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"But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation,
a peculiar people: that ye should show forth the praises of him
who hath called you out of darkness into his marvelous light."

What It Is All About

Every child of God is a priest! Every man and woman who is a Christian 
has entered "the priesthood." The only high priest in God's system today is in 
heaven. That is the theme of this book. It is just that simple. If the Bible teaches
that, this book is in harmony with the will of God; if the Bible authorizes a 
special priesthood composed of a clerical class, in this age, then this book is 
wrong in its presentation, and its author must stand condemned as one who 
opposes the plan of God.

I have no intent or desire to defend modern religious institutions, nor to 
champion the societies which have been spawned in the fertile brains of fallible
men. It is my firm conviction that the community of saints planted by the holy 
apostles in the first generation of the Christian era constituted the divine pattern
for the entire dispensation. My humble efforts will be bent, not toward the 
refinement, amendment, or reformation of any existing sect, but toward 
restoration of the primitive "colony of heaven" as representing God's ideal to 
which we must conform if we would meet his approval.

No careful student of the early congregation of believers can fail to be 
impressed with the simplicity of its worship and functioning. Imbued with a 



fervent zeal, motivated by a common purpose, possessed of a deep love for 
each other, "all the believers kept together" and "among all those who had 
embraced the faith there was but one heart and one soul" (Acts 2:44; 5:82). In 
such a company each felt under compulsion of spirit to do all he could to edify 
his fellows. None served for gain. Those who had personal property and real 
estate sold their possessions and distributed to all who had need; no one 
thought of threatening the needy with eternal destruction if they did not support
a privileged class.

In the original church of God there was no distinction between clergy and 
laity. God's clergy (portion or lot) consisted of God's laity (people). Every 
member of the "laity" was a member of "the clergy" and vice versa. Every 
person in the divine arrangement was a minister of God. One "entered the 
ministry" by coming into the Christ. The holy and unblemished church can 
never be restored until those who love the Lord recapture in the fullest sense 
the picture of a "priesthood of all believers" free from the taint of a special 
caste.

The religious world in general has lost the pattern of the corporate worship 
of the original community of baptized believers. The early church gathered 
around a table; the modern church sits before a pulpit. The Lord placed the 
table in the church so it could remember its debt to him; the clergy placed the 
pulpit in the church to bring it in debt to them. In the early church they all 
spoke one by one; today all the speaking is done by one. Then the spirit was 
kindled; now it is quenched. Then they claimed to love each other and talked 
about Jesus; now they claim to love Jesus and talk about each other. In those 
days all exerted an effort to exhort; now all must be exhorted to exert an effort.

The primitive disciples did not ask the world to come and get the gospel, 
they took it to them. They gathered to eat the Lord's Supper, then scattered to 
preach the Word. Wherever there was a Christian and a sinner, there was a 
gospel meeting. They announced the glad tidings to masters and mistresses, 
friends and neighbors. They did it simply but fervently. They told about Jesus, 
his death and resurrection. They testified of their faith in him. They preached 
him in chariots along the road, in prison cells, by river brinks, in private homes,
in hulls and in synagogues. The whole earth was their auditorium, the thing at 
hand their pulpit.

Much of the irreverence, formality and cold ritual of these days is the result 
of a loss of significance of a priesthood of all believers. The sense of individual
relationship to God with its attendant responsibilities has disappeared in the 
modern sectarian strife for supremacy of party. To restore the primitive 



community of saints a great reformation of thought is essential. This book has 
been written to help the good and honest heart properly evaluate our present 
status in the light of God's revelation.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

You will find the book divided into two parts. The first section is a study of 
the whole subject of priesthood as taught in the Bible. It deals with the reason 
for religion and the necessity of the priesthood in an approach unto God. It 
traces the history of priesthood through the Patriarchal, and Jewish 
dispensations, and points out the culmination of God's ideal in the Christian era
which is designated as "the end of the ages."

The second division considers the arguments for a special priesthood to 
officiate for men "in things pertaining unto God." The case for the clergy can 
best be presented by that great institution which resulted from its creation, and 
then did the most to perpetuate and justify it. If the Roman Church cannot 
successfully defend the right of a special clergy to exist, no other religious 
organization need assume the task. That church postulates her own right to 
exist and to command attention of religious seekers upon the very basis of her 
priesthood. Destroy that foundation and the whole superstructure tumbles in 
disorder.

Accordingly, we chose what we believe to be the most outstanding 
presentation of the subject by a modern scholar. Dr. John A. O'Brien, of Notre 
Dame University, is universally recognized as a scholar, philosopher, and 
expositor. His reputation as a writer in his particular field is unexcelled. It was 
our good fortune, during our research, to discover in popular booklet form, his 
treatise entitled: "The Priesthood-- A Divine Institution." In correspondence 
with the author we learned that this presentation had subsequently been 
incorporated as a chapter in a book which was protected by copyright. Dr. 
O'Brien consented to release the copyright restrictions for inclusion of the 
material in this book, if I would pay for the privilege of using his treatise. He 
suggested the sum of twenty-five dollars to be paid by me to Notre Dame. His 
final letter in the correspondence follows:

Dear Mr. Ketcherside:
Having received no reply to my letter of several years ago, I naturally assumed 
that the proposition made therein was unacceptable, and hence I am surprised 
by your letter.
Upon reflecting on the matter and before entering into a definite contract, I 
would want the assurance that various paragraphs from my writing "The 



Priesthood: A Divine Institution" are not to be taken out of the context in such a
way as to create a misleading impression. It is with the understanding that this 
is not done that I am granting the requested permission in consideration of the 
payment of $25 to the University of Notre Dame.
The credit line to be printed should run as follows: From "The Priesthood: A 
Divine Institution," a chapter in The Faith of Millions John A. O'Brien, Our 
Sunday Visitor, Huntington, Indiana, copyright 1938 by John A. O'Brien.
Looking forward to seeing a copy of your book as soon as it is published, I am,
Sincerely yours, John A. O'Brien

The eminent theologian and Doctor of Philosophy is certainly justified in 
his request for proper treatment of his manuscript in any attempt at analysis and
replication. For that reason we are publishing his article in its entirety, and 
while we are presenting it in paragraph form to make our refutation meet his 
arguments more directly, the treatise by Dr. O'Brien will be set in distinctive 
type so that the interested reader by merely turning a few pages of the book 
between paragraphs, to the next occurrence of such type face, can read the 
entire article written to uphold the opinion that the special priesthood is of 
divine origin.

If it seems that our language is too harsh in this final section of the book, we
assure you that it was not meant thus to be. The author entertains a wholesome 
respect for the sincere religious convictions of every man on earth, regardless 
of how divergent from his own views they may be. Coupled with that respect is
a deep conviction of his own which makes him an implacable foe of every form
of clericalism, whether exemplified in the lowliest professional preacher who 
serves for hire, or the pope who is looked upon as a spiritual father by millions. 
With such fervent feeling it is to be expected that in condemnation of a system 
which it is believed robs the saints of their rights and liberties, the language of 
exposure may sometimes be pointed, pungent and plain.

OTHER ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The reader will observe that we have used the Revised Standard Version of 
the holy scriptures more than any other version. There are numerous reasons 
for this, not the least of which is the personal view that this scholarly work is 
generally superior to most of the commonly used versions. Inasmuch as this 
version is copyrighted we insert herewith the authorization to use the 
quotations found in this book.

Dear Mr. Ketcherside:
Thank you for your letter of October 5th and your interest in the Revised 



Standard Version of the Bible.
This letter is your authority to use 250 selections from the Revised Standard 
Version through the text of your book entitled: "The Royal Priesthood." There 
is, of course, no fee involved, but we would ask you to state that the quotations 
are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible and used by permission of 
the copyright owners: The National Council of the Churches of Christ in the 
U.S.A.
Should you require more permissions, kindly let me know.
Yours very truly, THOMAS NELSON & SONS, W. R. McCulley, President

Credits for brief historical quotations will generally be given in conjunction 
with such quotations in the body of the book. It is extremely difficult after 
years of study to recall the many sources to which one is indebted for the 
formulation or crystallization of his own views, but the author desires 
especially to mention the following: History of Priestcraft in All Ages and 
Nations, by William Howitt (1833); Christianity Restored by Alexander 
Campbell (1835); History of the Planting and Training of the Christian 
Church, by Dr. Augustus Neander (1844); Ministry in the Church of Christ, by 
David King (1870); The Early Church, by David Duff, M.A., D.D., LL.D. 
(1891); The Early Days of Christianity, by Frederic W. Farrar, D.D., F.R.S. 
(1884); The First Age of Christianity, by Ernest F. Scott, D.D. (1926); The 
Faith and Life of the Early Church, by W. F. Slater, M.A. (1892); Christian 
Worship in the Primitive Church, by A. B. McDonald, Ph.D. (1934).

It is our sincere hope that this little volume may be a contributing factor in 
the stimulation of thought among those whose honest hearts make them 
unwilling to remain in camp halfway between Babylon and Jerusalem. This 
book is not exhaustive in its treatment of the subject, but suggestive in nature, 
and is intended to arouse God's children to think for themselves. We can never 
restore the primitive church until we recapture the spirit which dominated the 
lives of the early saints, all of whom were impelled by an unconquerable 
passion to know that truth which makes men free. If we can aid in any degree 
to a restoration of that liberty and freedom to think, speak and act, which is the 
divinely given heritage of every Christian, we will be satisfied.

 

THE DAWN OF RELIGION

In the beginning man had no religion. In the Garden of Eden he respected 
God, reverenced His being, and served without it. Religion belongs to sinful 



man. The word is formed from re, "back"; and lego, "to bind." It is that which 
binds man back to God. In his primeval innocence man was not separated from 
God, and needed nothing to bind him back. In this state the Creator freely 
conversed with the being made in His own image, and there was no fear in the 
heart of the creature, nor was there any sense of shame (Gen. 2:22).

The advent of sin changed this happy condition. When man and his 
counterpart transgressed God's law, "they heard the voice of the Lord walking 
up and down in the garden at the breeze of the day, and the man and his wife 
hid themselves from the face of the Lord in the midst of the trees of the 
garden." When God called unto the man and asked his whereabouts, the reply 
was, "I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, for I was naked, and I 
hid myself" (Gen. 3:8, 9). Sin produces guilt, shame and a desire for 
concealment. It also produced a need for religion if man is to be reconciled to 
God, and restored to his former condition, for iniquity makes for separation 
between a man and his God (Isa. 59:2). Inasmuch as sin is an offense against 
the dignity and majesty of God, the terms of reconciliation must be dictated by 
the offended and not by the offender. The religion which binds man back to 
God must be one which originates in the divine, and not the human mind. God 
proposes the conditions, man must accept or reject them. Since man cannot 
ascertain the thoughts of God, except as He reveals them, the acceptable system
of religion must be a revelation. It represents, then, not the groping, climbing, 
or struggling toward heaven upon a ladder erected by the trial-and-error method
of human experience, but a bold approach through "a new and living way" 
provided by a kind and beneficent Father.

GRADUAL PROCESS OF REVELATION

Every man passes through three stages of development. He is first an infant,
then a child or youth, and finally attains maturity. Responsibility increases 
correspondingly as man's ability enables him to grasp more knowledge. What is
true of each individual is also true of the body (or world) of mankind, which is 
composed of individuals. The social structure of humanity had its infancy, 
childhood and maturity. Knowledge must be gained on an ascending scale, so 
revelation which conveys knowledge must be bestowed on the same basis. In 
God's dealings with mankind, that system of religion which He endorsed, was 
always best adapted to man in his condition at the time, but it was also intended
to fit and prepare him for reception of a fuller revelation to follow.

In fitting the world for the crowning act in which His judgment and mercy 
would meet, and the kingdom of heaven with its reconciling grace become a 
reality, God permitted the world to pass successively into three great 



dispensations: the Patriarchal, Jewish and Christian. Sometimes these are 
called, not inappropriately, the starlight, moonlight and sunlight ages, because 
in each succeeding one the light of truth gleamed a great deal brighter. Another 
age may be inserted between the second and third, and designated the twilight 
age. It would cover the preparatory period beginning with the announcement, 
by John the Immerser, of the impending kingdom, and close with the accession 
to the throne and coronation of our Lord. However, as the twilight is not in 
itself an official time of the day, but a blending of two conditions, so this age 
was not a distinct one, but merely partook of the nature of that which preceded 
and succeeded it, as the world was made ready to transfer from the receding 
glory to the full effulgence of grace.

A word of caution needs to be inserted at this juncture. Any such 
designations as given above are arbitrary and serve only as matters of 
convenience. The great majority of mankind were not under the second, or 
Jewish Dispensation, at all. This pertained to the descendants of but one man, 
Abraham. The rest of the world remained under the Patriarchal Dispensation 
from its inception until the gospel was proclaimed at the house of Cornelius, by
Simon Peter. It is for this reason the word "age" is not so appropriate as the 
word "dispensation." Since age signifies "duration" it would be impossible for 
two ages to run concurrently, although two dispensations may do so. Thus for 
1500 years the Israelites were under the Jewish Dispensation, the while the rest 
of humanity continued under the Patriarchal form.

The plan of God was gradually unfolded to the world as man was able to 
grasp it. It was "precept upon precept, line upon line, here a little, there a little" 
(Isa. 28:13). "The kingdom of heaven is as if a man should scatter seed upon 
the ground, and should sleep and rise night and day, and the seed should sprout 
and grow, he knows not how. The earth produces of itself, first the blade, then 
the ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts 
in the sickle, because the harvest is come" (Mark 4:26-29). In such progressive 
steps man was made increasingly aware of "the eternal purpose of God" (Eph. 
3:11). But even when Christ came, he was forced to say to the apostles, "I have 
many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now" (John 16:12). 
Nothing is a mystery unto God, for "known unto God are all his works from the
beginning of the world" (Acts 15:18). But it was not until the Christian 
Dispensation that He made known "the mystery of His will, according to the 
purpose which He set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fulness of time" (Eph. 
1:9,10).

SCHOOLS OF THE AGES



All instruction must be dispensed in proportion to the ability of the student 
to absorb it. We first send our children to the primary school, next to the 
elementary, and then to the high school. But each of these prepares the student 
for the next, and all prepare him for a better and more wholesome life. The 
principles gleaned in the primary school govern the child through high school 
and later existence. Responsibility increases as the student learns. We hold a 
high school student accountable for much more than one who is in the 
kindergarten.

In like manner God's educational process for the world involves three 
schools. From Adam to Moses, mankind was enrolled in the primary 
department, then certain chosen students were given elementary training, and 
now all are admissible to the high school over which Jesus is superintendent, 
and in which the textbook has been perfected by heaven. Our responsibility is 
greater now than that of the Jews who studied in the elementary school (Cp. 
Heb. 10:28, 29; 12:25).

But the principles established in former dispensations remain the same. 
Laws change and requirements are altered. But these are only enabling acts by 
which we are made more keenly aware of existing principles, and are better 
equipped to adapt them to our own well-being. The return to God of sinful man,
the reconciliation to Him who made us and gave us being, these depend upon a 
disclosure of the divine will to man, an intelligent perception by man of that 
revelation, and humble submission unto its demands. Fortunately for those of 
us who now live, the things which happened in prior days, "were written down 
for our instruction, upon whom the end of the ages has come" (1 Cor. 10:11). 
Thus, as we investigate the nature of the religion which restores man to the 
grace of God, we cannot ignore "the first principles of God's Word" given to 
bring the world to the state of spiritual maturity which it should now occupy.

NATURE OF RELIGION

Just as "the sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath" (Mark 
2:27), so religion was made for man, and not man for religion. Religion is to 
cure and heal a diseased condition, and just as a remedy is not needed where 
there is no disease, no system for restoration to God's grace was required while 
man existed in the divine favor. Religion manifests itself in two departments; 
what God has done for us, and what God requires that we do for ourselves. The 
first provides proper motives to stimulate the second.

Inasmuch as sin offends God as our king, by dishonoring and insulting his 
majestic laws, no religion can be acceptable which does not propitiate or atone 



for guilt. The mere atonement for sins committed would not, however, in and of
itself establish reunion, so it must have the added value of reconciliation for the
offender to the offended. And since this could not be fully accomplished so 
long as the effect of sin, or sense of guilt remained in the conscience, there 
must be a feature or provision for the expiation of sin, which gives a full 
realization of pardon and restoration, so the sinner need not longer fear or hide 
himself in shame.

Sin alienates man from God. And just as a foreigner cannot dictate to a 
sovereign state the grounds upon which he will accept citizenship, but as the 
sovereign state proposes the terms upon which the foreigner will be accepted 
for citizenship, so it is in the kingdom of heaven. Man, alienated from God, is 
not left to specify the terms by which he will come to God. Nor are the 
conditions revealed by heaven the result of mere caprice or opinion. They are 
part of a divine system, which is the result of an eternal purpose. Man cannot 
dictate the laws by which he shall return to God. "There is one lawgiver and 
judge. He who is able to save and to destroy" (James 4:12).

Absolute justice demands satisfaction for every sin. Sin must be expiated, or
the guilty sinner must die. Expiation implies sacrifice, and this is the basis of all
religion. This is true whether the religion be pagan or Christian, superstitious or
rational. Sacrifice for sins constitutes a scarlet line running through God's entire
revelation, from the expulsion of the first man Adam from the Edenic paradise 
to the death of the second man Adam upon the cross. But sacrifice demands an 
altar, and an altar demands a priest. Sacrifice, altar and priest--these three are 
the fundamental requirements of religion, and the entire word of God is given 
over to a revelation concerning these three items in three Dispensations. It is 
true that with each change of dispensation there came also a change in the 
priesthood (or should we state it in reverse order?). "When there is a change in 
the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well" (Heb. 7:12). 
But changing priesthoods and changing laws did not abrogate these three 
essentials in either. Thus, even though we are more vitally concerned in a study
of priesthood, we cannot divorce it from its basic relationship to sacrifice.

THE ELEMENT OF SACRIFICE

If no man had ever sinned, no sacrifice would ever have been offered. If no 
sacrifice had been required no priest would ever have served. "For every high 
priest is appointed to offer gifts and sacrifices" (Heb. 8:3). "Every high priest 
chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of man in relation to 
God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins" (Heb. 5:1). The study of priesthood is



inextricably interwoven with that of sacrifice. One cannot ignore the foundation
and erect a proper structure. Yet he cannot spend so much time on the 
foundation as to neglect the remainder of the structure. Our consideration of the
element of sacrifice in religion as revealed by our Father, will be limited to a 
necessary survey as a basis for further study of the priesthood of God.

The idea of sacrifice in religion is as universal as religion itself, and thus 
indicates the universality of the recognition of sin and the need for expiation of 
it. From what source did this universal idea spring, which pervaded the thought 
of the cultured and untutored, the civilized man and savage alike? We believe 
that this universal idea is a convincing proof of the common origin of all 
nations of mankind, and of the revelation of God to the original parent stock 
from which all men came. That religion is a universal part of man's existence is 
undenied; that sacrifice is an element in this universal concept must be 
admitted. What was its origin?

We have but two alternatives. It was either revealed to man or he arrived at 
the concept by a process of his own reasoning. This last is assumed by the 
learned skeptics, who are divided into two groups, those who affirm that the 
idea of sacrifice originated in superstition and is an invention of credulous men;
and those who assert that it is an offspring of the natural sentiments of the 
heart.

To the believer in God neither of these can come as satisfactory 
explanations. That sacrifice was not a product of man's philosophy based upon 
superstition is evident from the fact that God never approves as an act of 
worship directed unto him, that which he designates as will-worship. He 
instructs as follows: "See to it that no one makes a prey of you by philosophy 
and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental 
spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ" (Col. 2:8). He condemns as 
of no value those things which "have indeed an appearance of wisdom in 
promoting rigor of devotion and self-abasement" (Col. 2:23). But God did 
approve religious sacrifices offered unto him. With reference to the first such 
sacrifice recorded, it is stated, "And the Lord had regard for Abel and his 
offering" (Gen. 4:4). Since God never accepted as an act of devotion to himself 
that which originated in the superstition of men, it is obvious that the offering 
of sacrifice was not a product or device of superstitious ignorance.

That the idea of sacrifice did not proceed from the natural emotions and 
sentiments is demonstrable by the fact that no one can conceive of a connected 
chain of ideas by which man could arrive at the notion that slitting the throat 
and burning the body of an innocent animal would expiate the sin of the one 



who did the killing. By what inductive or deductive reasoning could man arrive
at such a conclusion? Reasoning consists of the act of combining two known 
facts in such a manner as to produce a third and new fact, called a conclusion. 
What would be the established major and minor premises by which mankind 
universally, and in diverse circumstances, would unanimously arrive at such a 
conclusion? Would we not rather expect the opposite result? Would not 
primitive man, guided solely by reason, be more likely to feel that one who 
sinned and then slew an innocent victim only added to his guilt by such action?

The ancient Greek philosophers who soared to the heights of logic 
confessed their utter astonishment at the prevalence of animal sacrifice and 
freely admitted they could not account for it upon any rational grounds. They 
agreed that man could not by any chain of thinking conclude that the practice 
would be pleasing to the Deity. If then, the idea of killing an innocent victim 
could not be discovered by the light of nature, or arrived at by logical thought 
processes, and since God would not accept what originated as mere 
superstition, but did accept, acknowledge and approve animal sacrifices, such 
sacrifices must have been by revelation of the divine mind.

The universality of sacrifice can be accounted for in the fact that all nations 
proceeded from the sons of Noah. "These are the families of the sons of Noah, 
according to their genealogies, in their nations; and from these the nations 
spread abroad on the earth after the flood" (Gen. 10:32). Sacrifice was taught 
by their common ancestor. "Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of 
every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the 
altar" (Gen. 8:20). But Noah only followed the practice of his antediluvian 
fathers.

The institution of sacrifice is not mentioned by Moses in his account of 
man's history. Abel was the first man of whom it is recorded that he offered a 
blood sacrifice. However, there may be an intimation that God taught Adam 
and Eve to slay animals in sacrifice for we read that "the Lord God made for 
Adam and his wife garments of skins, and clothed them" (Gen. 3:21). Animals 
were not used for food until after the flood (Gen. 9:3), yet they were divided 
into clean and unclean categories before this (Gen. 7:2). That this division was 
based upon use in sacrifices is shown by Genesis 8:20. It is possible then that 
God showed Adam how to inflict death upon the animal victims and clothed 
the original pair with the skins of these animals. The Hebrew term for 
"atonement" is copher and it means "to cover." Did God cover the nakedness 
and shame of Adam and his wife to indicate the purpose of sacrifice or 
atonement?



In Hebrews 11:4, we learn that "By faith Abel offered unto God a more 
acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he received approval as 
righteous, God bearing witness by accepting his gifts." There are four important
facts revealed here relating to Abel's sacrifice. (1) It was offered by faith, (2) It 
was acceptable to God, (3) Through it he received approval as righteous, (4) 
God accepted his gift, thus bearing witness of his approval in the divine favor. 
Would God accept as an act of religious exercise, approve as righteous one who
performed the act, and bear witness to such righteousness by acceptance of 
gifts, in a matter which he had not authorized? Is it not an undeniable principle 
that divine authority is always essential to any acceptable worship?

Moreover, faith is the belief of testimony. Where there is no testimony there
can be no faith. If Abel offered an acceptable sacrifice by faith, he must have 
acted upon testimony. But only the testimony of God could define what is 
acceptable as worship to God. "Faith comes by hearing the word of God" 
(Rom. 10:17). We are forced to the conclusion that the idea of sacrifice 
emanated from God, and was revealed to fallen man as a means of expiation for
his sin, and a propitiation of God.

DEFINITION OF SACRIFICE

Alexander Campbell defined sacrifice thus: "In its literal and primary 
acceptance, it is the solemn and religious infliction of death upon an innocent 
and unoffending victim, usually by shedding its blood! Figuratively, it means 
the offering of anything, living or dead, person, or animal, or property to God." 
This definition meets our present requirements, and is therefore adopted for this
volume.

Sin produces death. That which expiates sin must be that which produces 
life. "For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to you upon the
altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes 
atonement, by reason of the life" (Lev. 17:11). For this reason, "under the law 
almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood 
there is no forgiveness of sins" (Heb. 9:22). But an inferior cannot atone for a 
superior, so "it is impossible that the blood of bulls and goats should take away 
sins" (Heb. 10:4). The sacrifices of ages past were but types and shadows of the
one great sacrifice, of which it is written, "But when Christ had offered for all 
times a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God" (Heb. 
10:12).

It was by virtue of this sacrifice that our Lord is frequently referred to as 
"the lamb of God." It was not because of his patience or humility, nor because 



of His life. He is called a lamb in respect to His death. His example of humility 
and his teaching could not expiate sin. Only by the shedding of blood could this
be accomplished. When John the Immerser introduced Him it was as "the Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). In Revelation, the 
writer says "I saw a Lamb standing as though it had been slain" (Rev. 5:6). In 
Him, priest and sacrifice met as one. "As it is, He has appeared once for all at 
the end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself' (Heb. 9:26). As 
we study the priesthood and sacrifices of yesteryear, let us do so with but one 
objective, a better understanding of the priesthood and sacrifice of Him who 
has introduced us to "a better hope by which we draw nigh to God." The former
priests were many in number, because they were prevented by death from 
continuing in office; but he holds his priesthood permanently, because he 
continues forever (Heb. 7:23,24).

PATRIARCHAL PRIESTS

In the revelation of God pertaining to the first age of the world, we have no 
lengthy theological discussions as to the nature of God, or the basis of his 
requirements for acceptable homage. Rather we have a rehearsal of events, of 
acts and facts. From these we gain our first lessons as to the character of God 
and His expectations of men. We learn, about God by what He did. "In the 
beginning God created the heaven and the earth." We learn about acceptable 
worship by observing the practice of those who engage in it. Nowhere are we 
given elaborate instruction concerning the introduction of sacrifice. No formal 
dedication, no grand presentation, marked its beginning. Had God not desired 
to inform us of the first murder, we would have perused the brief history of 
centuries without knowing that men were ministering at altars.

And we must depend for our knowledge of the priesthood of the patriarchal 
dispensation chiefly upon those bits of information directly connected with 
deeds performed. Of one thing we can be sure and that is the principles 
governing intercourse with God are the same in all ages. Man must believe and 
obey to be acceptable with God. He may not be required to believe the same 
things, nor do the same things in all ages, but whatever God testifies he must 
believe and acting upon that faith he must obey whatever God requires of him. 
The eye can only respond to the light that is available, but it must respond to 
that if in a healthy state. A good man in every age is the same. He is one who 
fulfills his obligations to God and his fellowmen as God requires of him. 
Originally every man was his own priest. Incongruous though this may seem, 
each was his own mediator. As he stood at the altar he represented one 
approaching unto God in behalf of his other self--his sinful being. Such a 



course was essential in the infancy of the world, for as it was once right for a 
man to marry his own sister to establish the race, it was right for him to act as 
his own priest to inaugurate the spiritual system. Abel was his own priest, and 
so was Noah, Abraham and Isaac.

As men multiplied and families expanded, the oldest male member 
approached God in behalf of the others. In this simple age of time, when the 
world was new and men had to learn much by experience, age was the chief 
qualification, for it provided opportunity for greater wisdom. When children 
married, and lived adjacent to the father's holdings, he still sacrificed in behalf 
of their increasing progeny. Of such a character was the patriarch Job, for while
his sons all had houses of their own, "Job would send and sanctify them, and he
would rise early in the morning and offer burnt offerings according to the 
number of them all" (Job 1:5). In this manner the patriarchs served in behalf of 
tribes or clans composed of their own descendants.

Upon the death of the father, by right of primogeniture, the firstborn son 
succeeded to his office as priestly mediator at the altar. It was on this basis that 
Esau was designated not only immoral, but irreligious, when he sold his 
birthright for a single meal (Heb. 12:16). To despise the birthright was to 
despise the solemn and sacred obligation toward God, which was enjoined by 
it. This also enjoined upon the father a responsibility of handing on to his 
children the sacred traditions of God, for which cause God said of Abraham, "I 
have chosen him, that he may charge his children and his household after him 
to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice" (Gen. 18:19). 
Righteousness pertains to our responsibility to God; justice to our responsibility
toward our fellow-men. These two constitute the basis of all "religion that is 
pure and undefiled before God and the Father."

Despite the dimness of the Starlight Age it is possible to detect the pattern 
for future service unto God of a more elaborate nature. The occasions of the 
ministrations of the patriarchs in their priestly role are very informative. Let us 
glance briefly at some of the types of sacrifices.

(1) Thank offerings. In this category was the sacrifice of Noah when he 
came forth unto a world purged from sin by baptism in water. "And when the 
Lord smelled the pleasing odor, the Lord said in his heart, I will never again 
curse the ground because of man" (Gen. 8:21).

(2) Sin offerings. That the sacrifices of Job were of this nature is evidenced 
by his own expression as to his reason for making the burnt offerings. "For Job 



said, 'It may be that my sons have sinned, and cursed God in their hearts'" (Job 
1:5).

When God became incensed at the three "friends" of Job and declared they 
had not told the truth about Him, he instructed them, "Now therefore take seven
bulls and seven rams, and go to my servant Job, and offer up for yourselves a 
burnt offering; and my servant Job will pray for you, for I will accept his prayer
not to deal with you according to your folly; for you have not spoken of me 
what is right, as my servant Job has" (Job 42:7,8). In this the role of expiatory 
sacrifice and mediatorship are clearly portrayed.

(3) Vow or dedication offerings. When Jacob was enroute to Haran, and 
slept all night at Luz, using a stone for a pillow, he was enabled to see a vision 
of God. The next morning "he took the stone which he had put under his head 
and set it up for a pillar and poured oil upon the top of it...Then Jacob made a 
vow" (Gen. 28:18). Years later Jacob came to the same place and set up a pillar
of stone "and poured out a drink offering on it, and poured oil on it" (Gen. 
35:14). In conjunction with this incident, it is worth observing that Jacob 
commanded his household and all who were with him, "Put away the foreign 
gods that are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your garments" 
(Gen. 35:2). It is quite generally agreed among scholars that the purification 
was by washing. Is this the forerunner of the ceremonial ablutions which were 
later practiced? If so, did it stem from a belief that God had cleansed the earth 
by water at the time of the flood? Some celebrated scholars believe this to be 
the case.

No study of the patriarchal sacrifices would be complete without special 
reference to God's confirmation of His promise to Abram. Upon the 
momentous occasion when it is said that Abraham believed God, and it was 
counted unto him for righteousness, Abram asked assurance that his seed 
should possess the land of Canaan. God told him to bring a heifer, a goat, a 
ram, a turtledove and a pigeon. Abram cut the animals in two and laid each half
over against the other, but he did not cut the birds in two. Through the day 
Abram kept the birds of prey from the carcases. After sunset, when it was dark, 
a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between the pieces, and God 
made a solemn covenant to give the land to the descendants of Abram, even 
defining the boundaries of their inheritance (Gen. 15:7-21).

It will be noted that the animals and birds mentioned were the only ones 
which were later appointed for sacrifices by Abram's posterity, therefore God 
confirmed His covenant in the blood of every clean beast and fowl appointed 
for sacrifice. This very solemn method of ratification is alluded to in Jeremiah 



34:18, where the Lord declares, "And the men who transgressed my covenant 
and did not keep the terms of the covenant which they made before me, I will 
make like the calf which they cut in two and passed between its parts." The 
covenanting parties shed the blood of an animal, then split its body in two, 
placing the parts opposite to each other with a sufficient distance between that 
they could walk in the space, whereupon they met and joined hands in the 
middle of the passageway. The significance of the symbol was that each said, 
in effect, "May I become like this animal if I break this covenant which we 
have made." That is why God said, "I will make them like the calf which they 
cut in two."

In the case of Abram, God was the party of the first part. He was 
represented by the visible symbols of a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch. 
Abram was the party of the second part. As the patriarchal priest representing 
his entire posterity, he prepared the sacrifices, and unto him God certified the 
covenant. By such impressive methods did God reveal his promises and wishes 
unto the fathers.

But priesthood in the Patriarchal Dispensation was not limited to the 
descendants of Abraham, nor to the blood line of the Messiah. Every ancient 
nation had its chosen priests long before the tribe of Levi was selected to 
minister in behalf of Israel. Melchizedek, who was king of Salem, was also a 
priest of the Most High God, among the Jebusites (Gen. 14:18). Joseph married
Asenath, daughter of the priest of On (Gen. 41:46). Moses married Zipporah, 
daughter of the priest of Midian (Ex. 3:1). The priests of Egypt were a 
recognized group supported from the king's treasury, for when Joseph was 
buying up the land of the famine-stricken inhabitants, "the land of the priests he
did not buy, for the priests had a fixed allowance from Pharaoh, and lived on 
the allowance which Pharaoh gave them; therefore they did not sell their land" 
(Gen. 47:22).

Many of the nations, even as idolatry crept in among them, retained a fear of
God as a heritage from the period before the days of Peleg, in whose generation
the earth was divided (Gen. 10:25). Abram was surprised to find a reverence 
for God in the heart of Abimelech, the Philistine king (Gen. 20:11). Pharaoh 
said of Joseph, "Can we find such a man as this, in whom is the Spirit of God?"
(Gen. 41:37). Jethro, the Midianite priest offered a burnt offering and sacrifices
to God, and engaged in fellowship with Aaron and all of the elders of Israel 
(Exodus 18:12). But when God separated and segregated the nation which he 
brought from the loins of Abram, and committed his oracles unto them, the rest 



of the world without this advantage (Rom. 3:1,2) became dependent upon 
tradition and conscience.

Summarizing what we have learned about the Patriarchal Dispensation, we 
mention the following facts: (1) God revealed a system of religion with 
sacrifice, altar and priest, which was family wide in its inception; (2) Burnt 
offerings, sin offerings, thank offerings, drink offerings, and offerings in 
conjunction with vows and dedication of memorable places gave hint of the 
type of service acceptable unto God; (3) An intimation of the need of 
ceremonial purification by the offerer of sacrifice is seen; (4) The selection of 
priestly mediators was universal among the nations; (5) The principle of 
atonement by blood was firmly established; (6) The death of an innocent victim
for guilty sinners was clearly recognized. Such lessons aptly pointed forward to
the time when the nations universally would acknowledge the need of a perfect 
mediator, a perfect priest and a perfect sacrifice for sins. They gave portent of 
an event in which the blood of an innocent being would be shed for the sins of 
the world. Thus did God in the Patriarchal Dispensation lay a groundwork for 
future revelation, and the simple lessons in the primary department of the world
became a shadow of good things to come.

There remains, before we close our investigation of the priesthood in the 
first age of humanity, an investigation of a being of special significance, who 
combined within himself the offices of king and priest. We shall turn our 
attention briefly to this unique character in the history of religion and mankind.

PRIESTHOOD OF MELCHIZEDEK

Abraham and Lot, his nephew, who had been travelling together, agreed to 
separate in order to avoid strife over the pasturage, so essential to their 
immense herds of livestock. Lot chose to dwell in the fertile plains of Jordan, 
and removed his family to Sodom, one of five cities in the Vale of Siddim. 
These cities were attacked by four kings who formed a confederacy, and who 
were successful in carrying off as captives, the inhabitants of the five cities, 
including Lot. When Abram heard of this, he pursued after the marauders, 
rescued their captives and retrieved the spoils. Returning from the foray, 
Abram passed by Salem, and thus the stage was set for meeting Melchizedek.

"And Melchizedek, king of Salem, brought out bread and wine; he was 
priest of God Most High. And he blessed him and said, 'Blessed be Abram by 
God Most High, maker of heaven and earth; and blessed be God Most High, 
who has delivered your enemies into your hand!' And Abram gave him a tenth 
of everything" (Gen. 14:18-20).



These three small verses of Scripture give us virtually all of the information 
we have in the Old Testament relating to this patriarch. He is mentioned but 
once more, by David in Psalm 110:4, where God decrees that His Son shall be 
made a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek. If it were not for the 
pointed allusions to him by the author of the New Testament book of Hebrews, 
we would be left to wonder at this Canaanite priest who pronounced a blessing 
upon the father of the Israelites, and to whom tithes were so respectfully paid.

WHO WAS MELCHIZEDEK?

A large volume could be written on the multitude of speculations 
concerning the identity of Melchizedek. Jewish tradition has always advanced 
the idea that he was Shem, who unquestionably was alive in the days of 
Abraham. The Targum of Jonathan says, "But Melchizedek, he is Shem, son of 
Noah, king of Jerusalem." With this the Jerusalem Targum agrees. There are a 
great many valid objections to this Jewish speculation. (1) What reason could 
be assigned for not calling him Shem? Moses calls him Shem in every other 
place. Would he be likely to make such a radical departure from his regular 
procedure, without proper explanation accompanying the same? (2) It is hardly 
probable that Shem would be reigning as king in Canaan, for Abraham was "a 
sojourner in a strange land," in that area. Moreover, he was told to leave his 
father's house, and his kindred, a thing he could hardly do if he came into a 
region over which an illustrious ancestor was a recognized monarch. (3) The 
apostle in Hebrews affirms that Melchizedek had no recorded father, mother or 
posterity. This was certainly not the case with Shem, whose lineage is easily 
traceable.

Another prevalent conjecture is that Melchizedek was actually the Son of 
God. Those who dislike to make "the father of the faithful" subservient to any 
tribal king of his day, advance this idea. But this would make the Son of God a 
type of himself, for the apostle says, "Resembling the Son of God he continues 
a priest forever" (Heb. 7:3). It would hardly be logical to say that one 
resembled himself. Again we read, "Another priest arises in the likeness of 
Melchizedek" (Heb. 7:15) and "A priest for ever after the order of 
Melchizedek." Such expressions preclude the idea that Melchizedek was the 
Son of God, for he would not be said to be in his own likeness, or after his own 
order. Moreover, the theory would make Jesus both a king and priest before His
death, contrary to all Scriptural teaching on the subject.

We hold the conviction that Melchizedek was a man who was invested with 
both the offices of king and priest, and as such was a divinely used instrument, 
introduced into the sacred history of the first age that he might be re-introduced



into the history of the last age, to demonstrate the superiority of an enduring 
priesthood over a temporary one. For this very reason, the Holy Spirit, 
shrouded his life in mystery, giving no clue as to his progenitors or posterity, 
allowing no insight into predecessors or successors. He appears on the sacred 
page in his full glory as monarch and mediator, he pronounces a blessing upon 
the father of the faithful and receives from him a tenth of the spoils he has 
taken. And since "it is beyond dispute that the inferior is blessed by the 
superior" (Heb. 7:7) it is evident that the priest who is made after the order of 
Melchizedek will be superior in office and dignity to one who proceeds from 
the loins of Abraham.

In the primary age of the world God introduces us to a brief preview of a 
priesthood more glorious than that authorized from Sinai. Melchizedek met 
Abraham with bread and wine to provide physical sustenance. Our great high 
priest made after the same order met the children of faithful Abram with the 
same elements but consecrated them to a constant reminder of His sacrificial 
death. Abram paid tithes to Melchizedek because of his priestly relationship to 
God. "One might even say that Levi himself, who receives tithes, paid tithes 
through Abraham, for he was still in the loins of his ancestor when 
Melchizedek met him" (Heb. 7:9, 10). But here we must bid farewell to 
Melchizedek and the patriarchal dispensation in which he lived, to revert to a 
more thorough study of his priesthood when we have completed our 
investigation of that of Levi, or Aaron.

THE NATION OF ISRAEL

The Patriarchal religion was adapted to the spiritual needs of men at a time 
when the world was divided into families, tribes or clans. But when tribes 
multiplied, and came together to live a composite existence, something new 
was required. All of the provisions of God were made for the ultimate benefit 
of the whole earth. This required the coming of the Savior to offer the supreme 
sacrifice once for all. However, to preserve the world until that time, it was 
necessary to preserve the belief in the one true God. This could be a difficult 
task when the whole world was creating gods of every description. It could best
be achieved by the selection of one people, their separation from others, and 
their continued segregation. Such a people would need a definite constitution, 
the basic law of which would be "Thou shalt have no other gods before me," in 
order that they could be called back to their original purpose when they 
wandered from it.



Accordingly when every nation had chosen its gods, the God of heaven 
chose a nation. As a preparatory step He went to the land of Chaldea, and 
called a man whose father and grandfather were already idolaters (Josh. 24:2). 
Demanding that this man separate himself from his father's house and all of his 
relatives, God promised to make of him a great nation. Abraham "sojourned in 
the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob" 
(Heb. 11:9). But a nomadic life is poor training for a secure national existence, 
for nomads want to be ever on the move. They know but little about 
construction of permanent cities, and resent any attempt to confine them for 
any length of time to a sedentary life.

Thus as a preparation for a strong national existence, the providence of God 
removed the posterity of Abraham temporarily from the promised land. Making
them slaves so they could not escape. He burnt out of their hearts the 
wanderlust which had been so much a part of their tribal existence, so that even
when turned loose, they repeatedly tried to go back, choosing to endure slavery 
with its regular provisions of the fleshpots than a life in tents pitched in the 
wilderness. For several hundred years God allowed them to be confined in the 
most civilized nation of that day, and they were forced to learn the art of 
brickmaking, and labored in the construction of such storage cities as Pithom 
and Raamses (Exo. 1:11). Little did the Egyptian taskmasters realize that they 
were schooling unwilling apprentices whose posterity would erect some of the 
most beautiful structures ever constructed by human hands on the hills of Zion.

When the proper time had arrived, God directed Moses to go as his 
ambassador to the proud and haughty court of Pharaoh. The message was, 
"Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, Let my people go!" Moses enforced his 
demands with a sufficient demonstration of power that the freed captives stood 
upon the other side of the Red Sea. Now began the tremendous task of welding 
this fearful, discouraged, murmuring host of once hopeless slaves into a 
cohesive nation which would preserve the greatest trust ever committed to any 
people thus far in history.

The first essential was a constitution which would act as a rallying point. 
The multitude was led to the foot of a high mountain which would serve as a 
speaker's platform for God. Here was given one of the most startling promises 
ever made. First God cited what He had done for them. "You have seen what I 
did to the Egyptians and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to 
myself" (Exo. 19:4). Then He declared, "Now therefore, if you will obey my 
voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all 
peoples, for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of 



priests and a holy nation" (Exo. 19:5, 6). This implies God's intention of 
making them a nation of sanctified people, each of whom might serve as a 
priest in his own right. Citizenship in the kingdom would constitute admission 
to the priesthood. Observe that this was contingent upon obeying God's voice 
and keeping His covenant. God proposed that this people who were "His own 
possession" should be so holy that He could speak and commune with each of 
them without an earthly mediator or intervening priest.

When God's proposition was placed before the people they gave unanimous 
consent to it. "All that the Lord hath spoken we will do." Moses was instructed 
to consecrate the people for two days, so that on the third day God could 
address them all in a body. The people were required to wash their garments. 
They were to abstain from all sexual congress. Nothing that would render them 
unclean or act as a distracting element was to be countenanced. Bounds were 
placed about the mountain and the instruction was issued, "Do not go up into 
the mountain, or touch the border of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall be 
put to death; no hand shall touch him, but he shall be stoned or shot, whether 
beast or man, he shall not live."

On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings, and a 
thick cloud settled upon the mountain. A loud trumpet blast caused the people 
to tremble. Suddenly the whole mountain quaked. The trumpet grew louder and
louder. Then the voice of God came, giving the basic constitution of ten 
commandments. So frightened were the people that they stood afar off and 
shook. Then they appealed to Moses, "You speak to us, and we will hear; but 
let not God speak to us, lest we die." Moses explained to them, "God has come 
to test you, that the fear of Him may be before your eyes." But the people had 
enough. The heads of their tribes and their elders came to Moses and pleaded 
with him, "Go near, and hear all that the Lord our God will say; and speak to us
all that the Lord our God will speak to you; and we will hear and do it" (Deut. 
5:27). They were not ready to dispense with an earthly mediator. God said to 
Moses, "I have heard the words of this people, which they have spoken to you, 
they have rightly said all that they have spoken...Go, and say to them, 'Return 
to your tents!' But you, stand here by me, and I will tell you all the 
commandments and the statutes and the ordinances which you shall teach 
them."

While Moses was upon the mount to receive the sacred constitution the 
people demonstrated their unworthiness to act as a kingdom of priests. "They 
gathered themselves together to Aaron, and said, 'Up, make us gods, who shall 
go before us.'" At the instigation of Aaron they took off their golden ornaments,



and from the precious metal he formed a calf. An altar was erected before the 
image, "and they rose up early on the morrow, and offered burnt offerings and 
brought peace offerings; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up 
to play" (Exo. 32:6). When Moses returned with the national constitution on 
two tables of stone, and saw the calf and the dancing, he threw the tables out of 
his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. He took the calf, burnt it, 
ground it to powder, scattered it upon the water, and made the people of Israel 
drink it. For once, they literally had a bellyful of idolatry!

Then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said, "Who is on the Lord's 
side? Come to me." The sons of Levi gathered themselves unto him. Moses 
instructed them to take their swords and go through the camp, slaying everyone
they met. Three thousand men fell that day. (With the introduction of the law 
three thousand died; with the introduction of the gospel three thousand were 
saved. Truly the first brought death, while the second is "the law of the spirit of
life in Christ Jesus".) Moses said to the tribe of Levi, "Today you have ordained
yourselves for the service of the Lord, each one at the cost of his son and of his 
brother, that He may bestow a blessing upon you this day" (Exo. 32:29). The 
holy nation and the kingdom of priests had failed in two great crises. They 
could not stand to hear God speak directly, when He tested them; and they had 
rebelled against the cornerstone of their constitution--the first and second 
commandments. They must have an earthly mediator and a special priesthood. 
The ideal of God would reach its fruition in another and a better age.
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