
The Priesthood of Jesus
23rd Sunday after Pentecost - Year B – 10/28/2018

Psalm Reading: 34:1-8
1st Reading: 1 Mark 10:46-52, 2nd: Hebrews 7:23-28

You may know that it is Reformation Sunday. It is a day on 
which many churches remember their connection to that 
movement that began 501 years ago with Martin Luther nailing 
his 95 Theses on the door of the Wittenberg Cathedral. The 
Presbyterian Church owes a large debt to the leading lights of 
the Reformation, as even today a lot of our theology comes out 
of that movement. Partly to commemorate the Reformation we
will delve into a piece of thinking fully developed in that age.

We will begin with the story we read from the Gospel of 
Mark...On the way to Jerusalem, Jesus and the disciples pass 
through Galilee. (NIV, Mark 10:46) They are surrounded by a 
large crowd. This crowd has poured out of the local buildings, 
and out of the market square to see this man, perhaps to hear a
few words of wisdom, or just maybe to see a miracle or two. 

But there is one man in the crowd who is sitting by the 
roadside in a tattered cloak. He is begging hoping that he might 
get a bit of silver from someone in the gathering. When Jesus 
approaches this man is inspired to call out, “Jesus, Son of David,
have mercy on me!” Now this is the first time in the Gospel of 
Mark that Jesus is recognized as the descendant of David, the 
King of Israel. And So we learn that Christ is King.

Jesus does have mercy on this man, whose name is 
Bartimaeus. Jesus calls Bartimaeus to him, then he heals him 
saying, “It is your faith that has healed you.” (v.52)
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So the crowd has gotten their eyeful. They have gotten 
their earful. They surely wonder at this man. And they wonder 
as we must wonder: just who is this Jesus that we call our Lord 
and Savior, the one who, walks with us every step on this 
Journey we call life.

We have Jesus in our hearts. We work to have a personal 
relationship with him. Yet there is still something mysterious 
about our Christ. And it is the job of theologians to try to delve 
into such mysteries (though admittedly they often just muddy 
the waters). Theologians have been contemplating this “who” 
question for a very long time. And one way they have tried to 
tackle it is to assign to Jesus what they call offices. These offices
are a way of understanding the various things that Jesus does in
the world. The offices are that of Prophet, King, and Priest.

Now this idea was one that originated with an historian 
named Eusebius way back in the 4th century1, but it was our 
very own Reformed theologian John Calvin who, in the 1500s, 
developed the idea the way we understand it today.2 He 
believed that the prophet office could be discerned from 
passages in the Bible that revealed the way God speaks through
Jesus and Jesus speaks for God. The Apostle John makes this 
quite clear in his Gospel when he calls Jesus, in the very first 
chapter, “the Word”. The office of king, Calvin stresses, is 
spiritual in nature3 and he would say that “the Kingdom of God 
is within us.” This is what Jesus rules over.4 Finally, Jesus is a 
priest in that Jesus makes a sacrifice for us. This is an idea put 
forward in some passages in the book of Hebrews, a part of 
which makes up one of our readings for today.
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And some say Jesus was just a simple carpenter’s son! 
Well, he was that too. From what we know of the times, he 
would have trained as an apprentice to his father. He would 
have been the one primarily responsible for taking care of his 
mother when his father had passed. He was a great leader, 
because he had to lead the disciples and he must have been a 
great orator to captivate the crowds that followed him. He was 
a great and innovative thinker. He was a healer, a man of 
compassion and endurance. And as we know he is the good 
shepherd, the light of the world, the vine, the gate, and so 
much more.

But I think it is this office of priest that plays the biggest 
part in the minds of theologians, especially the author of the 
Letter to the Hebrews. The author points out in Chapter 7 verse
24, “because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent 
priesthood.” He tells us that because of this, “he is able to save 
completely those who come to God through him,” and this is 
because “he always lives to intercede for them.” (v.25)

In acknowledgment of this we will often end a prayer with 
something like, “through Jesus Christ our Lord”? When we do 
this, we are asking for the intercession of Jesus. Jesus has 
always been there at the right hand of God, making sure our 
prayers are heard.

Then the author writes that “Such a high priest truly meets
our need.” (v.26) First, we have to think here, what is our need?
Explicitly, we are much in need of saving. Saving from ultimate 
death due to our manifold sins. So how does Jesus do this? 
First, Jesus is holy, meaning sanctified by and precious to God. 
Second, he is blameless. Jesus never committed a sin. He was 
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tempted in the desert by the devil, and because he was fully 
human, he must have been tempted every day by the evil one. 
Yet, not once did he give in to it. He is pure in that there is 
nothing but goodness in him. As we have repeated, at one time 
or another, in the Nicene Creed, Jesus is of one substance with 
God, which is perfection.

Jesus is set apart from sinners, and is exalted above the 
heavens. (v.27) Because of all this, as priest, he does not have 
to sacrifice “day-after-day for his own sins”. Now, to get this, it 
is important to understand what the function of the priest was 
in the Hebrew religion. It was to sacrifice animals continuously, 
day-after-day, for the forgiveness of sins, first for the priests 
themselves, so that they would be worthy, and then for the 
persons making the offering.

Here is the crucial point in this whole passage. Jesus is 
both priest AND offering. The second half of verse 27 says, “He 
sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself.” 
This is telling because it means that Jesus sacrificed himself for 
all those in the past who were sinners, all those in the present 
who are sinners, and, ultimately, for all who will ever sin. Which
means all of us, of course.

Now, there is something truly interesting, truly amazing 
happening here. There is a strange confluence of God’s time 
and our time.5 I have talked about this in a sermon before, but I
think it bears repeating. We live as though we are moving along
a number line. Our birthday is kind of the zero point and we 
just move in one direction. Yes we can remember a bit of the 
past and perhaps accurately predict a short time into the 
future, but that is it for us. God’s time, sometimes called Kairos 
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time goes across all time and all space. God’s time intersects 
with our own time all along that narrow number line and 
intersects with all the other number lines. So when Jesus 
sacrificed himself, he did it not only for that one moment in 
time, but for all moments in time. Because of this idea of God’s 
time there are some theologians who do not talk about the 
crucifixion in the past tense. So, we often speak of Christ 
crucified. Christ is risen. Christ is with us.

 The author of Hebrews writes, “...the law appoints as 
priests, men in all their weakness; but the oath, which came 
after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect 
forever.” (v.28) The final point the author of Hebrews makes 
here is that the priests of the old sacrificial system are under 
the old covenant. The new priest, Jesus, is appointed by God 
through an oath. So, God, in sending Jesus, makes a new 
agreement with humanity. The old sacrificial system of the Old 
Testament is dead. The one sacrifice of Jesus, spelled out in the 
New Testament is sufficient for all time. This is one reason we 
do not have priests in the Presbyterian church. We don’t do 
sacrifices. The sacrifice has already been made. We don’t call 
this table an altar. We call it a communion table. 

Calvin was a man of passion, and his passion was for 
systematic thinking. It is one reason I like to consult him on 
occasion. But I also think he missed some of the softer side of 
things. So this description of three offices, drawing largely on 
his perspective, leaves out an important aspect of Jesus in his 
role as priest, and that is how we react, living as the image of 
God, to Jesus. 
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I take it as a given that we are God’s creation in the world. 
There is much to love in us and, in fact, God does love us. But 
we are flawed and that flaw of sinfulness keeps us from being 
all that we might be. God sent Jesus to be a sacrifice for us, but 
I think that was not only to atone for our sins, but more. The 
sacrifice of Christ, this image of God, as priest was meant to be 
an ultimate example of how we can live out lives of servitude to
God and to each other. Not that we can give up our life in 
atonement for sin. Jesus did that. But through his priestly 
example we can give of our lives for the love of one another. 
We are not Jesus, we can’t redeem the whole world, but we 
can redeem a little piece of it here and there.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
God of Hosts, you have given so many offices to Jesus, that

he might be our all in all. Help us to accept Jesus as our King 
ruling over our actions, as your Prophet proclaiming your Word,
and as the Priest who sacrifices himself for us so that our sins 
might be forgiven. Lord, give us strength, give us hope and give 
us courage. 

ἀμἠν
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