he is our High Priest,
who, having entered into the upper sanctuary, opens up an access for us; he is the altar on which we
lay our gifts, that whatever we do attempt, we may attempt in him . . . (Calvin 4:18.17, p. 764).

Calvin has in mind Hebrews 13:10, ‘We have an altar from which those who officiate
in the tent have no right to eat’. The Christian altar is Christ himself and/or his cross
and there i1s a possible allusion to the Lord’s Supper. (It is now agreed that the text
cannot be used as a basis for the idea of the Eucharist being a sacrifice.) For a full
discussion see Ellingworth (1993: pp. 708ff.).

The individual, baptised into Christ and hence into the priesthood of all believers,
worships and serves God in daily life, sharing in the proclamation of the gospel.

The believer’s priestly duty also involves ministry to the worshipping community.
Paul reminds us that, ‘in one body we have many members, and all the members do
not have the same function’ (Rom. 12:4). Kiing reminds us that:

... all the members of the body of Christ are important and play their part. They all have their own
dignity and their own functions, on the basis again of a fundamental equality. Not even the head can
say to the feet that it has no need of them. All have a service to each other, in mutual sympathy and
affection, in joy and help (Kiing 1968: pp. 370f.).

This ministry is to be conducted in accordance with the gifts imparted to the
individual by the Holy Spirit ‘who apportions to each one individually as he wills’
(1 Cor. 12:11, RSV). The gifts are multiple, diverse in nature (1 Cor. 12; Rom. 12;
Eph. 4:11) and their purpose is stated as follows:

... to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain
to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and
fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their craftiness in
deceitful wiles. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is
the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every joint with
which it is supplied, when each part is working properly, makes bodily growth and upbuilds itself
in love (Eph. 4:12-16, RSV).
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THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS—SPECIAL MINISTRIES

Barrett insists that Paul, in speaking of gifts in Romans 12, ‘is thinking of people
doing things, not of offices, that is, of recognized places in the community which
must be filled, and confer on those who occupy them a special position of
responsibility and authority’ (Barrett 1985: p. 32). This was certainly the case in the
formative days of the early church but as Barrett (ch. 2 ‘Ministry’, pp. 28ff.) goes on
to show, there was a rapid development of the idea of ministry in the New Testament
as the church grew, necessitating various structures for the sake of teaching and
pastoral care. As the need arose, ‘elders [mpecsfutepotr]’, ‘deacons [didxovol]’ and
‘bishops [éniokonor]” were appointed. By the time the Pastoral Epistles were written
some of these ministries involved authority and power and some kind of financial
advantage that could be abused, as the following passage shows. However, these
terms were still not used for ministerial office (Barrett 1985: p. 40).

Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one who shares in the
glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge,
exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for
sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock
(1 Pet. 5:1-3).

Early in the second century the above ministries were recognised as church offices
(Barrett 1985: p. 95). That was a natural development and in no way contrary to
the idea of a ‘priesthood of all believers’. Among other gifts, God gave apostles,
prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers ‘to equip the saints for the work of
ministry, for building up the body of Christ’ (Eph. 4:11-12) and, like Saul and
Barnabas (Acts 13:2), others were soon set aside under the leading of the Holy Spirit
to minister to the church according to their engifting. This ministry operates for, and
within, ‘the corporate priesthood’.

Bultmann points out that:

... the incipient regulation of the local congregations is determined by the congregation’s
understanding of itself as an eschatological community ruled by the Spirit. .. The character of
those having Spirit-gifts is determined by the fact that the eschatological congregation knows itself
called into existence by the proclaimed word . . . and therefore gathers about the word, listening and
also speaking (I Cor. 14). The Spirit-endowed, then, are primarily proclaimers of the word, and that
fact stamps the character of the incipient churchly office from the outset . . .

In the fact that the activity of proclaiming the word, which we have seen really constitutes the
Church . . . is not at first tied to an office, we have solid evidence that the Church at first knows no
office or law by which it is constituted as the Church. What there is of office and law—the
institution of congregational offices (presbyters and episkopoi)—does not constitute the Church,
but regulates the practical side of congregational life (Bultman 1955: pp. 97f., 104).

Bultmann (1955: p. 104) traces the development of ecclesiastical offices, showing
how ‘proclaimers of the word’ became ‘officials’, and initial Spirit bestowed
‘charisma’ came to be ‘understood as an office—charisma conveyed by ordination’.
Soon the ‘office’, regarded as ‘uninterrupted succession’ of apostolic authority, came
to be seen as ‘constitutive of the Church’. ‘The Spirit is henceforth bound to the office
and is transmitted by a sacramental act, ordination by the laying on of hands’ (p. 107).
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The sacraments, ‘along with the word or even instead of the word’, were then
understood to be ‘constitutive for the Church’. In time, the ‘Lord’s Supper’ was said
to be ‘an institution of salvation which mediates the “medicine of immortality”’ and
the presiding bishop ‘becomes the priest whose office gives him a quality which
separates him from the rest of the congregation, making them laymen’ (pp. 109f.).

Sadly the nature of the ‘particular priesthood’” was misunderstood and distorted and
abuses occurred. Even as early as Polycarp and Ignatius (c. 107 AD) some appointed
to special ministries were exalting themselves above other believers and curtailing the
ministry of the corporate priesthood. Ignatius wrote:

Do ye all follow your bishop, as Jesus Christ followed the Father, and the presbytery as the
Apostles; and to the deacons pay respect, as to God’s commandment. Let no man do aught of things
pertaining to the Church apart from the bishop. Let that be held a valid eucharist . . . which is under
the bishop or one to whom he shall have committed it. .. It is not lawful . . . without the bishop
either to baptise or to hold a love-feast; but whatsoever he shall approve, this is well-pleasing also
to God; that everything which ye do may be sure and valid (Smyrnaeans 7.2—8.2 in Barrett 1985:
p. 95).

Such abuse and misunderstanding in no way invalidates the idea of a ‘particular
priesthood’ or special ministries but it calls for a biblical theology of the priesthood of
believers and vigilance and oversight on the part of the corporate body of Christ.

THE PRIESTHOOD OF BELIEVERS—REFORMATION AND TODAY

Luther fought against the church of his day because it had imposed itself between
God and man and on the basis of New Testament teaching he maintained that
Christians had direct access to God without recourse to what he so delicately referred
to as, ‘the tin gods and buffoons of this world, the pope with his priests’ (Luther 1955:
p. 140). Kiing (1968: p. 368), understanding that we are ever the same, warns that
‘The church is constantly in danger of making itself and its organs into mediators’.

As Luther contended with the Roman Catholic Church, there is no sense of
priesthood as referring to a group of religious specialists as every Christian has access
to God. However there will always be the temptation to think in hierarchical terms,
especially when we talk of church ministry and speak in terms of laity and clergy.

Modern Catholicism has moved theologically much closer to the Reformation
position. Today the Catholic church speaks of ‘the priesthood of all believers’ being
the basis for apostolic ministry yet it still maintains the idea of an hierarchical
‘ministerial priesthood’ which is distinguished from the ‘priesthood of the laity’ in
function by ‘special sacramental grace’ (Abbott 1967: pp. 492f., 528f., 587ft.).

Yet Vatican II declared that:

The idea of a priestly caste, an ingrown professional group, is excluded ... The priest remains a
‘disciple of the Lord’; he belongs to the People of God; he is to be ‘as a brother among brothers’
vis-a-vis the laity. The priest, of course, has his special duties, his own way of life, and his special
sacramental grace with a consequent definite quality of priestly holiness, but the virtues that are
first listed in the Decree to be his are significantly those of any authentic Christian: ‘kindliness of
heart, sincerity, strength of soul and constancy, assiduous regard for justice, and urbanity.” And a
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theme returning frequently—about ten times in the first part of the Decree—is ‘service,” service of
God and of the family of God (Abbott 1967: pp. 528f.).

However it is clear that some are thought to have greater access to God than others:

On the one hand, the Decree teaches unequivocally that the bishop fully possesses (in the sac-
ramental order) the priesthood of Christ, while the priest participates in that priesthood in a derived
and dependent manner. The bishop alone is the direct and immediate sign of Christ to his flock,
while the priest is a sign, not directly of Christ the Priest, but of his bishop. In some way it is the
bishop whom the priest immediately makes present to the community over which he presides
... Hence the duty of loyalty and obedience that the priests have to the bishop (Abbott 1967:
pp. 5271)).

Thus Christ is mediated via the bishop to the priest and then to the people. This results
in some forms of ministry being claimed as the exclusive prerogative of the ordained
priest or bishop (e.g. ministering the sacraments). Kiing (1968: pp. 379f.) argues to
the contrary, saying that, ‘the entire Church is given the power to baptize; every
Christian has the power to baptize (and to teach)’.

For further clarification of the current Roman Catholic position see the ‘Decree on
the Apostolate of the Laity’ and the ‘Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests’
(Abbott 1967: pp. 4891f.; 532ft.). See also Pannenburg (1998: pp. 374f., esp. n. 830).

THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS—
THE DANGER OF INDIVIDUALISM

It is to be noted that the word ‘priesthood’ (itepdtevua) in 1 Peter 2:5, 9 is a collective
noun and the new community of God is being addressed rather than individuals. This
point needs special emphasis today because of modern Christianity’s individualistic
approach.

Althaus comments:

Luther never understands the priesthood of all believers merely in the ‘Protestant’ sense of the
Christian’s freedom to stand in a direct relationship to God without a human mediator. Rather he
constantly emphasizes the Christian’s evangelical authority to come before God on behalf of the
brethren and also of the world. The universal priesthood expresses not religious individualism but
its exact opposite, the reality of the congregation as a community (Althaus 1996: p. 314).

Ernest Best further clarifies the point:

... they are a body of priests; each is a priest . . . but never a priest in and by himself; it is only as a
member of the corporate priesthood that he is such and he can only exercise his priesthood within
the corporate existence of the church: the conception is not individualistic (Best 1971: p. 108).

Pannenburg (1998: p. 128) speaks of the ‘inference’ arising from reformation inter-
pretation, ‘that the priestly function ascribed to all God’s people must also be that of
each of its members’. He concludes that, ‘this deduction is not in view either in
1 Peter or in the corresponding sayings in Revelation (1:6 and 5:9-10)’.
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Marney’s viperous comment serves to highlight the seriousness of such misunder-
standing:

It was a gross perversion of the gospel that inserted a bastard individualism here and then taught us
that the believers’ priesthood meant that ‘every tub must set on its own bottom’ (Marney 1974:
p. 12, n. 25).

CONCLUSION

I would like to conclude the paper with two quotations that may help us to remember
the heart of the matter of the priesthood to which we all belong.
Kiing comments:

The fundamental error of ecclesiologies which turn out, in fact, to be no more than hierarchologies
(where ecclesia=hierarchia) was that they failed to realize that all who hold office are primarily
... not dignitaries but believers, members of the fellowship of believers; and that compared with
this fundamental Christian fact any office they may hold is of secondary not tertiary importance
(Kiing 1968: p. 363).

John Durham comments on Exodus 19:6:

The phrases ‘special treasure’, ‘kingdom of priests,” and ‘holy people’ are closely related to one
another . . . they each refer to the whole of the people who will pay attention to and follow the
covenant . . . Israel as the ‘special treasure’ is Israel become uniquely Yahweh’s prized possession
by their commitment to him in covenant. Israel as a ‘kingdom of priests’ is Israel committed to the
extension throughout the world of the ministry of Yahweh’s Presence. mobmn [Kingdom] here is
exactly what it appears to be, a noun in construct relationship with 372 [priests], and it describes
what Israel was always supposed to be: a kingdom run not by politicians depending upon strength
and connivance but by priests depending on faith in Yahweh, a servant nation instead of a ruling
nation. Israel as a ‘holy people’ then represents a third dimension of what it means to be committed
in faith to Yahweh: they are to be a people set apart, different from all other people by what they
are and are becoming—a display-people, a showcase to the world of how being in covenant with
Yahweh changes a people (Durham 1987: p. 263).

This is the way of the ‘priests of God and of Christ’ (Rev. 20:6).
iy
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STUDY 18

Keep Yourselves from ldols

Rod James

The theme of this study is idolatry and the danger of idolatry in the life of God’s
people. Let us begin by refocussing our awareness of what idolatry is—the nature,
power and evil of it. Noel Due, in Created for Worship, alerts us to the context of
idolatry, which is worship:

Human beings were created to worship God and to express their devotion to him in obedient faith.
Where this worship is abandoned, the result is not a state of ‘no worship’, but a state of ‘false
worship’.

For a human being there can be no vacuum of non-worship. One is either submitted to God in the
doing of his will and the glorifying of his name, or one is submitted to someone, or something else.
The error described in Romans 1:18ff., is not the neglect of worship, but the exchange of worship.
Men and women are inveterate worshipers. Worship belongs to their essential structure. The
expression of human sin is that the worship for which they were created is exchanged for idolatrous
worship. They sin, not by not worshiping, but by worshiping wrongly.125

Geoffrey Bingham’s Dear Darling Idols is a concise, accurate and essential treat-

ment of idolatry. Geoffrey clarifies for us just what idolatry purports to do for
humanity:

The genius of evil, then, is idolatry. It gives a god but not the God. It gives a system of worship and
service, but not the creational system. It even provides the other elements which belong to God, and
channels them through idolatry. We will look at these needs, but even without seeing them in full
we can realise that idolatry is man’s way of rationalising his universe. To worship the creature (the
creation) and to serve and worship it rather than the Creator lets man out of his creational, and so,
functional responsibilities. Man is free to go the way he has structured rather than the way God has
commanded and designed him to go. Idolatry therefore is man’s substitute for everything.126

IDOLATRY AND DEMONS, PROVOCATION AND JUDGEMENT

Recently I found myself staring at a poster on the inside of someone’s toilet door. The
poster extolled the superior nature of a teddy bear as a friend—he is always there, he
won’t tell you what to do, he won’t criticise you or interrupt you, and so on. We are

125 Noel Due, Created for Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You, Mentor, Fearn, p. 27.
126 Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols: Lords and Gods Piffling and Appalling, NCPI1, Blackwood, 2004,
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prone to idolatrising God as a divine teddy bear who comforts us and benignly allows
us to think what we want to think and do what we want to do. But behind an
idolatrous view of God which may seem benign, even ‘nice’, there lurks something
far more sinister and horrible. St Paul warned the Corinthian Christians that behind
the nothingness of idols lay demonic powers:

What do T imply then? That food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I
imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be
participants with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. You cannot
partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. Shall we provoke the Lord to jealousy?
Are we stronger than he? (1 Cor. 10:19-22).

Lenski comments on this passage:

It is a great mistake to imagine that back of their idolatry and their idol sacrifices there is nothing
but an empty vacuity. True enough, as 8:4 makes plain, the gods of the idols have no existence
whatever; no being by the name of Jupiter exists, and this is true with respect to all other gods, But
something does exist, something that is far more terrible than these pseudo-gods, namely an entire
kingdom of darkness which is hostile to God, a host of demons or fallen angels who are ruled by
the greatest of their number, namely Satan, Eph. 2:3; 6:12.

... As these wicked angels, under the leadership of Satan, rule the entire evil world, so in
particular they are the originators of the spiritual darkness of which idolatry is the most terrible
evidence.!27

Commenting on 1 Corinthians 10:20, Calvin says:

When men become so futile in their thinking that they offer worship to the creatures rather than to
God alone, they are ripe for the punishment of being servants of Satan. For they do not find that
intermediary position between God and Satan, for which they are on the look-out, but, as soon as
they turn their backs on the true God, Satan immediately sets himself before them as an object of
worship.128

When Paul asks, ‘Shall we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than
he?” (1 Cor. 10:22) he is clearly mindful of the song in Deuteronomy 32 which God
gave to Moses to speak to the people of Israel prior to his death. This awesome song
should be read with trembling (Isa. 66:2) in order to better understand what Paul is
saying in 1 Corinthians 10:19-22. Moses calls heaven and earth to listen to the
proclamation of God’s awesome greatness: ‘His work is perfect, for all his ways are
justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright is he.” But Israel
‘has dealt corruptly with him; they are no longer his children because they are
blemished; they are a crooked and twisted generation’. Moses pleads with Israel to
remember ‘your father who created you’, who chose, delivered, cherished and
nourished you. But Israel has been a ‘foolish and senseless people’ and has repaid the
Lord by turning to idols. By so doing they have invoked his fierce anger:

127 R, C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, Augsburg,
Minneapolis, 1963, p. 415.

128 John Calvin, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, CNTC, David W. Torrance and Thomas
F. Torrance eds, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, Michigan, p. 219.
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They stirred him to jealousy with strange gods;
with abominations they provoked him to anger.
They sacrificed to demons that were no gods,
to gods they had never known,
to new gods that had come recently,
whom your fathers had never dreaded.
You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you,
and you forgot the God who gave you birth
(Deut. 32:16-18).

God therefore bore witness to his just wrath on Israel’s evil. ‘They have made me
jealous with what is no god; they have provoked me to anger with their idols’ (v. 21).
Through his servant Moses, soon to be taken from the earth, God makes known his
sole divinity as Creator of all, his absolute justice and faithfulness as the holy and
righteous God, his great grace in calling a people to be his treasured possession, and
his fierce anger and just judgement upon all evil and towards those who defiantly
provoke him:

For a fire is kindled by my anger,
and it burns to the depths of Sheol,
devours the earth and its increase,
and sets on fire the foundations of the mountains
(Deut. 32:22).

Concerning Paul’s questions—*‘Shall we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we
stronger than he?’—Calvin asks:

Is it not the case that those who evade the issue, thinking that they may disobey the commandment
of God without suffering the consequences, are openly taking up arms against God?!2°

Idolatry therefore is a very serious business for it places the devotee in the bondage of
evil powers, and it provokes the one true God to defend his sovereignty and to punish
evil insurrection:

When John says, ‘The whole world lies in the Evil one’ (I John 5:19), he means what Paul means in
Ephesians 2:1-3 that all mankind was deceived in the Fall into the power of Satan. That is, man is
under the control of the prince of the power of the air. This means he cannot have his idols to
himself. He can neither subjectify nor objectify his rejection of God without being incorporated into
the whole system of evil. His idols then are infested with demonic powers and evil spirits. He has
now to contend with fallen celestial creatures, and other supra-mundane elements. He cannot have
his idolatry in mild forms.!30

The warnings given by Moses to the Israelites concerning idolatry are dire:

You know how we lived in the land of Egypt, and how we came through the midst of the nations
through which you passed. And you have seen their detestable things, their idols of wood and stone,

129 john Calvin, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, p. 220.
130 Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols, p. 20.
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of silver and gold, which were among them. Beware lest there be among you a man or woman or
clan or tribe whose heart is turning away today from the LORD our God to go and serve the gods of
those nations. Beware lest there be among you a root bearing poisonous and bitter fruit, one who,
when he hears the words of this sworn covenant, blesses himself in his heart, saying, ‘I shall be
safe, though I walk in the stubbornness of my heart.” This will lead to the sweeping away of moist
and dry alike. The LORD will not be willing to forgive him, but rather the anger of the LORD and
his jealousy will smoke against that man, and the curses written in this book will settle upon him,
and the LORD will blot out his name from under heaven (Deut. 29:16-20).

While ‘the secret things belong to the LORD our God . . . the things that are revealed
belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law’
(Deut. 29:29). These things are revealed to us that we might heed them and repent of
all our idolatries. But if those engaged in idolatry are in the bondage of Satan how
shall they be delivered?

IDOLS SMASHED AND IDOLATERS SET FREE

Having turned from the living God to worship idols, humanity was in the bondage of
the idols and the evil powers that indwelt them. But God promised Israel that he
would cleanse them from their idols:

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all
your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you
(Ezek. 36:25-26).

And on that day, declares the LORD of hosts, I will cut off the names of the idols from the land, so
that they shall be remembered no more. And also I will remove from the land the prophets and the
spirit of uncleanness (Zech. 13:2).

These promises of redemption were so comprehensive that they could only be
fulfilled in the new covenant brought into being by the coming of the Son of God.
‘The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil’ (1 John
3:8) and ‘to proclaim liberty to the captives...to set at liberty those who are
oppressed’ (Luke 4:18). Behind the idols lay Satan like a ‘strong man, fully armed’,
but ‘one stronger than he attacks him and overcomes him, he takes away his armor in
which he trusted and divides his spoil’ (Luke 11:21, 22). The armour or defence of
Satan in the presence of God was his just accusation concerning the guilt and evil of
God’s image creature, man. The whole human race lay in the bondage of this guilt.
But Christ ‘disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by
triumphing over them in him [or ‘in it’, i.e. the cross]’ (Col. 2:15). In anticipation of
his work on the cross Jesus said, ‘Now is the judgment of this world; now will the
ruler of this world be cast out’ (John 12:31). ‘By sending his own Son in the likeness
of sinful flesh and for sin, [God] condemned sin in the flesh’ (Rom. 8:3). Lenski
explains:

‘God condemned the sin’ (the sin power) as a criminal, and because of that condemnation it lost its
right to rule over us. ‘Condemned’ implies a legal procedure that ended in a verdict. In that legal
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procedure the whole mission of Christ arose against ‘the sin’ ... The sin lost its right of securing
our condemnation because of the guilt of our sins and with it lost its power to control us, to make us
keep on sinning as it had done before. 13!

By coming into the world and destroying the works of the devil (1 John 3:8),
Christ destroyed the power of the idols and publicly humiliated them for their falsity,
impotence and ridiculous nothingness. Therefore Paul can boldly assert that Christ ‘is
not weak in dealing with you, but is powerful among you’ (2 Cor. 13:3). Redemption
in Jesus Christ is a total deliverance from all idolatry, for ‘with Christ you died to the
elemental spirits of the world’ (Col. 2:20). Therefore Paul can claim and proclaim that
God ‘has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom
of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins’ (Col. 1:13—
14). We who ‘once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds’ in our
idolatrous living are ‘now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death’ so that Christ
can ‘present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him’ (Col. 1:21-22).
Consequently ‘the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power
to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against
the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ’ (2 Cor. 10:4—
5). While this is the position and therefore the condition of those who are ‘in Christ
Jesus’, the Scriptures warn us against turning back to idols. We have a responsibility
to guard or keep ourselves from idols.

KEEP YOURSELF FROM IDOLS

The injunction of 1 John 5:21 to ‘keep yourself from idols’ comes as a startling con-
clusion to that letter:

We know that everyone who has been born of God does not keep on sinning, but he who was born
of God protects him, and the evil one does not touch him. We know that we are from God, and the
whole world lies in the power of the evil one. And we know that the Son of God has come and has
given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in his
Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life. Little children, keep yourselves from idols
(1 John 5:18-21).

Stephen S. Smalley, in his commentary on 1 John is helpful to us as we try to
understand why John has concluded his wonderful letter in this way.

John’s final charge to his readers is based on the three assurances of vv 18-20, in which he has set
out the character of the orthodox believer (he does not continue to sin; he derives from God;
he knows and abides in the real God through the person and saving activity of Jesus the
Christ) . . . The warning (‘guard yourselves against false gods’) has in mind as well the foundation
and character of the Christian faith itself, described in 1 John as a whole. It is the maintenance of
this faith, in the face of heretical opinion, which John is urging upon the members of his congre-
gation . . .

131 R, C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, Augsburg, Minneapolis, 1961,
p. 502.
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After the climactic statements which occur in the closing vv of 1 John (e.g. 5:13, 20), the final
exhortation of v 21 may appear to be something of an anticlimax. But in fact it establishes a very
strong contrast to the positive truth which has been outlined in the last section of the letter, and
indeed in 1 John as a whole. Avoid the sham, John warns, and keep to the genuine (of which I
have spoken)!!32

Smalley continues to help us by answering the question ‘what are the “false gods”
(e1dw)a) [eidola] against which John is warning his readers?’

The fact that the Church in the first century A.D. existed in the environment of the Roman Empire
meant that Christians were surrounded by pagan idols as such, and needed to be warned against the
dangers of idol worship (Rom 1:23; 1 Cor 8:4-6; 10:14; 1 Thess 1:9; Rev 13:15). If the letters of
John originated from Ephesus, moreover, with its adoration of Diana (Artemis) goddess of the
Ephesians (Acts 19:23-28; cf. 17:29), the temptation for John’s non-Jewish audience to succumb to
idolatry would have been real and constant (cf. Painter, John, 117,123; see further Wengst, 225-26).

However, the literal use of the term €idwAov is in fact comparatively rare in the NT; and it would
represent an abrupt change of thought if John had introduced the word in this sense at the very end
of his letter. If we look for a wider meaning, therefore, it might be found by understanding an
‘idol’ as ‘anything which occupies the place due to God’ (Westcott, 197). For a similarly meta-
phorical use see Ezek 14:4 (‘idols of the heart’); Eph 5:5; Col 3:5 ... In this case John is urging
his readers to keep away from sinful ‘God-substitutes’ (Dodd, 142; cf. Houlden, 138).

Smalley concludes that John’s meaning is that ‘all “false gods” are to be rejected in
favor of the real God who in his Son brings eternal life to the true believer’.

THE DANGER OF IDOLATRY IN THE CHURCH

The apostle John has reminded us that in the midst of true worship and the love-
engendered knowledge of God there is the constant danger of idolatry. The almost
relentless tendency of Israel to stray into idolatrous forms of worship makes it clear to
us that being the people of the covenant does not immunise us from such temptation.
As Christians we have the full picture laid out to warn us in 1 Corinthians 10:1-22—
Israel was assembled under the cloud of God’s presence, they passed through the Red
Sea by God’s mighty hand, and they were ‘all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in
the sea’. They ate the spiritual food and drank from the Rock which was Christ.
Nevertheless, some became idolaters, some indulged in sexual immorality, some put
Christ to the test, and some grumbled against God. In all of these transgressions they
invoked the holy wrath of God their Saviour. Paul concludes, ‘Therefore let anyone
who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall’.

Sadly, the testimony of the church is very seriously diminished when it retains the
1dolatrous stance of the world, so let us take heed of some of the snares and idols that
lurk in our midst today.

132 Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, WBC 51, Word, Waco, 1984, pp. 3091, (emphasis mine).
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Dullness and Deadness to the Voice of God

There were some in Israel who had ‘taken their idols into their hearts, and set the
stumbling block of their iniquity before their faces’ yet still came to consult God
(Ezek. 14:3, 4, 7). In like manner we can hear God’s word preached clearly to us
week after week and not respond. Noel Due points out that those who take their idols
into their hearts become dull to reality and dead to the voice of God:

Their false trust leads them to reflect the character of the object in which they put their trust. Just as
the idols are dull to the real world, and especially the world of Yahweh’s voice, their worshipers are
dull to him and to his word. Their senses are as dead as those of the idols themselves.!33

The fact is that church attendance and other outward observances of Christian life can
be practiced without our ears having been ‘dug out’ by God (Ps. 40:6; Job 33:16), and
without us having wholeheartedly ‘turned to God from idols to serve the living and
true God’ (1 Thess. 1:9).

‘Sexual Immorality, Impurity, Passion, Evil Desire, and Covetousness,
Which Is Idolatry’

In urging the Colossians to ‘Put to death therefore what is earthly in you’ (Col.
3:5), Paul lists the above vices which appear to be related in the sense that they all
have to do with a person being controlled by the desires within them. In a similar
manner John warns of ‘the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in
possessions’ which are ‘the things [of] the world’ (1 John 2:15-17). All of this is
idolatrous and, given the powers lurking behind the idols, it suggests the bondage of
sexual and other addictions. It is quite stunning to note how often idolatry is linked
with sexual immorality in the Scriptures (e.g. Acts 15:20; 21:25; 1 Cor. 10:7-8; Eph.
5:5; Col. 3:5; 1 Pet. 4:3; Rev. 2:14, 21):

What we do know from Romans 1 and Acts 17 is that man’s life-style forms his gods, and is
formed by them. It is other than the life-style God has given man which must conform with the true
knowledge of God. Hence true morality resides in, and is expressed by true worship, and likewise
immorality belongs to the life-style which accords with idolatry. If what we have just said is true
then almost certainly idolatry is the greatest powerful factor in man for evil. Romans 1:18-32 must
then be read as being the one piece, and having no breaks anywhere. Sexual immorality, sexual
perversity, a reprobate mind, and the life of shattered relationships and deliberate evil must all
accord with, and indeed spring from, man’s idolatry.!34

‘We Walk by Faith and Not by Form’

In 2 Corinthians 5:6—7 Paul reminds the believers that ‘while we are at home in the
body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight’. The word
translated ‘sight’ here, eidos, actually means ‘external appearance’, ‘form’ or ‘shape’.
For example, in Luke 3:22 the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus in bodily form
(eidos). Jesus said of his Father, ‘His voice you have never heard, his form you have

133 Noel Due, Created for Worship, p. 23.
134 Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols, p. 8.
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never seen’ (John 5:37). Paul had reminded the Corinthian believers that ‘we look not
to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen
are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal’ (2 Cor. 4:18). Being at home
in the body and away from the Lord we are prone to turning from faith in God who is
unseen to taking security in things that take material shape or form, i.e. things that are
seen. Thus, in our piety, we are prone to focusing on our church building and its
fittings, the ordained minister, our denomination, etc. God knew that Israel longed to
walk by form rather than by faith. Knowing that any graven image would become an
idol and a snare (Judg. 8:27; Ps. 106:36; 1 Tim. 6:9; 2 Tim. 2:26), God commanded
Israel not to create any images with form or appearance:

You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above,
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to
them or serve them, for I the LORD your God am a jealous God (Exod. 20:4-5).

Forms such as buildings, finances, leaders, structures, programs and church cultures
are part of the created order and may have their place, but that which has form and
appearance so easily becomes an idol in which we trust and which we end up serving
rather than trusting and serving the risen Lord Jesus. The Jews and the Samaritans had
an age-old controversy about where was the right place to worship God. Both
Jerusalem and Samaria had become idolatrous locations, but Jesus foreshadowed a
time when neither of these places would be significant because ‘the true worshipers
will worship the Father in spirit and truth’ (John 4:23).

The Idolatry of Outward Appearances

Paul confronted the Galatian Christians with the question, ‘Having begun by the
Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?’ (Gal. 3:3). Having received the
grace of God, the Galatians were turning back again ‘to the weak and worthless
elementary principles of the world’, that is, to the idolatry of self-justification:

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods. But
now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again
to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once
more? (Gal. 4:8-9).

It is very easy, in our zeal and piety, to ‘turn back’ so that once again we become
‘those who want to make a good showing in the flesh’ (Gal. 6:12) and ‘those who
boast about outward appearance’ (2 Cor. 5:12). Turning back to these ‘elementary
principles’ we then labour to build a visible accomplishment which justifies and
glorifies ourselves in the sight of others. Paul warns that such a ‘persuasion’ catches
on and ‘a little leaven leavens the whole lump’ (Gal. 5:9).

Corporation Idolatry

Over time it is possible for denominations, and even for local churches, to slowly
change from being a spiritual house of living stones (1 Pet. 2:4-5), i.e. a congregation
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of the saints, to become a corporation, that is, an organisation made up of structures
and regulations, clergy and programs, property and finance. Slowly the values and
interests of the Corporation Church change to reflect the self-interest, self-
preservation and self-promotion of the Corporation. The Corporation Church begins
to focus on statistical growth, program management, property development and
financial expansion. Instead of serving the ‘living stone rejected by men but in the
sight of God chosen and precious’ (1 Pet. 2:4), it begins to develop programs and
practices which will make it acceptable and appealing in the sight of the world, and
successful in the light of its own mission goals. The objective changes from the
birthing of living stones and the building of a spiritual house—the body of Christ—
to the building of a material house, i.e. the Corporation Church. As the objective
changes, so does the object of worship change; from the one true God, to the
idolatrous Corporation.

‘THEREFORE, MY BELOVED, FLEE FROM IDOLATRY’

Paul exhorts the Corinthian Christians to take care how they build and warns them of
the day of God’s judgement which will be revealed with a consuming fire and will
destroy every construction that is idolatrous:

According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and
someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can lay a
foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if anyone builds on the
foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw—each one’s work will become
manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what
sort of work each one has done. If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will
receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be
saved, but only as through fire (1 Cor. 3:10-15).

Paul knew that any prophet who messes with the idols in a church will be met with a
volcanic eruption of angry protest: ‘Have I then become your enemy by telling you
the truth?’ (Gal. 4:16); ‘From now on let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my
body the marks of Jesus’ (Gal. 6:17). But knowing only too well of the divine
holocaust which awaits all idols and idolaters on the Day of the Lord, Paul was bold
to confront the churches he had planted about their turning back. Likewise, awareness
of that holocaust should encourage us to urgently flee from all idolatry. The
responsibility for guarding against (1 John 5:21) and fleeing from (1 Cor. 10:14)
idolatry rests with the believers. God is faithful and will provide a way of escape but
we must recognise the danger and flee from it. With God’s faithful help we are to flee
from idolatry (1 Cor. 10:13—14), flee from sexual immorality (1 Cor. 6:18), flee from
the love of money and the desire to be rich (1 Tim. 6:9-11), and flee from youthful
passions (2 Tim. 2:22). It is better to flee idolatry now than to have to cast aside our
idols and flee from the Lord on the day of his coming:

For the LORD of hosts has a day
against all that is proud and lofty . . .
And the haughtiness of man shall be humbled,
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and the lofty pride of men shall be brought low,
and the LORD alone will be exalted in that day.
And the idols shall utterly pass away.
And people shall enter the caves of the rocks

and the holes of the ground,
from before the terror of the LORD,

and from the splendour of his majesty,

when he rises to terrify the earth.
In that day mankind will cast away

their idols of silver and their idols of gold,
which they made for themselves to worship,

to the moles and to the bats,
to enter the caverns of the rocks

and the clefts of the cliffs,
from before the terror of the LORD,

and from the splendour of his majesty,

when he rises to terrify the earth (Isa. 2:12, 17-21).

DOPEY IDOLATRY AND WONDERFUL WORSHIP

Despite all God’s warnings and the historic revelations of his wrath, John laments that
‘The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the
works of their hands nor give up worshiping demons and idols of gold and silver and
bronze and stone and wood, which cannot see or hear or walk’ (Rev. 9:20). But to
those who turn ‘to God from idols to serve the living and true God’ (1 Thess. 1:9), to
these God gives the true worship which is ‘in spirit and truth’ (John 4:23-24).
Geoffrey Bingham concludes Dear Darling Idols with an Appendix, ‘Worship
without Idolatry’, which describes the thrill of this true worship as ‘the richest,
deepest exercise and experience a man can know. No wonder [man’s] great powers of
love and adoration find their flowing fulfilment in the true object, God Himself, the
one True God, the Living Father, Creator and Redeemer.’13>

135 Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols, p. 55.
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STUDY 19

The Priestly Service of the Gospel

Noel Due

One of the characteristic marks of New Testament worship language is the way in which
Old Testament worship vocabulary is transformed to apply to relational categories. We
can see this pattern in a number of places (e.g. Rom. 12:1; 2 Cor. 9:12; Phil. 2:17; 4:18;
1 Pet. 2:5; etc.) and we know that it reflects (or, better, shares in) the life of God as seen
in the Son (as in Mark 10:35-45; cf. John 13:5; where Jesus’ service of the Father is
bound up in the serving of his people). In all that Jesus did he glorified the Father’s
name, and his earthly ministry in all its parts was the manifestation of his love for and
adoration of God.

Inexamples such as those from the Pauline letters mentioned above, we see words and
phrases normally associated with the priestly service in the temple and the offerings made
there, now applied to the attitudes and actions of New Testament believers. The whole com-
munity is shown to be participating in the priestly service of God, in different ways ac-
cording to their respective gifts and callings, with Christ himself as the High Priest over
the household of God, both interceding for them and leading their worship as their head.

I think an argument can be made for seeing a strong thematic link (albeit by way of
contrast) between Romans 1:18-32 and Romans 12-15. Paul explains the nature of
human sin and rebellion in terms of the exchange of worship, where the Man (the image
of God on earth) serves the creature rather than the creator. This reverses the creational
order and dehumanises Man, as he degrades himself through the demeaning worship
that has now gripped his heart, mind and soul. By the nature of the case, this worship
cannot unify humanity or dignify its relationships, for behind it lies the Serpent, who has
come to steal, kill and destroy. In all this, humanity is deeply culpable, for he worships
that which comes from his own imaginings, and compounds his guilt by suppressing the
truth of God. In so doing, he experiences the wrath of God in heart, mind and con-
science, as he is given over by God to the things on which he has set his heart in an
inescapable reverse exchange. This leads to relational breakdown on every level.

By contrast, a new situation is in view in Romans 12. Here, Paul has declared a new
situation in place through the gospel. His pastoral exhortation is ‘by the mercies of
God’. The construction (dia + genitive) normally means ‘through’, or ‘by means of’,
rather than simply ‘in view of’. The latter may encourage mere imitation, whereas the
former emphasises actual participation. In other words, the new worship is all in and
through mercy, even for its day-to-day operation. In 1 Thessalonians 1:9 Paul speaks of
the believers there having ‘turned to God from idols’. Such repentance is only possible
by the mercy of God. Here, the reversal of the terrible exchange of Romans 1 is likewise
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by the mercies of God. The believers have been united to Christ by grace, and in him
received all the blessings (and mercies!) of God. However, their day-to-day life is
likewise to be lived in and through the mercies which they have received and in which
they now stand. This is not simply ‘good advice’, but the actual vocation of the wor-
shipping community.

Thus, as they have been shown mercy in the Son, they are to live in the Son’s mercy
with one another. As they have experienced the forgiveness of their sins, they are to
forgive as they have been forgiven (i.e. freely!); as they have been loved, so they can
now love by the Spirit, who has shed the love of God abroad in their hearts; as they have
been served by God in Christ, so they can serve and honour one another in him; and so
on! As they thus go on walking in the Spirit the just requirement of the law is fulfilled in
them, which eradicates idolatry (for it includes the fulfilment of the first and greatest
commandment of all!). In all these ways the redeemed people of God participate in the
calling of God for the blessing of the world.

In Romans 15:15-16 Paul defines his apostolic ministry as the priestly service of the
gospel so that the offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable, sanctified by the Spirit.
The words he uses are significant: ‘minister’ is not diakonos but leitourgos which
always refers to an especially religious activity in the Old Testament. In the preaching of
the gospel he is doing ‘priestly service’ for Jesus Christ. Whether it is his offering the
Gentiles to God, the Gentiles’ gift for the Jerusalem church, or both, there is an offering
being made and it is sanctified by the Holy Spirit.

In Romans 1:5 and 16:26 Paul speaks of his apostolic commission to bring about the
‘obedience of faith’ among the nations. This phrase may mean a couple of things, both
of which are related. In some places we read of the obedience which faith is (e.g. Acts
6:7; cf. 2 Thess. 1:8; Rom. 10:16; etc. The gospel must be obeyed!), while in other
places we read of the obedience which flows from faith (e.g. Heb. 11:8; cf. Rom. 6:17).
These two cannot be separated. As we believe the gospel we obey, and the obedience we
render (e.g. in walking in the good deeds that the Father has prepared beforehand for us
to do) is the obedience that flows from faith. Indeed, anything that does not flow from
faith is sin.

God’s purpose has always been that the nations would be blessed in Him, in living
by faith in His promises. The covenant made with Abraham has the blessing of the
nations as its goal, and this is particularly significant when we see where Genesis 12 lies
in relation to the primordial history of the nations. God’s response to the nations’ con-
tinued rebellion is Abraham! The fulfilment of the covenant promises to him would be at
the one time the victory of grace over the rebellion of the nations. They would be ren-
dered docile under the gracious gift of the Seed who would come from Abraham’s line.

In my mind there can be no doubt that Paul saw himself (in his apostolic ministry) as
bringing the blessings of Abraham to the nations (see, for example, Gal. 3:14), and that
the power to subdue the nations lay in the preaching of the gospel. The verb ‘priestly
service’ was used in particular for the presentation or offering of sacrifices. In this
unusual choice of language, Paul indicates that the role of Israel among the nations is
now expressed in the action of the gospel (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9—10). Thus Romans 15:19, he
has ‘fulfilled the gospel’. All of this accords with the command of Matthew 28:18-19 as
the fulfilment of the command of Genesis 1:28. By means of the gospel the earth is
‘Edenised’ as the rebellious nations are subdued by grace.
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STUDY 20

The Climax of Worship

lan Pennicook

There is a certain tradition among us in our schools that leads us to expect a logical
development of a theme, beginning at Genesis and moving on towards Revelation. It
is not that Revelation is the only part of scripture that describes the end and goal, but
it does present these things in a very dramatic way as well as providing a quite
‘logical’ conclusion.

The ‘story’ of Revelation is not so much linear as it is like a vast mural where, at
any point, aspects of the reign of Christ are graphically portrayed.!3¢ Yet there is a
development. First there is the doxology which identifies the readers, us, as priests set
for service:

To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, ®and made us to be a kingdom, priests
serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen (Rev. 1:5b-6).

Whether we take the words as ‘freed us from our sins’, which has better manuscript
support and does accord with the Exodus imagery expressed in verse 6 (cf. Exod.
19:5-6),137 or as ‘washed us from our sins’, which though not as well attested does
accord with the picture of Aaron and his sons in Leviticus 8:6-9:

Then Moses brought Aaron and his sons forward, and washed them with water. "He put the tunic on
him, fastened the sash around him, clothed him with the robe, and put the ephod on him. He then
put the decorated band of the ephod around him, tying the ephod to him with it. *He placed the
breastpiece on him, and in the breastpiece he put the Urim and the Thummim. *And he set the
turban on his head, and on the turban, in front, he set the golden ornament, the holy crown, as the
LORD commanded Moses.

The high standing of the readers and the speaker cannot be doubted. Neither can the
significance of the messages addressed to the seven churches in Revelation 2-3. The
high priest will have a priesthood with him that is living in the same faithfulness and

136 ¢f Darrell W. Johnson, ‘. . . in the seven seals we are seeing things from the perspective of the suffering
church. In the seven trumpets we are seeing things from the perspective of the world, as it is being called to
repentance. In the seven bowls we are seeing things from the perspective of the temple, from the throne of God’
(Discipleship on the Edge: An Expository Journey through the Book of Revelation, Regent College Publishing,
Vancouver, 2004, p. 287, emphasis his).

137 G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, NIGTC, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1999, p. 192. While the two
words differ only in the addition of one letter, AVcovtt (lusanti) to Aovoavtl (lousanti), suggesting that a scribal
error occurred through the two words being similarly pronounced, a theological motive is still possible. There are
other semantic reasons why some prefer Avcovti; see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek
New Testament, United Bible Societies, London, 1971, p. 731.
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purity as he, and who treat their calling as brothers (Heb. 2:10—11) of the high priest,
sharing in all that he has accomplished, with absolute seriousness.

How they and we come to this high status is seen when John has a vision of the
great heavenly throne room. There it all becomes plain, as he sees the worship offered
by all creation to the one seated on the throne. Yet the scene is reminiscent of another
place of worship, where Israel actually was given ‘the worship’ in the form of its
cultus, with the seven-branched lampstand typifying the sevenfold church, and the
altar of incense typifying the great effectiveness of prayer and the sweet savour that it
is in the nostrils of God. Yet who can bring all this about? Who has the moral worth
to accomplish this in such a rebellious creation? Initially none is found and that is a
cause of intense distress. Then we, with John, are given to see that we are able to be
present before the throne because the Lion of the tribe of Judah has conquered as the
slaughtered Lamb. In a world full of its own pomp and splendour, seeing the Lamb,
standing ‘as if it had been slaughtered’, hardly the normal position for such an animal,
highlights the paradoxical position of the saints. They refuse to worship the beast
(Rev. 13:15), yet all they can offer as an alternative focus of worship is a slaughtered
Lamb (Rev. 5:12)! Yet having seen the reality of the heavenly worship, they know
that they are now ‘before the throne of God, and [they] worship him day and night
within his temple’ and that ‘the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them’
(Rev. 7:15). So they worship now, with the Lamb, their high priest leading them in
the adoration of the one seated on the throne.

If there is a major difficulty, it is that this worship that is offered to the one seated
on the throne is violently contested on the earth. The counterfeit trinity with their
counterfeit bride appear to wreak havoc on the saints. The whore is intoxicated with
the blood of the saints and the blood of the witnesses to Jesus (Rev. 17:6), while the
dragon, the beast and the false prophet combine to wipe the saints from the earth and
from before the throne. These three are focused on gaining the worship of every tribe
and people and language and nation, so that all the inhabitants of the earth bow before
them (Rev. 13:7-8). At the same time, they make war on the saints and conquer them
(Rev. 13:7), even denying them access to basic needs of life (Rev. 13:16-17). But
most satanic of all, the dragon ‘accuses them day and night before our God’ (Rev.
12:10), with the clear intention of denying the saints their right of access to the throne.
Small wonder Paul wrote of the wrestling against principalities and powers in the
heavenly places (Eph. 6:12). But, again, seeing the reality assures us of our right to
appear before the throne, since the throne is the place where true righteousness is
dispensed; thus the ‘mercy seat’, which the Greek Old Testament called the
thaoctiprov (hilasterion, Exod. 25:17), where the righteous wrath was satisfied, in the
tabernacle. So if the Lamb stands before the throne as slaughtered, he stands as a
continuous testimony to the fact that the wrath has been fully expended on the Lamb
(cf. Rom. 5:9).13% Neither the outworking nor the climax of that wrath on the evil
which remains within the creation need cause the saints any fear, even though they
may well suffer throughout the process.

138 paul’s statement is eschatological. Having been justified by Christ’s blood, and we will be saved by him
from the wrath (the addition of ‘of God’ after ‘wrath’ in most translations is not supported by the Greek). Compare
also the use of the future tenses in Rom. 5:17, ‘will exercise dominion’ and Rev. 5:10, ‘will reign on earth’.
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THE OUTWORKING OF THE WRATH

Twice, at Revelation 1:1 and then at 22:6, there is the phrase, ‘what must soon take
place’. These two uses function as some sort of ‘inclusio’ to all that lies between, like
bookends. The same applies with the phrase ‘the time is near’ at Revelation 1:3 and
22:10. To those who are finding the battle almost overwhelming these come as a
strong reminder that all things are moving towards a climax. Therefore the
exhortations of Revelation 13:10 and 14:12, to endurance and faith, are made with
this sense of urgency.

The pain within the process is real, but the process itself is seen differently when
the throne is understood, and when the Lamb is seen breaking the seals on the scroll
in Revelation 6:1-17 and 8:1-5 and when the angels blowing the seven trumpets are
seen in 8:6—11:19. We are given to see that, while Christians do indeed suffer for their
faith, unbelievers suffer for their lack of it. It has been suggested!3® that the four
horsemen of the apocalypse with their judgements may represent what has been
known in history ever since the exclusion of the primal couple from Eden. They
represent not only the horsemen in Zechariah 6, but the curse upon creation because
of human sin. However, the effects of the trumpets being blown is judgement with a
greater purpose. The intense pain is to leave sinful men and women, who do not
repent, without any sense of genuine hope (Rev. 9:20-21). Of course there is
bitterness for believers, but it is the bitterness, not of God’s wrath, but of his prophetic
word being violently rejected (Rev. 10:8—11; 11:7-10). It is the bitterness for the
saints who are so viciously hated and attacked by the dragon and his two beasts (Rev.
12-13).

The security of the saints remains undoubted. It goes without saying that the beast
would mark his own (Rev. 13:16ff.), but that is because God has ensured that the
curse of creation does not touch 4is own, by them being marked on the forehead (Rev.
7:3-8) with the name of the Lamb and the name of his Father (Rev. 14:1). In the
midst of this suffering, this great throng sings the new song, as they really do stand
before the throne. And they alone know this new song, because it is given to them as
the redeemed (Rev. 14:3; cf. Ps. 40:1-3):

.. . they sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb:
‘Great and amazing are your deeds, Lord God the Almighty! Just and true are your ways, King of
the nations! *Lord, who will not fear and glorify your name? For you alone are holy. All nations
will come and worship before you, for your judgments have been revealed’ (Rev. 15:3-4).

God’s judgements, his righteous acts,!#0 have been revealed. These judgements that
have come are not capricious reactions but are the deliberate and just actions of
holiness against evil, human and satanic. God’s actions against evil are evidence that
the climax is coming quickly.

139 My reflection on a comment by Bill Dumbrell, in a conversation, 6th June 2006.
140 o Sdikolopatd cov (ta dikaiomata sou).
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THE CLIMAX OF THE WRATH

The restraint of evil is a factor in life which only the redeemed can recognise through
a revelation of Jesus Christ (2 Thess. 2:6). He is the one who is bringing all things to
their goal, because he himself is the goal, the t€Aog (felos).!#! All things will, and can
only be, summed up in him (Eph. 1:10). So then, the seven angels with the seven
plagues will bring the wrath of God to its goal (Rev. 15:1). With the pouring of the
seven bowls there is no possibility of repentance: God is now ‘cleaning up’ creation
so that his great climax can be accomplished.

The similarity between the various plagues and the plagues on Egypt can hardly be
overlooked. Those earlier judgements were part of the liberation of the chosen people
so that they might leave Egypt and worship:

Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD: Israel is my firstborn son. *I said to you, “Let
my son go that he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; now I will kill your firstborn
son’ (Exod. 4:22-23).

The similarity between Pharaoh’s empty attempt to keep his captives and the
proposed battle at Harmagedon (Rev. 16:16) should also not be missed. Whatever
threats may appear, there is simply no battle! The seventh plague overwhelms and
destroys the enemy (Rev. 16:17-20). The same picture is presented in Revelation
19:11-21. The Word of God, the ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’, has a sword
coming out of his mouth by which to strike down the nations, so when he rides in on
his white horse, blood spattered from a previous battle, with ‘the armies of heaven,
wearing fine linen, white and pure’ with him, the angel simply calls the birds of the
air to come to feast on the corpses at ‘the great supper of God’. Even before they
gather against the Lord and his anointed, the enemies’ doom is sealed. The Word of
God triumphs (cf. Acts 19:20).

The first to be exposed as false and doomed is the counterfeit bride. From
Revelation 17:1 to 19:3 there is the vivid description of the fall of ‘Babylon the great’
(cf. Isa. 21:9). The utter ugliness of this ‘woman’ and the vast scope of the corruption
associated with her would almost overwhelm us were we not to see that ‘in one hour’
she is gone (Rev. 18:10). Small wonder that the apostle Paul warned the Corinthians:

Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is there between righteousness and
lawlessness? Or what fellowship is there between light and darkness? > What agreement does Christ
have with Beliar? Or what does a believer share with an unbeliever? '*What agreement has the
temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said,
‘I will live in them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
"Therefore come out from them, and be separate from them, says the Lord, and touch nothing
unclean; then I will welcome you, '®and I will be your father, and you shall be my sons and
daughters, says the Lord Almighty.’

'Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and
of spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of God (2 Cor. 6:14-7:1).

141 For a full discussion of this term in relation to Jesus, see Adrio Konig, The Eclipse of Christ in
Eschatology, NCPI, Blackwood, 1999.
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In strong contrast is the worship of the elders and the rest of creation, all in their
representatives, in Revelation 19:4-8:

And the twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshiped God who is
seated on the throne, saying, ‘Amen. Hallelujah!” >And from the throne came a voice saying,
‘Praise our God, all you his servants, and all who fear him, small and great.’ Then I heard what
seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the sound of many waters and like the sound of
mighty thunderpeals, crying out, ‘Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. 'Let us
rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and his bride has
made herself ready; “to her it has been granted to be clothed with fine linen, bright and pure’—for
the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.

What could be more beautiful, uncomplicated and pure, than the bride of Christ fully
occupied with the ‘good works’ of the new creation (Eph. 2:10)? And what could be
sweeter than the blessing of being ‘invited’, literally ‘called’!4? to the marriage supper
of the Lamb? This ‘calling” does not mean called to be a guest of, but called to be, the
bride!

But what of the enemy? Revelation 12, which has been called ‘ “the central axis”
... the theological centre of the book’,!43 sets out the picture of a great battle which
took place in the heavenly places: it was a battle between Michael and his angels and
the dragon and his angels. Michael, the archangel (Jude 9), the ‘great prince, the
protector of [Israel]” (Dan. 12:1), and his forces defeated the dragon, whose creaturely
status was definitively established (Rev. 12:7-9). But the nature of the defeat was
spelled out in the description of the dragon in Revelation 12:10. He is ‘the accuser of
the brethren . . . who accuses them day and night before our God” (RSV). And there
was no longer any place for him in heaven because there was no longer any basis for
accusation! Indeed, the brethren ‘have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and
by the word of their testimony’ (Rev. 12:11).

The present vicious activity of Satan can only be understood, from that vantage
point, of him being totally bound—in a bottomless pit—but being permitted, for the
present, to exercise some carefully limited action (Rev. 20:1-6).144 Beyond that
limited scope, there awaits only the total removal of those who would threaten the
saints, again without any battle being required, since fire comes down from heaven
and consumes them (Rev. 20:9) and also there is the climactic and eternal judgement
of Satan and his beast and false prophet (Rev. 20:10).

With that decisive action, the truth of the saints is now made plain. Whereas they
had appeared as defeated and broken, now their true identity, established at the cross,
is revealed (cf. Rev. 3:9). Their names were written in the book of life (Rev. 20:15),
which was earlier defined as being the book of life of the Lamb who was slain (Rev.
13:8). All else, the old creation and those whose names were not written in that book,
was completely removed, along with ‘the last enemy’ (1 Cor. 15:26) itself.

(13

142 kexinuévotl (keklémenoi).

143 Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge, p. 218.

144 Thus, the ‘millennium’. The questions of when the millennium will occur, or for how long it will last, are
probably not appropriate. The question would be better put as ‘what does the millennium signify?’ On this, see lan
Pennicook, Maranatha, NCPI, Blackwood, 1998, pp. 129ft.
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OVERWHELMING WORSHIP

Having seen that the earth and heaven fled from the presence of the one on the throne
(Rev. 20:11), John now sees the new heavens and new earth so long anticipated (in
Isa. 65:17-25; etc.) and says that the sea was no more.!#5 The whole people—the
priestly community from every tribe, language, people and nation—are now shown in
their free access to the throne. Accusations which would attempt to deny them that
right are now totally gone: ‘All is so pure, and all is so plain’!146

Until this is finally revealed, all that we have had is the ‘type’, the symbol that
well, but incompletely, represented the ‘antitype’. The antitype is the great reality
which Moses saw on the mountain and the type is the representation of that for Israel,
with its tabernacle and temple and associated cultus, the ceremonial structures of ‘the
worship’ (Rom. 9:4).

Because John uses the language of the type, the assumption has been made that the
church is ‘the new Israel’. I would want to doubt that. Israel itself, as the kingdom of
priests, was only ever a type of something far grander and far richer. I suggest that
until Acts 8 or perhaps Acts 10, the church was indeed the new Israel or, better, the
new Israel was the church, since there was only a Jewish church. But the Old
Testament should have left them in no doubt that from the new Israel would come that
which the old Israel ought to have brought about, namely, the redemption of al// the
nations, with Israel as a constituent and highly blessed participant (see Isa. 2:2—4;
19:24-25).147

The language used in Revelation 21-22 is plainly drawn from the Old Testament,
and equally plainly is based on the typological language of Israel. But we should not
stop there, since Israel’s self-consciousness was in terms of God’s purposes for the
whole creation.!48 Hence there is a new heavens and a new earth, with a multi-ethnic
bride (most specifically not a multi-cultural bride!) prepared for the Lamb.!49 All that
Israel anticipated by its concern for the land is now fulfilled in the whole of creation.
So finally, the earth is ‘filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the
waters cover the sea’ (Hab. 2:14).

There is only one place from which to adequately see the bride of Christ, and that
is from ‘a great, high mountain’ (Ps. 48:1-2, lit.), the ‘idealised’ location of the san-
ctuary.!3? From that vantage point, everything becomes clear, as in Psalm 73:16-17:

145 gee study 6, ‘In Heaven a Throne’, p. 37.

146 Geoffrey Bingham, ‘Nothing between us’, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 261.

147 Many of the problems faced by the New Testament church arose when Jewish, or ‘Jewishly’ inclined,
Christians wanted to insist that non-Jewish believers find their identity in Christ through Israel, a point which the
apostle Paul consistently rejected.

148 See William J. Dumbrell, The End of the Beginning: Revelation 21-22 and the Old Testament, Lancer,
Homebush West, 1985.

149 Revelation 21:3 has a hint of this, though the manuscript evidence is divided. Did John write, ‘they will be
his people’ or ‘peoples’? Of the translations to which I have access, only the NRSV and ASV have the plural,
though see the discussion in Metzger, 4 Textual Commentary, p. 765. UBS', UBS® and UBS* prefer the plural.
Robert Bratcher, A Translator’s Guide to the Revelation to John, United Bible Societies, London, 1984, p. 174,
urges: ‘It would seem that the original text was the plural “his peoples,” and a translation should follow that text’.
Given the textual uncertainty, the choice will depend on a theological evaluation of the progress within the
Scriptures.

150 See William J. Dumbrell, The Search for Order: Biblical Eschatology in Focus, Baker, Grand Rapids,
1994, pp. 811t.
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But when I thought how to understand this,
it seemed to me a wearisome task,

until I went into the sanctuary of God;
then I perceived their end.

The bride is the city (cf. Heb. 12:22-24), described in ways that fulfil the promises of
Ezekiel 40-48. But there is no temple there, meaning that there is no building to
which one would go to worship since the temple, the sanctuary, the holy place, the
vaog (naos, as distinct from the 1epov, hieron, which included the whole precincts), is
the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb (Rev. 21:22). There is no need of a building
because God is there and all may freely approach him. Revelation 21:23 adds that ‘the
city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its
lamp is the Lamb’. Is this reflecting the initial days of the first creation, before the
presence of sun or moon and stars? It certainly reflects the language of Ezekiel 43:2,
5, and Isaiah 60:19.

Then there are the nations. Just as God made from one all the nations, with a view
to them searching for him and perhaps finding him (Acts 17:26f.), he promised
Abraham that he would bless the nations through him, a promise partially fulfilled in
1 Kings 10 when the Queen of Sheba not only saw Solomon’s greatness but honoured
Solomon’s God and brought great treasure to the king:

‘Blessed be the LORD your God, who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of Israel!
Because the LORD loved Israel forever, he has made you king to execute justice and righteousness.’
""Then she gave the king one hundred twenty talents of gold, a great quantity of spices, and
precious stones; never again did spices come in such quantity as that which the queen of Sheba
gave to King Solomon (1 Kings 10:9-10).

Later we read:

The whole earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God had put into his
mind. *Every one of them brought a present, objects of silver and gold, garments, weaponry,
spices, horses, and mules, so much year by year (1 Kings 10:24-25).

So in the new heavens and earth the nations are all there in the holy city, and their
kings bring their glory into it (Rev. 21:24). The nations are restored in this city
because through the city flows the great river of God and access to the tree of life has
been restored: the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:1-2):

Nothing accursed will be found there any more. But the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it,
and his servants will worship him; *they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.
’And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their
light, and they will reign forever and ever (Rev. 22:3-5).

Mere theological precision can never satisfy as this vision does. Here is worship,
sweet, adoring, without hindrance or memory to accuse. Here are the pure in heart,
seeing God. Here is all that the community that now worships longs for, yet which by
faith it knows! Were it not to know it now, this picture would be pointless.

We are the holy, priestly community. We are those who now have access to the
throne of God because of Christ, our great high priest. Whatever limitations there may
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be to our ability to see the wonders of all this, faith knows the substance of the things
hoped for, indeed faith is itself the evidence of things not seen. What we do have is
the precious and very great promises, by which we escape the corruption of the
world’s lusts and perverse passions and share in the divine nature. And the promise is:

See, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book
(Rev. 22:7),

to which the saints reply:
Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! (Rev. 22:20).

So how, now, do we live? In the midst of a world that moves inexorably to the
final judgement:

Let the evildoer still do evil, and the filthy still be filthy, and the righteous still do right, and the
holy still be holy (Rev. 22:11).

Let the priestly community still be the priestly community!
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