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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

When Martin Luther raised objections to the exclusivity of the ordained priesthood, in 

1520, claiming for all baptised Christians the title ‘priest’, and shaping ideas which later 

protestants developed into the doctrine known as the ‘priesthood of all believers’, he 

drew on texts from 1 Peter and Revelation: 

Demnach werden wir allesamt durch die Taufe zu Priestern geweiht, wie 

Petrus (I. Petr. 2) sagt: “Ihr seid ein königliches Priestertum und ein 

priesterliches Königreich,” und Offenbarung 5, 10: “Du hast uns durch 

dein Blut zu Priestern und Königen gemacht.” Denn wo nicht eine höhere 

Weihe in uns wäre, als der Papst oder Bischof gibt, so würde durch des 

Papstes und Bischofs Weihen nimmermehr ein Priester gemacht, er 

könnte auch weder Messe halten, noch predigen, noch absolvieren.1 

The key verses for this priestly identity are 1 Peter 2:5,9 and Revelation 1:6; 5:10; 20:6. 

These in turn draw on the narrative in Hebrew scripture, foundational for the self-

understanding of the Israelite nation, of the establishment of the covenant on Mount 

Sinai – in particular one crucial phrase from Exodus 19:6: ~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m;.2 

The early Christian communities of the New Testament each developed within a 

particular time and place, and must inevitably have interacted with the prevailing 

cultures. Converts to Christianity will have brought a background, status and history, as 

well as assumptions, cultural mores, religious expectations and language, all of which 

                                                           
 

1
 An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation, Luther, W.A., 6.407; cf. also De captivitate babylonica 

ecclesiae praeludium, W.A., 6.564.6-14. 

2
 Although not all of these are certain references: see ch.5, p.155; ch.6, p.201. 
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will have contributed to the developing theology and self-understanding of these 

communities. 

Given Christianity’s Jewish origins, we might expect its early churches to draw upon 

Jewish heritage and scripture. In particular, as our texts are probably written by Jewish 

Christians,3 it is perhaps unsurprising to find them exalting the church through the 

Jewish concepts of royalty and priesthood. It is worth noting, however, that both 

letters are probably written not only to gentile Christians,4 but to churches in one 

region: Asia Minor. We might ask whether this phrase is of particular significance to 

the early church, and if so, why it appears, in the New Testament, solely in writing to 

one group of churches. Also, given its Jewish origins, describing Israel, we might 

wonder why it is addressed to communities predominantly of gentile Christians.5 

We must, of course, be cautious of arguing from silence; that the phrase is not found 

in other contemporary, extant documents does not mean that it held no currency, or 

was not used, elsewhere. Nevertheless, its use five times within these two letters may 

suggest an image, if not a developed doctrine, with some popularity in Asia Minor, so 

its complete absence elsewhere presents a somewhat marked contrast. 

A further question concerns the nature of the church’s ‘priesthood’. Is there a 

consistent understanding of what it means to be a priestly people? It may speak of the 

relationship between Christians and God, or between the church and the world. 

Alternatively, it might describe the nature or content of Christian life. 

Exodus 19:6 has been the focus of much study, some concerned particularly with the 

phrase we are considering. Of recent studies, perhaps the most comprehensive is 

                                                           
 

3
 See ch.5, p.128, ch.6, p.185. 

4
 See ch.5, p.133; ch.6, p.188. 

5
 The image of priesthood is prominent in one key letter addressed to a Jewish church – the Epistle to 

the Hebrews (cf. 2:17; 3:1; 4:14f; 5:5f,10; 6:20; 7:11,15ff,21ff; 9:11f; 10:11f,21; cf. 7:1-5). Here, however, 

it is a christological image, whereas the use of the Exodus verse is ecclesiological; we are concerned with 

the description of the church as priestly, in the Exodus model. 
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Davies’ A Royal Priesthood.6 Others have included Scott,7 Moran,8 Jenson,9 Fohrer10 

and Bauer.11 These are primarily concerned with the meaning and reception of the 

original Hebrew, but their analysis of the translations – both Septuagint and Targumim 

– is also of value as we investigate the later use of the phrase.  

The use of ìera,teuma in 1 Peter has been the subject of a number of studies. Elliott’s 

monograph, The Elect and the Holy,12 analyses its septuagintal and diaspora origins, 

concluding that ìera,teuma represents a crucial aspect of diaspora identity. Seland also 

considers the petrine concept of priesthood against a diaspora context, considering 

how it might be understood by a reader familiar with Philo’s use of the term.13 

Revelation has received less attention, with regard to its use of ìerei/j, reflecting 

perhaps the proportionately more marginal place of the word and concept within this 

book. Fiorenza, however, has engaged in serious study on the theme,14 while 

Mathewson, considering the use of Jewish scripture in the last chapters of Revelation, 

argues that priesthood is one strand among others running throughout the text and 

coming to fulfilment in the final vision.15 

                                                           
 

6
 Davies (2004). 

7
 R. B. Y. Scott (1950). 

8
 Moran (1962). 

9
 Jenson (2011). 

10
 Fohrer (1963). 

11
 Bauer (1958). 

12
 Elliott (1966); he subsequently considers the nature of the recipient communities as exiles and 

outsiders: Elliott (1981); cf. Feldmeier (2008); Elliott (2000). 

13
 Seland (1995). 

14
 Fiorenza (1972). 

15
 Mathewson (2003). 
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These studies are valuable, but generally discrete; there is little which examines the 

image across the New Testament writings in which it appears.16 In addition the 

question does not usually appear to be asked, of whether diaspora identity also 

accounts for its use in Revelation, or why it is only these two books – or this one 

geographical region – which appear to make use of it. While Elliott has considered the 

Jewish diaspora context, others have looked at the Qumran community,17 Pharisees,18 

or other groups or writers within contemporary Judaism,19 finding some parallels 

which shed light on the meaning of the phrase in 1 Peter and Revelation. Similarly, 

particularly in relation to Revelation, aspects of the pagan20 context – primarily the 

imperial cult – have been analysed, and antitheses found, which might equally shed 

light on the book’s message, of which the priestly image is a part.21 It seems 

                                                           
 

16
 Though cf. H. K. Harrington (2001), concerned with rabbinic writing, but which also considers the 

pagan and Christian contexts. 

17
 Aspects of cultic or purity language at Qumran are discussed in Fiorenza (1976); Gärtner (1965); 

Klinzing (1971); Newton (1985), all comparing it more broadly with the New Testament. Also H. K. 

Harrington (1993). 

18
 H. K. Harrington (1993, 267-281); S. N. Mason (1988). 

19
 In particular, Blenkinsopp (1974) and S. N. Mason (1988) on Josephus; Schwartz (1984) on Philo; 

Neusner (1994), H. K. Harrington (1993) and Noam (2008) on the rabbis. Some have also considered 

what might be seen as specific aspects of priestly conduct or responsibility across Judaism as a whole: 

Jenson (1992) on holiness; Wright (1991) on purity. 

20
 The label ‘pagan’ is problematic and somewhat anachronistic, being a later term for the broadly 

polytheistic religious traditions of the Graeco-Roman world. It suggests a degree of homogeneity which 

did not exist, and was coined not by those to whom it is applied, but by Christians. It is difficult, 

however, to find a term which is neither anachronistic (e.g. hellenistic), anachronistically emphatic of 

the (plural) objects, rather than structures, of worship, (e.g. traditional polytheism), nor overly 

suggestive of uniformity (e.g. traditional Graeco-Roman religion), so in the absence of an ideal term, I 

shall continue to use ‘pagan’, as a convenient shorthand and with an awareness of its limitations: cf. Fox 

(1987, 30-31). For debate on this issue, see e.g. Rives (2010, 242-243); North (2005, 134-137); 

Bowersock (1990, 9-13); Gordon (1990a, 179). 

21
 E.g. JSNT 27 (March 2005); Friesen (2001); Harland (2000); Kraybill (1996); Meggitt (2002); C. F. Miller 

(2010). 
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appropriate, however, to engage in a more wide ranging – though it cannot be 

comprehensive – survey of the religious context within which the books were written 

and received, to examine whether that context can explain the apparent importance of 

the priestly image. 

We shall, therefore, attempt to set the books of 1 Peter and Revelation within their 

historical context, with an exegesis and critical analysis informed by the situation of 

the writers and of the material which they use. In chapter 2, we shall consider the 

meaning and use of Exodus 19:6; we shall attempt some exegesis of the Hebrew, 

consider the translated versions, and explore its use in other Jewish writings. Through 

this approach to its use in Jewish tradition, we shall seek to establish how it may have 

been used historically, prior to its appropriation by our New Testament writers, within 

the religious tradition in which they also stand. We shall do this, not because its 

meaning is fixed by its prior use, but in order to ascertain the precedents, parallels and 

developments in its use, and to gain a sense of the range of possible meanings which 

the crucial phrase might carry. 

Although Exodus 19:6 will inevitably be important to our investigation, however, we 

are not primarily concerned with the New Testament’s treatment of, or intertextual 

relationship with, Hebrew scripture as scripture, but rather with its use of an image to 

interact with its readers.22 Chapter 3, therefore, will develop the historical-critical 

approach by examining the Jewish context at the time our texts were written, to ask 

how else the verse and the image of priesthood were used. We shall question whether 

there are parallels to our texts, in the self-identity of Jewish groups and communities 

of the time, or in the use which writers, who may be representative of strands of 

Jewish thought, make of the verse. Those groups or sects which are remote from the 

                                                           
 

22
 Our investigation may, of course, be considered to fall within the remit of intertextuality in a wider 

sense, in that it concerns our authors’ use of an image drawn from elsewhere, and the engagement 

which the recipients might have had with that image as mediated through the New Testament texts; cf. 

G. D. Miller (2011). 
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temple, by reason of distance, self-imposed separation or the temple’s destruction, or 

which display an especial concern for priestly attributes, such as purity or holiness, will 

be of interest, as will any using priestly or temple language in their accounts of 

themselves. While such an examination clearly cannot be exhaustive, we shall hope to 

learn what priesthood might have meant within Judaism and Jewish Christianity of the 

time. We shall be considering whether the historical context allows us to see how a 

Jewish writer would understand and use the idea, and therefore what might have been 

meant by the Jewish-Christian writers of 1 Peter and Revelation23 who, in drawing 

upon a text or image, whether or not consciously quoting scripture, presumably intend 

to use its ideas to strengthen their arguments.24 

Having asked questions concerning the authorial intention, we shall then turn to the 

wider context into which the New Testament books are written. Bechtler emphasises 

its importance to the historical-critical examination, in particular in seeking to 

ascertain how the writing is intended to relate to that context: 

 “As a historical critic, I can interpret 1 Peter in terms of how it might 

have functioned within the context of the first-century Mediterranean 

world, but I cannot say whether it ever actually functioned in that way 

in the experience of any particular community. … ‘Intention’…, then, 

simply denotes that what 1 Peter appears to be trying to do – its 

function – may or may not have been accomplished.”25 

If we are to use the verses to understand something of how the life, thought and self-

understanding of the early church developed, however, we may need to take a step 

further, and discuss how the concepts under consideration might have been received, 

interpreted and developed by others. We shall seek to understand what meaning the 

texts might have had for the recipients, not just what they were seeking to do in the 

                                                           
 

23
 Cf. Elliott (1981, 272); Bechtler (1998, 24-26). 

24
 Moyise (2008, 128-130); (1995, 132). 

25
 Bechtler (1998, 26; cf.24-25); cf. also Beale (1998, 58-59). 
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light of the recipients’ situation. Their development and role in the life of church 

communities depends upon the way in which they are received and interpreted by 

these communities; the original recipients are just the first part of this process, but the 

one which will concern us here. The reader is an essential part of the process of 

deciding ‘meaning’. As Moyise points out, the nature of the dialogue between writer 

and reader places the received meaning of the text out of the author’s sole control.26 

To some extent, the historical-critical analysis must be tempered by a more contextual, 

if not wholeheartedly reader-response, interpretation. In chapter 4, therefore, we shall 

look at the religious context prevailing in the region to which the texts were sent. 

Again, we shall look for parallels and ideas to explain the ways in which ‘priesthood’ 

might be understood by the recipients, or why this Exodus verse might have received a 

particularly warm welcome in this part of the Roman empire, allowing it to take root 

and become a part of the language and imagery underpinning the self-understanding 

of these Christian communities. 

The significance of the words perhaps comes primarily not from the implication 

intended by the writer, nor from the inference drawn by the readers,27 but from the 

interaction between the two.28 Gottwald, writing on ancient Israel, recognises the 

importance of examining the social setting against which texts were written, but 

specifically so that the historical background can be seen as a ‘lived totality’. To this 

end, the two approaches should both be seen as integral to the study of scripture.29 

                                                           
 

26
 Moyise (1995, 108-138); he is concerned with the principle of intertextuality between the New 

Testament text and its scriptural references, but the point would seem to apply more widely. 

27
 Moyise (2008, 3). 

28
 We are dependent here, to a certain degree, upon disputed concepts, such as authorial intention and 

reception; these are both also ultimately unknowable, as is the impact which the words were intended 

to have, or did in fact have: G. D. Miller (2011, 286-288); Tull (2000, 62-63). We shall proceed, therefore, 

not in anticipation of resolving these issues, or of finding the point of intersection within which ‘true’ 

meaning may reside, but in the expectation that the process will help to illuminate something of the 

range and limits of possibility, and to draw closer to understanding their significance. 

29
 Gottwald (1979, 70-71). 
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Elliott goes further, and argues that a social-scientific analysis should be seen as in 

integrated part of historical criticism, enabling a fuller and more complete 

understanding of the text’s origins and meaning.30 In chapters 5 and 6, then, we shall 

seek to follow something of this principle and integrate historical with social or 

contextual approaches, in order better to understand the ‘totality’ of how the texts 

were understood, used and developed. Chapter 5 will focus on the priestly image as 

used in 1 Peter; here, the two references to priesthood are rather different, 

accompanied by different adjectives, but fall within the same passage, among the 

related imagery of temple and sacrifice. We shall, therefore, attempt an exegesis of 

these various terms and of ìera,teuma itself, before considering what their ‘function’ 

and ‘reception’ may have been, better to understand the contribution which they may 

have made to the understanding of the church as a priestly community. Chapter 6 

considers Revelation, which refers explicitly to priesthood on three occasions; in this 

case, the references are more similar, but the textual context is different in each case, 

so we shall offer an overall exegesis of the book’s use of the language of priesthood, 

then look to see whether there are other, less explicit, images of priestly activity which 

might shed light on the writer’s intention, considering the recipients’ possible 

understanding of such imagery, where this may be different from – or additional to – 

that discussed in chapter 5. 

It is inevitable that such analysis must be somewhat speculative; we can be less certain 

of the understanding of the recipients even than of the authorial intention. If 

approached with caution, however, it may help to illuminate the questions posed 

above, and contribute to our understanding of how and why the Christian 

communities of Asia Minor might have played a part in the early development of one 

aspect of ecclesiological self-interpretation. It is to be hoped that an increased 

understanding of how ~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m; may have been translated and understood, might 

                                                           
 

30
 Elliott (1981, xix), (1993, 7,15); cf. Bechtler (1998, 27-29). 
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enhance our knowledge of the ways in which early Christian communities sought to 

understand and define themselves. 
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Chapter 2 

Exodus 19:6  

 

The terms ‘priests’ (i`erei/j) or ‘priesthood’ (ìera,teuma) are applied to the church five 

times in the New Testament,1 coupled on four occasions with the concept of reign or 

royalty.2 Given this relationship, and given the setting of the phrase in 1 Peter 2:9, as 

part of a quote from Exodus 19:6, it is natural to conclude that this Torah verse3 lies 

behind the priestly image in most, if not all, of these instances. In this chapter, we shall 

consider what part Exodus 19:6 specifically played in the religious thinking and climate 

within which the Christian texts emerged; we shall then consider briefly those other 

places in the Hebrew Bible which may also have influenced such verses – in particular 

Isaiah 61:6 – in order to examine the cultural and religious milieu of the time. 

The original meaning of the Hebrew text, within the context in which it was written, is 

not of great concern to us here, as the relevant context is that in which the early 

church grew and its texts were written. Nevertheless, some exegetical understanding 

of the Masoretic Text is necessary, to engage with the way in which others have 

understood and used it, not least as it is probably the text of which Revelation makes 

the most use.4 

                                                           
 

1
1 Pet 2:5, 9 (i`era,teuma); Rev 1:6; 5:10; 20:6 (i`erei/j). 

2
 1 Pet 2:9; Rev 1:6; 5:10; 20:6; 1 Pet 2:5 links it instead with a[gioj, although it seems likely that the 

themes are interconnected: see ch.5, p.140f. 

3
 Exod 19:6: hL,ae… vAd+q' yAgæw> ~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m; yli²-Wyh.Ti ~T,óa;w> 

`lae(r"f.yI ynEïB.-la, rBEßd:T. rv<ïa] ~yrIêb'D>h; 
4
 See ch.6, p.185. 
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1 Peter appears primarily to use the Septuagint,5 which is therefore also of significance 

here. Its relevance for us goes beyond this, however; it was begun around the third 

century BCE,6 and Greek translations remained influential and widely used for some 

centuries following.7 The Septuagint was thus possibly as influential as it was reflective 

of Jewish thought,8and may therefore provide important evidence for how the Tanakh 

was seen and understood in the period during which the early church emerged. This is 

especially true of diaspora Judaism, from which it comes and by which it was primarily 

used. As its birthplace is Alexandria,9 it may be important in establishing a picture of 

the Judaism which produced key figures such as Philo of Alexandria, and hence in 

understanding his use of Exodus 19:6, although its significance extended far wider 

across the Jewish diaspora. It could, then, be useful in examining the reception of key 

scriptural texts in the nascent church in Asia Minor; this may be so, even in a 

predominantly gentile church, since any absorption of Scripture would then almost 

certainly have been from the Greek translations, rather than the Hebrew original. 

Finally, we shall consider other roughly contemporary documents or contexts where 

the idea of priesthood is used, especially coupled with that of royalty or reign. We shall 

examine where and how Exodus 19:6 is explicitly used, and where equivalent language 

features in Jewish or Christian texts. To do justice to such an investigation would alone 

require several chapters, but a brief survey will nevertheless be useful. Through this 

                                                           
 

5
 See ch.5, p.128. It is important to note that the LXX is not one, homogenous version, and that to the 

extent that it is an identifiable entity, it is one among other, less well-attested Greek versions: Jobes and 

Silva (2000, 30-32,37-43); Marcos (2000, 109-172,324). 

6
 Jobes and Silva (2000, 34); Marcos (2000, 40,52,57-58); Honigman (2003, 101-102). 

7
 E.g. Philo, Mos. 2.40-42; cf. Justin Martyr, Dial. 68.7;71.1-3; Irenaeus, Adv. Haer.iii.21.2-3. For 

discussion of its significance and use in Judaism and early Christianity, see Dines (2004, 63-78,136-151). 

8
 Marcos (2000, 313). 

9
 The traditional story of its origins in Alexandria, in Let. Aris, is largely legendary (Marcos, 2000, 36,39-

40), but Alexandria nevertheless probably remains the city of origin, at least of the translation of the 

Torah: Honigman (2003, 98f); Marcos (2000, 40,58-49,62-63); Jobes and Silva (2000, 34-35); Jellicoe 

(1968, 29-99); Swete (1906, 1-58). 
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study, we will seek some idea of the influence of Exodus 19:6 and other relevant 

passages on first- and second-century Jewish thought, and, in later chapters, on the 

development of Christian self-understanding. 

 

The Hebrew Text 

Exodus 19:6 

This verse falls within the introductory section of the Sinai encounter, in words spoken 

to Moses, in which God summons Israel to meet with him and receive the Torah. It 

forms part of a covenantal formula, whereby God reminds the people of his previous 

goodness to them,10 calls them to obedience,11 and finally promises them a special 

place in his regard, over and above the rest of the world, though that too is his.12 It is 

worth noting that this unique relationship is promised for the future, and is contingent 

upon their obedience.13 These three verses, then, define concisely Israel’s relationship 

with her God, and the way in which she is to live, a definition which is subsequently 

spelt out in considerably more detail through the giving of the Torah.14 One element of 

this relationship is found in her place among the nations – the foremost, holiest and 

most special of all the peoples of the world. 

For our purposes, the crucial phrase in the verse is ~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m;, unique in Hebrew 

scripture,15 in relation to which two key exegetical questions arise.16 Firstly, what is the 

                                                           
 

10
 19:4. 

11
 19:5a. 

12
 19:5b-6. Dozeman (2009, 445-446) emphasises the contrast between the universal and the particular. 

13
 Elliott (1966, 55); Houtman (1996, 445-446). 

14
 For an assessment of these verses as a summary and basis of what follows in the Torah, see Phillips 

(1984, 51); Muilenburg (1959, 351-352); Elliott (1966, 59); Dozeman (2009, 440); Wells (2000, 34-35); 

Nicholson (1982, 83). 

15
 Durham (1987, 263); Propp (2006, 157); Wells (2000, 50). 
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grammatical relationship between these two nouns? Secondly, should tk,l,îm.m;; be 

translated ‘kingdom’, or the more abstract ‘royalty’ or ‘royal power’? 

In answer to the first question, there is a broad consensus that the nouns form a 

construct relationship,17 and it certainly seems the most natural interpretation of the 

Hebrew, but there are other possibilities. Propp, for instance, argues that Hebrew 

plural nouns can stand as abstract nouns, which in turn, when coupled with construct 

nouns, effectively perform an adjectival function: so here, ‘a kingdom of priestliness’.18 

The Targumim and the Peshitta bear witness to a third option; the nouns may be two 

of three items in a list: ‘a kingdom, priests, a holy people.’19 

The second question is harder to answer.20 The difference in understanding between 

the two possible translations is between priests under a sovereign and priests with 

sovereignty; that is, between a ‘kingdom’ – a community ruled by a king21 – and a 

‘kingship’ or ‘royalty’, with ‘royal power’.22 The first interpretation seems preferable, 

as providing a better parallel with the equivalent phrase which follows: ‘a holy 

nation’.23 Both ‘kingdom’ and ‘nation’ then have similar, although not identical, 

meanings;24 both are concrete in nature, referring to an identifiable body of people, 

not an abstract concept; and both define in different ways the relationship of this body 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

16
 For a consideration of the various possible meanings, see R. B. Y. Scott (1950, 216). 

17
 Propp (2006, 157); Dozeman (2009, 437); Wells (2000, 51); Davies (2004, 67,70); Gelston (1959, 153-

154); Durham (1987, 263); but cf. Bauer (1958, 284-286). 

18
 Propp (2006, 157); cf. Wells (2000, 51); Fiorenza (1972, 141-142); Kleinig (1987, 27). 

19
 Cf. also Bauer (1958). 

20
 See Davies (2004, 68); R. B. Y. Scott (1950, 215); Moran (1962, 7). 

21
 So Propp (2006, 157-159); Gelston (1959, 153); Elliott (1966, 54, n.51). R. B. Y. Scott (1950, 218) 

suggests a ‘kingdom set apart like a priesthood’ – cf. the root meaning of vdq as ‘set apart’ (below, p.23, 

n.55). 

22
 So Davies (2004, 84); Bauer (1958, 284-286); Moran (1962); Fohrer (1963); Caspari (1929). 

23
 Propp (2006, 158); Dozeman (2009, 437); Wells (2000, 39-45,51); Bauer (1958, 285); Moran (1962, 7); 

Fohrer (1963, 361); but cf. Caspari (1929). 

24
 Cody (1964, 3) identifies them as commonly linked words. 
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to its God. They are a ‘nation’, under the authority of a ruler, and hence a ‘kingdom’; 

but they are also a ‘nation’ or ‘kingdom’ standing in a special relationship with its ruler, 

as his ‘priests’ – God’s reign and their service making it ‘holy’. Of course, a strong 

reliance on parallelism might equally encourage us towards seeing the phrase as 

adjectival, as that would correlate better grammatically with the ‘holy nation’,25 but 

Gelston argues convincingly, in favour of the reading, ‘kingdom of priests’, that it 

would be unusual for the word to have such an abstract meaning as ‘royalty’.26 

The meaning of tk,l,îm.m;; does not matter only in relation to the structure of the verse; it 

makes a difference to the kind of priesthood which is being discussed. If we have a 

‘kingdom’, then ‘priests’ would seem to define the relationship of those so identified 

to their King: they are worshipping subjects of a reigning deity. A ‘royalty’ or ‘kingship’ 

of priests, however, would define rather their relationship with other nations, over 

whom they have sovereignty; they would then reign precisely as priests, on behalf of 

their God. So the difference is between a priesthood of service and obedience, as 

subjects of their king, or of sovereignty and mediation, as kings exercising the rule of 

their God over the world. 

A further possible, more hierarchical, understanding of the phrase relies on the more 

abstract reading, ‘kingship’ or ‘royalty’. On this interpretation, ‘a royalty of priests’ is 

perhaps better rendered ‘a priestly monarchy’, and suggests that Israel is a ‘holy 

nation’ ruled by priests – a hierocracy.27 Arguments in support of this interpretation 

include the almost immediate introduction of the institutional priesthood,28 the fact 

                                                           
 

25
 Houtman (1996, 444-445); though Jenson (2011, 245-246) suggests that there is parallelism simply 

between the ideas of priesthood and holiness, rather than a grammatical parallel. 

26
 Gelston (1959, 153). 

27
 Per van der Kooij (2007, 258-259); Schwartz (1988, 528); Moran (1962); Caspari (1929); cf. Let. Aris. 

128ff. 

28
 19:22. 
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that nowhere else in the Torah does ‘priesthood’ include the entire nation,29 and the 

presence of hierocracy during the Persian, Hellenistic and Hasmonean periods.30 

However, this seems to strain the reading somewhat and, as Davies indicates, 

attempts to read the passage as concerned with Israel’s mode of government, rather 

than her relationship with God.31 In addition, the context of the verse itself divides 

political and priestly power between Moses and Aaron, suggesting that its model of 

nationhood is not one ruled by priests.32 It is probably better to read ‘priests’ as 

referring to the whole ‘kingdom’.33 

Exodus 19:6, then, suggests either that Israel is precious to her God, whom she serves 

as a worshipping priesthood,34 or that she reigns over other nations, mediating her 

God to them.35 The immediate context could lend support to either interpretation; 

Israel’s special place in God’s eyes is the dominant theme of 19:4-6, and is implicit – 

and often explicit – within the story of the exodus and arrival in the promised land – a 

story neatly summed up in these three verses. God has saved his people from Egypt, 

and they are to be his ‘treasured possession’, chosen out of all his world. Israel’s 

primacy among the nations36 underlies the understanding of the phrase as a 

‘sovereignty of priests’, a ruling, mediating priesthood, but as already noted, greater 

                                                           
 

29
 Cf. Num 16:3ff. It can be found elsewhere in the Tanakh (Isa 61:1-6; cf. 66:20-1), but generally as an 

eschatological expectation: Schwartz (1988, 530). 

30
 Moran (1962, 17-20); Fohrer (1963, 359-362); Goodblatt (1994, 6-56); cf. Diodorus, 40.3. 

31
 Davies (2004, 81,102). 

32
 Jenson (2011, 243). 

33
 Jenson (2011, 243); Propp (2006, 158-159); Wells (2000, 52); Houtman (1996, 445); Durham (1987, 

263); Ehrlich (1969, 170). 

34
 Durham (1987, 263); Davies (2004, 98-102); Wells (2000, 52). Cf. Jenson (2011, 244-245), who points 

out that ‘priestly service’ would normally imply the care of temple, cult and ritual, which cannot be the 

responsibility of the whole people. 

35
 Kleinig (1987, 27); Childs (1974, 367). A combination of both may be possible – Jenson (2011, 251) 

identifies the mediatory role as a possibility, while still seeing the priests as a kingdom ruled by God. 

36
 Vv.5-6. 
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justice is probably done to the parallels within verse 6 by the alternative reading, and 

here too, the purpose of the verses and the section of Exodus which they introduce is 

to establish beyond doubt the peculiar relationship between a chosen people and her 

God.37 

Gelston is probably right to suggest that, although the ‘priestly subjects’ idea is 

dominant, the sense of primacy among the nations – even amounting to sovereignty 

over them – is also present.38 The following phrase, ‘holy nation’, implies a sense of 

comparison; if it is worthy of mention, then Israel must be more holy than the other 

nations,39 so primacy is implicit in the parallels. Nevertheless, no account is given of 

Israel’s relationship with other nations.40 She is more precious to God than they are, 

but the text confirms only her status before God relative to that of other peoples, not 

in relation to those peoples.41 

Isaiah 61:6 

The theme of the priesthood of Israel is present also in this verse,42 linked, as in Exodus 

19:5-6, to the idea of covenant,43 and here it does appear to contribute to a 

description of the relationship of the nation to other peoples. The people of Israel will 

                                                           
 

37
 Davies (2004, 95-100,102), who argues that Israel’s privileged access to God constitutes her 

priesthood; also R. B. Y. Scott (1950, 217). 

38
 Gelston (1959, 153); cf. Propp (2006, 157,159); Houtman (1996, 445); Kraus (1966, 58-61); but cf. R. B. 

Y. Scott (1950, 217), who argues, from Israel’s separation from the nations, that her calling cannot be to 

them. 

39
 Dozeman (2009, 446); Jenson (2011, 246). 

40
 Though responsibilities in relation to the nations have been seen by some scholars, and identified as 

service (Childs, 1974, 367) or mediation (Kleinig, 1987, 18; Vanhoye, 1986, 31-34). 

41
 Houtman (1996, 446-447). 

42
 `WrM")y:t.Ti ~d"ÞAbk.biW WlkeêaTo ‘~yIAG  lyxeÛ ~k,_l' rmEßa'yE Wnyheêl{a/ yteär>v'm. WarEêQ'Ti ‘hw"hy> ynEÜh]Ko ~T,ªa;w>  

43
 61:8. Davies (2004, 214) notes the unconditional nature of the Covenant here, seeing this as evidence 

of a tradition of interpretation of the Exodus Sinai Covenant as eternal; but cf. Elliott (1966, 61-62), who 

denies any relationship between the Isaiah and Exodus pericopae. 
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be priests and ministers of her Lord God,44 and will become wealthy at the expense of 

the nations. It is addressed to an exiled people,45 encouraging them with the promise 

of a glorious future, in which they will enjoy prosperity and when their strong and 

precious relationship with God will be evident to the nations. 

Here again, we should ask whether this speaks of a reign over the nations. Perhaps 

stopping short of political domination, there still seems to be a promise of supremacy 

for the Israelites, inextricably intertwined with a return to their priestly status, 

ministering to God and enjoying the glory associated with that role.46 To be priests of 

God is to be powerful among the nations. 

Other aspects of priesthood 

In addition to these verses explicitly promising priestly status, there are, in the Tanakh, 

numerous passages speaking of Israel in terms of concepts associated with, although 

not unique to, priesthood.47 Some identify her in terms of holiness48 and purity;49 this 

is not identical with priestly status, but is bound up with it. To be ritually pure is a 

prerequisite for priestly service, enabling contact with the holy things and places of 
                                                           
 

44
 Davies (2004, 213-215) suggests that this may be based on a prior representation of God as high 

priest, given the association of God’s clothing (59:17) with the abstract nouns of righteousness and 

salvation; the spiritualising of a soldier’s outfit is, he argues, rarer than that of a priest in the biblical 

texts (cf. 61:10ff; 62:3). 

45
 Watts (1987, xxiv); McKenzie (1968, xxiv-v). 

46
 Cf. McKenzie (1968, 181); Davies (2004, 216), who points out that the emphasis is on the status and 

glory, not the act of ministering. 

47
 Cf. also Hos 4:6, though we cannot be certain whether ‘priest’ here refers to Israel as a whole; for a 

summary of the issues, see Davies (2004, 199-203). 

48
 E.g. Lev 11:44-5; 19:2; 20:7,26; Num 15:40; Deut 7:6; 14:1-21; 23:14; 26:19; 28:9; Isa 4:3; 62:12; 63:18; 

Jer 2:3; cf. Ezra 9:2; Ps 16:3; 34:9; cf. also 2 Esd 2:41; 2 Macc 15:24; 3 Macc 2:6; Wis 10:15; 17:2. Wells 

(2000, 30-31) argues that references to places or things as ‘holy’ represent a later strand of thinking, and 

that in the original narrative of Exodus, ‘holiness’ is reserved for YHWH’s presence. Thus, she claims that 

its use in 19:6 is unique and startling. 

49
 Gen 35:2; Mal 3:3; cf. Jdt 16:18; 2 Macc 10:5; 4 Macc 1:11; 17:21. 
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Israel’s cult.50 Priests approach closer to God’s holy presence than is otherwise 

possible,51 and are made holy52 and must ensure their purity,53 to avoid defiling the 

sanctuary.54 

A further, related, strand of priestly identity is the sense of being set apart for God.55 

This may imply an element of consecration – just as a priest is consecrated as a means 

of ritually setting him apart for divine service,56 so this is true of Israel as a whole.57 

Again, while not identical to priesthood, this is a concept associated with it. 

Perhaps it would be truer to suggest, not so much that these themes represent Israel 

living and acting in a priestly capacity, but rather that their association with the temple 

priesthood show the priests representing, in a heightened form, Israel’s holiness and 

separation from the other nations. Being set apart and made holy is, for Israel, a 

consequence of her relationship with God, and the priesthood’s task is to live this out 

                                                           
 

50
 Exod 28:43; 30:20; Num 4:19f; 7:9; Ezek 44:19; 46:20. 

51
 Wells (2000, 62,105-107). 

52
 Exod 28:36; 29:21; 39:30; Lev 21:6-8; 16:3-10; 2 Chr 23:6; 31:18; 35:3; Ezra 8:28; Ps 106:16; cf. Exod 

29:33; Lev 10:10; Num 6:5,8; 2 Kgs 4:9; Wis 11:1; Sir 45:6; 1 Esd 8:58,70. 

53
 Num 8:7,21; Ezra 6:20; Neh 12:30; 13:22; Isa 52:11; Mal 3:3; cf. 1 Esd 7:10f. 

54
 Wells (2000, 62-63,109-111,123-124,127-129) suggests that they are also to be a model of holiness, 

an arbiter of holiness (Lev 10:10) and a guarantor of the holiness of Israel as a whole. 

55
 The Hebrew word often translated ‘holy’ (vdq), carries the root meaning of ‘separate’: to be set apart 

is part of what it is to be holy: Dozeman (2009, 413-415); Douglas (1966, 8); R. B. Y. Scott (1950, 217-

219). 

56
 Exod 13:2; 19:22; 28:3,41; 29:1,33,44; 30:30; 40:13; Lev 8:12,30; 16:32; 21:10,12; Num 8:14; 16:9; 

Deut 10:8; 1 Chr 23:13; 2 Chr 26:18; Ezra 8:24; Ezek 48:11; cf. Exod 13:12f; 26:33; Num 3:13; 6:2-

9,12f,18-21; 8:17; 1 Sam 7:1; 1 Chr 25:1; 29:5; Ezra 8:20; Neh 12:47; Jer 1:5; Zeph 1:7; cf. also 2 Esd 2:41; 

2 Macc 15:24; 3 Macc 2:6; Wis 10:15; 17:2. 

57
 Exod 19:10,14; 22:30; Lev 15:31; 20:7,24,26; Num 11:18; Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:19; 1 Kgs 8:53; 2 Chr 

29:31; Ezra 6:21; 10:11; Neh 9:2; 10:28; 13:3; Ps 4:3; Isa 13:3; cf. Ezra 9:1. 
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par excellence, to perform for Israel the rituals and sacrifices which represent and 

sustain that relationship.58 

 

Translations of Exodus 19:6 

The Septuagint 

The Septuagint version of Exodus 19:6 has a rather different sense from the Masoretic 

Text.59 As already noted, it is probably the version used in 1 Peter, and may constitute 

useful evidence for strands of scriptural interpretation which were influential as the 

early church emerged, when its use was still widespread. 

The septuagintal rendering raises its own exegetical issues, to which we shall give brief 

consideration here. The Hebrew, ~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m;, is translated by the Greek phrase, 

basi,leion ìera,teuma,60 and both of these words merit closer examination. Some 

debate exists about the part of speech represented by basi,leion: is it to be understood 

as a substantive noun or an adjective? Supporters of the substantive interpretation 

include Gelston61 and Elliott;62 if they are correct, then the word could have one of two 

possible broad meanings. It could carry the implication of sovereignty, being rendered 

                                                           
 

58
 Jenson (2011, 246-247). For discussion of the relationship between the Holiness Code idea of the 

holiness of the people (e.g. Lev 19:2; 20:26) and holiness as a ritual, priestly category (e.g. Lev 8), see 

ch.3, p.47f. 

59
 One significant difference is that, in most MSS of the LXX, the verse – subject to some modification – 

appears again in Exod 23, between vv.21 and 22. Van der Fooij (2011) argues that the ‘angel’ of v.20ff 

refers to the high priest, and that the translator has inserted 19:6 again here because of its celebration 

(in his view) of Israel as a hierocracy – the high priest is supported in his rule by the ìera,teuma, or college 

of chief priests. 

60
 But cf. Aquila, which uses basilei,an i`ere,wn, and Symmachus and Theodotion, both of which use 

basilei,a i`erei/j. 

61
 Gelston (1959, 153); cf. Selwyn (1947, 165-166). 

62
 Elliott (1966, 72-73). 
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‘royalty’63 or perhaps ‘royal palace’,64 or it could mean ‘kingdom’65 – a body of people 

ruled by and subject to a sovereign.66 

If basi,leion ìera,teuma is properly seen as two nouns, the supplementary question 

arises of their relationship to one another. To preserve fully the sense of the Hebrew, 

we might expect a genitival phrase, but in fact it must be two nouns standing 

separately within a list: so “a kingdom / royalty; a priesthood; a holy nation”. 

The adjectival interpretation,67 which would translate as ‘a royal priesthood’, at first 

glance seems more natural, providing a balance between two parallel phrases: 

basi,leion ìera,teuma and e;qnoj a[gion. The word order supports this, forming a neat 

chiastic structure of adjective - noun: noun – adjective.68 The word order may, of 

course, simply be the consequence of following the order of the Masoretic Text, 

translating word-by-word and understanding tk,l,îm.m; to mean ‘royalty’ or  

‘sovereignty’.69 This does not explain, however, why its structure would be preserved 

at the expense of its meaning, unless it was regarded by the compilers of the 

Septuagint as a list, rather than as a construct phrase.70 There is some precedent in 

Greek translation for such an assumption – Revelation 1:6 and 5:10, for instance, 

follow this approach71 – but the structure of the septuagintal version means that the 

word reads more naturally as an adjective. As ‘priests’ has also changed to 
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 Cf. e.g. 1 Chr 28:4; possibly 1 Esd 4:40,43. 

64
 Cf. e.g. Esth 1:9; 2:13; Prov 18:19; Dan 5:1, 6:9; Nah 2:7. 

65
 Cf. e.g. Dan 7:22; 2 Macc 2:17. 

66
 Selwyn (1947, 165) points to the rarity of this meaning, which more usually translates basilei,a; cf. 

Gelston (1959, 154). 

67
 Supported by Pietersma and Wright (2007, 64); Dozeman (2009, 438); Cerfaux (1939, 13-15); Blinzler 

(1949, 61-62). 

68
 Dozeman (2009, 438). 

69
 Elliott (1966, 63); cf. Gelston (1959, 154). 

70
 Gelston (1959, 153). 

71
 Though the noun used is basilei,a. 
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‘priesthood’, it is not unreasonable to assume that a degree of interpretative 

translation has been exercised, rather than a literal, word-by-word rendering of the 

Hebrew. 

The word ìera,teuma raises equally perplexing, but rather different, questions, relating 

to its origins and precise meaning. It is worth asking whether it is significant that ~ynIßh]Ko 

(‘priests’) has, in translation, become i`era,teuma (‘priesthood’). Prior to its appearance 

in the Septuagint, there are no extant examples of ìera,teuma in any literature; indeed, 

subsequently and until its inclusion in 1 Peter, it is seen on only a small number of 

occasions,72 most of which probably originate, like the Septuagint, in Alexandrian 

Judaism. Does this mean, then, that the term was coined by the Septuagint? Certainly 

Elliott is inclined to believe so, and emphasises its significance in diaspora – particularly 

Alexandrian diaspora – self-identity.73 He argues that the –euma suffix on nouns implies 

an essentially personal and corporate nature; that is, they refer to those performing a 

role, rather than to the role itself, and they refer to a body or community engaged in a 

task, rather than to a collection of individuals. In addition, he suggests that they 

emphasise the community’s identity specifically as revealed through the performance 

of a task, rather than simply innately. This interpretation leads him to reject 

understandings of ìera,teuma which amount to ‘the role performed by those called 

priests’ or even ‘a priestly community’, preferring ‘a community of those functioning as 

priests’.74 This, he then considers by reference to another –euma noun: poli,teuma, 

defined as a community with a shared national identity, living out that identity in a 

foreign place, with a degree of political autonomy.75 The Jewish poli,teuma, it is 

claimed, as reflected in distinctively septuagintal theology, saw itself not only as a 
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 2 Macc 2:17; Philo, Abr. 56; Sobr. 66; possibly Gk. Frag. 67c, concerned with T. Levi. 11:4-6. We shall 

consider these in a little more detail below, p.28ff. 

73
 Elliott (1966, 64-69), following and developing Hort (1898, 109). 

74
 Elliott (1966, 65-68). 

75
 Cf. M. Stern (2007, 642); Borgen (1997, 32, 41f); but cf. Barclay (1996, 25,n.18, 43-44, n.73, 65); 

Lüderitz (1994). See ch.3, p.78ff. 
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community of Jews, but more specifically as a community of those exercising a priestly 

ministry of holiness, in an unholy land.76  

Elliott’s seems a convincing interpretation of the use of ìera,teuma in the Septuagint. If 

Israel is holy, but with differing degrees of holiness, a Jewish community would 

naturally define its own level of holiness against those whom it encounters. In earthly 

terms, at the heart of Jewish holiness lies the temple, but those worshipping within it 

lacked the superior holiness of the priests, whose ritual purity enabled them to 

approach its inner sanctuaries. At the other end of the spectrum, far outside the holy 

city yet among the gentiles, the Jewish community by comparison would reasonably 

consider itself a holy presence among the profane. It would, then, seem plausible that 

a new term should arise in such a context, to explain and even celebrate this 

relationship to the unholy gentiles, and that such a term should be adopted as a badge 

of Jewish – and in particular diaspora – identity. 

The Aramaic Targumim 

Translated into Aramaic in the Targumim, the phrase undergoes some changes. In each 

case, the construct relationship is replaced with two independent nouns: ‘kings’ and 

‘priests’; in the majority of the Targumim,77 these are linked by a copula: ‘kings and 

priests’. This is representative of a tradition of translation which, according to the 

analysis of Selwyn and Gelston,78 includes the Septuagint; this is probably too all-

inclusive, but it does appear to be a strong trend within the Aramaic translations.79 

That the Aramaic tradition follows a different trajectory from the Greek might be 

supported by the use of the plural noun, ‘priests’, correlating to the Hebrew original, 

while the Septuagint, as we have seen, prefers the more abstract ‘priesthood’. Also, 
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 Elliott (1966, 69-70), following, with caution, Cerfaux (1939, 11-13), though he expresses reservations 

about regarding i`era,teuma as simply a religious expression of poli,teuma. Cf. Blinzler (1949, 59).  

77
 E.g. Tg. Ps.-J.; Tg. Neof. 

78
 See p.24. 

79
 Cf. also the Syriac Peshitta; Symmachus; Theodotion. 
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unlike both the Hebrew and the Greek, the Targumim use the plural ‘kings’, in place of 

‘kingdom’ or ‘royal’. Whatever the original meaning of the Hebrew, this seems strong 

evidence for a tradition seeing it in terms of sovereignty, not subjection; the people 

are themselves rulers, not ruled. Elliott finds in a midrash on the verse, contained 

within T. Pseudo-Jonathan, the implication that the people are divided into ‘rulers’, 

‘priests’ and the remainder of the ‘holy nation’; this interpretation he sees supported 

by the elaboration of ‘priests’ to specify ‘officiating priests’, with its implication of the 

institutional priesthood, and by the mention of the kings bearing a ‘crown’, in the 

singular.80 This may be contradicted by the plural, ‘kings’, although this could imply a 

succession of monarchs, rather than a shared reign. In either case, Elliott himself notes 

that this interpretation, if intended at all, is limited to this one Targum. For the rest, 

the Israelites were all promised that they would be ‘kings’ – or ‘rulers’ – and ‘priests’, 

as well as corporately being ‘a holy nation’. 

 

Writings in Which Exodus 19:6 is Used 

Exodus 19:6 is not widely used in extant literature of the time, and its scarcity should 

give us pause; its infrequent appearance may suggest that its significance is neither 

great nor widespread. Nevertheless, it does occasionally appear, and must presumably 

have borne some significance for the writers in these instances, and perhaps to their 

readership. 

Between the production of the Septuagint and the New Testament, there are a few 

notable references or allusions in Greek to Exodus 19:6, using ìera,teuma: 2 Maccabees 

2:17; Philo’s De Sobrietate 66 and De Abrahamo 56; and a Greek interpolation into 

manuscripts of Test. Levi. 
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2 Maccabees 2:17 

This section of 2 Maccabees81 probably dates from the last two centuries BCE,82 in 

Alexandria.83 The allusion to Exodus 19:684 comes in a context concerning the festival 

of purification. The concepts of ‘kingdom’ (basi,leion), ‘priesthood’ (ìera,teuma) and 

‘holiness’ (a`giasmo,j) are applied to the whole people of Israel, and characterise the 

covenantal relationship with God. 

The question then arises as to the roles, responsibilities or privileges of the ìera,teuma. 

The context is not concerned with the relationship of the Jews to their neighbours, or 

indeed any relationship external to that existing uniquely between Israel and her God, 

but uses basi,leion, ìera,teuma and àgiasmo,j purely as evidence of Israel’s exalted, holy 

status as God’s people. 

Philo 

Philo, as we shall see,85 makes use of the concept of priesthood, as applied to the 

people of Israel – indeed to righteous people in general. He only twice, however, 

directly refers or alludes to Exodus 19:6 – in De Sobrietate 6686 and De Abrahamo 56.87 

The wording of the relevant section follows the Septuagint, but for the addition of the 

conjunction, kai,, in each case: basi,leion kai. i`era,teuma. This describes the nation 

descended from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – those who have received Noah’s blessing 

                                                           
 

81
 1:10-2:18. 

82
 Fischer (1992, 443); Goldstein (1983, 71-83); Zeitlin (1954, 27-29); Abel (1949, XLII-XLIII). 

83
 Fischer (1992, 443); Bartlett (1973, 215,218); but cf. Zeitlin (1954, 18-24). 

84
 kai. to. basi,leion kai. to. i`era,teuma kai. to.n a`giasmo,n. 

85
 Ch.3, p.82ff. 

86
 … oì crhsmoi. basi,leion kai. i`era,teuma qeou/ … basi,leion ga.r o ̀basile,wj dh,pouqen oi=koj, i`ero.j o;ntwj 

kai. mo,noj a;suloj. 

87
 … basi,leion kai. i`era,teuma kai. e;qnoj a[gion oì crhsmoi. Kalou/si. 
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on Shem, and are a consequence of it. The function of this priesthood appears to be to 

show the special identity of the patriarchs and the nation they fathered.88 

Gk Frag. 67c, (Test. Levi. 11:4-6) 

This fragment, interpolated into Test. Levi. 18:2, but relating to 11:4-6, is often dated 

to this era,89 but its provenance is too uncertain for it to be relied upon as strong 

evidence. If early, however, it provides some interesting comparisons with other uses 

of Exodus 19:6; the wording is not identical to the biblical phrase,90 although it is close 

enough to be considered a reference to it, and the concepts enclosed within it are 

applied not to Israel, but, uniquely among this group of texts, to the Levitical 

priesthood. 

Summary of the use of i`era,teuma 

Elliott’s theory of the development of i`era,teuma as a self-identity for Alexandrian 

Judaism would seem to be supported by its pattern of use; it occurs rarely, but the 

occurrences which can be dated with reasonable confidence to the period between 

the compilation of the Septuagint and of the New Testament are all associated with 

that particular community – 2 Maccabees was probably redacted into its final form in 

Alexandria,91 and Philo was perhaps the city’s most famous Jewish writer. 

As an Alexandrian word, then, it cannot speak for the theology or self-understanding 

of the entire diaspora, but is suggestive of the thinking at least of one Jewish 

                                                           
 

88
 Elliott (1966, 96-101); though Seland (1995, 96-99) argues that Philo’s ‘common priesthood’ was to 

the nations as the institutional priesthood was to Israel; however, he does not deal directly with either 

reference to Ex 19:6, and contends that such priesthood is concerned with worship (including 

representing the world to God through intercession), not mission (representing God to the world). 

89
 Elliott (1966, 85-90), based on internal evidence. External evidence is weak or non-existent; the 

fragment was found in a 10
th

 century manuscript (86), so may be later than 1
st

 century. 

90
 basile,wn i`era,teuma. 

91
 Cf. Bartlett (1973, 215). 
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community. Neither is it certain how strong an idea it was even there; two or three 

writings do not constitute proof positive of its widespread use, nor of any particularly 

prevalent theology of priesthood. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the word, 

unknown until then, does make a few appearances in Alexandria, and always in 

reference to the same verse. 

Other use of Exodus 19:6 

The verse is used twice in the book of Jubilees,92 combined, in each case, with other 

references or allusions from the Tanakh and, in the latter case, paraphrased. 

Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that the writer had this verse in mind.93 

Its use is similar to that in the Greek texts; it is applied to Israel as a whole, within its 

original context of the covenant promises. As such, its meaning is not developed in 

terms of Israel’s priestly or royal roles, but rather as the basis upon which her election 

and holiness is demonstrated. It shows the fulfilment of God’s covenant with Israel, 

and, particularly in the case of 33:20, reminds Israel of her covenantal obligation of 

holiness and purity. 

The verse is occasionally used by the rabbis, although these writings almost certainly 

post-date the relevant New Testament documents. Some of the references are 

prosaic, relating to questions of dating94 or protocol concerning vestments.95 One 

midrash on Exodus 19:6 is, however, concerned with the throne and institutional 

priesthood of Israel;96 it promises Israel’s independence from foreign rule, as only an 

Israelite will occupy her throne. The title or gift of priesthood is applied to the whole 

nation, as with the majority of other uses of the text, but here this application is 

                                                           
 

92
 16:18 and 33:20. 

93
 Cf. Davies (2004, 66); Cerfaux (1939). 

94
 T.Šabb. 86-7. 

95
 Zebaḥ. 19. 

96
 Mek. 
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superseded by the idolatrous incident involving the golden calf, so the privilege is 

removed and instead limited to the tribe of Levi. The ideal of a priestly nation is 

destroyed by the nation’s unfaithfulness, and the priesthood limited in scope to an 

institutional priesthood, operating on behalf of the nation.97 

It is also considered, together with other verses98 in relation to the holiness of the 

nation. Here, unusually for the application of the Exodus verse – but perhaps 

unsurprisingly given the treatment of the priestly category – Israel’s holiness is 

associated not primarily with her election, but with her Torah obedience. This connects 

the promises of Exodus 19:6 with Israel’s, rather than God’s, covenantal faithfulness – 

a theme which is also present in the biblical context, but does not appear to have been 

foremost in the minds of others applying Exodus 19:6 to the priesthood or people of 

Israel. 

 

Conclusion 

The context of Exodus 19:6 is the making of a covenant between Israel and God, then 

the giving of the Law. These two aspects are linked together; if the Israelites obey the 

Torah, they will enjoy a special relationship – royal, priestly and holy – with God. This 

covenantal relationship forms the context also for the verse’s use in Jewish literature 

of the first century BCE and early centuries CE. In most cases, the idea of Israel’s 

special place among the nations, held by virtue of this relationship, is dominant, 

although the rabbinic literature forms a partial exception.99 The Masoretic Text 

                                                           
 

97
 Propp (2006, 160), reading 19:5-6 with 32:26-9, speculates that this understanding may already be 

present in the J/E strand of the Torah. 

98
 Ps 10:1; Lev 19:2. 

99
 Here, the relationship is built primarily upon Torah obedience; Israel’s priesthood is forfeited and 

limited to the Levites, as a result of her unfaithfulness, while her royal identity is concerned with her 

independence and Israelite occupation of her throne. 
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identifies Israel as a ‘kingdom of priests’ (~ynIßh]Ko tk,l,îm.m;), suggesting a community made 

up of those whose task is to worship and serve their ruler-God. 

In its translation into Greek, the phrase undergoes a change, with the introduction of 

the idea of ‘priesthood’: i`era,teuma. Thus, Israel becomes a basi,leion ìera,teuma – either 

a ‘royal priesthood’ or a ‘sovereignty / royal house, a priesthood’. `Iera,teuma appears 

also in 2 Maccabees and the writings of Philo,100 also associated with the Greek-

speaking Jewish community in Alexandria. Elliott links the concept of ìera,teuma to that 

of poli,teuma, so a community of Jews within a foreign land will not only hold a 

separate, distinctly Jewish identity, marking them out from the gentiles among whom 

they live, but will serve in some sense as a priesthood for the host nation. They will 

bear responsibility for holiness, worship and intercession on behalf of the nations, 

perhaps making known God’s holiness, and operating as a purifying presence among 

the profane peoples. 

Elliott’s theory of diaspora priesthood is persuasive. It goes some way to explaining 

why the word and, to an extent, the verse, appear limited to a diaspora community, 

although it is harder to extrapolate from this to a widespread priestly self-identity 

among the Jewish diaspora generally, or even necessarily beyond the intellectual élite 

of Alexandria itself. It also corresponds well to the more developed idea of the 

‘common priesthood’ in Philo’s writings, and helps to explain why this application of 

the priesthood to the whole Jewish people is, as we shall see,101 more prevalent in his 

works than among the known beliefs of any group active in Palestinian Judaism. 

 

 

                                                           
 

100
 Also in Greek frag. 67c, interpolated into T. Levi., although the uncertainty surrounding its dating 

means that we will not depend upon it here. 

101
 See below, ch.3. 
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Chapter 3 

The Jewish Context 

 

‘Priesthood’, as applied to the church in 1 Peter and Revelation, depends upon a key 

Jewish text: Exodus 19:6; the concept is then developed by Jewish Christian writers, 

using Jewish scripture to shape Christian theology and ecclesiology. Jewish 

understanding of priesthood, and Jewish interpretation of Hebrew scripture, then, will 

presumably have been influential in the Christian development of the priestly image. 

Defining the precise nature of this influence is, however, far from straightforward. The 

identity of those New Testament authors using the image is a matter for debate; they 

may come from Palestine, but are probably writing from the diaspora, so may have 

travelled widely, with a correspondingly wide exposure to strains of Jewish thought.1 

While crucial elements of Judaism would have been held in common – in particular a 

reverence for scripture, albeit often in Greek translation – there would also have been 

some distinction between groups, traditions and sects, some shaped in part by, or 

against, a dominant gentile culture, others formed by a relationship with Jerusalem. 

Some had identifiable doctrines and membership, others represented broad 

philosophical trends, with writers, thinkers and apologists producing literature for a 

range of Jewish audiences.2 

The matter is further complicated by the difficulty of reconstructing the practices and 

beliefs of Jewish sects or groups,3 or the reception of the extant bodies of literature.4 

                                                           
 

1
 For discussion on the authorship of these books, see ch.5, p.127 & ch.6, p.185f. 

2
 Cf. Josephus, J.W. 2.119ff. 

3
 This is easier in the case of, e.g., the Qumran community and the rabbis, where written material is 

more plentiful, than, e.g., the Pharisees, where the evidence is more problematic (see p.50). 
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Nevertheless, some will have been influential within Judaism, in the first centuries of 

the Christian church, and such influence is perhaps likely to be found also within the 

formative church.5 Indeed, even if direct influence seems unlikely in a specific case, it 

may yet prove an interesting parallel to the reception and development of related 

ideas within New Testament texts.6 

In some branches of Judaism, such as among the rabbinic writers7 and the Qumran 

community,8 the concepts of temple and priesthood are clearly important. In others, 

such as the pharisaic tradition, priesthood per se is perhaps less important, but ideas of 

purity, possibly akin to the priestly purity code, have greater prominence.9 This 

emphasis does at least raise the question of whether the Pharisees saw themselves or 

the wider community in priestly terms, or bearing priestly responsibilities.  

In considering a gentile Christian community, separated geographically, theologically 

and probably temporally from the temple, Jews experiencing one or more of these 

forms of separation may be worth examining; for example the Jewish diaspora,10 

Palestinian Judaism post-70, or communities such as that at Qumran, which seem to 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

4
 The preservation of a particular writer’s works may suggest a significant following, but their publication 

by a wealthy patron, or preservation by disciples or fellow scholars, is not conclusive proof of their 

acceptance within the thought or practice of ‘ordinary’ Jews.  

5
 Best (1969, 284), for instance, sees Qumran as the origin of the New Testament’s priestly ecclesiology; 

cf. Goppelt (1978, 151), who sees a parallel; but cf. Michaels (1988, 96). 

6
 Seland (1995, 88-90) argues this for Philo and 1 Peter, based largely on a common diaspora origin;  cf. 

Elliott (1966, 152); Blinzler (1949, 59). 

7
 E.g. m.Kelim 1:8ff; m.Šeqal. 4:7f; 5:1ff; 6:1ff; 7:1ff; m.Yoma 3:3; m.ʿArak. 6:1ff; m.Meʿil.; m.Tamid; 

m.Mid; m.Qinnim.  

8
 E.g. 1QS 1:18-2:25; 5:1-3; 6.2-9; 8:1; 9:3-7; 12:18-23; 13:7-13; 1QM 10:2-5; 13:1-14:16; 15:6-11; CD 

10:5-6; 11:20-22; 12:22-14:12; 1QpHab 2:8-9. 

9
 M.Yad. 4:6-7; m.Ḥag. 2:7; Mark 2:16-24; 3:2; 7:1f; Matt 9:6-17; 22:15; cf. Neusner (1973a, 83-84); H. K. 

Harrington (1993, 267-281); Saldarini (1989, 149,168); but cf. Sanders (1992, 438-440). 

10
 We should avoid speaking too generally of some very disparate cultural and geographical 

communities, though it might be possible to look for trends and tendencies. 
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have defined themselves as a truer, purer form of Judaism than that of the temple. 

Such groups might plausibly develop an alternative priestly ideology, to replace or 

supplement a distant, destroyed or ‘impure’ temple. Alternatively, however, the 

Jerusalem temple and its priesthood may take on greater significance – the subject of 

eschatological expectation, or the focus of idealism and a symbol of perfection, 

without the tarnishing effect of mundane, imperfect reality. A third alternative is, of 

course, possible: a community which has lost faith in the temple and its priesthood, or 

for whom such institutions are out of reach or a feature of history, may simply cease to 

regard them as relevant or necessary, and turn to other, more accessible concepts. We 

are primarily concerned, however, with such Jews as did regard priesthood as 

important; whether they formed a significant proportion of Judaism is perhaps not 

crucial. Provided they are not so numerically or ideologically insignificant as to render 

any influence unlikely and any parallel unhelpful, those Jewish communities which 

might include ‘priesthood’ in their corporate self-understanding are potentially an 

important part of the context in which Christian use of the term developed.11 

It is not merely its diversity, however, which complicates the study of the Judaism of 

this era; we need to be attentive to the sometimes polemical nature of the writings in 

question;12 this does not make them necessarily unreliable, but does affect their 

interpretation. In the case of some movements, perhaps most notably pharisaism, we 

are also confronted with a lack of first-person material, making self-understanding or 

self-identity difficult to determine.13 

The number and range of potentially influential movements renders an exhaustive 

guide to Jewish attitudes towards priesthood beyond the scope of this chapter. 

                                                           
 

11
 It seems possible that a group on the margins of Jewish society or thought may have been more 

important for the theological development of another ‘marginal’ sect, such as Christianity, than would 

the pronouncements of a powerful Jewish establishment. 

12
 E.g. Philo, writing Jewish apologetic to the Romans, and Josephus, writing largely to justify his own 

actions during the war; see below, pp.82,69. 

13
 See below, p.50. 
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Instead, we shall consider a selection of sects, movements and writers, with a view to 

developing a broad understanding of the context: firstly, the Jerusalem priesthood 

itself, including what is envisaged by Jewish scripture; secondly and thirdly, two major 

first-century Jewish movements – Pharisaic Judaism and the Qumran community; 

fourthly, the writings of Josephus; fifthly, Judaism within the diaspora, looking 

especially at the writings of Philo; and finally, rabbinic literature, which constitutes a 

key trajectory in post-70 Judaism. In each case, we shall consider the particular 

perspective on the temple priests, and be alert for any application of ‘priesthood’ or its 

underlying concepts to the community, which may develop an ideology of a priestly 

nation, based on the scriptural passages considered in chapter 2. 

 

The Priesthood of the Jerusalem Temple 

The centrality of the temple and its priesthood in the religious and public life of the 

nation, was distinctive of Israel,14 helping to define her identity in the eyes of her own 

people and those of the nations. It is, however, surely reasonable to suppose that 

priestly practices and responsibilities will have evolved over the centuries, especially in 

response to major events in the life of Israel, different periods of occupation or 

independence, and the attitudes of collaboration and resentment which existed. 

Herod, for instance, subjected the high priest’s authority to his own, claiming the right 

to depose and appoint,15 as did the Seleucids before him16 and as the Romans 

continued to do.17 The price for preserving the cultic institutions was co-operation by 

the hierarchy with the occupying authority. 

                                                           
 

14
 Wells (2000, 78, cf. 83-84); Rajak (2002, 14). 

15
 Grabbe (1994, 386-387); Stambaugh and Balch (1986, 23). 

16
 Stambaugh and Balch (1986, 99). 

17
Although arguably the high priest had greater authority then than he did under Herod: Grabbe (1994, 

387). 
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The institutional priesthood in the first century C.E. will, therefore, have been shaped 

by its particular historical context. Nevertheless, it will be useful to consider briefly the 

scriptural account of its origins and development, since biblical thinking will have 

continued to hold influence, even if it was reinterpreted in each context. We will then 

examine briefly what is known of the actual practice of the first-century priesthood, 

which will have existed within collective Jewish memory when our New Testament 

texts were written.18 

The biblical background 

The Bible locates the origins of the institutional priesthood prior to the foundation of 

the tabernacle; Moses was instructed to consecrate his brother Aaron the Levite, 

together with Aaron’s sons, to set them apart for the office.19 There is some indication 

of the office of high priest inherent within this consecration,20 although the title is not 

used at that point. It is, in fact, used in the Pentateuch only in Numbers 35:25-32,21 

although it may be hinted at elsewhere.22 

The picture is not, however, as neat as this. There is already some inconsistency within 

the Exodus story itself, in that reference has previously been made to ‘the priests and 

the people’.23 On the other hand, it seems probable that exclusivity of personnel is 

linked to exclusivity of place, as a later development, with the centralisation of the cult 

                                                           
 

18
 On the dating of 1 Peter and Revelation, see ch.5, p.132, n.36, & ch.6, p.188 respectively. 

19
 Exod 28:1,41; 27:21; cf. Num 3:11-13,41; 8:16 – though dedication to the service of God need not 

necessarily equate to priesthood. 

20
 Aaron seems to be set somewhat apart even from his sons and fellow priests, with a particular set of 

vestments; Exod 29:5-7; cf. 29:8-9. 

21
 But cf. Josh 20:6; 2 Kgs 12:10; 22:4,8; 23:4; 2 Chr 34:9; Neh 3:1,20; 13:28; Hag 1:1,12,14; 2:2,4; Zech 

3:1,8; 6:11. 

22
 Lev 21:10. 

23
 Exod 19:24; this comes, of course, in the immediate aftermath of the declaration of the people as 

priesthood, in 19:6, which perhaps then gives context to the institution of a specific, designated 

priesthood, as the appointment of some men to fulfil the nation’s calling on her behalf. 
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under Josiah, for instance, also defining more clearly the boundaries of the 

institutional priesthood; as the Jerusalem temple became the only acceptable shrine, 

its Levitical priesthood acquired a corresponding monopoly. 

As with the priestly position, so with the priestly role. Perhaps resulting from the 

disruption caused by the exile to the nation’s worshipping life, there seems to have 

been development in the responsibility for sacrificial duty. There are biblical accounts 

of sacrifices not offered by priests;24 during the period of the judges, priests seem not 

to have had the sole responsibility for altar offerings,25 while during the monarchy, the 

king might offer sacrifice.26 Sacrifice as a peculiarly priestly act seems only gradually to 

have been accepted as the status quo.27 

Wells argues convincingly that the dimension of priestly identity which the Pentateuch 

considers to be the most distinctive is a closeness to God.28 The priests are tasked with 

being holy, and protecting the holiness of Yahweh, on behalf of Israel,29 and with 

demonstrating to the people how to be holy.30 She sees, however, a difference 

between the priestly strand in Leviticus and Numbers, and the Deuteronomical 

approach, in the means by which this holiness is exercised. In the former, the people 

are made holy by their observance of Torah,31 whereas in the latter, they are regarded 

as holy and able to approach God in worship and cultic offering; in some sense they 

are corporately priestly. Deuteronomy’s cultic provisions do not make reference to 

                                                           
 

24
 E.g. Judg 6:20ff; cf. 1 Sam 6:14f. Cf. also Gen 22:13; 46:1, although presented as accounts of a time 

before the priesthood. 

25
 Judg 6:25f; 13:16ff; cf. possibly 1 Sam 1:3. 

26
 E.g. 2 Sam 6:13ff; 1 Kgs 3:4; cf. 1 Sam 13:9f, although this is presented as unlawful. 

27
 Jer 33:18; 2 Chr 29:16,21; 30:16; cf. the description of the high priest in action, in Sir 5:5-21. 

28
 Wells (2000, 78-80); cf. T. Levi 21:5, where Levi is chosen to ‘draw near’. 

29
 Wells (2000, 105-119). 

30
 Wells (2000, 119-123); cf. Knohl (1995, 191). 

31
 Lev 19; Wells (2000, 81). 
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priestly presence or leadership, giving the responsibility to the whole Israelite people 

to ensure the pure and proper worship of the God of Israel.32 

Who were the priests? 

It was well accepted by the first-century CE that the priesthood properly belonged to 

the tribe of Levi.33 Biblical and first-century sources unite in presenting the priestly 

office as a hereditary office;34 on occasion, a particular effort is made to assert a 

priestly figure’s Levitical heritage.35 In addition to the purity of a priest’s lineage, he 

had to maintain ritual purity and be free of certain physical defects.36 Once anointed, 

he was holy and set apart, and his physical purity was symbolic of this. 

The priestly role 

Offerings at the altar 

Whatever its development, sacrifice was a priestly role by the first-century CE, and the 

Jerusalem temple the only approved altar.37 Responsibility for all altar offerings 

resided with the priests – from those associated with the major festivals, to the daily 

cultic rituals, to the offerings brought by individual petitioners.38 Only the priests could 

enter the holy inner court, where the altar was located, and the high priest alone had 

                                                           
 

32
 Deut 12:5-7,11-14,17-19,26-27; 14:22-27; 15:19-16:18; but cf. 26:3-4; cf. also Num 16; Wells (2000, 

120-121); McConville (1984, 147-149). 

33
 Num 3:11ff; 8:9ff; Josephus, Ant. 3.258,287; 4.64ff; 7.367; cf. the contrast in Ant. 8.228. 

34
 Eli and his sons (1 Sam 1:3; 4:4); Aaron and his sons (Exod 28:1ff; Judg 18:30); Josephus, Life 1.2-6; 

Ag.Ap. 1.30-31. 

35
 E.g. the lineage of Aaron, Moses, Eleazar and Phinehas: Exod 4:14; 6:16-25. 

36
 Lev 21:17-23. 

37
 Cf. John 4:20; Josephus, Ant. 9.224. 

38
 M.Tamid 4:1-2. 
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access to the holy of holies, giving him a unique role in certain ceremonies, most 

notably Yom Kippur.39 

The priests had to maintain levels of ritual purity beyond the lay population of Israel. 

This was essential for those whose very purpose brought them into close contact with 

the holiest place and objects of Judaism.40 We shall consider the question of priestly 

purity and holiness below. 

Prayer, intercession and blessing 

Prayer is less distinctively priestly than is cultic sacrifice – any Jew could offer prayers 

to God.41 Temple rituals were often accompanied by liturgy and song, although this 

was largely the task of the Levites.42 The pronouncement of blessings, again, is not 

exclusive to the priesthood,43 but it is a task associated with and specifically entrusted 

to them.44 

Teaching and Torah Interpretation 

The role of the priesthood as teachers and interpreters of the Torah is an area of 

greater dispute. It seems to be supported by biblical evidence,45 but whether such a 

tradition survived until the first-century is less certain. Some have seen it as an integral 

                                                           
 

39
 3 Macc 1:11; m.Kelim 1.9; Philo, Somn. 2.189; Mos. 2.174; Spec. 1.72; Legat. 306-7. 

40
 Exod 28:43; 30:20; Num 4:19f; 7:9; 8:7,21; Ezra 6:20; Neh 12:30; 13:22; Ezek 44:19; 46:20; Isa 52:11; 

Mal 3:3; cf. 1 Esd 7:10f; Wells (2000, 62,105-107). 

41
 E.g. 1 Sam 2:25; Ezra 9:6ff; though cf. the implication, in Josephus, Ant. 12.97, that a priest is an 

appropriate person to whom to assign the task. 

42
 Josephus, Ant. 7.305; 8.94,167; 9.11,13,269; 11.62. Priests did presumably share in this role: Ant. 9.13. 

43
 E.g. Exod 39:43; Deut 24:13; 33:1; Ruth 2:4,19; 1 Sam 9:13. 

44
 Deut 21:5; cf. Lev 9:22-23; Num 6:23; Deut 10:8; 21:5; Josh 8:33; 1 Sam 2:20; cf. m.Tamid 7:2. 

45
 Deut 27:9,14ff; Lev 10:11; Jer 18:18; Ezek 7:26; Mic 3:11; cf. Deut 17:18; 31:9; other passages bear 

witness to an association of instruction with the sanctuary, whichever personnel may be involved: cf. Isa 

2:3; Mic 4:2; Deut 31:11; Luke 2:46. 
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part of priestly identity,46 although its degree of significance in post-exilic Israel is 

disputed, with a greater centralisation of the cult absorbing more priestly time and 

energy into the sacrificial programme and the task of teaching perhaps falling more to 

the Levites.47 Others, however, deny that its significance remained;48 Rajak argues 

that, at least from the time of Ezra, Torah interpretation was not seen as priestly,49 and 

Rivkin, that in scripture and until the second century BCE, priests had control of Torah 

interpretation,50 but lost this, through a lack of moral leadership or rigorous defence of 

the Law under persecution.51 

The first-century situation, then, is unclear. Teaching may still have occurred in the 

temple,52 though not necessarily by priests. Josephus describes the priests’ judgment 

being called upon regarding a point of law,53 but, as Rajak points out, this relates to a 

question of the temple cult – the acceptance of Roman sacrifices – in which the priests 

might in any event be expected to have expertise, so does not conclusively prove a 

more general interpretative role.54 She argues that Josephus exaggerates the role of 

the priests, to accentuate the importance of his own, priestly class.55 In Mason’s view, 

however, Josephus sincerely believes the priests to be the true guardians of the 

                                                           
 

46
 S. N. Mason (1988); van der Horst (1999); Scholer (1991). 

47
 Scholer (1991, 19); he cites as evidence 2 Chr 17:8-9; 35:3; Neh 8:7-9. Despite his argument, however, 

he does claim that teaching is the major priestly role in the deuteronomical view of Judaism. Cf. van der 

Horst (1999, 35), who claims that “post-exilic priests increasingly became teachers of Torah.” 

48
 Rajak (2002, 19); Rivkin (1978). 

49
 Rajak (2002, 19). 

50
 Cf. Sir, 45:17. 

51
 Rivkin (1978, 37-38). 

52
 Luke 2:46. 

53
 J.W. 2.417; we should, however, be cautious of accepting uncritically his authority for historical 

questions of this nature, and note Mason’s reminder (2009, 134-135) that Josephus was asking not our 

questions, but his own, making the answers we seek more elusive (cf., 18-43). 

54
 Rajak (2002, 19). 

55
 Rajak (2002, 18-19); Tuval (2011, 399-400); McLaren (2007, 62-64). 
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Torah,56 suggesting that, whatever other claims may have abounded,57 the biblical 

view of the priests as preservers and interpreters of the Torah survived among some 

influential sections of society, including those themselves of priestly standing.58 If 

Mason is right, Josephus may, if nothing else, be evidence of a priestly self-

understanding as expounders of scripture. 

Further evidence may perhaps be found in another first-century witness – 4 

Maccabees: 

pollw/n de. sunarpasqe,ntwn ei-j prw/toj evk th/j avge,lhj ovno,mati 

Eleazaroj to. ge,noj ìereu,j th.n evpisth,mhn nomiko.j kai. th.n h̀liki,an 

proh,kwn kai. polloi/j tw/n peri. to.n tu,rannon dia. th.n h`liki,an gnw,rimoj 

parh,cqh plhsi,on auvtou/.59
 

Of course, the mere fact that Eleazar is celebrated as both a priest and a defender of 

the law does not mean that they equate to the same role; it does, however, seem 

significant that both aspects of his identity are so consistently linked together. 

Similarly, we might look to the New Testament60 and the Qumran Scrolls61 for 

testimony to this association. 

Judges and Rulers 

The role of priests in judgment has clear biblical roots,62 but the actual first-century 

situation must have been affected by Roman occupation and the consequent limitation 

of Jewish government. Nevertheless, many of the structures remained, even if 

appointment was subject to Roman approval. The high priest presided over the 

                                                           
 

56
 Cf. Ag.Ap. 1.54; 2.185-187; J.W. 3.352. 

57
 The article concerns a possible pharisaic assumption of the interpretative role. 

58
 S. N. Mason (1988, 658-659,661). 

59
 4 Macc 5:4; cf. 5:35; 7:6-7. 

60
 Heb 7:12. 

61
 1QS 5; 8-9.  

62
 2 Chr 19:8ff; cf. Deut 17:9; 19:17; 21:5; cf. Hecataeus of Abdera, History of Egypt, in Diodorus, 40.3.5 

(ca. 4
th

 Century BCE); Josephus, Ant. 9.4. 
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sanhedrin, his power both enhanced and contained by it.63 This, it has been claimed, is 

where his ‘real importance’ lay,64 more than in his temple service. He would have been 

a link between the Jewish people and the Roman authorities, who could depose him at 

will and would expect him to rule on their behalf. Until the destruction of the temple, 

therefore, the priests might be said to have ruled, albeit under the occupiers. 

Furthermore, within Israelite collective memory, the ideology of the ‘priest-king’ had 

been a reality;65 although this was not the first-century status quo, some measure of 

the principle may still have attached to the priestly leaders. 

Mediation 

This constitutes not so much a task as a philosophy, underpinning the priestly role. All 

that was in practice distinctly or uniquely ‘priestly’ could be seen to spring from the 

mediatory quality of priesthood. Altar offerings and service had such a character; the 

priest would approach God, make atonement, redeem the firstborn and so on, on 

behalf of the people or of individual petitioners.66 Similarly, prayer and intercession 

involved bringing the praise or concerns of the people to God. The priest could stand in 

the place of the people and mediate for them, representing them to God. 

The priestly blessing is also a mediating role, here representing God to the people; 

likewise, if the priest is entrusted with scriptural interpretation and instruction, this is 

an outworking of the mediatory task. Priestly leadership and authority can be 

understood on the same basis; the priest is particularly qualified to administer the law 
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 Priestly rule was not a monopoly on power – the Sanhedrin contained both priestly and lay members. 
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 Grabbe (1994, 387). 

65
 Cf. the ideology of Maccabees, e.g. 1 Macc 10:32-38; 13:42; 14:17,35,41-43,47; 15:1; but cf. 4 Macc 

4:18, which combines the civic leadership and high priesthood, but presents the holder of these two 
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and make judicial or political decisions on Israel’s behalf, as he speaks for the God of 

Israel and can discern God’s will.67 

Of course, priests were not above criticism,68 and others, such as prophets, also spoke 

for God to the people. The priests’ position was distinctive, however, in two respects. 

Firstly, they were not representatives of either God or people, but mediators, bearing 

the concerns, worship and penitence of the one and the wisdom, judgment and 

forgiveness of the other, making God known to his people and fulfilling his people’s 

obligations to God. Secondly, everything that a priest was or did, in his priestly 

capacity, flowed from this fundamental calling. 

Purity and holiness 

The Jews were called to keep themselves pure and holy,69 as befitted a people 

dedicated to the holy God, and this was demanded to a higher degree of their 

priests.70 Although the two categories overlap, there is a crucial distinction between 

purity and holiness; the former is a ritual state which allows contact with the latter. 

The purity code is, for the most part, morally neutral;71 some required, inevitable or 

desirable actions, such as the filial duty to bury one’s parents,72 the monthly menstrual 

cycle73 or childbirth,74 would necessarily involve ritual impurity.75 This was not sinful, 
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 Deut 19:17. 
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 Cf. CD 5:6-15; Mal 1:6-13; T. Levi 14-17, esp. 14:5-8; Pss.Sol. 8:12; t.Menaḥ.13.21. 

69
 Lev 15:31. 

70
 Exod 20:25-26; 28:43; 29:4,36-37; 30:7-10,17-21; 40:30-32; Lev 8:6; 10:8-11; 16:4; 21:1-6,10-15,17-22; 

Num 8:7; Ezek 44:9; 1 Sam 7:1. 
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 Although we shall refer to the purity regulations at times as a ‘code’, some have questioned the 

systematic nature of this biblical material: Sanders (1990); Selvidge (1990); but cf. H. K. Harrington 

(1993, 13-14,275-277). 
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 Lev 21:1-3; Num 19:11. 
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 Lev 12:2-5. 
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 Klawans (2000, 24-25); Sanders (1990, 140-142); Wright (1991, 152,157); Noam (2008, 472). 
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although failure to purify oneself may well have been.76 Holiness related to association 

with God, and the closer an individual might come to the centre of holiness – the 

temple, its inner courts, the holy of holies – the greater the degree of purity 

required.77 

Nevertheless, the precise relationship between the two categories is debated. Neusner 

broadly equates purity with holiness, holiness being an amoral means of enabling the 

individual priest or worshipper to come into contact with the divine, to whatever 

degree was permitted.78 This emphasis has been important in restoring some balance 

to a discussion where, it has been argued, there had been too great a trend towards 

playing up the ethical dimension of holiness and playing down the ritual, in response to 

Christian and other criticism.79 Neusner is right that there was a significant ritual 

element to holiness; while ‘holiness’ and ‘purity’ are not synonymous, there is clearly 

substantial overlap, not least in that obeying the entire Torah was the most crucial act 

of holiness on the part of God’s people. 

Others, however, have seen holiness as the ethical counterpart of ritual purity. 

Harrington regards the priestly strand of the Pentateuch as an ethical, holiness code, 

with an emphasis on the holiness of priests and all Israel, and the call to purity as a call 

to “be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”80 Büchler considers the purity code to be 

symbolic of moral impurity and repentance, allowing the sinner, who is morally 
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 Num 19:13,20; Lev 7:20-1; 17:16; 22:3,9; Büchler (1967, 264-269); H. K. Harrington (1993, 32); but 
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impure, to act out his or her repentance and so enter the temple.81 Important as 

Neusner’s counterbalance has been, these writers are surely also right that to be holy 

is to follow a particular moral code.82 Firstly, the very fact that Torah obedience, with 

no distinction between ‘ritual’ and ‘ethical’, is the essence of holy living, means that 

purity itself carries an ethical imperative. Secondly, the instruction to ‘be holy as God is 

holy’ implies conformity to the nature of God; that is surely an ethical call, as much as 

it is a call to ritual cleanliness. Indeed, the command comes twice in the book of 

Leviticus, once as the conclusion to a section of apparently ‘ritual’ laws,83 but once to 

conclude a section of more ‘ethical’ rules.84 In her study of rabbinic holiness, 

Harrington argues that both ritual and ethical elements are crucial.85 For the rabbis, 

she contends, holiness relates first and foremost to God, and secondarily to the 

people, practices or institutions dedicated to God – the Torah and Torah obedience, 

the temple, the land of Israel and the Jewish people, including their ritual and ethical 

lives.86 As such, she suggests, holiness arose essentially by membership of a particular 

nation,87 and is therefore in the birthright of the Jews, not a matter of personal choice; 

but it is also a matter of corporate responsibility, requiring a commitment to the 

covenantal relationship with God by obeying the Torah. 

Whether the purity code was essentially symbolic of an ethical concern with holiness, 

or more of a ritual concern in its own right, its maintenance must have been an 

important and dominant part of the priestly duty.88 A priest would partake of the 

                                                           
 

81
 Büchler (1967, 235-237). 
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(2003, 245). 
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 Cf. H. K. Harrington (2001, 30-34). 

88
 Lev 21:1-9; cf. Luke 10:31-32, which is often seen to reflect priestly concern with maintaining ritual 

purity; cf. also Lev 21:10-15, in relation to the high priest. 



 

Jewish Context 

49 
 

holiness of the nation, but the act of priestly consecration marked him out as 

particularly holy and set apart for the service of the holy God,89 allowing him access to 

the holy places and holy rituals, provided that he was in a state of ritual purity. 

Priests post-70 CE 

We shall consider later how priesthood was conceptualised by the rabbis, following the 

fall of the temple. There remains, however, a possibly unanswerable question – what 

did priests actually do post-70? It is possible that many were captured; as leaders of 

the Jewish people, they may have been regarded as key in crushing the revolt. Some 

may have taken a similar route to Josephus, who, following captivity, carved out a 

career for himself under Roman patronage. But what of those priests who escaped 

capture and lived within the Jewish communities of Judea or the diaspora?90 Did they 

engage in the worshipping or other corporate life of the Jews – in teaching, prayer or 

even sacrifice? While the last of these is unlikely, the others may be possible.91 Or did 

these formerly influential leaders of society and worship, who had enjoyed such 

privilege, responsibility and prominence, simply fade into obscurity?92 

A further question relates to priests who became Christian.93 While emerging 

Christianity remained in whole or in part a Jewish sect, with a regard for the temple,94 

they presumably continued in their accustomed service. But what of their later 

situation – did they take on any particular role within the church? Acts does not 
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 Exod 28:41; 29:1,44; 40:13-15; Num 16:9; 1 Chr 23:13. 

90
 For discussion of the role of priests post-70, see Alexander (2009), who argues that some sense even 
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 Alexander (2009, 6-12, 25-31) argues that they took on many roles in teaching and land-ownership, 

but primarily in synagogue leadership, Torah instruction and rabbinic scholarship. 

92
 Priests forced out of Jerusalem into the diaspora may have found themselves in a community for 

which the temple and its worship were never prominent. It is also possible that the authority of priests 

had already declined relative to that of pharisaic scribes: Josephus, Ant. 18.17; but cf. Neusner (1971). 

93
 Acts 6:7. 

94
 Acts 2:46; 3:1ff; 21:26ff; 22:17; 24:18. 



 

Jewish Context 

50 
 

mention any such role, but it seems likely that, within a Jewish-Christian congregation, 

they would have been accorded a degree of respect as those engaged in the priestly 

task of mediation. Again, we can do little more than speculate. 

 

Pharisees 

Any consideration of first-century pharisaic life and thought must confront the issue of 

the lack of first person accounts on which to base an assessment of pharisaic self-

understanding. Paul claims to have been a Pharisee,95 but his dismissal of his former 

life and values96 may compromise his reliability. Similarly with Josephus, who also 

claims to have been a Pharisee,97 but whose claim is sometimes considered suspect, 

given the lack of reference elsewhere in his writings – even when mentioning the 

Pharisees in his histories – for his continued membership of the sect.98 

In addition to Paul and Josephus, the major sources for first-century pharisaic life and 

thought are the Gospels and Acts,99 and the rabbinic literature.100 Each of these, 
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 Phil 3:5. 
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 Phil 3:8; Paul claims to have renounced his pharisaic past, now viewing his Jewish pedigree, of which 

he was proud, through the lens of his Christian conversion (Phil 3:4-11). See Chilton (2007) for a 
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 Saldarini (1989, 81). S. N. Mason (2009, 185-215, cf.371-372) argues that pharisaic concerns are 

marginal to Josephus’ concerns, and that they appear merely as a popular (and therefore inferior) 

interference in the rightful leadership of his aristocratic class. 

99
 The synoptic gospels feature the Pharisees primarily in debate with Jesus. Whether Jesus’ teachings 

fall within the context of contemporary debate (per Neusner, 1973a, 74) or stand in sharp contrast to 
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however, has a perspective on pharisaism and a reason for writing, within which the 

Pharisees may well serve a rhetorical purpose. Any attempt to reconstruct the 

Pharisees’ teachings based on this evidence, therefore, must be speculative. 

Purity and priesthood 

The nature of first-century pharisaism is much debated; did it constitute a way of life in 

obedience to the Torah, according to a particular halakhic interpretation?101 Was it a 

version of the religious, philosophical culture of Judaism?102 Did its adherents meet 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

authorities, as a whole, with little attempt at differentiation (e.g. John 7:32,45,47f; 8:3,13). See Hakola 

and Reinhartz (2007). In Acts, the Pharisees are often portrayed as open to the early Christians (e.g. Acts 

5:34; 23:6ff), some even having become part of the church, although these are somewhat negatively 

portrayed (e.g. Acts 15:5). 

100
 See Neusner (1971, 2007). Rabbinic literature comprehends a number of texts, written and compiled 

in different contexts and times. Uncertainty of dating means that it must be read critically as evidence 

for first-century debates, and any conclusions must be tentative. Furthermore, it does not present a 

unified ‘pharisaic’ position, but a number of debates between opposing pharisaic factions, notably the 

houses of Hillel and Shammai (e.g. m.Ḥag. 1:2; m.ʿEd. 1:1ff
 
). It is also not always clear when the texts 

refer to Pharisees and when to other similar groups; perushim may be a technical term, or a generic 

expression, meaning ‘separated ones’ (Saldarini, 1989, 220-221). Often, there is a positive implication 

(e.g. t.Šabb. 1:15; b.Šabb. 13a; also many texts where the rabbis side with the Pharisees against the 

Sadducees, e.g. m.Yad. 4:6-7; m.Parah 3:7; t.Ḥag. 3:35), but on occasion the term seems to be used 

pejoratively (e.g. m.Soṭah 3:4; Saldarini (1989, 221) cites this as a possible example of the generic sense 

– ‘separated woman’, rather than ‘woman Pharisee’). In addition, other terms are used on occasion, 

which may or may not refer to the same people (e.g. m.Demai 2:2-3, where haberim (‘associates’, 

‘fellows’) describes some concerned with ritual purity and tithing, possibly the Pharisees. The passage 

discusses their relationship with the am ha-aretz (‘people of the land’), giving rise to the possibility of 

drawing conclusions about Pharisees’ dealings with non-Pharisees. Such conclusions must at best be 

cautious, however, as the only evidence linking this group with the Pharisees is a striking similarity in 

area of concern; this may prompt speculation and hypotheses, but is far from constituting firm proof).  

101
 Per Schaper (1999); cf. Paul’s identification of pharisaism with legal scholarship or obedience (Phil 
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102
 Per Neusner (1973a, 8-11). 
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together as a coherent group?103 The emphasis on purity suggests that it was at least 

partly a lay movement; in relation to priests, already bound by purity regulations, 

there would be little to discuss. 

Precisely what distinguished pharisaism from any other Jewish movement is also 

debated. Neusner emphasises the importance of maintaining purity, claiming that they 

applied levitical purity to secular meals;104 it is this practice which he sees as 

characterising the sect.105 Noam, writing of the rabbis, suggests that they 

simultaneously restricted purity in theory to the sacred sphere and allowed in practice 

for its strengthening in the secular, describing this tension as “a deliberate, consistent, 

and binding manipulation whose origins lie in the mists of Pharisaic homiletics.”106 

Others, however, argue that the Pharisees followed only those biblical purity 

regulations which were intended for the laity. Sanders,107 in particular, sees no 

distinctive regard for purity in pre-70 pharisaism; his assessment focuses more upon 

their reputation108 for legal interpretation and study:  

“[Jeremias'] use of 'Pharisee' for 'haber' in translating rabbinic texts [...] 

naturally gave the impression - in fact seemed to prove conclusively - 

that Pharisaism in the period before 70 was defined by insistence that 

the laity observe the priestly laws governing handling and eating food. 

But that is just what we do not know. All that we hear about Pharisaism 

from people who were actually Pharisees before 70 is that the party was 
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defined by its zeal for the knowledge of the law, belief in the 

resurrection, and acceptance of the tradition of the elders. Did the 

tradition of the elders insist that lay people act like priests? Not that we 

know of. It is noteworthy that Josephus makes a point of the fact that 

the Essenes would not eat other people's food (BJ II.143f.), but says 

nothing about the Pharisees' observing special food laws which set 

them off from other Jews.”109 

While he may be correct in relation to the first-person evidence, however, the weight 

of rabbinic and gospel evidence seems less convincingly supportive of Sanders; the 

internal controversies described by the rabbinic writings,110 and the disputes portrayed 

by the synoptic Gospels, concern sabbath observance, tithing, fasting and food 

purity.111 

To say that lay Pharisees sought to attain to priestly levels of purity is not, of course, to 

say that they claimed to be priests, or indeed that they saw any widening of the 

priesthood. This depends upon their understanding of priesthood – did it consist 

primarily in the observation of purity rites? Was purity a determining factor at all, or 

merely incidental to that which marked a priest out as such? As the Pharisees did not 

reject the temple priesthood,112 we can be clear that they regarded it as retaining its 

validity and function; how they saw their own role – or that of the Jewish people – in 

relation to this priesthood, is less certain. 

The Pharisees were also concerned with, and known for, the teaching and 

interpretation of the law,113 – possibly a traditionally priestly activity114 – but do not 
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seem to have observed marriage restrictions, to maintain their genealogical purity, as 

a priest would. Neither do they claim responsibility for the leadership of temple 

worship, nor the offering of sacrifice. Given that this was what obliged priests to 

maintain high standards of purity, it is not easy to see precisely why Pharisees felt the 

need to share such standards. It might have been to enable them to join in temple 

worship, but this does not explain the presence of Pharisaism outside of Jerusalem. It 

may be that Pharisees, as legal interpreters, were frequently leaders in the 

synagogue,115 and that the conducting of synagogue worship could be a priestly 

exercise. We should, however, beware of drawing a probably artificial distinction 

between Pharisaism on and off the Temple Mount. 

It is possible, therefore, that the Pharisees claimed priesthood for themselves,116 but 

perhaps more likely that they regarded themselves as adopting some aspects of 

priestly behaviour, without taking on the role. It is less clear that the claiming of 

priestly responsibilities was a way of making either the priesthood itself, or the priestly 

responsibility for maintaining Israel’s sanctity, more general. To claim that some 

priestly tasks are within the scope of a lay Jew is not to see these as a national 

responsibility. 

The adoption of priestly laws by the laity is not a first-century innovation, but a tool 

used by Jews to “separate, protect and identify Judaism” at least since the exile: “The 

Pharisees […] stood in a long and well accepted Jewish tradition and were probably 

one of a number of groups, such as the Essenes, adapting the Jewish tradition to 

changed circumstances.”117 Saldarini also argues that the rabbis seem to see pharisaic 

purity as ranking below priestly;118 that is, it may be quasi-priestly, but does not equate 

to participation in the priesthood itself. Rather, it is a function of the Pharisees’ role as 
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biblical interpreters, and an expression of Israel’s special place in God’s favour, 

represented most intensely through the priesthood, but encompassing the whole 

Jewish nation.119 

 

Qumran 

The sectarians of Qumran display a strong concern for the issues of the temple, cult 

and priesthood.120 Far less clear, however, is how they understood their own identity 

in relation to these institutions. We shall examine the concepts of purity, priesthood, 

sacrifice and temple, as understood and practised by the Qumran community, and the 

extent to which the community regarded these concepts as important to its self-

identity. 

The place and role of priests 

There appear to have been priests within the community,121 and the Scrolls distinguish 

between priestly, levitical and lay members, identified as ‘Aaron’, ‘Levi’ and ‘Israel’.122 

The Jerusalem altar was rejected as impure,123 but still believed to be the only valid 

place to offer sacrifice;124 barring the absence of a sacrificial regime,125 however, the 
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 Schwartz (1988, 530-531), who sees Exod 19:6 as a reference to a priest-led nation, argues that the 

Pharisees would not naturally therefore turn to this verse, or to the concept of priesthood, as an 
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task and place of the priests does not appear too different from that provided for by 

scripture. 

It would appear that the priestly sectarians were the most exalted,126 holding the 

positions of leadership127 in matters legal128 and religious.129 They were responsible for 

scriptural instruction,130 and presided over the common meal.131 In all this, they were 

assisted by the Levites.132 

Much of the imagery of priesthood in the Scrolls is heavenly or eschatological;133 in the 

War Scroll, for instance, the priests are leaders in the eschatological battle,134 with the 

high priest taking the role of general.135 The document reveals a combining of the 

military with the cultic roles; the high priest blesses the troops and gives thanks for 

victory,136 and other priests sound the battle trumpets,137 resonating with their use in 

temple worship.138 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

125
 Though some texts, perhaps most significantly the Temple Scroll, may be concerned with the priests’ 
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Purity 

As ritual purity was a prerequisite for a Jewish priest, an examination of the Qumran 

approach to purity – its rationale and outworking – is essential for our investigation. 

Without a concern for purity, it is highly unlikely that there can be a priestly self-

designation, although to keep oneself pure is not automatically to assume the 

responsibilities and privileges of priesthood. 

The community separated itself from wider Jewish society, in particular from the 

temple at Jerusalem, and the basis of this separation seems largely to have been 

purity.139 Differences over the proper understanding and maintenance of purity, 

including the purity of the priestly line, probably lay at the heart of the sect’s objection 

to the temple,140 while a concern to maintain purity in its own life seems to have 

provided the motive for living apart from the rest of society.141 Observing purity was 

important to the community, and its members considered their own purity regime to 

be more rigorous than that of Jewish society at large, and possibly even than that in 

the temple, although considering the temple to be impure need not compel them to 

observe the higher standards, proper for such a holy place. 

The idea that there were purity regulations applicable to the Jewish people was, of 

course, part of the common understanding of what it meant to be Jewish, and of Torah 

obedience.142 It has been argued that what the Qumran community did was to expand 

the obligations on ordinary Jews. Harrington observes this tendency, together with a 

concern to eliminate all risk of contamination of the temple or its city; thus, the 

requirements are made more stringent, the area in which they apply is enlarged, and 

the responsibility widened to the laity. She identifies three main characteristics of 
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Qumran purity: an extension of the temple’s holiness to include the temple city, with 

only slightly reduced requirements for the residents of an ordinary city; the most 

stringent possible reading of scripture; ritual purification before eating food within the 

community.143 Similarly, Schaper sees the purity regulations for the ‘holy camp’ 

applied to the whole city of Jerusalem.144 On this view, the sectarians took the highest 

level of purity – that of the temple priests – and applied its terms to themselves.145 

Purity was a dominant theme in many areas of the community’s life; the archaeological 

remains include baths believed to be for ritual washing.146 It is also a theme which 

receives some attention in the writings of Josephus147 and in the scrolls themselves, 

which testify to the importance of ritual cleansing,148 the need for physical purity,149 

the requirement to be purified in order to become part of the community,150 and, as 

we have already seen, the obligation to remain separate from the more impure society 

outside. Perhaps most significant, however, is the communal meal; this was central to 

the life of the sectarians, and only those in a state of purity could participate.151 

Sacrifice and offering 

There is no evidence for animal sacrifice at Qumran. No altar has been found, and 

animal bones which have been discovered bear no marks of fire;152 of course, sacrifice 
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need not have been burnt, but in the absence of any positive evidence pointing 

towards a sacrificial cult, it seems safest to conclude that there probably was none.153 

Furthermore, none of the scrolls clearly point to such a cult,154 and we might expect 

some specific instructions for its operation. Such as we do have, relate most naturally 

to either the Jerusalem temple or its equivalent eschatological institution.155 The 

community held the temple and its cult in high regard, albeit temporarily defiled and 

its sacrifices therefore currently ineffective;156 it would be a significant step to validate 

sacrifice carried out elsewhere than the temple precincts, and it does not appear that 

the Qumran community took this step. 

Did, then, the sectarians have any form of cultic ritual or offering, or did they simply 

consider this aspect of religious life to be in abeyance? It is argued that the common 

meal was understood by its participants as in some way cultic, replacing the sacrificial 

cult of Jerusalem,157 and some evidence can be found – albeit perhaps rather 

tentatively – to support this idea.158 Others observe a spiritualising of sacrifice, to 

encompass a life of Torah obedience and prayer,159 ritual purification,160 or the act of 
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praise.161 Fiorenza argues that there was a “re-interpretation of ‘sacrifice’” which 

followed “the ethicizing trend which is already found in the prophetic writings and 

psalms.”162 This idea can, indeed, be taken further, such that the community itself 

becomes the sacrificial offering.163 Again, support may be found in the scrolls for this 

idea that the community life had a sacrificial or cultic dimension.164 Scholer, who sees 

sacrificial or cultic significance in the purity and common meals of the community, 

cautiously infers cultic meaning from the community ‘standing before’ God in 1QH.165 

However, he may be too ready to find the sense of the community as priestly, in 

support of which these passages are cited and interpreted, although he does stop 

short of finding a clear and unambiguous cultic regime. 

It is possible that these elements of community life and worship held ritual significance 

which might be considered cultic; this would certainly support a claim to a priestly self-

understanding of the community, but is not enough on its own to constitute such a 

claim. 

The community as temple 

The sectarians’ separation from the Jerusalem temple raises the question of whether 

anything in the life of the community – or, indeed, the community itself – was 

perceived to have replaced it. It is claimed166 that the community understood itself as 
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an eschatological temple, exercising in the last days the functions that the Jerusalem 

temple had exercised in the past and would again in the future, messianic age: 

"The community has replaced the temple of Jerusalem and its cult. […] 

The function and goal of the community is to be a community of cultic 

purity and holiness and to atone for the sins and transgressions of Israel. 

In the interim period before the end the community as holy house and 

sanctuary replaces the cultic institutions of Jerusalem so that atonement 

of sin and retribution are possible. The same is true for the notion of 

sacrifice. Since the community does not have actual sacrificial offerings, 

it declares prayer and right living to be spiritual sacrifices.”167 

Fiorenza sees the sectarians seeking to replace the temple, not through questioning its 

validity, but because they valued the cult and wished to preserve its atoning effect in 

the face of a defiled sanctuary. This role of atonement, she sees as crucial to the 

community’s self-understanding; the tradition of the community as the eschatological 

temple is one way in which it plays out.168 Within this temple community, there is a 

distinction between the holy (the laity, corresponding in Qumran theology to Israel) 

and the holy of holies (the priesthood, corresponding to Aaron).169 

Harrington, however, following Schiffman,170 rejects the idea that the Qumran 

commune or the sectarians as a community were regarded as a temple to replace that 
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of Jerusalem.171 She concludes that the Temple Scroll (11QT) makes provision for a 

future return to the Jerusalem temple, without being programmatic for the life of the 

community in the present age.172 The sect is making the best of its self-imposed exile 

from the temple, and preparing itself for the messianic restoration of the Zadokite 

priesthood and a proper observance of purity: 

“The sectarians of Qumran regarded themselves as living, not in the 

sacred status of the Temple of the present or of the future but, in the 

pure status incumbent by the Torah, according to their interpretation, 

on ordinary Israelites. They believed that in the eschaton there would 

be a re-established Temple at Jerusalem with an accompanying cult, 

however, it was impossible to reconstruct a surrogate Temple at 

Qumran.”173 

Milgrom considers the Temple Scroll to cast the community in the status of an 

‘ordinary city’ – holy, but not comparable with the temple city174 – while Wise finds the 

purity regulations in the Scroll to apply to community meals, not temple ritual.175 

The community held the Jerusalem temple and its cult in high regard, separating over 

its operation or purity, rather than a rejection of it in principle.176 Harrington suggests 
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that the community members preserve the regulations and principles of the temple 

rituals, expecting that the temple will be restored, or restored to full purity in the 

messianic age.177 This hope of restoration need not preclude an understanding of the 

community as a temple, however; Gärtner argues that the restored temple will be a 

spiritual entity,178 but nevertheless suggests that Qumran sees its meal as replacing 

temple sacrifice,179 while Scholer argues that Qumran saw itself as a temple, 

representing the Jerusalem temple and cult, which would be restored in the 

eschaton.180 Klinzing attempts to resolve this tension by proposing a division between 

the priestly and lay theology at Qumran – the priestly members emphasised the future 

restoration of the Jerusalem cult, while the laity were more concerned with the idea of 

the community as a present temple.181 This is an interesting idea, and would go some 

way to explaining the different views of the temple, but it cannot be more than a 

tentative hypothesis. Perhaps the best conclusion is simply that the temple metaphor 

is one way in which the community explains its special status and self-imposed 

responsibility for seeking Israel’s purity and atonement, while the Jerusalem temple 

remains defiled. It is nevertheless fundamentally committed to the biblical provision 

for cultic sacrifice, centred on Jerusalem. 

A priestly community? 

If the Qumran community was concerned with issues of purity, and perhaps regarded 

its life as sacrificial and its identity as an eschatological temple, does it follow that its 

sectarians were in any sense ‘priestly’? Certainly, if the community was, or resided in, a 
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metaphorical temple, or carried out a replacement sacrificial cult, we might expect to 

find those recognised locally as priests, but this need not be all members. Similarly, if it 

believed the temple to be impure, the community could be concerned with 

maintaining its own purity and making atonement on its own behalf – or even for all 

Israel – without claiming a truer priesthood than that of the temple priests.182 

If at least part of the reason for the sectarians’ separation from the temple is the non-

Zadokite descent of the Jerusalem priesthood, it is not surprising if they stopped short 

of calling themselves priests. Some appear to be from a priestly line, but a distinction is 

maintained between priests and laity.183 Nevertheless, some argue that the 

community’s self-understanding was, in some sense, priestly. Gärtner suggests that, 

although the community did not consist of priests, “certain aspects of the priests’ ideal 

of sanctification were elevated into general conditions of membership of the 

community.”184 He believes that, in that they maintained priestly purity, the Qumran 

sectarians formed a priestly community. 

Harrington, who does not regard the community as a temple, nor its meal cultic, 

cannot nevertheless avoid the comparison with priestly purity – “The life of the sect 

was sustained both physically and spiritually by this meal. […] [I]t was not considered a 

sacrificial meal, but it was one way in which the community could equal the purity 

status of priests.”185 However, she points out that the idea of the whole Israelite 
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community, lay and priestly, maintaining purity in the context of food is biblical,186 so 

eating in a state of ritual purity need not imply priestly status.187 She also argues that 

‘holiness’ and ‘purity’, are used to contrast with the impure sanctuary at Jerusalem, 

rather than as a technical indicator of priestly status,188 but does not explain why the 

lay members of a community with the status of an ‘ordinary city’ should feel 

compelled to preserve such purity, with no temple, no cult, and no priestly status. 

Scholer takes Gärtner’s perception of a priestly character still further: 

“While a division existed between the priestly and lay elements at 

Qumran, there was also the belief that the entire community was 

priestly. This is implied in particular texts by the atonement effected by 

the community, by the strict concern for community purity, and by a 

terminology that is perceptively sacerdotal. […] The members of the 

community appear to have been priests at least in terms of purity, but 

[…] also in terms of practice and access – since they effect atonement 

and offer spiritual sacrifices.”189 

From the term ‘serve’, applied to priestly service190 and to the role of the whole 

community,191 he sees a priestly, cultic role,192 but admits that it could just as easily 

relate to general worship, and that a shared responsibility which would usually be 

considered priestly does not prove that lay participants could so act without the 

priests. The community as a whole may be priestly, or its priests may act on behalf of 
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the whole. However, it is purity which he cites as the strongest evidence of a general 

priestly self-identity: why would the lay community members feel compelled to live 

according to such a restrictive regime unless it felt itself to have the status and 

character of priesthood?193 However, if the community saw itself as a replacement 

sanctuary, or the lay members engaged in table-fellowship with the priests, a concern 

for purity naturally follows. In particular, if Bosker is right to regard the communal 

meal as a cultic sacrifice, it would have to be eaten in a state of priestly purity, but the 

status of the lay members need be no different from that of a lay worshipper at the 

temple, who, in a state of purity, brings a sacrifice; it is still the priest who officiates. 

Further support for a priestly self-understanding may come from the identification of 

angels with a priestly role. Priests and angels share in priestly service in the Qumran 

cult,194 and entry into the community brings the entrant into company with the 

angels,195 so it could be argued that membership at Qumran, and hence being in 

community with the angelic hosts, bestows a priestly character upon the lay sectarian 

and upon the community as a whole.196 Angel endorses this in his discussion of 

otherworldly priesthood in the thinking of the sectarians: 

“These developments do not, in themselves, require that the 

Qumranites were, entirely or largely, a community of hereditary 

priests. However, they do underscore the centrality in the Qumranite 

religious imagination of the imago templi as a symbol of both God's 

eternal sovereignty and the pinnacle of the community's spiritual 

achievement. Therefore, the unique sectarian application of the notion 

of otherworldly priesthood is to be seen not simply as an indication of 

the priestly lineage of the visionaries, but as an appropriate symbolic 
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offshoot of the temple model. The ideal role of community members, 

and indeed, of all humanity, is as priests offering eternal praise with 

the angels before God in the ideal temple, or as the embodiment of 

that temple itself.”197 

One crucial text in the Damascus Document198 draws on a passage from Ezekiel199 and 

could be read as establishing the identity of all Israel, or an elect portion, as priestly.200 

The ‘Sons of Zadok’, applied to the chosen of Israel, perhaps seems most naturally of 

all the categories to be a re-interpretation to apply to the Qumran community, but the 

same could be argued for the previous groups – the ‘priests’ and the ‘levites’. This may 

indicate the development of a universal priesthood, applied to all Israel or to the pure 

Qumran community, although it would still be difficult, from one isolated passage, to 

argue for the centrality of this idea. A little later, the same document seems to extend 

to the entire community responsibilities which would typically be priestly,201 but just as 

the adoption of priestly purity does not necessarily make a priest, neither does the 

adoption of some priestly tasks. And again, even if this document leans toward such an 

understanding, this does not demonstrate that it was pervasive in sectarian thought. 

Conclusions 

Tempting as it may be to seek out priestly self-perception for the Qumran community, 

it does leave unanswered some significant questions. Perhaps most pertinently, 

Fiorenza asks why the Scrolls not only refrain from explicitly transferring this concept 

to all sectarians, but in fact retain the distinction between priest and lay within their 

                                                           
 

197
 Angel (2010, 300). 

198
 CD 3:21-4:4. 

199
 Ezek 44:15. 

200
 E.g. Scholer (1991, 50-51; but cf. p.41, where he rejects an interpretation which would make them 

priests). 

201
 CD 6:11ff; cf. Scholer (1991, 53). 



 

Jewish Context 

68 
 

own community.202 Where the identity does seem more generally applied,203 she 

argues that it is midrashic exegesis, or concerned specifically with purity and ‘holy 

war’.204 She sees the concept of temple transferred to the community, and the notion 

of sacrifice spiritualised and ethicised, but stops short of discerning either process in 

the case of priesthood. This is all the more striking when the use of scripture is 

considered; probably the closest the scrolls come to a general priesthood is the 

Damascus Document’s use of Ezekiel,205 so we might wonder why perhaps more 

obvious verses are not used, in particular Exodus 19:6, if the idea of the elect as a 

priesthood is so important to the sectarians.206 

In the end, it is far from clear that the Qumran community should be understood as 

extending the notion of priesthood beyond its traditional boundaries, rather than 

extending the responsibility for the purity of Israel beyond merely the priesthood. To 

be pure is not automatically to be a priest; to accept responsibility for atonement is 

not to be a high priest. The community has priests among its members; they may be 

restricted in the exercise of their priesthood by their rejection of the temple cult, but 

their presence surely removes any need to broaden the concept to include their lay co-

members. What might be expected is a re-interpretation of the priestly role, rather 

than identity. 
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Josephus 

Josephus, himself of priestly descent,207 asserts the superiority of priests, in terms of 

their social standing,208 their exegetical skill209 and the purity of their line.210 He may 

consider them, as inspired exegetes, to be reliable prophets, and, as prophetically 

inspired exegetes, to be legitimate historians.211 He has a hierocratic, or aristocratic, 

view of Israel,212 and believes that the superiority of the nation is demonstrated by the 

presence of those with priestly status,213 and by the glory, beauty and symbolic 

significance of the temple.214 

In examining Josephus, we cannot assume his historical reliability, in a straightforward 

sense.215 He is under Roman patronage,216 which places certain loyalties upon him. He 

is an apologist for Judaism, as a philosophy and legal system superior to those of the 

Graeco-Roman world.217 Finally, he displays an interest in maintaining his position and 
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that of his priestly class, as innocent of rebellion, but misled by a small, rebellious 

faction.218 

Writers of history 

In Against Apion, Josephus suggests that the priests and prophets were the keepers of 

the ‘records of antiquities’, entrusted with the task of writing Israel’s history;219 thus, 

they had had a significant role in the shaping and interpretation of scriptural history. In 

Josephus’ eyes, this (high) priestly involvement in the writing of history offers a self-

evident guarantee of its reliability and national importance; his Jewish forefathers 

were as concerned for the status and accuracy of their written history as were the 

Egyptians and Babylonians – both of whom also depended upon their priests for this 

role – and the Greeks and Phoenicians.220 

A few paragraphs later, however, he seems to attribute the writing of at least the 

earliest history to the prophets alone.221 This would explain the disappearance of the 

high priest from the list of historians, but would require an identification, which 

Josephus never explicitly makes, of two distinct roles. Blenkinsopp sees a prophetic 

dimension to Josephus’ understanding of priesthood222 and it may be that Josephus is 

simply conflating the two aspects. What we can perhaps say is that the writing of 

history belonged to the prophets, and hence to the high priest, who had a prophetic 

role. One further possibility might be that it fell to the priests after the failure of the 

prophetic line,223 or – noting the preceding genealogical explanation – that only an 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

he is also an apologist for the God of Judaism, who was not defeated at the fall of Jerusalem, but was 

using history and the Romans for divine purposes. 
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 Ant. 20.167; J.W. 2.264; 2.411; McLaren (2007, 62-64); cf. S. N. Mason (2009, 365,371-362). 
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 Ag.Ap. 1.28-29. 

220
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221
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 Ag.Ap. 1.41; though cf. Barclay (2007, 31); J.W. 1.68-69; Ant. 13.299. 
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individual who possessed both priesthood and the gift of prophecy, could take on the 

role. 

Scriptural exegetes 

Josephus appears to attribute his claimed exegetical skill to his priestly background. In 

War, his priestly origins and his own priesthood are evidence that he is well acquainted 

with the prophetic scriptures.224 In Against Apion, he cites his priestly heritage and 

superior education as qualifying him to interpret Jewish scripture for his Greek 

audience.225 As a priest, he is skilled in scriptural and historical interpretation; the link 

is explicit and the relationship causal.226 He presents this priestly learning as a 

generally accepted fact;227 even the Pharisees, who, he grudgingly concedes, “seem to 

differ from others in their precision concerning the laws of their country,”228 are shown 

consulting the priests in matters concerning tradition and law.229 

According to Mason, Life 1.8-9 also gives Josephus’ descent as the reason for his 

superior education and understanding of the law.230 Certainly, it moves with smooth 

progression through his noble, priestly line to arrive at the quality of his education and 

the extraordinary extent of his natural abilities and acquired knowledge. His genealogy 

and education are linked, both contributing to the respect he hopes to inspire; no 

explicit causal link is made here, however, between learning and priesthood. Indeed, 
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 J.W. 3.352; Rajak (2002, 18-19) acknowledges this as, in her view, the only hint of a functional (as 
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he speaks of priests coming to consult him,231 suggesting that he is more concerned 

with his own personal credit than a general statement about the priesthood. 

Josephus consistently portrays the priests as the rightful interpreters and teachers of 

the law: 

“Josephus presents the priests not as mere 'temple functionaries' but as 

the authorised guardians of the law, whose ongoing activity is crucial to 

the well-being of Judaism. Since the law was the basis for every aspect of 

life – food, friends, work, leisure, and worship [...] – the role of the priests 

as protectors and expositors of the law was indispensable.”232  

Counter to Rajak’s claim233 that this was an un-Jewish view, used to convince a Graeco-

Roman audience of his credentials as a Jewish exegete and a man of integrity, Mason 

argues convincingly that this portrayal of priests was still current within mainstream 

Judaism, and that Josephus’ priestly portrait is essentially biblical. He also, perhaps less 

convincingly, asserts that Josephus’ claims for the priesthood cannot be dismissed as 

superficial, given their centrality to his sense of identity.234 

Prophets 

At no point does Josephus refer to himself as profh,thj, and there is a clear distinction 

in his terminology, between the canonical prophets and those in some way fulfilling a 

prophetic role.235 However, as indicated above, he regards the writing of Jewish history 

as a prophetic function, but does not scruple to continue from where the prophets 
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ended, implicitly placing himself in the prophetic line.236 He also, as we have seen, 

regards his priestly descent as evidence of an understanding of biblical prophecy and 

identifies the interpretation of scripture – a priestly task – as a means of prophetic 

revelation.237 

Blenkinsopp argues for an association between prophecy and priesthood in Josephus: 

“[An] aspect of this process of legitimisation [of his prophetic mission] 

arose directly out of his priestly and Hasmonaean (therefore high 

priestly) descent. With this he associated not only his divinely inspired – 

and therefore legitimate – interpretation of prophetic texts but also his 

'prophetic' role in the actual unfolding of events. I have argued that, 

however we evaluate the claim in itself, it makes perfectly good sense in 

the context of traditional and contemporary understandings of both 

prophecy and priesthood.”238 

He may be right that Essenes, Pharisees, Zealots and early Jewish Christians regarded 

themselves as both priestly and prophetic;239 he may also be right that many priests 

were also prophets;240 that God’s presence in the temple was announced by the words 

of the prophets, transmitted through the high priest’s garments;241 and that many 

prophets were associated with the shrines and temple of Judaism.242 The fact that 

priestly and prophetic traits may be found in the same person, however, does not 

prove that a priest was inherently – or even usually – a prophet. 
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 J.W. 1.18; Blenkinsopp (1974, 241) argues that Josephus regards his inspiration as “comparable to 

though less than that of the canonical prophets”, so he is well qualified to “complete this prophetic 

task”. 

237
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An important text for this question comes in Antiquities 3.214-8. Josephus links the 

temple priesthood, especially the high priest and his garments, with the exercise of 

prophecy; this connection he traces to Aaron, whose prophetic calling was one of the 

factors marking him out for high priestly office.243 Blenkinsopp concludes that, for 

Josephus, prophecy developed in two parallel traditions, associated with the temple 

priests on the one hand, and the nebi’im on the other; the former is more 

unambiguous than, and hence superior to, the latter.244 

From a pure priestly line 

In Against Apion, Josephus emphasises the importance of maintaining the purity of the 

priestly line, including by preserving genealogies and records, and not allowing priests 

to marry foreigners or former captives.245 This comes within a passage claiming for 

Jewish history equal status to that of other cultures – Greek, Egyptian, Babylonian, 

Phoenician – on the basis of its writers’ priesthood.246 That is, it can be shown to be of 

utmost importance to the Jews, and can be trusted to be reliable, because it is written 

by priests, and only those priests whose genealogy is beyond question.247 

Conclusion 

It would seem that Josephus is very little concerned with a functional definition of 

priesthood, being instead more interested in the status and expertise of priests.248 His 

description of the priesthood, however, does shed light on some of the tasks involved. 

He places very little emphasis on the cultic role – perhaps unsurprising, given that he is 

writing in the years following the destruction of the temple and its cultic programme. 

Furthermore, given his concern to portray Judaism as glorious and to be honoured, it is 
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not difficult to see why he may not wish to dwell on the institution which was once at 

its centre and is now no more. He is concerned with priestly responsibility and identity 

only insofar as it legitimises his work, enhances Judaism and adds to his own glory. 

To this end, he portrays the Jewish priesthood as the true guardians of history and 

scriptural interpretation. This lends consequence to the Jewish tradition of written 

history, and gives authority to his own writing. He emphasises those priestly roles 

which have survived, so ensuring the continuation of his own status and that of his 

priestly kind, and adding lustre to Judaism in its new situation. 

There would seem, in this, to be an opportunity to develop a community 

understanding of priesthood, as the roles which remain are broadly those which, in 

theory, all Jews could take on. It seems significant, therefore, that the concept of a 

priesthood of all Israel – a people glorified by a shared, special status – does not 

feature significantly in his thinking. On the contrary, he continues to emphasise the 

purity of the priestly lineage and the special, separated status of the priests within 

Jewish society; it is as a distinct, revered caste, not an inclusive corporate status, that 

the Jewish priesthood glorifies the Jewish people. 

 

The Jewish Diaspora 

There were communities of Jews in many parts of the Roman empire; such 

communities could contain Jewish slaves and freedmen, recent immigrants and those 

long-established in the host city. Some would inevitably assimilate to a degree to the 

dominant culture, adopting its language and customs, while others might cling to their 

Jewish heritage, its distinctiveness perhaps even increasing in reaction against the 

prevailing culture and religion. It is, therefore, problematic to generalise about the 

attitudes or theology of ‘the diaspora’, as though it were one homogenous entity, and 
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it is difficult to do more than conjecture about possible common themes.249 

Nevertheless, it may be productive to consider one important collection of first-

century writings from a diaspora community – that of Philo of Alexandria – not to 

determine the beliefs of diaspora Jews in general, but to identify any major or 

distinctive strands of thought originating with one of the groups of Jews scattered 

around the empire. 

The relationship of diaspora Jews with Jerusalem and its temple may well be expected 

to differ from that of Judean Jews.250 This is not to say that the temple would become 

irrelevant,251 although that is of course possible; it might even take on greater 

ideological significance, even if its practical impact is likely to be smaller. Alternatively, 

a diaspora worshipping community, separated by distance from the centre of its cult, 

might so develop its theology as to reinterpret and reapply that cult, whether to itself 

or to another institution. 

Post 70, diaspora Judaism was arguably much better placed than its Judean 

counterpart to make the practical transition to religious life without the temple. Its 

theologies, attitudes and ideologies are, therefore, potentially of great significance not 

only as part of the Jewish context within which early Christianity developed, but also as 

a parallel for that development itself, reinterpreting the Jewish cult in the light of its 

own situation. 
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The synagogue 

The synagogue was probably a key point of contact with the worshipping and other 

internal life of Judaism for Jews living beyond easy reach of the temple.252 Their 

significance is reflected in the presence, within Jerusalem itself, of synagogues for the 

benefit of foreign pilgrims;253 even when in the vicinity of the temple, presumably 

having travelled for the express purpose of participating in its worship, a devout Jew 

whose first language was not Hebrew and whose usual religious community was not 

the temple would perhaps still gravitate towards the synagogue. 

It seems that synagogues were primarily lay-led institutions, with lay teachers and 

readers.254 We do, however, have incidental evidence of some priestly involvement. An 

inscription in Jerusalem refers to Theodotos, who was both a priest and head of a 

synagogue, the latter role, as well as the former, having seemingly been something of 

a hereditary one.255 That one man assumed both roles need not, of course, imply an 

inherent link, although a priest, as a respected and learned member of the religious 

community, might seem a natural choice as synagogue leader.256 Philo adds weight to 

this view, stating that comment on the Law would be given in the synagogue, by a 

priest or elder.257 
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 L. I. Levine (2000, 124-125,271-278); Levy (1963, 14-15,17,18-21); Rocca (2011) argues, with 
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An interesting question is whether diaspora synagogues, either pre- or post-70, 

thought of themselves in terms of the temple.258 Did they consider themselves in any 

way as a substitute or representation of the temple,259 fulfilling for their attendees any 

of its functions?260 They may have had liturgical worship,261 but there is little or no 

evidence for animal sacrifice.262 

Diaspora identity and ideology 

In Elliott’s study of ìera,teuma in the Septuagint,263 he draws parallels between the use 

of the words ìera,teuma and poli,teuma, with the idea of a ìera,teuma precisely deriving 

from the self-understanding of a Jewish community living in the diaspora.264 This, then, 

raises the question of what this self-understanding might be, including the extent to 

which being a poli,teuma mattered to diaspora Jews. 
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 Some gentiles seem to have regarded the synagogues as temples: Tacitus, Hist. v.5 makes reference 
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(1999, 28); Sanders (1999, 6-7). 
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The question of precisely what was meant by this term has been a matter of some 

debate.265 Barclay argues that its meaning is unclear, being attested only in Alexandria, 

based on one text: Aristeas’ Letter to Philocrates, 310, the correct interpretation of 

which is uncertain.266 He suggests, however, that it is most likely to refer to the 

Alexandrian Jewish élite. This conclusion is also reached, more decisively, by Kasher, 

who suggests that the Letter to Philocrates267 points to a distinction between the whole 

community of Jews in the city – the plh/qoj – and its leadership, or poli,teuma.268 

Lüderitz, following an examination of the many uses of poli,teuma including its 

application to private associations,269 suggests that, in the case of Alexandria, it refers 

to the Alexandrians as a whole.270 

Many commentators, however, favour the more conventional explanation that a 

poli,teuma is a community of one particular ethnicity living as foreigners in a particular 

city, granted at least a degree of legal protection and political or cultural self-

determination. Stern, for instance, argues that this is the case for the diaspora 

communities of Alexandria and Berenice, but not in Rome, where Jewish communities 

were organised around so many synagogues.271 Smallwood similarly argues that this 

was a common arrangement, existing in Antioch, Ephesus, Sardis, Berenice and 

elsewhere, and that the communities formed “a recognized, formally constituted 
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corporation of aliens enjoying the right of domicile in a foreign city and forming a 

separate, semi-autonomous civic body, a city within the city.”272 

A Jewish poli,teuma, then, was a community with enough autonomy to ensure that the 

Jews could live precisely as Jews. If this was a situation which was sought-after by 

members of the Jewish diaspora, it would seem that their Jewish identity was of some 

real importance to them. To speak of being a poli,teuma places some emphasis on the 

homeland from which the diaspora Jew has come and the ethnic identity to which he 

or she looks. This can be seen, for instance, in Paul’s use of the word to identify the 

Christians as citizens of heaven.273 Philo, too, uses the cognate verb, politeu,omai, to 

speak of the patriarchs retaining their identity as citizens of the heavenly 

‘homeland’.274 Conclusions here must be tentative, but it would seem that at least 

some contemporary diaspora Jews understood their identity as a poli,teuma to 

emphasise their commitment to living out their Jewish identity in their host city;275 this 

would accord well with such displays of loyalty as the commitment to the Temple at 

Jerusalem.276 Van Unnik goes further, arguing that ‘diaspora’ was, in a sense, the 

logical conclusion of ‘exile’, in that the people of God was not only removed from its 

homeland, but was in a sense dismantled or dismembered as a nation. It was to be 

understood as the effect of God’s punishment, a state to be lamented, and there 

would have been in theory – and perhaps in practice – a longing to return to the holy 

land.277 
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Does this, then, imply that the diaspora Jew, living as part of a poli,teuma, had no 

loyalty or commitment to the local city? It might be supposed that their choosing to 

continue living there, rather than relocating to Jerusalem or Judea, would suggest that 

this is not the case. Barclay argues that: 

“Diaspora communities ... retain a sense of belonging elsewhere (in 

memory, myth or longing to return), but also typically develop strong 

attachments to their present place of belonging. In this sense ‘diaspora’ 

is a much more complex ... phenomenon than ‘migration’, since a 

diaspora community is neither a wandering body of people, nor simply a 

community of ‘immigrants’ absorbed into a new home.”278 

Kraabel, like van Unnik, sees ‘diaspora theology’ as developed out of ‘exile theology’, 

but he sees it as transformed into a positive identity, held with pride.279 The diaspora, 

he argues, no longer sees itself as in exile from the holy land, but rather as itself a part 

of that holy land, within its host nation or city.280 

If this is right, the Jewish poli,teuma of Alexandria – and possibly beyond – held a 

distinctive identity, not only as a holy people in an unholy nation, but precisely as a 

community which is holy on behalf of the unholy. Just as the separated priesthood of 

the temple maintained purity and offered worship on behalf of Israel and the 

dispersed Jews, so those dispersed Jews saw themselves, on this analysis, as 

maintaining purity281 and offering synagogue worship on behalf of the nations. The 

                                                           
 

278
 Barclay (2004, 2). Cf. also, from the same volume, Pearce (2004); Gruen (2002, 243-247). 

279
 Kraabel (1987); he is concerned with the role of the diaspora synagogue, which he sees as 

representing an integration of Jewish and hellenistic culture. 

280
 Kraabel (1987, 58). 

281
 This would be the level of purity expected of the Jewish people as a whole, which came from Torah 

observance; there is no evidence of priestly levels of purity being observed among the lay Jews of the 

diaspora. 



 

Jewish Context 

82 
 

Jews of the dispersion became “a priestly community charged with the worship of the 

true god,” with “a divinely endowed religious mission to fulfil.”282 

Of course, this is, to a large degree, speculative, and should be accepted only with 

caution, but it seems broadly convincing. It does, at least, provide some explanation of 

why i`era,teuma is found on so few occasions, so many of which originate in one 

diaspora community. It would also go some way towards explaining why the priestly 

designation of Exodus 19:6, apparently largely disregarded by many Jewish 

movements which one might expect to make use of it, seems of such relative 

importance to these diaspora Jews. Perhaps, diaspora Judaism, largely constituted of 

lay Jews,  has a particular need to be corporately priestly, given its higher degree of 

holiness than the local population as a whole and the probable shortage of designated 

priests in its midst. 

Philo 

Philo of Alexandria is a valuable source for the practices and attitudes of the Jewish 

diaspora, but we should not claim too much for him. He cannot be assumed to speak 

for the entire diaspora, in all places and at all times;283 his own writings show evidence 

of debate and disagreement even within his own Alexandrian Jewish community.284 

Furthermore, he writes for a purpose, which is largely apologetic;285 this will affect his 

historical reliability and our handling of his works. Nevertheless, he provides the most 

detailed record of diaspora concerns, ideologies and history, and illustrates at least 

one dimension of the complex entity that was first-century Judaism. The disputative 

nature of some of his works may also give some indication of the opposing view, 

although any attitude presented by its critics must be analysed with caution. That Philo 

                                                           
 

282
 Elliott (1966, 69). 

283
 Termini (2007, 96) suggests in passing that “Philo probably does not represent the typical Jew of the 

Diaspora. Rather, he seems to express the viewpoint of a cultured élite.” 

284
 Migr. 89-93. 

285
 Flacc. 46-50,52; Legat. 3-5. 



 

Jewish Context 

83 
 

was seen as representative of some section of Jewish diaspora is suggested by his 

appointment as envoy to the Emperor Gaius on behalf of the Alexandrian Jews.286 

The Jerusalem temple seems important to him; he emphasises its significance287 and 

may have made a pilgrimage there.288 However, his arguments against those who 

would spiritualise all Jewish observances,289 suggest that it was not so regarded by all 

diaspora Jews, or even by all influential thinkers or religious leaders.290 

If the temple is important to Philo, it follows that its priesthood will also be held in high 

esteem.291 He emphasises its sacrificial role,292 the importance of maintaining purity,293 

and the priestly task of studying, interpreting and adjudicating upon the Law.294 Thus, 

he has a straightforward, scriptural understanding of Jewish priests as a body of men 

appointed to work in the service of God, in worship and in the religious leadership of 

the people.295 
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Community Priesthood 

Philo does, however, also extend the concept of priesthood, to encompass all Jews.296 

He considers Passover, when a lamb is slaughtered and shared in a festive ritual, not 

within the temple courts, under priestly authority, but in the home;297 he points to its 

roots in an original sacrificial act, preceding the exodus, by Jews within their families. 

The responsibility and privilege of sacrifice was theirs; the temple and altar were their 

own homes. This belongs, of course, at the very beginning of the narrative of Israel’s 

nationhood, before it could look to a temple, cult or priesthood. The people 

themselves, in the Passover festival, are presented by Philo as the model priesthood, 

engaged in priestly sacrifice.298 

Philo appears to have been significantly influenced by Greek philosophy, particularly 

Plato;299 while the worldly realm is not to be dismissed, the ideal realm – the sphere of 

ideas, of which things earthly are mere imperfect copies – is arguably more 

significant.300 Thus, the Passover story describes not only a human release from 

slavery, but also – perhaps more importantly – the soul’s exodus from the mundane 

realm of the senses into the freedom of the divine sphere. 

                                                           
 

296
 Schwartz (1988, 531) argues that there is an etymological dimension to this broadening. In Hebrew 

and Aramaic, ‘priest’ and ‘holiness’ are clearly separate concepts, but as they come into contact with 

hellenistic, Greek-speaking Judaism, the two are etymologically linked. Thus, a holy life (in rabbinic 

thinking, one led according to Torah) becomes by definition a priestly life (cf. Spec. 2.164). 
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 Mos. 2.224-225; Decal. 30.159; Spec. 2.145-148; QE 2.12; Seland (1995, 98). 
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 Mos. 2.224-225; QE 2.10; Decal. 30.159; cf. also Spec.2.163-164, relating to the festival of Sheaves; cf. 

also Abr. 12.56; Himmelfarb (2006, 158-159); Seland (1995, 97). 
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Platonic philosophy also adds significance to the temple cult.301 The high priest 

symbolises the Logos, mediating between God and God’s people,302 and, as he enters 

the holy of holies, he represents the human mind gaining access to the ideal realm,303 

his garments, meanwhile, representing the universe.304 As he enters the presence of 

God in the holiest part of the temple, therefore, he symbolically takes with him the 

entire created order and the minds and souls of all seeking access to a higher level of 

being. The earthly temple is important in its own right, as established by the command 

of God, but also points the philosophical mind to a higher, more fundamental truth,305 

in which the priest stands as an allegory for reason or conscience,306 the means by 

which virtue – the priest’s altar service307 – finds its home in the soul (the temple).308 

Just as the holy temple is the appropriate place for offerings to be made, and is kept 

holy by the pure offerings themselves, so the soul is a holy place for the human 

conscience to offer virtue and purity, which in turn keep the soul holy.309 If, then, the 
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 Seland (1995, 92) suggests that he might also be influenced by Stoic philosophy, in his claim (Spec. 

1.66-7) that the whole universe is also a temple to God. 
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 Her. 36.174; 84; Spec. 1.116; Somn 1.215-216; 2.185-189,231; Fug. 106-112; Gig. 52; Seland (1995, 
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human sphere: Termini (2007, 99). 
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 Her. 16.82-84; Abr. 174; Williamson (1970, 419). 
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 Migr. 13.102ff; Her. 36.174-6; Somn. 1.214-216; Mos. 2.117ff,133-134; Spec. 1.84-85,95-97; Seland 

(1995, 94); cf. the universe as a temple: Spec. 1.66-67; Seland (1995, 92). 
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 Deo 28.135. 
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 Leg. 3.26.82; 3.49.144; Cher. 5.17; Deo 28.135; Migr. 18.102; Fug. 21.118; Somn. 2.185; though cf. 

Spec. 1.66. 

307
 Leg. 3.49.144; Somn. 2.74. 
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 Somn. 1.149,215; 2.248; Praem. 123; Virt. 188. 
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 Deo 28.135; Praem. 123; Schrenk (1969, 241); Seland (1995, 93). 
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exercise of priesthood is symbolic of the exercise of virtue, there may be a sense in 

which all virtuous people – at least all virtuous Jews – are true priests.310  

Philo develops the idea of community priesthood in connection with the creation of 

humankind, the lives of the patriarchs and the foundation of Israel, using Exodus 

19:6311 and explicitly ascribing to the people the twin roles of priesthood and 

prophecy.312 As to what tasks might belong to this allegorical common priesthood, the 

answer seems to lie in the practising of ‘spiritual sacrifice’ – the offering of prayer, 

devotion and a pure and virtuous life.313 In addition, there appears to be a mediatory 

role – arguably the essence of priestly identity, from which all responsibilities of 

priesthood flow and without which an otherwise priestly task will simply be a holy act 

of the laity. Israel is endowed with priestly identity ‘on behalf of the whole human 

race’, specifically because it is the nation which loves God the most.314 Does this, then, 

imply that its role is to love – or worship, serve or obey – God on behalf of the nations? 

Further support for this idea is found in Philo’s Life of Moses, which describes God as 

singling Israel out for a special, close relationship and consecrating her as a priesthood, 

specifically so that Israel might pray for the wellbeing of all humankind.315  

 

The Rabbis and Post-70 Judaism 

The final years before the fall of the temple and its cult, and the decades following, are 

when the New Testament communities and their ideologies were shaped and their 

texts written, so any re-evaluation of the temple and its priesthood within Judaism 
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during this time – or the lack of such a process – may shed light on the way in which 

early Christians shaped their theology and ecclesiology of priesthood. 

The rabbinic writings, dating from the centuries immediately following the fall of 

Jerusalem,316 display a preoccupation with the temple and its cult.317 Given their loss, it 

is not clear why this should be, or why there seems to be a concern to clarify the 

biblical rules regarding purity. Does it reflect a means of maintaining Israel’s purity 

until an anticipated restoration,318 or a shift in the locus of holiness from the 

priesthood to the nation at large?319 Is it an attempt to fill the place of the temple and 

priesthood, or simply a regard for the biblical material, requiring Torah obedience, as 

far as was compatible with a lack of temple? The Mishnah does not explain its logic, so 

we can only speculate. 

Purity 

Whether rabbinic interest in the temple was nostalgic or anticipatory, we might 

profitably ask whom the rabbis considered, in its absence, to be the contemporary 

guardians of Israel’s purity. Were they, indeed, concerned about purity at all, with no 

cult in operation? Some rabbis were of priestly lineage, but many – perhaps the 

majority – were lay.320 Did lay rabbis observe any level of purity normally associated 

with priesthood? Alon sees a gradual expansion in responsibility for purity, to include 

the laity, alongside a parallel trend against the strengthening of such regulations, 
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 S. Stern (1994, xxiv); but cf. the caution of Jacobs (1977) and Neusner (1971), that the internal 

evidence is too unreliable for conclusive dating. 
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precisely on the grounds that an increase would make no sense without the temple.321 

Noam also sees two approaches, held in tension; the rabbinic writings are, she claims, 

uniformly and strikingly unconcerned to maintain purity outside of the sacred sphere, 

even when the basic meaning of the biblical text would suggest it.322 On the other 

hand, she sees a trend in practice towards the strengthening of purity regulations, 

which is neither contested nor debated within rabbinic tradition.323 

Neusner sees an overriding philosophy in the rabbinic writings, which attempts to 

make sense of the questions of holiness and purity in Israel, faced with her new 

situation. The solution which he sees is an ideological replacement of the temple and 

its sacrifices with the people of Israel themselves;324 the rabbis, innovating where 

necessary, developed a coherent, amoral purity system, separate from the Torah and 

designed for a post-temple Judaism.325 

Others, however, disagree. Booth argues that most of the principles appearing to 

underlie the rabbinic purity system can be found already in the Torah, especially in 

what source criticism identifies as the priestly strand, so rabbinic purity is essentially a 

restatement of traditional Jewish cultic practices.326 Harrington, similarly, argues that 

where the rabbis find gaps in the biblical rules, they attempt to fill them in a manner as 

true as possible to the biblical purity system.327 Milgrom does see the rabbinic idea of 

holiness and purity extending to the land of Israel as diverging from the priestly source 

in the Torah, but claims it instead as a derivation from the Torah’s holiness code.328 
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Another, related, criticism of Neusner is that he overplays the rabbinic emphasis on 

purity. Sanders offers a critique on this basis, linked to the question of continuity with 

biblical principles; he argues that the rabbis are less concerned with purification than is 

often assumed, but that any concern with lay purity can be found also in the Torah, 

particularly Leviticus. It was not rabbinic policy, he claims, to extend priestly purity to 

the laity, or habitually to eat in a state of ritual purity.329 Büchler, writing earlier than 

Neusner, also sees the rabbinic approach to ritual – as distinct from moral – purity as 

fully in line with its biblical source, in that in neither is it a particularly central concern. 

Where it appears, it symbolises the moral purity which is truly required, and is 

primarily a priestly concern with little impact on the laity.330 

Finally, Yadin, writing on the Temple Scroll, finds some parallels with rabbinic 

literature, from which he concludes that much rabbinic supplementing of the biblical 

material represents a tradition dating back at least to the second century BCE, to 

which he dates the Temple Scroll.331 

The rabbis believed in spheres of holiness,332 each requiring corresponding degrees of 

purity. At the centre lay the inner sanctuaries of the temple, whose purity was the 

responsibility of the priesthood, culminating in the holy of holies, accessible only to the 

high priest,333 while the weakest degree of holiness pertained to the whole land of 

Israel, and here responsibility for maintaining purity lay with all its inhabitants, but the 

requirements were less weighty.334 Thus, the greatest burden of purity was placed on 

the priesthood, especially the high priesthood, but all Jews shared some responsibility. 
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Holiness was the separation of divine matters from profane,335 but the rabbis lived out 

their purity within the wider community, rather than as a separated holiness sect,336 

perhaps seeking, however, to make this as easy as possible within the stipulations of 

the Torah.337 

Sacrifice and priestly rite 

It may be that sacrifice was spiritualised for the rabbis, being replaced by the study of 

the Torah338 or works of mercy or charity.339 The rabbis’ own role was one of legal 

interpretation , and Scholer suggests that this may have been as effective in 

maintaining Israel’s relationship with God as was priestly sacrifice and the temple 

cult.340 In the absence of clear evidence for this, however, he is probably right to be 

tentative. Indeed, even if Torah observance and mercy are equivalent to priestly 

offices, something more is required before it can be said to replace such a role. 

Perhaps it would be more true to suggest that the rabbis are seeking not to replace 

sacrifice but to preserve it, by enacting its true meaning. 

If rabbinic preoccupation with the temple represents an ongoing expectation of its re-

establishment, a concern to maintain Israel’s purity is intelligible, as keeping the nation 

in readiness for a return to the old ways and place of worship, and preserving its 

holiness. In this scenario, however, replacing the role of the priesthood and usurping 

its responsibility would seem unlikely to be considered either necessary or desirable. If, 

on the other hand, the concern is to create a new role and place in society for a 

priesthood now permanently without a temple, we might expect an adapted set of 
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responsibilities, to avoid a respected group of religious officials from becoming 

irrelevant and obsolete in a changed religious context. 

Conclusions 

Neusner argues that the Mishna emphasises above all the holiness of Israel and the 

Jewish people, rather than that of the temple. He believes that Israel has replaced the 

temple as the primary preserver of the nation’s sanctity. The focus of rabbinic thought 

derives, he claims, from the events of 70 and the consequent need to adjust their 

understanding of purity.341 Himmelfarb, too, notes that for the rabbis, a practising 

priesthood had become less important. This, she argues, is influenced by the 

meritocratic principles of pre-70 Jewish sectarianism and post-70 Christianity – the 

rabbis also emphasised holiness as something earned on merit, not inherited by 

birthright.342  

It is possible, therefore, that in the rabbinic worldview, the role of preserving Israel’s 

purity was entrusted to the people of that nation, but it seems that such a role still 

truly belonged to the priesthood. Even to the extent that it is shared by the laity, it is 

nowhere suggested that this renders them priests; all of Israel shares in the task of 

protecting her holiness by ensuring a state of ritual purity, and the priests, as the 

guardians of the holiest places in Israel, continue to bear a special part in this task. 

 

Conclusions 

What picture, then, emerges of the understanding of priesthood in Jewish thought, 

developing in the century or two before and after the birth of Christianity? Did the 

concept remain firmly within the temple or among those of particular genealogy, or 
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was it a term used as a badge of identity for Israel, by the Jewish communities we have 

examined? 

The primary role appears to have been in line with scripture; the priest was the 

officiant in the sacrifices and cultic worship of the temple. Inevitably, this role must 

have changed in practice, following the Jewish war, but the rabbinic concerns and 

Josephus’ account suggest that, conceptually at least, the traditional function 

remained. It may have become theoretical, but whether through hope of restoration 

or regard for the principles of scripture, which must be taught, even if they cannot be 

practised, it is spoken of as actual reality. This does not, of course, mean that the 

temple remained a part of people’s daily religious concern, but does perhaps suggest 

that its physical loss does not equate necessarily to its loss of status. The practical role 

of a priest, indeed, probably did not disappear altogether, and priests appear to have 

been important in Qumran, which rejected the temple and its cult as impure and 

unable to fulfil its true function in the present. While they could not conduct sacrifices 

or lead the temple worship, priests’ roles seem to have developed instead in the areas 

of legal jurisdiction and scriptural interpretation, and perhaps in community and 

synagogue leadership. 

The priestly ideal, then, remains associated with the institutional priesthood. Despite 

the availability within scripture, particularly Exodus 19:6, of priesthood as a metaphor 

for the people of Israel, this does not seem to have been widely taken up during the 

period in question. The Qumran community, the rabbis and probably the Pharisees all 

seem to have been concerned to extend priestly levels of purity more widely, which 

may indicate a sense of Israel as a holy, priestly, and ideally pure community; but, 

although it may seem a natural step from practical purity to notional priesthood, it 

seems not to have been one widely taken by those assessing Israel’s situation at the 

time. We encounter the application of a priestly responsibility to the laity, rather than 

an absorption of the laity into the priesthood. Josephus seems particularly 

uninterested in the idea, although it would suit one of his emphases – the superiority 

of the Jewish people, relative to the rest of the world. He uses the existence and 
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responsibilities of priests within Judaism to make this point, but does not accord this 

status to the people as a whole; their glory comes through their priests. Of those we 

have examined, the only writer clearly to draw on and develop the concept is Philo of 

Alexandria. 

In searching for a sense of common priesthood among the Jewish people or their 

various writers, it feels natural to begin with the loss of the temple and the ending of 

the cult which gave Jewish priests their distinctive role. Might we not expect, in 

consequence, the development of an alternative sense of priesthood, less dependent 

upon the temple itself? Similarly in the separatist community at Qumran, in whose life 

the temple played no practical part, we might expect a move away from the more 

traditional notion of priesthood. This, however, overlooks one significant detail; in the 

post-70 world inhabited by Josephus and the rabbis, and in the isolation of the 

Qumran sectarians – and still more in pre-70 Jewish society, where pharisaism 

developed – priests still remained. In most of these cases, they no longer had an altar 

at which to exercise the distinctive task of their priestly vocation, but nevertheless 

they remained priests. 

Priests might be expected to be influential; they would be among the most educated 

men in their faith, and may have continued to hold power internally among Jewish 

communities, as in Qumran, as well as commanding a certain amount of respect simply 

for their priestly status. Given this, it may be natural to expect a degree of resistance 

towards the idea of sharing that status more generally; at the very least, there is little 

incentive to conceive, develop or encourage such a theology. While the rabbis and 

Pharisees may be largely independent of the priesthood, we might still expect a certain 

respect for the priestly position. And Josephus is not merely likely to be influenced by 

the priests – by his own account, he is a priest. 

While a priesthood exists, it may also seem simply unnecessary to reconsider the 

quesion of who is a priest, or might bear priestly responsibility. It may be appropriate 

to redefine the priestly role, placing greater emphasis on those tasks, such as teaching 

or legal interpretation, which are less dependent on the temple; there may even be a 
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need to broaden some priestly responsibility for matters such as purity or atonement, 

if it is no longer possible to rely on the operation of a centralised cult. This is not the 

same, however, as reinterpreting priestly identity per se. 

Perhaps, after all, we should not be surprised at the lack of interest in being a priestly 

nation within Judaism at the time, but instead should be intrigued by where it does 

appear; what is so different about Philo’s situation or outlook, which has caused him to 

make use of a concept which seems to be of little or no significance to his Jewish 

peers? 

It may be that the Jews of the diaspora, distant from Jerusalem and its temple, were 

inherently less reliant upon the priesthood, which would in turn hold less influence 

and authority.343 This would seem to account in part for Philo’s analysis of the Passover 

story, and his casting of the Jewish people as the archetypal priests, modelling 

priesthood for those subsequently specifically appointed to the role. The temple 

remains important, as do its priests, but in a less immediate manner; the more visible, 

daily responsibility for prayer, praise and worship, for reading, interpreting and 

expounding scripture, and for shaping theology, would lie with the laity, with the duty 

of leadership being more likely to fall to the heads of the households and leaders of 

the synagogues. 

Also potentially significant is the ideology of the diaspora. If it is the case that the 

dispersed Jews – or at least some of their significant thinkers – understood themselves 

to play a crucial part in Israel’s task of making the nations holy, then we might well 

understand why biblical ideas of Israel as priestly would become particularly 

influential. It may have been important to Israel in ‘exile’, as to those nearer the Jewish 

cultic heartland, to know that the temple priests were engaged on their behalf, making 

atonement and caring for the people’s relationship with God. On a day-to-day basis, 

however, in the gentile context in which they lived, this group of Jews – this piece of 
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Israel – was the holy people, separated from the impure in order to give glory to God. 

If there are degrees of holiness, the temple stands proud among the ‘ordinary’ Jews; 

place those Jews among gentiles, however, and the holiness of the ‘ordinary’, lay Jew 

becomes more important and more evident. The role of worship and atonement which 

the priests perform on their behalf, they fulfil for the profane nations; this remains 

true for all Israel, imbued with a priestly quality,344 but the diaspora is perhaps 

uniquely placed to appreciate such a status.345 Add to this the fact that Jewish 

communities in the dispersion generally lived with the status of outsiders, lacking the 

privileges of citizenship of either Rome or their own polis, and isolated from the centre 

of Jewish religious life, and we have a picture of a people potentially seeking an 

identity with status and value. A biblical concept which emphasises their participation 

in the privileges of Israel, while affirming their special status as against the gentile 

nations, could provide such an identity. 

Much of this could, of course, be said of Josephus, except that, despite his exile, he 

does not lack status. Granted a certain amount of privilege by his Roman patrons, his 

own sense of privilege comes by virtue of being a priest, without any need to redefine 

that label. When he seeks to assert the special nature of Judaism, it is to its history and 

institutional priesthood that he turns, not to its priestly nature. It is Judaism’s 

hierocracy which he expects to demonstrate its innate superiority. 

In the end, then, Jewish thinking developed in the shadow of the temple, overseen by 

an influential priesthood, understands the concept of priestly identity to apply 

primarily to those of levitical lineage, appointed to the care and oversight of her 

religious life, holy rites and sanctuaries, and relationship with God. When Jewish 

thinking is shaped abroad, however, it seems probable that it will be concerned less 

with Israel’s relationship to the temple (albeit that this will remain important), and 

more with her relationship to the nations outside. Israel herself becomes the pure, 
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holy entity, charged with the care and oversight of her own religious life and the 

relationship of the nations to God; it is therefore perhaps not surprising if the more 

creative development of the concept of community priesthood and the holiness 

associated with it comes from an influential writer in the diaspora. It is not, after all, 

adherence to higher, priestly standards of purity which makes a community see itself 

as priestly, but a higher degree of holiness than those with whom they live in close 

proximity – that is, the presence of a less holy majority and the absence of a holier 

minority. 

 



 

97 
 

Chapter 4 

The Graeco-Roman Context 

 

Within the field of New Testament studies, certain aspects of the Graeco-Roman 

context typically enjoy considerable prominence; the imperial cult,1 in particular, has 

been much examined by New Testament, as well as classical scholars.2 It is tempting to 

identify areas of pagan devotion with doctrinal or practical parallels, real or superficial, 

within Christianity. Emperor-worship can be contrasted with Jesus-worship;3 mystery 

cults, with secret knowledge and meals, may be likened to Christian eucharist and 

gnosticism.4 These comparisons can be of great significance, but it would be artificial 

to isolate such areas, as though Christianity’s contact with its pagan neighbour were 

only at specific points and arose only in relation to specific doctrines or rituals.5 

The study of priesthood in the Graeco-Roman world is hampered by a number of 

factors. Firstly, there is the difficulty of reconstructing precisely what part religion 

played in ordinary people’s private lives.6 Some important documents help us here; 
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 While we shall use this term, as a simple shorthand, some scholars have drawn attention to the 
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fictional works, such as Apuleius’ exploration of magic in The Golden Ass,7 or Petronius’ 

Dinner with Trimalchio8 illustrate aspects of pagan life, as does Plutarch’s discussion of 

superstitio and atheism.9 Also relevant are inscriptions10 and archaeological remains of 

household shrines (discoveries at Pompeii and Herculaneum being particularly 

valuable).11 However, the interpretation of this data is not straightforward, in part 

because religion appears to have been primarily a public or state matter, with ‘private’ 

religion an element of the individual’s participation in civic life and conduct as a good 

citizen.12 On this view, the political and religious spheres are inextricably linked, to the 
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 E.g. III.21-26; IX.29; cf. also Lucius’ personal devotion to the gods and goddesses whom he serves 

(XI.17-19,24-26); the telling, in a domestic setting, of Greek mythology (V); and the selling of (false) 

oracles to individuals seeking guidance (IX.9). 

8
 E.g. frag. 74, where a libation is poured out, to appease the evil spirits after a cock has crowed (taken 

as a bad omen). The work is satirical, and therefore exaggerated, but presumably grounded to some 

degree in the realities of daily life and religion. 

9
 Defined respectively as too great a fear of, and too little attention to, the divine: Superstit. 1-2; 
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Superstit. 7; cf. Rives (2007, 183-187); Bailey (2006, 8); Gordon (2008, 77-78), who suggests that 

superstitio is a much broader, largely rhetorical term, which could even include the concept of atheism; 

Fox (1987, 425-426), who considers atheism – a failure to honour the gods rather than a belief system – 

to be a key complaint against Christians. 

10
 E.g. IEph 1266, noting the discharge of a vow to Artemis, by Cominia Junia, or ILS 3526, marking an 

offering to Silvanus by Sextus Attius Dionysius on obtaining his freedom. 

11
 Bakker (1994, 32-43); Rives (2007, 119-120). Cf. also accounts of statues of the gods being placed in 

the home, e.g. Cicero, Let. Att. i.1.5. 

12
 This position, perhaps now a majority view, is summarised by Rives (2010, 269); cf. Beard and 

Crawford (1985); Price (1984b, 11). But Woolf (1997, 76) draws attention to the range of religious 

traditions which fell outside the idea of state religion (e.g. the cults of some deities), or were not ritual-

dominated (e.g. myths), and areas in which personal religion might be important (e.g. as a driver of 

religious change). For the involvement of civic authority in private religion, and the relationship between 

private and civic cults, see Rives (2007, 119-122). 
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point of being virtually inseparable.13 Public and private religion seem to be concerned 

in large part with obtaining and maintaining divine favour and goodwill,14 which was 

largely an issue of correct observance of form and ritual.15 

A second problem is the variety in religious and priestly practice across the Roman 

empire.16 There were different patterns of religion and worship in different parts of 

the empire, at different times; even in the same place and time, there could be 

significant variety.17 Such diversity raises the issue of cross-cultural misunderstanding 

within the sources. How might a Greek writer, for example, view the place of religion 

within Roman culture, and how reliable might this be? What would be his 

understanding of the role and position of a Roman priest?18 

This problem of cultural differences becomes even more acute for a modern 

commentator, raising a further methodological problem: can ancient religion be 

analysed using modern categories of religious thought? How, for instance, might we 

apply the idea of ‘faith’, or ‘vocation’? Beard, North and Price make the point that 

“many of our familiar categories for thinking about religion and religious experience 

                                                           
 

13
 Beard et al. (1998, 359); Beard and Crawford (1985, 30); Harland (2003b, 87-89); Scheid (2003, 130); 

Gradel (2004, 27-28; cf. p.29, where he sees this integration also in the offering of honours or worship to 

ruling or powerful figures); but cf. Dignas (2002, 271-278). 

14
 Cf. e.g. Homer, Iliad, 1.39-41. 

15
 Scheid (2005) argues that the true meaning of Graeco-Roman religion was seen, not through an 

individualised ‘faith’ system, but through its system of ritual and rite; but cf. King (2003). 

16
 “As far back as we can trace it, traditional Roman paganism was strikingly complex – in its priestly 

organisation, in its range of divinities and in its relations with the religious systems of its neighbours.” 

(Beard et al., 1998, xi); cf. Rives (2007, 5-6,13-53,84-86, although he also argues that more united than 

divided different expressions of Graeco-Roman religion: p. 6,86-87,132-157); Fox (1987, 33). 

17
 Compare, for example, the placing of a statue in the market place (Pausanias, 2.2.8-3.1), the enacting 

of the myths concerning the gods (Apuleius, X.30-34), the debates between philosophers (Cicero, Nat. 

Gods), the public or private sacrifice of an animal upon an altar, the proclaiming of a public holiday or 

games, the gift of a votive offering: Rives (2007, 42,46-47). 

18
 Cf. e.g. the description of ‘Egyptian’ customs in Herodotus, ii.35-36. 
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simply cannot be usefully applied here; … even the idea of ‘personal belief’ (to us a 

self-evident part of religious experience) provides a strikingly inappropriate model for 

understanding the religious experience of early Rome.”19 If, however, we abandon 

these concepts, and seek to maintain the integrity of Graeco-Roman thought, it 

becomes extremely difficult to find any point of entry. Roman ‘priesthood’, for 

example, causes problems if we presume a primary function of mediation between 

humans and their gods; this does not appear to have been an inevitable part of the 

priestly function in ancient Rome.20 

Much New Testament scholarship has dealt with this problem by isolating one aspect 

of paganism, which may be regarded as representing a parallel or anti-type for early 

Christianity, or where there is an analogy or traditionally accepted link, rather than 

considering the range of options available or the way in which these interrelated in the 

life of the ordinary, pious Greek or Roman.21 Although we cannot fully set aside our 

modern assumptions, there may be profit in attempting to understand what religion 

and priesthood meant to Greeks and Romans.22 

                                                           
 

19
 Beard et al. (1998, x, emphasis theirs) – the reference is to early Roman religion, but the general point 

remains true of traditional polytheistic religion during our era; cf. Price (1980, 29), (1984b, 7-16); J. Z. 

Smith (1990, 2004); Rives (2007, 47-50,105-106), (2010, 249-250,252,254); Harland (2003b, 88, 103-

107); Fox (1987, 31); Douglas (1973, 19-39). But cf. the reminder of Burkert (1987, 13-15), that ‘faith’, 

however understood, played a part in, for example, votive offerings, and of Fox (1987, 32,89) that a 

cultic act inevitably implies some motive or belief. 

20
 Rüpke and Gordon (2007, 216); cf. Rives (2007, 43-44). 

21
 E.g. Scholer (1991, 71-81) explores the concept of priesthood for various Jewish writers and sects, but 

limits his discussion of pagan priesthood to mystery cults; Metzger (1982) discusses only philosophy and 

the mystery religions. But cf. Duling, Perrin, and Ferm (1994), whose study of New Testament context is 

wide-ranging. For criticism of such a limited approach, Rives (2010, 241); J. Z. Smith (1990), (2004, 21); 

Burkert (1987, 3,101-102); Beard et al. (1998, 247,359-360). 

22
 This broadly historical approach requires us to resist the attempt to define the nature of religion too 

tightly, or limit too far the categories of divinity, worship, piety, devotion etc. which may be seen to 

characterise a religion: Poole (1986); Gradel (2004, 57); Beard et al. (1998, xi); Rives (2007, 5-6). 
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Once again, a detailed examination of the whole religious context is outside the scope 

of this work, but we shall attempt an overview. Firstly, we shall consider Roman 

religious views and practices; Rome was the dominant political and, if it so chose, 

religious power across the empire, and her influence must have been felt. 

Furthermore, it seems probable that 1 Peter was written from Rome itself,23 and 

Revelation may constitute, in part, a polemic against the Roman imperial cult,24 so 

Roman religion may have had an influence on the writing, as well as the reception, of 

both books. Secondly, we shall examine Greek religion, which remained dominant in 

the eastern empire, even in the wake of the imposition of Roman imperialism. Finally, 

we shall look specifically at the religious make-up of the region known as Asia Minor, 

where the letters were received, interpreted and, presumably, preserved. 

 

Roman Religion 

Those designated ‘priests’ 

There was no hereditary or class entitlement to priestly office,25 although it may have 

been dominated by those with wealth and political power. In theory, any free man – 

and some women – could hold a priesthood.26 Rives points out that: 

“The basic cult practices … were open to all, so that people generally 

had no need of any third party to mediate between them and the gods. 

It was only as members of a group that individuals depended on 

someone else for the performance of basic rituals, since in every group, 

                                                           
 

23
 See ch.5, p.128. 

24
 Kraybill (1996, 26-29). 

25
 Scheid (2003, 129). 

26
 A number of priestly roles belonged to women – some offerings at games and the priesthood of 

certain goddess cults: Scheid (2003, 131-132, 143-134); Rives (2007, 128-129); cf. L. J. Thompson (2010); 

Friesen (2003), (1993, 81-89). 
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whether a household or an association or a city, there were people 

whose role was to represent the group in its dealings with the divine.”27 

Many priesthoods were collected into ‘colleges’;28 areas of religious expertise were 

specific to each priesthood or college, and religious authority was spread amongst the 

various priestly and political institutions.29 The more important colleges, such as the 

pontifical and augural colleges, would be consulted on questions of religious law, such 

as the legitimacy of a temple dedication,30 or the interpretation of signs and auspices. 

Primary responsibility for the interpretation of divine will, however, belonged not to 

the priestly colleges, but to the Senate and magistrates.31 The colleges might advise, 

and their advice may be heeded,32 but final authority lay with the political 

authorities.33 

The precise details relating to the forms of ritual or the identity of personnel are often 

hard to reconstruct, but it seems that it was often political leaders – senators, consuls 

or the emperor – who performed religious rituals, such as sacrifices, or the prayers 

attending the opening of games.34 The Senate was responsible for the taking of 

                                                           
 

27
 Rives (2007, 43). 

28
 For a summary of the history, responsibilities and organisation of the colleges and other official, non-

collegiate priesthoods, see Scheid (2003, 133-145). 

29
 Rives (2007, 43-47). 

30
 As, for example, in Cicero, Dom., a speech made by Cicero, on his return from exile, challenging the 

legality of the shrine dedicated on the site of his house by his great rival. 

31
 Scheid (2003, 129). 

32
 The emperor was always Pontifex Maximus, many priests were also members of the Senate, and 

many people who held consular office also held priesthoods; so the advising body was not necessarily 

dramatically different in make-up from the body carrying out that advice – cf. Livy, Hist. XXVII.8, where 

Gaius Valerius Flaccus asserts his right, as Flamen Dialis, to a place in the Senate. 

33
 Asconius, Corn. 68C; Livy, Hist. XXXI.12; Cicero, Let. Att. i.13.3; cf. Ando and Rüpke (2006, 18-19); 

Scheid (2003, 129). 

34
 Although many priests also held political office, responsibility for performing these rituals seems to 

have accompanied political, rather than priestly, office; this may be an artificial distinction to draw, but 
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auspices before major political or national events and before going to war, and the 

magistrates before any popular assembly was held.35 Priests were often present on 

such occasions, but did not necessarily take the most visible role.36 Nevertheless, most 

priesthoods did involve key ritual functions: the Vestal virgins were responsible for 

keeping alight the fire on the shrine of their goddess, Vesta; the Flamen Dialis had 

ritual responsibilities which were unique to him, not shared even by his college, which 

restricted his ability to travel or hold political office;37 imperial propaganda 

surrounding Augustus showed the emperor and others in priestly dress, performing 

sacrifices.38 

It is easiest to define Roman priests by what they were not: they did not have final 

authority in religious matters, legal or interpretative; they were not the sole (or 

necessarily the main) performers of religious ritual and sacrifice; they were not the 

primary mediators between the divine and human spheres.39 They may have been 

religious ‘experts’ – repositories of knowledge and expertise advising the Senate, with 

whom final authority lay. Or, as keepers of the records, writers of history and 

guardians of religious law, they may have been regarded as preservers of the past and 

protectors of the future, linking past and future together and ensuring continuity of 

the traditions of Rome.40 The term ‘priest’ (sacerdos) covers such a wide variety of 

functions that it is almost impossible to identify one understanding of priesthood, 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

Scheid (2003, 130) argues that the two roles, while regularly exercised by one person, were not 

confused. 

35
 Cicero, Let. Att. iii-v; Plutarch, Cato 42.3. 

36
 Livy, Hist. VIII.9. 

37
 Aulus Gellius, Attic X.15.1-25; Scheid (2003, 130). 

38
 E.g. the Ara Pacis Augustae, showing Augustus and members of the major priestly colleges, sacrificing: 

Zanker (1990, 120-124). 

39
 Rives (2007, 43-44); Rüpke and Gordon (2007, 216). However, the augures and haruspices specialised 

in interpretation of signs from the gods. 

40
 Beard et al. (1998, 26) regard this as true at least of the pontifices. 
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although the simple fact of a shared title might suggest that contemporary Romans 

themselves saw some cohesion between the roles.41 

A priestly people? 

The representatives of the people – both the Senate and the plebeian assemblies – 

held responsibility which might be considered, in some sense, ‘priestly’. As we have 

noted, to attempt to separate the strictly ‘political’ from the purely ‘religious’ is 

probably to impose philosophical distinctions which would not have made sense at the 

time. Membership of the Senate and a priestly college might together represent an 

individual’s public office,42 and the Senate itself was both a political and a religious 

body.43 It was for the Senate to interpret signs and determine the correct course of 

action to appease the gods. It was responsible for maintaining the integrity of 

traditional Roman religion, while occasionally inviting foreign cults into the city, usually 

in response to an oracle.44 This religious authority and role in mediation between 

human and divine would, in many cultures both then and since, denote a priestly 

function. We should be wary, however, of classifying the Senate straightforwardly as a 

‘priestly’ body; this term is not used by the Romans themselves of their Senate. Many 

senators may have been priests, but their senatorial role is not ‘priestly’ in Roman 

terms.45 

Plebeian assemblies lacked the mediating authority of the Senate, but the legitimacy of 

a public dedication of a shrine might depend upon its authorisation by a popular 

                                                           
 

41
 Though cf. Rives’ reminder that this term was not alone in covering some of what we understand by 

‘priest’ (2007, 44). 

42
 Scheid (2003, 129-130); cf. also Rives (2007, 114-117), but with a caution against identifying a city too 

completely with its cults . 

43
 Cf. Cicero, Dom. i.1, celebrating the wisdom of placing religious and political power in the hands of the 

same people; also Livy, Hist. XXVII.8. 

44
 Perhaps most notably, the cult of Magna Mater, in 205 BCE – Livy, Hist. XXIX.10; Burkert (1987, 6); 

Garnsey (1984, 8-9). 

45
 Scheid (2003, 130). 
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assembly. Some interpretation of divine will might, then, be said to lie with the people, 

assembled together.46 The meeting of an assembly could be disrupted, if it were 

perceived that the gods disapproved; it was the role of the presiding magistrate to 

take the auspices in advance, to determine the will of the gods in relation to a 

particular gathering.47 Beard points out that not only did this place some responsibility 

for mediation in the hands of the magistracy, but that the lack of a similar process for 

the Senate emphasises their particular role as communicators with the gods; an 

assembly could lack the necessary ‘proper’ relationship with the gods, the Senate 

could not.48 

The place of the emperor in the religious life of the empire 

Roman and later historians have understood the priestly office of Rex Sacrorum in 

republican Rome as a means of preserving the religious role and duties of the king, as 

monarchy gave way to republic.49 It is perhaps more likely that the Rex Sacrorum 

always existed, alongside the political Rex,50 but either way, the role speaks of an 

ideological link between the concepts of royalty and priesthood; it was deemed 

necessary, even after the end of the monarchy, for a kingly figure to maintain 

leadership within the religious life of the republic and later the empire.51 

Augustus, like Julius Caesar before him, took for himself the role of Pontifex 

Maximus;52 thereafter, until the fourth century, the title belonged to the reigning 

                                                           
 

46
 Cicero, Dom. liii; Scheid (2003, 129). 

47
 Cicero, Let. Att. iii-v; Plutarch, Cato 42.3. 

48
 Beard (1990, 33-34). 

49
 E.g. Livy Hist. II.2.1; cf. Beard et al. (1998, 54-56). 

50
 Cornell (1995, 235-236); Beard et al. (1998, 56-58). 

51
 A link may also have existed between the monarchy and the Vestal virgins, who have been seen as the 

continuation of a sacred role formerly belonging to the king’s daughters, though cf. Beard et al. (1998, 

58), arguing that there is no evidence for such a blood relationship. It is in any event unlikely that these 

particular expressions of such an ideology would have been especially strong as far away as Asia Minor. 

52
 Augustus, Res Gest. 10.2;67; Suetonius, Aug. 31.1. 
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emperor.53 The image of priesthood was important to Augustus’ imperial propaganda; 

he wished to be associated with a revival of traditional Roman practices, and to this 

end set about a programme of reform of cults and priesthoods.54 He acquired 

membership of all of the major colleges,55 and was regularly portrayed in priestly 

clothes, conducting sacrifices and reflecting a model of Roman piety.56 In time, this 

image became increasingly prevalent and associated with the imperial household and 

those other aristocrats and patrons who might wish to imitate their emperor.57 

Augustus’ adoption of the title of Pontifex Maximus consolidated his headship of all 

Roman religion58 – a role which had not been associated with the title during the 

Republican period. This arguably marked a break with the traditional Roman concept 

of priesthood, which saw each title or role as partial, within the overall religious 

structure, and denied any one person or body more than limited religious authority.59 

Gradually, as he came to embody the glory of Rome and her empire, he came also to 

represent her religion.60 Gordon notes that: 

“sacrifices by emperors seem … to have become symbols of a very 

generalized conception of ‘piety’ sustained by the emperors in the name 

not of the Senate and People of Rome but of the Empire as a whole. … 

[They] also became paradigms or exemplars of public sacrifice 

                                                           
 

53
 Rives (2007, 45-46). 

54
 Suetonius, Aug. 31.1-4; Augustus, Res Gest.; Gordon (1990a, 183-184); Zanker (1990, 103, 114-125). 

55
 Augustus, Res Gest. 67; Scheid (2003, 143); Zanker (1990, 126-128). 

56
 Gordon (1990b, 209-211); Zanker (1990, 127-129). 

57
 Zanker (1990, 129); Gordon (1990b, 202-219). Some emperors, such as Caligula and Hadrian had coins 

minted bearing such a picture (BMC I, 153.41 and III, 337.776 respectively), while Julius Caesar and 

Augustus had both had coins minted, bearing the symbols of office of the four major colleges, to 

commemorate their membership of all four: Zanker (1990, 127); cf. also the reliefs on Trajan’s Arch and 

the Ara Pacis: Zanker (1990, 121). 

58
 Zanker (1990, 126-129). 

59
 Beard (1990, 48). 

60
 This is probably more true of Rome herself than of her empire: Rives (2007, 45-46). 
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throughout the empire, ideal and grandiloquent versions of the proper 

means of communication with the other world.”61 

The priestly image, as portrayed on, for instance, the Ara Pacis, also epitomised a 

sense of typical Roman piety at both imperial and familial level, with the emperor 

standing both as the ideal leader of the religious underpinning of empire and as the 

ideal paterfamilias.62 

The place of the emperor also, however, came to be in some measure as the object of 

worship. Julius was first accorded divine honours and the title Divus;63 Augustus set up 

local shrines, cared for by freedmen (known as augustales), where the public could 

come to offer sacrifice to the emperor.64 In time, it became customary for an incoming 

emperor, with the support of the Senate,65 to deify his deceased predecessor.66 While 

outright worship of living emperors may have been generally discouraged,67 approving 

accounts of devotion, whereby emperors were revered as gods, and sacrifices offered 

to them,68 suggest that it was actively encouraged, at least in parts of the empire.69 

                                                           
 

61
 Gordon (1990b, 208, cf. also, more generally on the role of the priestly, sacrificing emperor as a 

means of promoting unity and preserving traditional Roman religion in an increasingly diverse empire, 

206-9, 214-7). 

62
 Gordon (1990b, 211). 

63
 Cicero, Let. Att. xii.45.2; xiii.28.3; Dio, xlvii.18.1-19.3; Price (1987, 71-73). 

64
 Or to his genius and household lares: Zanker (1990, 128-129); Taylor (1931, 216ff), but Gradel (2004, 

77-80, 128-132, 162-197, 209-212) argues that this was a standard form of private honour by slaves and 

clients, entering the state cult only under Claudius. 

65
 This could be – and sometimes was – withheld, as in the case of Tiberius. 

66
 Suetonius, Nero, 9; Price (1987, 71-82). 

67
 Dio, li.20.6-8; Zanker (1990, 302-304) suggests that Augustus made a show of discouragement, and 

prevented it at least in Rome; cf. Price (1987, 90); but cf. Gradel (2004, 74ff; cf. also pp. 30, 54-57). 

68
 E.g. Velleius Paterculus, ii.107; Tacitus, Ann. i.78. 

69
 This appears to have been primarily a public, civic matter, but there is some limited evidence of 

private devotion: Petronius, frag.74; Clauss (1999, 339-341, 526); Gradel (2004, 198-233). 
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The extent to which this represented actual worship of the emperor as a god, and how 

far it was prayers or offerings on his behalf and for his well-being, has been debated.70 

Price, writing on the imperial cult in the eastern empire, argues that ambiguity, 

possibly deliberate, prevents us from being clear about the divine status of – or the 

existence of sacrifices to – the living emperor; all we can be clear about is that sacrifice 

on his behalf was the dominant function of his cult.71 It is, indeed, precisely this 

ambiguity about where divinity lay which, he argues, enabled the emperor to become 

the object of worship at all.72 Gradel disagrees, seeing the imperial cult as reflective 

not of ambiguity but of relativity in the nature of worship; that is, whether an 

individual is worshipped has less to do with their divinity, than with their power and 

status relative to the worshipping household, city or empire, and hence with their 

perceived ability to protect it. The lack of distinction between the political and religious 

life of Rome and her empire can thus be seen also in the blurred boundary between 

the offering of honours and of worship to a revered figure.73 

The place of the individual and household 

The religious responsibilities of a pious Roman included participation in the rituals and 

festivals of the state religion, as well as observance of the family cults. Both of these 

were a part of community life, imposing public and private obligations on the 

individual, and representing a significant part of the civic duty of a Roman citizen. An 

individual might also choose to participate in other, ‘foreign’ cults, a form of religious 

involvement that might be characterised more as personal religiosity, entered into 

voluntarily.74 Also available across the empire were groups and associations of those 

                                                           
 

70
 Philo, Legat. 355-357; though cf. Gradel’s insistence that Julius, at least, was unequivocally declared to 

be divine (2004, 54-57). 

71
 Price (1980, 30ff), (1984b, 207-233); but cf. Harland (2003b, 92,98), identifying cult offered to 

emperors in Asia Minor; also Friesen (1993, 73-75,149). 

72
 Price (1984a); (1984b, 233); cf. (1987, 90-91). 

73
 Gradel (2004, 28-31); cf. Friesen (1993, 146-152); Clauss (1999). 

74
 Rives (2007, 158-180); Burkert (1987, 13-29, 31-32). 
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sharing a common nationality, trade or interest; these were voluntary and part of an 

individual’s private religion and civic life, but would often play a part in the life and 

rituals of the city or state.75 Much of what we may consider priestly activity fell within 

the realm of the individual or household, without anyone being designated ‘priest’. 

Religious belief or philosophy, cultic practice, association with any particular divinity – 

all were the concern and responsibility of the individual, not of any religious or political 

leader, provided that the social order was not thereby threatened.76 

The precise role played in state religion would no doubt depend upon a person’s social 

standing; a patrician might be a member of the Senate or one of the priestly colleges, 

and thus have very clear, defined roles. A wealthy man might found a temple or 

finance public games. Some priesthoods were open to men or women of lower 

status,77 and individuals of lower social standing, within the city of Rome or other 

urban areas, will also have attended sacrifices or religious festivals;78 it seems probable 

that religious holidays and games would have been popular with the ordinary Roman. 

Those living in rural areas may well have celebrated religious festivals with rituals or 

festivities parallel to those celebrated in the fora of the cities.79 

The household was a vital unit in Roman religious life. The spirit of the ancestors was 

revered, and worship of the ancestral gods was the sacred duty of the present 

                                                           
 

75
 Harland (2003b). 

76
 Rives (2007, 43-47); this concern for social order probably accounts for the acceptance of the foreign 

Magna Mater cult but suppression of the rites of Bacchus: Garnsey (1984, 8-9). 

77
 The priestess of Ceres had to be a foreigner, and hence of lower status, and Augustales were often 

freedmen: Scheid (2003, 143); Rives (2007, 128). 

78
 Saturnalia and Lupercalia, for instance, were widely celebrated. 

79
 E.g. Saturnalia, celebrated with public rituals and feasts (Livy, Hist., XXII.1) and private feasts 

(Macrobius, I.24.23). 
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generation;80 continuity of religious duty, an unbroken line of worship, was of the 

utmost importance. It was, therefore, incumbent upon the paterfamilias to lead the 

household in offering libations and prayers at the household shrine. Scheid sees this as 

conferring some sense of priestly status: “every citizen was a priest in as much as that, 

as the father of a family, he presided over the cult of his domestic community.”81 

That this area of religious responsibility was perceived to be of crucial significance 

within Roman society is suggested by much of the propaganda and imagery 

surrounding the emperor Augustus, portraying him as the ideal family man, performing 

his religious duty. He is shown conducting sacrifices, often dressed in priestly clothing, 

surrounded by his family members.82 He is at once the paterfamilias of his own family 

unit and of the wider ‘family’ unit made up of the whole empire – the pater patriae.83 

If these images – protector of family and state – are to be effective publicity in favour 

of the emperor, they must surely first be powerful and worthy images in their own 

right.84 The importance of the household may also be reflected in the rituals of the 

Vestal virgins, whose tending of the fire, cleansing of the storehouse and making of the 

sacred meal could be seen to mirror the typical responsibilities of a woman in caring 

for her household. The ‘household’ for which the Vestals care is Rome itself.85 It has 

                                                           
 

80
 Rives (2007, 117-118). Household shrines preserved in Pompeii are usually prominent, often elaborate 

(cf. the decorative shrine in the House of the Vettii) and generally decorated with images of the Lares 

and the ancestors of the household. 

81
 Scheid (2003, 129, cf. 145). 

82
 Zanker (1990, 122,129); the image shown perhaps most famously on the Ara Pacis. 

83
 A title conferred on Augustus in 2 B.C.E.; seen also in the requirement for Roman women of rank to 

mourn him for as long as they would their paterfamilias: Dio, lvi.43.1; Price (1987, 63-64). 

84
 Aspects of the emperor’s status as the object of worship might also reflect this parallel between 

household and civic cult: his genius was honoured, just as members of a household would honour that 

of the paterfamilias: Rives (2007, 121); Zanker (1990, 128-129); but cf. Gradel’s criticism (see n. 64, 

above). 

85
 Rives (2007, 119-120). 
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similarly been argued that their status as virgins, combined with the dress of a married 

woman, places them as archetype for both matron and daughter.86 

There is no evidence that the ordinary person thought of him- or herself as ‘priestly’ in 

any formal way. An average Roman citizen might, however, have religious 

responsibilities which included sacrifice and offerings to the gods, such that what 

might be seen as priestly tasks become the responsibility of a whole community.87 It 

may be too simplistic to see this as a case of corporate priesthood – rather, it is 

probably representative of the Roman integration of civic and religious life, in which 

priesthoods seem to represent so many religious functions, within a wider religious 

and political framework that includes public bodies and communities. 

 

Religion in Greece and the Eastern Roman Empire 

The official religions within the cities of the eastern Roman empire tended to have a 

single category of priest (i`ereu,j).88 As in Rome, however, religious authority was not 

concentrated in one person or group of people, but shared among many bodies. The 

i`erei/j served in many contexts, but generally fulfilled the same, recognisable role, 

serving one god or goddess, at one shrine, although an individual could hold multiple 

priesthoods. This was broadly in continuity with the pre-imperial Greek po,leij, where 

the priest’s role was often to protect the city, by preserving the goodwill of its patron 

god or goddess, praying and offering sacrifice in times of danger, and soliciting support 

before battles. 
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 Beard (1980, 12-27); van Bremen (1996, 115-120,298-302) argues that the frequency with which the 

High Priestess of Asia was married to the High Priest showed, in the east also, the ideal of marriage and 

family life reflected in the image of husband and wife sharing in the service of the empire. 

87
 Corporate, civic life would be shaped to a large extent by festivals, temples and other public 

expressions of religion, and by the participation of individuals within these: Rives (2007, 110-117). 
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 One category is assumed by Aristotle, Politics, 1322b.18-29. 
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Although certain priesthoods belonged, by ancient privilege, to specific families, 

priestly office per se was open to any citizen – or daughter of a citizen – of the po,lij.89 

Some priesthoods were permanent, but others were temporary, and no specific 

training or education was involved, so no priestly class, set apart from the population 

at large, had developed.90 During a priest’s tenure, however, it was common for 

certain purity regulations to apply – generally sexual abstinence and avoidance of 

corpses, occasionally dietary requirements – and for distinctive dress to be worn, so 

priestly office inevitably marked the holder out as separate from the ordinary citizen. 

This was further emphasised by the custom of treating priests with special honour.91 

The role of a priest was primarily related to cult ritual; they were not inevitably present 

at a religious festival or sacrifice, but usually did have a prominent role. They would 

also tend and oversee the shrine of their deity. Priests were mediators between the 

human and the divine, petitioning the god or goddess on behalf of the people. Their 

privileged position in relation to their god is evident in the fact that they could call 

down curses upon those deemed to have been impious in word or behaviour.92 

In addition to the officially sanctioned priesthoods of the cults of city or empire, there 

existed travelling priests, who, by telling fortunes, or by their professed ability to 

control the gods, could hold considerable – and lucrative – popular appeal.93 As in 

Rome, voluntary associations were often an option; similarly, there were cults, 

widespread across the Roman empire, but often with their origins in the east,94 in 
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 A citizen could, however, be disqualified from priestly office on the ground of certain physical defects. 

90
 Fox (1987, 76-78). In practice, however, priesthoods were probably limited to the wealthier citizens. 

91
 Plutarch, Alc. 29.5, Homer, Iliad, 16.605. Their lack of specialised education, however, meant that 

Greek priests were not trained experts in religious law. 

92
 Plutarch, Alc. 22.4. 

93
 Apuleius, VII.27-8, IX.4,8; Xenophon, Anab.; Plato, Repub., 2.364 B-C; Rives (2007, 58); Scheid (2003, 

145-146); Burkert (1987, 31). 

94
 This is true of, for instance, the cults of Isis (Egypt), Cybele (Asia Minor) and Mithras (Persia), but 

others, such as the cult of Dionysus, were as strong in Italy as in the east. For this reason, the formerly 
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which the central ritual was the enactment or recounting of certain ‘divine mysteries’, 

known only to the initiated, concerning secrets of the gods.95 Investigation into these 

‘mystery cults’96 is somewhat hampered by their inherently secretive and experiential 

nature.97 In addition, although they may share certain basic characteristics in common, 

it is difficult to speak generally of such cults. 

In contrast to the majority of state cults,98 the priesthoods of the mystery cults were 

often permanent, frequently handed down within families – perhaps to ensure the 

secrecy so central to their identity.99 The priests might be expected to observe purity 

regulations, on behalf both of themselves and sometimes of those being initiated,100 

which varied from ritual washing or anointing to abstention from sexual relations.101 

They might preside over the rites and processions of their cult,102 perhaps waking and 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

common term of ‘oriental religions’ is best avoided: Burkert (1987, 2-3); Rives (2010, 257-259). An 

‘oriental’ cult, once transferred into a Graeco-Roman setting, may also be closer to the host tradition: 

Fox (1987, 36). Some associations, indeed, performed mysteries in honour of members of the imperial 

family, as a form of imperial cult: Harland (2003b, 98-103); cf. Clauss (1999, 339-341). But cf. Alvar’s 

suggestion that the term may be appropriate, given the cults’ own self-portrayal as somehow ‘other’ 

(2008, 2, 187). 

95
 Burkert (1987, 72-78) sees enactment and knowledge as attempts to speak about the gods – a 

common theme throughout otherwise disparate cults. 

96
 Burkert (1987, 3-4,46,51) cautions against their classification as ‘mystery religions’, as implying 

exclusivity of adherence and exaggerating the centrality of one rite; cf. Rives (2010, 259). 

97
 Rives (2007, 58); Burkert (1987, 69-72, 90-91) though he also points out that some mysteries, such as 

the cult of Isis, did make use of written texts. 

98
 Some ‘mystery cults’ also became official cults, as with Cybele in Rome.  

99
 Cf. the Eleusinian Cult, whose hierophant was appointed from one family, the descendants of 

Eumolpos: Burkert (1987, 37). But cf. also the cults of Sarapis, whose priesthood changed hands, and of 

Mithrais, which had no distinguishable priesthood: Burkert (1987, 42); Nock (1933, 53,56), (1972, 453-

454); Scholer (1991, 73-74). 

100
 Apuleius, XI.23. 

101
 Perhaps the most extreme form of purity by celibacy is associated with the cult of Cybele, whose 

priests may have practised castration: Burkert (1987, 6,36,107). 

102
 Apuleius, XI.8-16. 
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caring for their god or goddess,103 or reciting the liturgies or performing the mysteries. 

Priests might also conduct sacrifices, either as offerings in themselves or as purification 

rituals in preparation for the central rituals or mysteries. On occasion, priests may act 

as the transmitters or interpreters of oracles, although this might belong also more 

generally to those initiated into the mysteries.104 

The essence of the priestly role, however, probably consisted in revealing the 

mysteries to the initiates. This could mean teaching, or the ritual revealing of sacred 

objects and enactment of sacred stories and dramas.105 If the priests were the learned, 

educated members of their cult, charged with understanding the divine and the 

human and relating the two, then, as performer of the ritual and as spiritual guide, 

they would enable those initiated or seeking initiation to enter into such knowledge.106 

The place of the ruler 

Hellenistic culture had a long tradition of linking the monarchy with the gods; kingship 

had, since the fourth century, been an ideal expounded by philosophers,107 though 

resisted in practice by proud democracies. As monarchy became a political reality 

across the provinces and city states, under Alexander, and rulers and subjects sought 

to understand the new status quo, kings often sought to associate themselves with 

particular deities. This would considerably strengthen a ruler’s case for the loyalty of 

his subjects, especially if he could demonstrate convincingly a direct line of descent 

from a divine ancestor, or his own identity became assimilated with that of a god. 

Rulers also frequently developed their own dynastic cults, directed towards their 

ancestors or patron deities, and sometimes including worship of themselves and their 
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 Cf. the Delian Aretalogy of Sarapis; Nock (1933, 51,80-81). 

104
 Cf. Apuleius, XI.19. 

105
 Apuleius, XI.23. 

106
 Apuleius, XI.25. 

107
 E.g. Plato, Pol. 294a; Laws IV.711e-712a; many others focus on the qualities possessed by an ideal 
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wives.108 This provided their families, armies and supporters with a common focus for 

worship, encouraging a sense of belonging and of loyalty to the royal household, with 

its associated cult. 

Ruler cults may be initiated by the occupants of a city, to honour a king, or to express 

gratitude for some benefaction.109 An emphasis upon a particular act of protection or 

liberation – often in the guise of conquest – might usefully emphasise the ruler’s 

identity as saviour of his subjects, on whose protection they must rely, thereby 

encouraging loyalty. It is not, however, always clear where simple honour for a 

powerful and revered human develops into worship as of a god. It is, indeed, possible 

that ruler cults might hold a different significance for different people, depending upon 

how they engaged with it – as worshipper, priest or recipient of the honour or worship. 

Certainly the idea that a human, however above the average, could be or become a 

god was not universally accepted, at least in the earlier days.110  

Another phenomenon which might at first glance seem a natural parent is the practice 

of hero-worship. Price, however, argues that ruler-worship was fundamentally 

different in kind, being focused on the king not as a human, but as a deity.111 It is 

possible, however, that ruler cults benefited from the metaphor, in various 

                                                           
 

108
 E.g. Seleucid cult established by Antiochus III, directed to himself, his wife Laodice, and his ancestors. 

109
 E.g. cult to Antigonus at Scepsis in 311, for the peace he had negotiated and the protection that came 

with it; cf. cult to Demetrius Soter at Athens in 294, after he had liberated the city from Lachares, 

restored democracy and given a gift of wheat; for the claim that the initiative came from the cities 

themselves, cf. Balsdon (1950, 383-388); Price (1984b, 36-37); Friesen (1993, 154, 167-168); Burrell 

(2004, 38). It is not improbable that this may sometimes have been in response to a real or perceived 

intimation that this was expected: e.g. Walbank (1984, 95) suggests that this is the case with the cult of 

Antigonus, the introduction of which followed Antigonus’ letter asserting his concern for the freedom of 

Scepsis. For the argument that the cult was imposed by Roman authority: Fishwick (2004, I.219, 

concerned with its presence in the western empire). 

110
 E.g. Pindar, Nem. 6.1ff; Arrian, Anab. Alex. IV.2.2-9; cf. the ambiguity in the sacrifices offered ‘to’ or 

‘for’ Attalus III on the altar of Zeus, (OGIS 332). 

111
 Price (1984b, 32-36). 
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philosophical or political writings, of the god-like man, who would be worthy of 

authority, admiration, respect and possibly worship;112 it is doubtful that here an 

actual divine human was envisaged, but it reflects an idea which may have been taken 

more literally as it took hold in the popular psyche. 

Whatever its conceptual basis, the phenomenon of the ruler cult gradually became 

more established until, under Roman rule, it appears to have absorbed – or been 

absorbed by – imperial cult, perhaps providing fertile ground for it to take hold in the 

east, as an expression of loyalty to the newer regime.113 Over the decades and 

centuries, opposition appears to have largely disappeared; later debates about the 

practice tended to concern a particular ruler’s fitness to receive homage, rather than 

the piety or appropriateness of such cults per se.114 The cults now were widely 

accepted and absorbed into the religious life of the Greek polis, involving their own 

priesthood, sacrifice and festivals.115 

A priestly people? 

In pre-imperial Greece, as in Rome, primary authority for the religious life of the polis 

resided with its citizens, as represented in the political assemblies.116 Responsibility in 

state religious ritual tended to be allied to political authority, so the lead would be 

taken by the magistrate, village chief or army commander. Appointment of religious, 

as with political, officals was within the gift of the assembly, as was control of the 

religious calendar. Some Greek city-states, such as Athens, had an elected ‘king’ 

(basileus), whose role was a fusion of the political and the sacred: headship of the 

assembly, combined with sacrificial duties. Again – and throughout the hellenistic and 

Roman periods – the distinction between politics and religion may be a false one; the 

                                                           
 

112
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two were intertwined, and to be a political leader was to have a ritual function within 

the city’s official cult.117 

Performance of rituals was not always limited to priests and political leaders; citizens 

and their families often had significant roles to play in the ritual re-enactment of the 

myths, which often attended festivals and sacrifices. So, for instance, girls would be 

chosen to serve at the shrines of Artemis and Athena,118 while at the festival of 

Thesmophoria, sacrifices were (unusually) performed by women.119  

It is possible that the initiated members of some of the mystery cults may have offered 

sacrifice, meaning either that such action was not the exclusive preserve of the priests, 

or that the whole body of members was regarded as somehow priestly; the presence 

of differentiation, such that some were recognised specifically as priests, would seem 

to indicate the first interpretation.120 It may be that the distinction between priestly 

and non-priestly was not primarily in terms of purity and worthiness to enter the 

temple domain – the crucial distinction here was between initiated and non-initiated. 

This does not, however, mean that there was no functional division between the 

priesthood and the remainder of a sect; in the roles of instruction in, and revelation of, 

the mysteries, we more commonly find a separated priesthood, with separate 

identity.121 
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 Pausanias, 1.27.3. 
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 Pausanias, 4.17.1. 

120
 In the cult of Isis, it was not unknown for initiates to be permitted to enter the adyton – the sacred 

inner sanctuary where the statue of the god or goddess was housed (Apuleius, IX). This may suggest that 
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The place of the individual and household 

Literature attests to the integration of sacred ritual into household routine: for 

instance, the pouring out of libations, during a meal, to Zeus Ktesios.122 Rites of 

passage are especially potent examples of the intermingling of family life and sacred 

ritual; on a man’s first bringing his new bride home, the hearth became the altar for his 

sacrifices. The rituals surrounding death and mourning were the particular 

responsibility of the women of the household, while the annual rites to the spirits of 

the dead ancestors fell to their closest surviving relative.123 In household ritual, as with 

state festivals, the responsibility of leadership fell upon the one with the greatest 

authority – here, the head of the household.124 Located at the centre of the family’s 

religious life, he would conduct sacrifices on behalf of the household, and would induct 

the boys of the household into the rites that would one day be theirs to perform.125 

A few, more public, manifestations of religiosity lack an emphasis on priestly 

leadership. Finds in some of the major temples include votive offerings, brought by 

wealthier individuals, to present to the gods,126 while claims to have been miraculously 

healed by a god tend to include the claim to a personal experience and intervention 

which is not reliant upon a priestly intermediary.127 This emphasis upon individual 

piety is reflected also in one other distinctive part of the Greek religious scene – the 

philosophical schools.128 Many philosophers, spanning several centuries, shared a 
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 Antiphon, I.16-20. 
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 Isaeus 6.65. 

124
 Rives (2007, 43). 
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 E.g. Isaeus 8.15-16. 

126
 E.g. a 3

rd
 century CE dedication in Thrace, to Aularchenos, made by a soldier, Aurelius Valens, in 
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 Aristides, Plato II.67; Burkert (1987, 12-15). 
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 For a discussion of the place of philosophy in Graeco-Roman religious life, see Rives (2007, 37-42). 
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critique of the traditional myths involving anthropomorphic gods129 and of the concept 

of animal sacrifice.130 Thus, by implication, much Greek philosophy challenged the 

traditional authority structures of religion, built around the sanctuaries (often places 

with mythological significance) and ritual (often based on sacrifice and the re-

enactment of myths).131 Followers of some schools wandered from place to place, 

sharing and debating their wisdom, while others attempted to live their lives according 

to their chosen philosophy. They were not, and did not claim to be, priests; neither did 

they necessarily envisage an end to a formalised priesthood or cult. Their contribution 

to religious life, however, was to picture a new way of relating to the gods; not 

structured around shrines, sacrifice and images, but based on the pursuit of wisdom, 

through a life devoted to the spiritual. Such a religious way of life, built upon 

philosophical reflection, required no priest and no holy place, but was accessible to 

anyone.132 

 

Religion in Asia Minor 

It is to certain city churches in the Roman administrative province of Asia Minor that 

both 1 Peter and Revelation are addressed, and therefore its specific religious context 

may merit brief consideration. The religious climate varied with the geography of the 

area; around the coast were some significant cities, which would seem to have been 

more hellenised; their shrines are correspondingly likely to be dedicated to the various 

Greek gods and goddesses. Inland, however, in the more rural or mountainous regions, 
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it seems likely that indigenous religions remained dominant, along with local languages 

and customs.133  

The religious landscape of Asia Minor included a number of temples and shrines, 

independent of local cities and therefore rather different from the more typical Greek 

city religion.134 It was notable for the cults of various goddesses, almost certainly pre-

dating Greek conquest. The shrine and priesthood of Cybele, in Pessinus, in particular 

seem to have held a significant degree of political importance in the area,135 although 

possibly less so in later years, especially under Roman rule, as local political autonomy 

waned.136 Men, god of the underworld and of the heavens,137 was the most prominent 

of the deities in Lydia,138 and his primacy elsewhere is also attested.139 In addition, the 

Phrygian cults of the twin gods, ‘Holy’ and ‘Just’140 are prominent, in Phrygia and those 

parts of Galatia settled by Phrygian immigrants.141 The Pisidian and Isaurian mountain 

regions, however, home to various warrior tribes, also played host to the cults of 

various warrior gods, some of which became identified with those Greek gods seen as 

equivalents, such as Apollo or Poseidon.142 Also prominent was Zeus; inscriptional 
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 Rives (2007, 59). 

134
 Burkert (1987, 32). 

135
 Burkert (1987, 35-36); Rives (2007, 59-60); Mitchell (1993, II, 22) calls attention to Cybele’s frequent 
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 Mitchell (1993, II, 25). 
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 Mitchell (1993, II, 24). 
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 E.g. in Pisidian Antioch: Strabo, xii.3.31,556; xii.8.14,577. 
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  `Osio,n kai. Di,kaion. 
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 Mitchell (1993, II, 25); Rives (2007, 60). 
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evidence points to a number of shrines dedicated to him, of local or regional 

importance.143 

In common with much Graeco-Roman religion, the perception of their deities by the 

inhabitants of Asia Minor seems strikingly anthropomorphic; they are immanent, 

present among humans and constantly active in the human realm in a very immediate 

sense.144 Hence it is of little surprise that Paul and Barnabas are believed by the 

citizens of Lystra to be gods in human form, performing miracles in the presence of 

their devoted worshippers; they are identified as Zeus and Hermes, whose cult was 

often associated with that of Zeus in Asia Minor, and worshipped accordingly by the 

priest of the temple of Zeus.145 With a worldview which conceived of the gods as liable 

to be present and visible in the human sphere, such an appearance may have seemed 

distinctly possible.146 

Also part of the religious milieu of Asia Minor were the Celtic cults and traditions of the 

Galatians. They, in common with their western Celtic equivalents, were reputed to 

engage in religious practices including the reading of animal entrails147 and the taking 

of auguries148 to determine the will of the gods, and the offering of human sacrifice.149 

There is, again, an intermingling of the political and religious affairs of the Galatian 
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 He is portrayed as a god of war (e.g. the shrine to Zeus Stratios, at Pontus), protector of the harvest 
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Celts; political assemblies seem to have met in places of religious significance, 

primarily in sacred groves.150 There is no concrete evidence for the presence of priests 

of any description, but given the general similarities with other known Celtic tribes, it 

seems possible – indeed probable – that Galatian religious life was overseen by druids. 

The imperial cult was of importance in Asia Minor, with numerous temples dedicated 

to various emperors or their families, sometimes worshipped jointly with one or more 

traditional gods. The territory was home to several cultic centres of regional 

importance,151 and most cities had a temple; indeed, in newer cities, the temple seems 

to have been included from the beginning, in a prominent, central position, and even 

where one was introduced to an existing city, it tended to be imposing.152 The reason 

for the success of the imperial cult in the area is unclear. It is tempting to presume that 

its introduction was intended as a means of enforcing loyalty to Rome, or that it built 

naturally upon established local tendencies to venerate and perhaps worship rulers 

and leaders, but there is little, if any, evidence to support such propositions. The cults 

may generally have been established by Romans who settled in the area, and who 

would tend to have a degree of economic and political power,153 perhaps as a means 

of consolidating such authority, or simply of reflecting, and providing an outlet for, 

their own loyalty as Roman citizens. While this may be the case, imperial cults do seem 

to have taken hold among at least some non-Roman occupants of Asia Minor; many of 
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the names of the high priests in Galatia are Celtic.154 Mitchell draws attention to the 

Roman nature of many of the temple buildings and associated theatres, as well as to 

the gifts and gestures made by the high priests of the cults, many of which, such as the 

gladiatorial contests and the distribution of free grain, he identifies as drawing on 

Roman inspiration.155 He does, however, concede that the provision of oil for the 

gymnasia – which became almost a required gesture in parts of Asia Minor – and the 

provision of banquets for local tribes owe more to Greek and Celtic traditions 

respectively.156 

The priesthoods attached to these cultic shrines were generally held for a year, 

although occasionally the same person might hold office for two or three separate 

terms. It seems to have been expected that the office-holder would use his wealth to 

make gifts to the city or shrine,157 in the form of a building or statue, or the provision 

of games, banquets or grain. It was, then, a position held primarily by those of wealth 

and potentially rank, perhaps as an expression of their political significance and used 

to consolidate their political standing and influence. Once again, therefore, we see the 

recurring connection between political and religious authority,158 although this should 

perhaps be even less surprising in the case of a cult which, whatever else it may have 

been, expresses the overriding authority of Rome and her emperor.159  
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Conclusion 

Across the first-century Roman empire, religion and politics were inextricably 

intertwined; those with political power in the Roman empire at that time were often 

also holders of priestly office. It is extremely difficult to separate these two aspects of 

life entirely, and to do so would be to do violence to a true understanding of either. 

It is difficult to define precisely the role of a priest, not merely because of the 

enormous variety which existed in custom and practice between sects, across the 

empire and over time, but also because much of what we might expect from a priest is 

shaped by Judeo-Christian use of the term and would not be straightforwardly 

applicable to the Roman or Greek situations. Many apparently priestly activities were 

the responsibility of the political bodies; the priests were often, but not necessarily, 

involved. Indeed, in Rome the mediatory function between the divine and human 

realms was performed by the political authorities; the Senate, local magistrates and 

popular assemblies had responsibility for ascertaining the divine will in particular 

circumstances. The role of the priests as religious advisors may have been significant, 

but the actual decisions were often reached by politicians. 

This is not universally true across the area in which we are interested, however. Under 

Greek rule and subsequently, the eastern part of the empire tended to give to its 

priests the primary role in sacrifice and in religious affairs in general, although even 

here the religious and the political are closely connected. In Asia Minor, the priests 

tended to have a prominent – indeed, a leading – role in religious affairs and ritual, but 

the strength there of the imperial cult means that its inhabitants would be no stranger 

to the intermingling of the political with the religious. For the mystery cults, sacrifice 

was not typically the central activity, and to the extent that it happened, it does not 

seem to have been the exclusive preserve of the priests; however, the performance of 

the mysteries and initiation into a cult’s innermost secrets were generally priestly acts. 
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General priesthood 

To what extent, then, did religious power reside with the people within these 

societies? It would seem that, in both Roman and Greek tradition, those wielding 

political power over or on behalf of the people as a whole also bore a considerable 

degree of religious authority and responsibility. Indeed, this could also, to a degree, be 

said of the popular assemblies, where they existed. Does this equate to a priesthood 

which encompassed the whole nation or all the citizens of a city? It would seem not, as 

priesthood was a recognised office given to a restricted number of people at any time, 

but it is worth noting that some priesthoods were temporary, and many, especially in 

Greek tradition, could be held by any citizen. Given that many of these were held only 

for a year, it is possible – perhaps even likely – that a great many of the citizens held 

priestly office for a time. Thus, priesthood may not have been general, but 

responsibility for priesthood was. 

For most pagan residents of the Roman empire, however, their most immediate 

experience of religious expression was probably the rituals and sacrifices which took 

place in the household, honouring both the gods of Greece or Rome and the 

household lares. In this, a considerable amount of religious responsibility fell upon the 

paterfamilias whose duties included leading the family in the rituals and prayers at the 

domestic altar, making offerings, pouring out libations, teaching his sons the religious 

tasks which awaited them in adulthood, and generally ensuring the proper relationship 

between the household and its divine protectors. There is no indication of his having 

been understood as a priest, merely by reason of his religious responsibility, but 

significantly, there is a blurring of these roles particularly in the case of the emperor, 

who might be portrayed as the virtuous head of his own household, surrounded by his 

family, while robed as a priest, offering sacrifice on behalf of the nation: fulfilling his 

religious and priestly duty as paterfamilias both of his own family and of the Roman 

people. 

The priesthoods of the Roman empire are as varied as the forms of religious 

expression they represent, and priesthood in general appears to be just one among 
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many forms of religious responsibility and authority. This clearly does not equate to all 

people being priests or performing any form of priestly role, but it does suggest that 

priesthood is less separated from other forms of participation in the religious life of the 

state or the individual than might be expected. Priestly office stands alongside political 

office, public assembly, household leadership and initiation into mystery religions, as a 

means of religious expression, cultic ritual, and interaction with the divine. It is 

exercised as part of a religious milieu in which responsibility for this aspect of 

community life is corporate. 
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Chapter 5 

1 Peter 2:5,9 

 

We now turn to the New Testament texts in which the image of priesthood is applied 

to the community of believers. We shall examine what might be implied by the phrases 

i`era,teuma a[gion and basi,leion ìera,teuma, and the associated cultic imagery, what 

might have been inferred by the Christian communities to whom the letter is 

addressed, and what impact the terminology of priesthood is intended or expected to 

have upon their lives. Of some relevance here may be the situation and identity of 

both author and recipients. 

Identity and approach of author 

The letter claims to be from Peter, the apostle;1 nevertheless, the question of 

authorship is much debated and the evidence inconclusive.2 Even if the precise identity 

of the author cannot be known, however, some key characteristics can perhaps be 

determined.  

Firstly, he was almost certainly writing from Rome;3 ‘Babylon’4 was a common Jewish 

and Christian designation for the imperial capital by the late first-century,5 and the 

                                                           
 

1
 1:1. For discussion of the early church’s acceptance of petrine authorship, see Best (1971, 61); Stibbs 

(1959, 20-21). 

2
 Feldmeier (2008, 36-39); Achtemeier (1996, 2, 42-43). 

3
 Elliott (2000, 131-134); cf. Papias, in Eusebius, H.E. iii.39.15; cf. also Col 4:10; Phlm 24; 2 Tim 4:11, 

concerning Mark, Peter’s companion and co-worker. Early Christian tradition also holds that Peter died 

in the Neronic persecutions in Rome: Eusebius, HE, ii.25.5-6; Tertullian, Praes. Haer. 36; cf. 1 Clem. 5:4: 

Feldmeier (2008, 40); Best (1971, 50-51); Horrell (1998, 6); Michaels (1988, lvii-lix) argues that John 

21:18 is too ambiguous a basis for a theory of martyrdom (cf. also Ramsay, 1893, 282-283), and might 
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traditional association between Peter, Mark and Rome6 would make this a likely origin 

for a letter written by Peter or in his name. Its themes and concerns also resemble 

other writings associated with the Roman church.7 Feldmeier, however, suggests that 

‘Babylon’, while possibly referring to Rome, was used primarily to evoke in the 

recipients a sense of shared identity as ‘exiles’ – a designation which he sees as central 

to Christian identity in 1 Peter.8 

A further observation would be the author’s familiarity with hellenistic Judaism, and 

perhaps more broadly with hellenistic culture.9 His Greek is fluent and shows evidence 

of rhetorical training,10 and appeals to scripture are primarily to the Septuagint, even 

where it differs from the Hebrew original.11 Feldmeier emphasises, further, the writer’s 

familiarity with the distinctive traditions and theology of the hellenised church.12 

Despite the letter’s Roman origin and the author’s possible hellenistic background, 

however, it seems probable, from his use of scripture, that the writer is a Jewish 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

just as easily refer to a quiet death in old age. It seems unlikely, however, that such a strong tradition 

could grow up so early, with no basis at all in fact. 

4
 5:13. 

5
 Eusebius, H.E. ii.15.2; Elliott (2000, 131-132); Horrell (1998, 7-8); Feldmeier (2008, 40-42); Kelly (1969, 

33-34); Best (1971, 64-65); Bauckham (1993a, 343-346); but cf. Streeter (1930, 130ff). 

6
 E.g. Papais in Eusebius H.E. iii.39.15; 2.15.2; 1 Clem. 5:4; Cullmann (1962, 114). 

7
 E.g. Rom; 1 Clem.; cf. Kelly (1969, 33-34); Horrell (1998, 8); Best (1971, 65). 

8
 Feldmeier (2008, 40-41). 

9
 Elliott (2000, 19). 

10
 Feldmeier (2008, 33); Elliott (2000, 64-68); Achtemeier (1996, 4-6); Goppelt (1978, 67); Best (1971, 

49); Selwyn (1947, 25-27); Beare (1970, 46-47); Kelly (1969, 31), who regards it as rhetorically trained 

rather than particularly eloquently crafted. 

11
 Feldmeier (2008, 33); Achtemeier (1996, 6-7); Horrell (1998, 12, 21); Goppelt (1978, 67); Best (1971, 

29,49-50); but cf. Elliott (2000, 16), who suggests that the LXX is not followed faithfully, and that 

sometimes Peter seems closer to the MT. 

12
 Feldmeier (2008, 34-36); cf. Goppelt (1978, 67); Elliott (2000, 20). 
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Christian.13 1 Peter contains a higher proportion of biblical references and allusions 

than any other New Testament book except Revelation and Hebrews.14 Some 

references are clear quotations,15 while many certain or possible allusions16 perhaps 

portray an author steeped in scripture, calling it to mind almost without intention.17 He 

appears to use scripture primarily for the purpose of illustrating, rather than proving, 

his arguments,18 developing his theme through scriptural language, ideas, characters 

and imagery. This impression of a thought process saturated with scripture, and his 

occasional reference to entire stories,19 or the lives of characters from scripture,20 

perhaps suggest that he is mindful, as he writes, of the context of his sources. He seeks 

to draw from situations parallel to that of his readers, rather than lifting proof texts,21 

and seems to intend to bring to the reader’s mind more than the immediate 

quotation,22 although his primary purpose is to gather imagery to illustrate or 

                                                           
 

13
 It is not merely in quantity of references that this is seen, but in his style of exegesis, which is, in parts, 

broadly midrashic: Elliott (1966, 33-48); Schutter (1989, 85-100); Bauckham (1988, 310-312).  

14
 Elliott (2000, 12-17); Feldmeier (2008, 26); Horrell (1998, 12); Best (1971, 29); Schutter (1989, 36-43) 

attempts a comprehensive catalogue. 

15
 E.g. 1:16 (cf. Lev 19:2); 1:24f (cf. Isa 40:6-8); 2:6-8 (cf. Isa 28:16); cf. 3:10-12. 

16
 E.g. 2:22-25 (cf. Isa 53:4-12); 3:6 (cf. Gen 18:12); cf. 1:25b; 2:3,11; 1:4,13,19. 

17
 Achtemeier (1996, 12-13); Best (1971, 28-29); Horrell (1998, 12); Elliott (2000, 16); Schutter (1989, 

43,80). 

18
 Achtemeier (1996, 12). Cf., for instance, the use of the metaphor of grass withering in 1:24-25a (cf. Isa 

40:6-8), the cluster of stone images in 2:4-8 (cf. Ps 117:22(LXX); Isa 8:14; 28:16); the reference to Jesus’ 

sinlessness in 2:22 (cf. Isa 53:9); the image of going astray like sheep in 2:25a (cf. Isa 53:6); the example 

of Sarah’s obedience in 3:6 (cf. Gen 18:12); the benefits of doing good in 3:10-12 (cf. Ps 34:12-16); the 

certainty of judgement in 4:18 (cf. Prov 11:31); the call to humility in 5:5 (cf. Prov 3:34). 

19
 3:20. 

20
 3:6. 

21
 Schutter (1989, 172-176) argues that 1 Peter’s exegesis most often begins with the situation in hand, 

turning to scripture to illuminate it; places where he finds this approach include 2:4-10: (173-174). 

22
 G. L. Green (1990, 281,284-285). 
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emphasise his point, rather than to draw his readers into the world from which he 

gathers.23 

Given the writer’s apparent rhetorical training, however, it is possible that this 

seemingly instinctive use might conceal a much more carefully planned use of 

scriptural material, whereby he begins with specific quotations or images, constructing 

his arguments such that they build up to the chosen climax often by means of imagery 

or allusions. According to this argument, for instance, the scriptural image of the stone 

is introduced in 2:4-5, in order to develop towards the climactic quotations in 2:5-6.24 

The question, then, is whether he proceeds from the general drawing together of 

allusions and imagery to the specific verse,25 or whether he begins by shaping the 

climax and then uses the more general references to reach it.26 The answer to this 

question may, as we shall see, be of some significance to the question of whether 

i`era,teuma is an image already used within early Christian tradition.27 There is a broad 

consensus that 1 Peter is not primarily dependent upon Paul or the gospel traditions, 

but that the writers were drawing on common tradition, including strands of 

scripture;28 was, then, the priestly image a part of this shared heritage? 

Ultimately, however, the question of whether Peter innovates or draws on Christian 

tradition, and whether he writes with his rhetorical structure already clear in his mind 

or developing as he writes, are probably, for the purposes of our investigation, 

secondary to the point that, in either case, his use of illustration and emphatic imagery 

is predominantly shaped by scripture. It is, indeed, perhaps artificial to suppose that he 

                                                           
 

23
 For discussion of the nature of authorial intent, see ch.1, p.10. 

24
 Lindars (1961, 169-174); cf. Schutter (1989, 132-133). 

25
 Best (1969, 271). 

26
 Elliott (1966, 33-48); Bauckham (1988, 310-311). 

27
 See p.141. 

28
 Elliott (2000, 20-30,37-40); Achtemeier (1996, 10-23); Feldmeier (2008, 27-28) argues that Peter 

combines strands of traditional material in innovative ways; Michaels (1988, xlv, although he is cautious 

about the possibility of discerning what may be traditional: xli-xliii); but cf. Koch (2010, 240). 
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must have been constrained by one mode of working; he appears to be a skilled writer, 

who is probably capable both of building a structure around a pre-determined climax 

and of incorporating seamlessly those verses and allusions which occur to him as he 

develops his theme. On this basis, his use of Exodus 19:6 and related imagery should 

perhaps contribute to, rather than be determined by, the wider discussion of his use of 

scripture generally. 

Recipients 

The letter is directed to the churches in the Roman province of Asia Minor.29 Not much 

more can be known for certain about those who first received and preserved the 

epistle, but we might speculate that they were generally lacking in political or domestic 

power, perhaps of lower social status.30 The churches clearly contained slaves31 and 

women,32 and instruction is directed to these two groups, with no equivalent for 

masters,33 and relatively little for husbands.34 

An interesting, though perhaps unanswerable, question relates to the age of the 

churches addressed. There is some evidence that Christianity reached Asia Minor 

early,35 and the ease of communication within the empire suggests that it could have 

spread throughout the province relatively quickly. However, such external evidence 

will establish the age of the Christian congregations only if the date of the letter can be 

                                                           
 

29
 Elliott (2000, 84-86,88-89); Best (1971, 14-15,17); Kelly (1969, 3-4); Ramsay (1893). 

30
 Elliott (1981, 70-72), (2000, 94); but cf. Achtemeier (1996, 55-57), who sees a more representative 

cross-section of society, and J. B. Green (2007, 315). 

31
 2:18-20; but cf. 2:13-17, which may refer to freemen. 

32
 3:1-6, although perhaps including wealthy women. 

33
 Best (1971, 17); Kelly (1969, 5). 

34
 3:7, but cf. Achtemeier (1996, 52-55), that the references to women and slaves are examples of the 

hostile treatment Christians might expect, rather than evidence of low social standing. 

35
 E.g. Acts 2:9-11 (though this may better reflect those places where Luke, writing some time later, 

knew churches to exist); Acts 13-14; 20:5ff; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Cor 2:12; Gal; Rev 2-3; cf. Pliny, Epist. X.96, 

which suggests that Christianity was long established in the area. 
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proposed with confidence, which would appear not to be the case,36 so we should 

perhaps look to internal clues instead. Best points to the possibility that the body of 

the letter37 constitutes a baptism liturgy or form of catechetical instruction for new 

converts.38 This he thinks unlikely, but he also points out that the presence of such a 

liturgy would not, in any case, prove that the church is newly established, or the 

majority of its members newly converted; on the contrary, it may speak of a well-

established organisation, making provision for new adherents. He further suggests that 

the apparent presence of church leaders,39 the familiarity and importance of baptism, 

on which an argument can be founded,40 and the kiss of peace, which is assumed as a 

regular form of worship,41 together suggest a church in existence for a while.42 None of 

this is conclusive, however, although neither are the arguments for a much newer 

community: the references to their former way of life, suggesting perhaps a first 

generation of converts,43 or the suggestion that the organisation of the churches is 

basic and emergent, indicating an early stage in their development.44 

                                                           
 

36
 The late first century seems perhaps the most likely. Feldmeier (2008, 40) suggests a date during the 

80s; Elliott (2000, 134-138) agrees, but with a larger margin for error; cf. also Achtemeier (1996, 43-50). 

Internal evidence for a relatively late date may include the range of different Christian sources possibly 

used and the arguably well-developed church organisation: Feldmeier (2008, 35-36, though cf. 39-40); 

Horrell (1998, 7-10). But cf. Kelly (1969, 27-30), who sees both theology and church structure as 

relatively primitive and hence early. 

37
 1:3-4:11. 

38
 Cf. Selwyn (1947, 369-384); Hill (1982); Kelly (1969, 92); but cf. also the arguments against this in 

Schutter (1989, 44-49); Elliott (2000, 9-11). 

39
 5:1-3,5. 

40
 3:21; but cf. Paul’s concern about baptism being  misused or misunderstood by those inexperienced in 

the faith (1 Cor 1:13-16). 

41
 5:14. 

42
 Best (1971, 19); cf. Feldmeier (2008, 35-36). 

43
 1:14,18; 4:3; Seland (2005, 39-77) sees the experience of a proselyte, moving from what is familiar to 

what is unfamiliar, as the decisive metaphor underpinning the letter. 

44
 Kelly (1969, 5), relying on e.g. 5:1-5; cf. 4:10f; cf. Feldmeier (2008, 39-40, though cf. 35-36). 
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All this may be of relevance for the way in which Jewish scriptural concepts were 

received and interpreted, and for the power of local influence and previous beliefs. A 

church consisting predominantly of converts might be expected to give a privileged 

place to the teaching of their founding apostles and display enthusiasm for learning 

about their new faith; it would also, however, be a community whose religious 

thoughts and assumptions were largely shaped by their pagan background. In the case 

of second- or third-generation Christians, there may be a more straightforward 

acceptance of the new status quo, but this would also bring familiarity and absorption 

of Jewish understandings and ideas. On the other hand, there would have been time 

enough for local interpretations of theology or ecclesiology to take root and become a 

part of the Christian dogma in that part of the church. 

We can, however, be more confident in determining the religious background from 

which the Christians of these churches were converted. There was a significant Jewish 

diaspora in these provinces,45 and superficially, the arguments for a collection of 

Jewish Christian communities seem strong; terms such as ‘diaspora’46 and biblical 

designations commonly associated with Jews47 are applied to them, and scripture is 

used in a manner which seems to assume a certain familiarity.48 This, coupled with 

Peter’s reputation as the apostle to the ‘circumcised’,49 and the evidence from Acts, 

that Jews from Asia Minor heard (and potentially took back) the Christian gospel,50 

seems to suggest a Jewish author writing to a Jewish audience. The picture is not this 

simple, however, and the arguments for gentile recipients are ultimately more 

                                                           
 

45
 Elliott (2000, 89). 

46
 1:1; cf. 1:17; 2:11. 

47
 E.g. 2:9-10; 3:6; cf.1:10,15f. 

48
 E.g. 1:24-25; 2:6-10,22ff; 3:10-12; 4:18; 5:5. 

49
 Cf. Gal 2:7-8; this association of Peter with the Jewish church is perhaps even stronger if the letter is 

pseudonymous, as the epistle would surely then be directed to those among whom his authority would 

be greatest, although it is also probable that the later the letter, the weaker would be the divisions 

between Jewish and gentile Christians. 

50
 Acts 2:9-11. 
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compelling.51 Among the biblical designations for the church are those which more 

naturally apply to those converted from outside the chosen people of God, who are, 

prior to their conversion, ‘not a people’;52 they become God’s people, or children of 

Sarah,53 by conversion rather than by birth. Those references which might seem more 

applicable to Jews, on the other hand, refer to those dispersed from a homeland 

identifiable not as Judea but as God’s heavenly kingdom.54 Meanwhile, references to 

their life before becoming Christians suggest a pagan background,55 while the fact that 

many of the churches in the area are of pauline foundation might tentatively add to 

the conclusion that they are predominantly gentile. Given Christianity’s Jewish roots, 

the Tanakh was authoritative from the beginning, so it is not surprising that it should 

be used to such an extent, even to gentiles. While the Christian communities may be a 

mixture of Jews and gentiles, it seems probable that they consisted primarily of the 

latter;56 the author’s message is that their conversion guarantees them incorporation 

into the people of God. 

Situation 

Potentially of relevance for understanding why the letter was written and how it was 

received, are the possible references to persecution: 1:6; 3:13-17; 4:12-19; 5:9. 

1:6 calls the recipients to rejoice, despite their sufferings. The word eiv suggests 

potential suffering, although the aorist participle, luphqe,ntej, and the wider context of 

the letter, perhaps give eiv the more definite sense of ‘despite’, or ‘although’. The 

majority of scholarly opinion – that this verse refers to suffering which is a definite 

                                                           
 

51
 Elliott (2000, 89-90); Feldmeier (2008, 42). 

52
 2:10; cf. Rom 9:25. 

53
 3:6. 

54
 E.g. 1:4; cf. 1:12; 3:21f; 5:10. 

55
 E.g. 1:14,18; 2:10-12; 3:5f; 4:3f; but cf. 2:25, which speaks of ‘returning’, not discovering an entirely 

new life. 

56
 Achtemeier (1996, 50-51). 
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reality, not a remote possibility57 – thus seems convincing. It is not particularly clear 

how severe the suffering is; the comparison in verse 7, with gold refined by fire, may 

suggest something intense,58 but as the metaphor is directed to the outcome, not the 

nature, of the trials, this probably reads too much into the parallel The form is also 

unclear; it could plausibly be persecution by the state authorities,59 or the determined, 

possibly violent, opposition of neighbours or families.60 

3:13-17 seems to speak of general opposition, although the ‘defence’ (avpologi,an) and 

the ‘abusers’ (evphrea,zontej) might refer to a courtroom trial.61 The comparison in the 

following passage (v.18ff), with the sufferings of Christ, may imply that Christians also 

risked death at the hands of the law or violent mobs, or simply were called to take as 

their model Christ, who suffered unjustly. The latter remains a possibility, even if the 

sufferings of his followers were insignificant by comparison. The preceding passage, 

2:11-3:12, concerns itself with their daily conduct, advocating submission to authority, 

humility, piety, and mutual love, so that their godly life will leave their accusers 

                                                           
 

57
 Feldmeier (2008, 2-13); Kelly (1969, 6,53-54); Best (1971, 36); Horrell (1998, 26). 

58
 Kelly (1969, 6). 

59
 Beare (1970, 32-33,188). The association with Peter may suggest the Neronic persecution: Tacitus, 

Ann. xv.38-44; though cf. Suetonius, Nero 16.2; 39.2. However, it is not clear that this extended beyond 

Rome. A later possible persecution falls during the reign of Domitian: cf. 1 Clem. 1:1; Rev; Dio, lxvii.14 (if 

Christians were included in the persecution of Jews – cf. Acts 18:2); Pliny, Epist. X.96.6; but cf. Downing 

(1988, 118). None of these are conclusive, however, and Pliny’s letter would suggest several points of 

persecution over a twenty-year period: Feldmeier (2008, 12-13); Suetonius, Dom. 8. Ramsay (1893, 283-

295) suggests that Peter survived the Neronic persecution, and saw Christianity subsequently become a 

crime, possibly under Vespasian (69-79). This theory is, however, rather speculative and has not found 

much support. 

60
 Feldmeier (2008, 2-10); Elliott (1981, 78-84), (2000, 97-103); Goppelt (1978, 58-60). 

61
 3:15f. The use of panti., however, seems to render the idea of defence more general: “always ready 

with a defence for all who ask of you an account….” 
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without an accusation, or, if not preventing persecution, will at least ensure that their 

suffering is for the sake of Christ, which brings blessing.62 

The present reality of suffering is much clearer in 4:12-19;63 verses 12, 13 and 19 in 

particular speak not of what might come to be, but of what is the case. The 

appearance of eiv again in verses 14 and 16, does not contradict this, as any individual 

might be fortunate enough to escape.64 The implication is also of severe suffering. The 

term pu,rwsij (‘burning’, or ‘fiery ordeal’; v.12) may be a figure of speech, and ‘sharing 

the sufferings of Christ’ (v.13) need not involve sharing the manner – or even the fact – 

of his death; nevertheless, the combined impression is of a community taken by 

surprise by the ferocity of its afflictions. The eschatological framework also suggests a 

need of greater hope and comfort than human power could provide.65 

                                                           
 

62
 3:13f; cf. 4:14. This may suggest that Christianity itself had become a crime (Garnsey, 1984, 9-10), 

although it would seem unlikely that the quality of its adherents’ personal life would make any 

difference in a trial. It may of course be that the writer hopes to stave off a threatening persecution, by 

demonstrating that Christians are good citizens and not to be feared. Some support for this last idea, of 

threatened, rather than actual, persecution, might be found in the use of eiv with the optative, pa,scoite 

in v.14, and the doubt over whether God intends the Christians to suffer, expressed by the same 

grammatical structure in v.17: eiv qe,loi. Again, however, this is not conclusive; suffering, at the hands of 

the state or indignant locals, might be a concrete, ever-present reality, without meaning that any 

individual would certainly suffer. 

63
 This has contributed to the argument that a new letter begins here (Moule, 1956, 7-11), though most 

scholars argue for the epistle’s unity: Feldmeier (2008, 28-30); Kelly (1969, 20,183-184); Elliott (2000, 9-

12); Best (1971, 27-28); Michaels (1988, 258); Horrell (1998, 84-85). It may constitute a postscript, if the 

writer received new information or wanted to re-emphasise his point, but is perhaps simply a rhetorical 

climax: Michaels (1988, 258). 

64
 In v.16, at least, the writer is concerned with individual suffering, rather than the corporate suffering 

of the community: tij u`mw/n, v.15, on which the beginning of v.16 (eiv de. w`j Cristiano,j) is dependent.  

65
 Cf. also the use of the name Babulw,n in 5:13, a designation that would have been well known to those 

familiar with contemporary Jewish or Christian apocalyptic literature. 
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The parallel between glorious suffering ‘in the name of Christ’ and shameful suffering 

for doing wrong66 may suggest the criminalising of Christianity, such that the two 

penalties take the same form; likewise the implication of suffering for being a 

Christian, rather than for any specific act.67 However, more general opposition may be 

at issue here, with Christianity – or popular prejudices – becoming the focus of popular 

dislike.68 Taken together with the call to holy living in chapters 2 and 3, this builds up a 

picture of a religious community, disliked and often victimised by the wider society in 

which it was located, but eager to show that there was no reason to fear or reject it. 

5:9 may not refer to externally imposed suffering at all. It calls the faithful to resist the 

devil, knowing that Christians around the world are suffering in the same way; this may 

refer to persecution, or the struggle with temptation. Indeed, the two may be the 

same – the call to be holy69 perhaps recognises that it may be precisely because of 

persecution that temptation arises. 

If persecution is in mind here, it is clearly not localised. Support and solidarity come 

from the fact that through the world, fellow-Christians are also suffering. There is no 

evidence for state persecution on this scale;70 it may suggest that Christians worldwide 

lived with the constant threat, or evn [tw/|] ko,smw| may refer to churches in various 

locations across the empire, rather than a universal phenomenon. More likely, 

                                                           
 

66
 Vv.15-16; cf. 3:17. 

67
 Fox (1987, 427-428); though cf. Benko (1985, 24). 

68
 Fox (1987, 423-424); Benko (1985), on the basis of a popular view of Christians as cannibals (p, 70), 

immoral (p, 71) and magicians (pp, 103,126,131). 

69
 2:11ff. 

70
 Achtemeier (1996, 29-33). Garnsey (1984, 9) sees no systematic suppression, but argues that 

Christians were constantly vulnerable to the threat of sporadic persecution. Pliny’s letter (Epist. X.96.6) 

and Trajan’s reply (Epist. X.96,97) provide the most concrete evidence for persecution in Asia Minor; 

concerning Bithynia, they suggest that the profession of Christianity was by then regarded as a crime, 

punishable by death, although Trajan forbids the active seeking out of Christians for punishment (cf. 

Justin Martyr, Apol. I.3-4): Fox (1987, 427-428); Benko (1985, 1-4,13-14); Downing (1988); Beare (1970, 

33-34);  but cf. Best (1971, 41); Michaels (1988, lxvi); Horrell (1998, 9). 
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however, is that the suffering envisaged is the struggle to maintain a godly life in the 

face of general opposition, which may be experienced as popular resentment or even 

violence; it may at times include official penalisation, but is not limited to such 

situations. Rather, it is addressed to a situation where opposition and the danger of 

violence are part of daily reality.71 

Purpose of the epistle 

The themes of the epistle include the place of the Christians in the world, and how 

they are to live in a hostile environment.72 This is developed as a reflection on how 

best to face suffering and persecution,73 and the promise of a reward for all that is 

suffered in this world.74 It aims, then, to support and encourage a suffering and 

persecuted people, who might otherwise lose hope and abandon faith in the one in 

whose name they suffer.75 It does not encourage actively seeking out suffering for its 

own sake, however; rather, the author advises his readers to ensure, by the integrity of 

their lives, that no justified charges can be brought against them.76 In this way, the 

readers – particularly those in vulnerable situations, such as slavery77 – will suffer only 

for doing what is right, which must count to their credit,78 and the purity of their lives 

                                                           
 

71
 Achtemeier (1996, 34-36); Rives (2007, 196-199); (2008, 6-9) argues that Christianity’s inevitable 

rejection of the state cults would both bring the believers into constant conflict with the state authority 

and inevitably isolate them from mainstream society, preventing participation in guilds, festivals and 

cultic celebrations; cf. J. B. Green (2007, 322); Rives (2007, 129-130,198-199); but cf. Downing (1988, 

115). Seland (2005, 39-77) argues that this isolation is underlined by a dominant motif of being a 

proselyte, with the inevitable change from familiar religious practice to unfamiliar. 

72
 E.g. 1:13-16; 2:1; 2:11-3:17; 4:1ff,12ff,19. 

73
 E.g. 1:6; 2:18ff; 3:14-15; 4:1,12-14,16,19; 5:9-10. 

74
 E.g. 1:5,9; 2:20; 4:14; 5:10; cf.2:2; 3:9,14; 5:1,4,6. 

75
 The author’s stated intention is found in 5:12; cf. 1:7-9,13,21; 2:21ff; 4:13-14,16,19; 5:8-10. 

76
 2:12,15; 3:13,16; 4:15. 

77
 2:18ff; cf. 3:1ff. 

78
 2:18ff; 3:14ff; 4:14,16,19. 
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may in turn act as a witness to their faith.79 The author encourages his readers, with 

the promise of glory, to endure willingly the unjustified suffering which they may 

encounter as they strive to live out their Christian calling in a hostile world.80 

 

`Iera,teuma (2:5,9) 

Exegesis 

The passage in which both of 1 Peter’s uses of ìera,teuma fall, 1 Peter 2:4-10, follows a 

general section on the importance of leading a holy life, unlike their previous way of 

life,81 and a few verses of initial ethical instruction,82 and is itself followed by more 

specific guidance on the way in which the readers should conduct their lives,83 as a 

witness to the holiness of God84 and in accordance with the example of Christ.85 If the 

letter is written to Christians experiencing at least sporadic hostility or persecution,86 

then this passage takes on additional meaning; coming immediately before the call to 

bear witness to God through the purity of their lives and ensure that any suffering is 

for their faithfulness,87 it introduces this theme of enduring suffering for the sake of 

Christ. It reminds the sufferers of their special identity in God’s eyes, and the glory and 
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 2:12; 3:1-2,15-16; 4:4. 

80
 Elliott (2000, 104-109). 

81
 1:13-25. 

82
 2:1-3. 

83
 2:11ff. 

84
 2:12. 

85
 2:21ff. 

86
 See above, p.137. 

87
 2:12; cf. 2:19-20 and the example of Christ’s suffering, 2:21ff. 
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privilege of their calling.88 Before encouraging them to keep faith under duress, the 

writer provides them with the motivation for so doing. 

As we have seen, Elliott sees ìera,teuma in part as a badge of diaspora identity, closely 

linked with the idea of a poli,teuma.89 Thus, the dispersed Jews became “a priestly 

community charged with the worship of the true god,” with “a divinely endowed 

religious mission to fulfil.”90 This may stretch the interpretation, with a more specific 

application than is fully justified, but it is, in Exodus 19:6, nevertheless applied to the 

Jewish people as a whole, whether or not it belongs with particular force to the 

diaspora. 

The use of ìera,teuma twice, in such close proximity, is interesting, given that it is not 

used elsewhere in the epistle. Only the second use, in 2:9, is a clear reference to 

Exodus 19:6,91 so the question arises, did the writer use ìera,teuma in 2:5 because he 

was building up to the Exodus quotation and had its concepts and terminology in mind 

as he wrote the preceding verses? Or was it his prior use of the term which brought to 

mind the Exodus passage as he reached the climax of this section?92 The former is 

perhaps made more likely by the fact that the earlier part of the passage draws upon 

the image of temple and sacrifice.93 Contrary to this, however, is the order in which 

the verses appear; if the Exodus formula had already occurred to the author, we might 

expect him to use its specific phraseology – basi,leion ìera,teuma – in the earlier 
                                                           
 

88
 This is supported in particular by biblical statements of Israel’s identity, applied now to the Christian 

church, to show that they are admitted to Israel’s privileges and position: cf. 2:6-8,10. 

89
 See ch.2, p.26; ch.3, p.78f; cf. Martin (1992, 144-161), who sees ‘diaspora’ as the metaphor 

underpinning the entire letter, and cf. Feldmeier (2008). Seland (2005, 39-77) and Achtemeier (1996, 69-

72), however, disagree. J. B. Green (2007, 313-316) sees the diaspora ideal as important, but the letter 

as ultimately concerned with the believers’ identity ‘in Christ’, not out of their homeland (316-320). 

90
 Elliott (1966, 69); cf. Elliott (2000, 419-420,437). 

91
 From the LXX, combined with possible allusions to, or quotations from, other verses, most notably Isa 

43:21 – lao,n mou o]n periepoihsa,mhn ta.j avreta,j mou dihgei/sqai (LXX); see p.148. 

92
 Cf. p.130. 

93
 2.5: oi=koj pneumatiko.j … avnene,gkai pneumatika.j qusi,aj. 
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context. Of course, it is possible that he was holding it in reserve for the final, climactic 

verses, but it might then seem more likely that he would avoid using any part of the 

Exodus language in advance, for fear of reducing the impact. Furthermore, the mixture 

of biblical references in the later verses might suggest that the author was using them, 

from memory, as they occurred to him, rather than constructing an argument around 

any one verse as a pre-determined centrepiece. Ultimately, we cannot be certain, but 

it seems fractionally more likely that the author, drawing on the world of temple, 

priest and sacrifice, has used an image which then brings Exodus 19:6 instinctively to 

mind when he is celebrating the exalted status of the Christian community. 

If this is correct, it would suggest that the idea of the priesthood of the Christian 

community, whatever its biblical roots, had by this stage taken on an existence 

independent of that found in Exodus. This may have its origins in Exodus 19:6 and 

perhaps Isaiah 61:6, or such verses may contribute to a wider priestly conception of 

the church. Whatever the relationship between the two uses of the word, the fact that 

the author uses it in two slightly different ways, linked with different adjectives,94 

perhaps suggests some broad and developing concept of priesthood, to which both 

phrases contribute in subtly different ways. In addition, that one of the references 

clearly draws on Exodus 19:6 suggests that this biblical – specifically septuagintal – use 

of the term is one crucial element in the understanding of Christian community 

priesthood held by the author, and potentially by the communities of Christians in Asia 

Minor. 

The nature of ‘priesthood’ in 1 Peter 2 

Corporate identity or individual roles 

‘Priesthood’ suggests, as Elliott indicates, a body of people exercising a particular 

role.95 This, however, needs further consideration; is the emphasis, as Elliott goes on to 
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 On the question of the adjectival or nominal character of basi,leion, see below, p.148. 
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 Elliott (1966, 65-68). 
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propose, on the function of priesthood being exercised together by the ‘body’, or is it 

on the status and identity of the community, precisely as a community?96 The latter 

understanding would not preclude the roles and responsibilities associated with the 

identity, but such functional aspects have, by definition, to be carried out by the 

members, acting alone or together, and are hence probably not the primary emphasis 

where the community is being seen as a whole. Some support for this reading comes 

from the immediate context of 2:4-10; verse 5 speaks of the community as an oi=koj 

pneumatiko,j, which is strikingly corporate – the body standing together as a single 

structure.97 So, also, with the additional epithets in verse 9, taken both from Exodus 

19:6 and from Isaiah 43:21, which speak of the ge,noj, the e;qnoj, and the lao,j, all of 

which are corporate in their focus.98 Such an understanding would, if he is familiar with 

both versions, fit with the author’s choice of the Septuagint’s ‘priesthood’ over the 

Hebrew’s ‘priests’. 

It would seem, then, that the idea of ìera,teuma in 1 Peter is primarily concerned with 

the identity of the body of believers. This identity does, however, entail particular roles 

and responsibilities for the community and its members,99 including the offering of 

‘spiritual sacrifices’ (pneumatika.j qusi,aj euvprosde,ktouj: 2:5). This leaves us, however, 

with the question of whether the priestly role is to be exercised corporately by the 

community, or individually by each or some of its members. Best argues that Christians 

are seen to exist precisely as part of the church community, which ensures that the 

responsibility is shared, but he also asserts that, if the community has a role, so 

inevitably must its members. Thus the role of priesthood belongs both to the church 

                                                           
 

96
 Cf. e.g. Feldmeier (2008, 136); Blinzler (1949, 55); though cf. Achtemeier (1996, 156-157, 165), who 

sees it as both essentially corporate and primarily functional. 

97
 Feldmeier (2008, 135-136); Achtemeier (1996, 156-157). 

98
 See Horrell (2012) for an account of these terms as contributing to the corporate identity of these 

Christian communities. 

99
 Cf. e.g. Beare (1970, 122); Hiebert (1984, 123). 
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and to the individual Christian.100 This is not a necessary reading, however; it would be 

possible for the community corporately to hold a role, which certain members are 

explicitly responsible for exercising. 

Ultimately, on this question the passage is not specific. If, however, priesthood is 

primarily a corporate identity, owned by the whole church, there is some argument for 

suggesting that the roles and lifestyle accompanying that identity also belong to the 

corporate body, to be exercised precisely as such. Indeed, nowhere in the immediate 

context is it suggested that Christians bear differentiated roles or several 

responsibility; the one place where this might be implied – the identification of the 

community members as like so many li,qoi zw/ntej – in fact forms part of a larger 

image, in which those separate living stones are built up into a single unit, comprising 

all the members, acting individually but in the identical task and with one shared 

aim.101 

Christians in Asia Minor, as a ìera,teuma 

What, then, might be the value of attaching priestly identity to the Christians in Asia 

Minor? Given its absence from almost every book in the New Testament, what might 

be distinctive about this community or situation, to cause it to be applied here? 

At its most basic level, the status may simply be an encouragement for a persecuted 

community to stand firm under suffering, because they are, and remain, special in 

God’s eyes; this status cannot but be enhanced by keeping faith and glorying in the 
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 Best (1960, 279,287); cf. Grudem (1990, 101) who sees here the basis of the reformation doctrine of 

the ‘priesthood of all believers’ and argues that this passage establishes the principle that any Christian 

now has the rights and privileges of the priesthood. 

101
 Though cf. elsewhere in the letter, where distinct roles are identified (e.g. 5:1-5; 4:10-11), or where 

the Christians are called to behaviour for which they must be individually accountable (2:11-20; 3:1-9; 

4:1-9,15-19). However, this should probably all be read within the context of the passage which spells 

out the corporate identity of the community and provides the basis for the holy life to which its 

members are each called: 2:4-10. 
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opportunity to bear witness to their God, so they are reminded that their suffering is 

worthwhile, and given a reason for constancy. 

Related to this idea is the possibility that ìera,teuma is intended to mark the Christian 

church out as a separated, holy, consecrated community; among the various 

expressions intended to show their special status, it would then contribute the 

particular element of being set apart from the rest of the world. The priestly or temple 

ideology would, after all, seem a natural one for a Christian community seeking to 

attach to itself the marks and identity of Israel, as God’s chosen people.102 The concept 

of priesthood speaks of a separated body of people, and so may well have been used 

by Jews – and borrowed by Christians – living in a gentile or unholy world. Priests, in 

Jewish tradition, would tend to be separated from the rest of the community by the 

purity which they were required to maintain, by their distinctive role in the service of 

God, and by the ritual consecration which set them apart. 

If, however, the churches addressed were predominantly gentile, it might be profitable 

to ask how the idea of being a ìera,teuma would have been received. Would those who 

encountered institutional priesthoods primarily within the various pagan traditions and 

cults, have seen identification as a priesthood as a means of being set apart from the 

wider community? In Rome, from where the letter was probably written, and to a 

certain extent in Asia Minor, priestly office was often exercised within the community 

or the political bodies, often by those holding other office, and would often be 

temporary.103 In addition, much of the sacrificial and religious ritual and responsibility, 

both in Rome and in the eastern empire, fell to the paterfamilias, to be exercised in 
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 Gärtner (1965), Best (1969, 284) and Goppelt (1978, 151) point to Qumran as a likely model or 

parallel for this ideology (cf. e.g. 1QS 5:6; 8:4-10; CD 3:19ff; 7:19; 20:10,13); but cf. Michaels (1988, 96). 

Also, as argued above (ch.3, p.67f), while it may have seen itself as a form of eschatological temple, the 

Qumran community does not seem to have regarded itself as priestly. 

103
 See ch.4, p.104,123; there are, however, exceptions, such as the Vestal virgins, who were a separated 

priesthood. 
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the midst of the household as part of daily life.104 Among the mystery cults were those 

in which, by ritual or genealogy, priests were a group set apart for the worship and 

service of their particular god,105 but it seems likely that the label of ‘priesthood’, 

however much it was meant to set the Christians as a body apart from the world at 

large, would be received much more as a consecration to be lived out precisely in the 

community, and as a particular public role and area of responsibility, than a separated 

identity. 

Nevertheless, the holy way of life to which the churches of Asia Minor are being called, 

would naturally and inevitably have set them apart from the wider world.106 They are 

presented with language contrasting Christians with the world: they are to be ‘like 

living stones’, in imitation of the ‘living stone’ who was ‘rejected by humans, but 

chosen by God and precious [to God]’;107 to them, but not to the world, the 

‘cornerstone’ is ‘precious’.108 They are placed in the opposite position to the world: 

‘they [who do not believe] stumble … But you are a chosen race…’.109 God’s way and 

the way of the world are opposed,110 and the Christians are aligned with, and serve, 

God; they cannot help, then, but be set apart from the world, and their designation as 

a ìera,teuma contributes to this. 

One further possibility, however, which has already been touched upon, is that the 

designation as a priesthood is part of a broader designation as a holy diaspora. That 

the churches of Asia Minor are seen to some extent in these terms by the writer of the 

epistle is clear, given his opening greeting.111 This may, however, still fall short of a 

                                                           
 

104
 See ch.4, p.109,118. 
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 See ch.4, p.113. 

106
 Cf. 4:4; cf. Feldmeier (2008, 6-10). 

107
 2:4-5. 

108
 2:7. 

109
 2:8-9. 
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 1:1; cf. 2:11. 
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developed diaspora identity; indeed, even if Cerfaux and Elliott are right to see 

i`era,teuma as bound up with an Alexandrian diaspora sense of self-identity,112 its use in 

that sense here might depend upon the author of 1 Peter being aware of such an 

Alexandrian theology.113 He is probably writing from the diaspora, but almost certainly 

from Rome, and an idea current in one part of the empire114 will not necessarily have 

been so elsewhere.115 Our author uses the septuagintal version of the Torah, also 

substantially of Alexandrian origin, but this was widely used by Jews across the Greek-

speaking world, and it is not certain how influential every nuance of its theology would 

have been in other contexts. On the other hand, 1 Peter is written in the Greek of an 

educated author, making it possible that either the writer or his amanuensis would 

have travelled and studied, so contact with ideas and theology from across the 

diaspora, especially from a place producing influential writing, cannot be ruled out. In 

the end, we cannot be certain, but it remains a possibility that the author, in 

identifying the churches of Asia Minor with Israel and the Jewish diaspora, associated 

the concept of the i`era,teuma distinctively with both. 

`Iera,teuma: Some questions arising 

We are left, then, with some significant questions concerning the nature of the 

priesthood envisaged by the writer and recipients of 1 Peter. Does the Christian 

community’s designation as ìera,teuma imply a special status, a particular role, or both? 

I have suggested that what is primarily conceived of here is the status of the believers, 

but even here there are questions: what does this status mean? Are we concerned 

with a community set apart from the world, or with primary status within the world? Is 

this a priestly community with royal standing, or does its status come from being a 
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 See above, p.140; ch.2, p.26; ch.3, p.78. 
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 It is, of course, possible that both might draw independently on the same imagery. 

114
 If, indeed, its presence in a very few Alexandrian writings is proof of its widespread currency even 

there. 

115
 In addition, Seland (1995, 118), while exploring a potential parallel between Philo and 1 Peter on this 
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priestly kingdom, God’s worshipping subjects? Does its status concern simply its 

relationship with God, or does it have standing vis-à-vis the nations of the world, with 

any authority or power over them? 

I have also suggested that, at the very least, the reference to spiritual sacrifices 

indicates that this is a practical, functioning priesthood. While the priestly role may not 

be the writer’s major concern, he nevertheless seems to assume that such a role 

exists; it is not simply an empty title. Here again, however, there is a question of what 

is entailed – in particular, whether the priestly responsibility is vertical – relating solely 

to God, a priesthood of worship and praise on behalf of those within the community – 

or horizontal, involving reign over or responsibility towards the world. Is it, in other 

words, a priesthood of worship, leadership, or mission? We might, indeed, combine 

these somewhat crude directional understandings and ask whether this priesthood 

entails a mediatory role, offering worship, prayer or sacrifice to God on behalf of the 

world, and making God – or God’s will – known to the world. 

The answers to all of these questions will depend upon a number of factors, which we 

shall consider through the remainder of this chapter: firstly, the adjectives attached to 

i`era,teuma in verses 5 (a[gioj) and 9 (basi,leioj), secondly, the priestly roles116 and 

related ‘temple’117 imagery in the immediate context. In each of these elements, we 

shall ask how the role and nature of priesthood and its associated concepts would be 

understood both by the Jewish writer, steeped in the Torah and its imagery, and by the 

gentile audience. Having considered the nature and role of the priesthood, we shall 

then examine the status it confers upon its holders. In all this, we shall attempt to set 

our analysis of these terms within the wider context of 1 Peter, its message and aims, 
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 The offering of ‘spiritual sacrifices’ (avnene,gkai pneumatika.j qusi,aj) and the ‘proclamation’ 

(evxaggei,lhte) of God’s mighty deeds. 

117
 Oi=koj pneumatiko.j; we shall consider below, p.161, whether this should best be translated ‘temple’ 
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to consider the picture which the whole book paints of the priesthood of the Christian 

community. 

 

Basi,leion ìera,teuma (2:9) 

Exegesis 

The quotation from Exodus 19:6 comes, typically, from the septuagintal version.118 

Verse 9 in fact combines the Exodus reference, basi,leion ìera,teuma( e;qnoj a[gion( with 

designations drawn perhaps from Exodus 19:5,119 but probably more likely from Isaiah 

43:20-21.120 The concept of a people for God’s possession or preservation could 

plausibly be drawn from either source, but the language is clearly closer to Isaiah 

43:21,121 which also provides the purpose of proclaiming God’s praises, while the 

preceding verse supplies the idea of a chosen race. If, then, these verses from Isaiah 

provide a crucial part of the backdrop of the 1 Peter pericope, it may be that the 

author confusing separate scriptural references containing similar ideas, such that his 

reflection upon the Exodus verses lead to him unintentionally borrowing language 

from elsewhere. More likely, however, is surely the possibility that the similarity of 

ideas – in particular the sense of ‘identity’, as a race, nation or people – in the two 

sources makes it natural that they should be drawn upon together, or that the use of 

one should lead to the other being drawn in, in order to illustrate the author’s 

emphasis upon the special, chosen, exalted identity of the church. 

The references are not preserved as entirely separate entities, such that each source is 

quoted in turn; rather, the Exodus designations are grouped together, framed by those 

from Isaiah. The author is clearly willing to collect and use different pieces of scriptural 
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 Achtemeier (1996, 164). 
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 At least in the case of lao.j eivj peripoi,hsin (1 Pet 2:9): Cf. lao.j periou,sioj (Ex 19:5). 

120
 to. ge,noj mou to. evklekto,n lao,n mou o]n periepoihsa,mhn ta.j avreta,j mou dihgei/sqai. 
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material. He would also seem to be prepared to adapt them to his purposes, as the 

Isaianic references do not appear to be exact quotations. The change from to. ge,noj 

mou to. evklekto,n, to ge,noj evklekto,n, may be insignificant; the first person pronoun 

would, in any event, not be appropriate in its new context. The remaining part of the 

reference, however, while close enough to be striking, is changed in interesting ways. 

The verb, dihgei/sqai, is changed to evxaggei,lhte122 and, perhaps most significantly, lao,n 

… periepoihsa,mhn has changed from an aorist verb, “a people whom I have formed” to 

the cognate noun, lao.j eivj peripoi,hsin, with arguably more of a future sense, or 

implication of purpose.123 

As in the Septuagint,124 the primary exegetical question concerning basi,leion is 

whether it is to be understood as an adjective (‘royal’) or noun (‘palace’ or ‘kingdom’). 

In other words, is the phrase to be read as just that – a single, two-word phrase – or as 

two separate designations? Selwyn argues for the latter reading, linking basi,leion with 

oi=koj, in verse 5, such that the two nouns refer to the same concept; basi,leion thus 

reads ‘palace’.125 This seems, however, to be interpreting the passage to justify his 

exegesis; oi=koj and basi,leion may be so linked, but need not be. He draws attention 

to contemporary references to the verse,126 which more clearly use two nouns, to lend 

credence to the idea of a widespread, first-century interpretation,127 and points out 

                                                           
 

122 Schutter (1989, 40) argues that this may be in fact be drawn from Isa 41:12; but cf. Achtemeier 

(1996, 166,n.214). 

123
 Achtemeier (1996, 166); Michaels (1988, 109-110). 
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 See ch.2, p.24. 
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 Selwyn (1947, 165-166); in this, he is followed by Best (1969, 288-289) and Elliott (1966, 149-153), 

(2000, 436-437), who considers this to be consistent with the grammar of the LXX. Elliott’s argument for 

this reading of the LXX rests primarily on the frequency of its substantive, compared to its adjectival, 

use, and its interpretation by other contemporary sources (1966, 72-73). It is not necessary, however, to 
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 2 Macc 2:17; Philo, Sobr. 66; Abr. 56. 
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that the word-order is different from the other two descriptions in the verse 9 list, 

suggesting that the grammatical structure is also different. With this last point, 

Michaels takes issue, arguing that the word-order is different only because, in each 

case, the author quotes directly from the Septuagint, preserving its word-order.128 His 

view is that the rhetorical flow argues for basi,leion to be understood as an 

adjective,129 resulting in a sequence of three two-word descriptive phrases, each with 

an adjective and a noun. If this position is to be followed, and it seems on balance the 

more convincing, then whatever the case in the Septuagint, in 1 Peter 2:9, basi,leion 

means ‘royal’; either the priests themselves are royal, or – perhaps more likely – it 

reflects their service of God as king.130 

A Jewish understanding 

Given the repetition of ìera,teuma from verse 5, but with a change of adjective, it seems 

reasonable to presume that the phrase basi,leion ìera,teuma must contribute 

something distinctive to the overall priestly understanding in 1 Peter 2. It may reflect 

an ideology of priesthood coupled with that of the kingdom – Israel as a holy land, with 

her temple and priesthood at her heart. It was as a kingdom under God’s rule and, 

beneath God, the rule of a divinely appointed king, that Israel received her special 

identity.131 At her centre stood the temple, where God resided, and her priesthood, to 

serve God; these institutions emphasised and reinforced this kingdom identity, 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

basi,leion as a noun, but meaning ‘king’s house’, or temple (Sobr. 66). This may perhaps reflect an 

interpretative tradition within diaspora Judaism, meaning that 1 Peter 2:9 could be understood as 

referring to the priests of the temple. 

128
 Michaels (1988, 108-109). 

129
 Cf. also Achtemeier (1996, 164-165); Beare (1970, 130); Blinzler (1949, 61-62); Cerfaux (1939, 10,13); 

Davids (1990, 91-92, n.30); Goppelt (1978, 152-153, n.165); Hiebert (1984, 132); Kelly (1969, 96); but cf. 

Fiorenza (1972, 101), who argues that we cannot be definite. 

130
 Achtemeier (1996, 165). 
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standing as symbols of her nationhood for some time after their loss.132 Temple and 

priesthood also served to emphasise the separateness of Israel; both as a special 

kingdom and as a priesthood, Israel had a unique standing and identity, which set her 

apart from the world at large. If, then, the Christian community is seen to take on the 

identity of Israel’s temple and priesthood, then we might also expect to find the 

importance of Israel as a kingdom reflected in the epistle.  

Whether this concept of the Christians of Asia Minor as both the true kingdom and the 

true priesthood of Israel, serving and living under the rule of God the king, is critical to 

verse 9, may depend on the conclusions of the above discussion, as to whether 

basi,leion is a noun. In this case, the verse would read, “You are a chosen race, a 

kingdom, a priesthood, a holy nation,” with ‘priesthood’ then contributing to the 

picture of the Christians as a distinctive, separate people, living under God’s rule; it 

becomes part of a wider picture of kingdomhood. Even in the more likely, adjectival 

scenario, however, such an ideology may still fit with the other metaphors and 

identities found in the immediate context, simply qualifying the idea of nationhood. 

What, then, if Peter is portraying his recipients as a priestly diaspora? If this is his 

primary ideology,133 to what extent is it consistent with the corporate identity of the 

Christians as a people bound together into a kingdom, living under the rule of a king 

whom they also serve as one united priesthood? The diaspora metaphor would also 

see Christians assuming the identity of Israel and its cult, but, in this instance, 

specifically the identity which, according to Cerfaux134 and Elliott,135 Alexandrian 

Jewish theology attributes to the Jewish dispersion: a priestly community living a holy 

life in an unholy world. This would still give to the Christian ‘exiles’ (1:1) a special and 

unique identity, but perhaps with more of a focus on its mission to the world, rather 
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than its separation from it. There is still a degree of separateness, but more nuanced; 

Christians have a distinct and special role, but one to be lived out in the world, in part 

for the benefit of the world. 

In this case, however, a specifically ‘royal’ priesthood becomes a little harder to 

explain. It may, of course, be present simply because the author, seeking biblical 

support for the priestly ideal, would naturally quote the complete phrase, as found in 

scripture. Alternatively, the reason for the choice of adjective may be the need for a 

value and self-identity to hold together this priesthood, especially if it is dispersed, 

living in exile; the need to be united under one, sovereign ruler, sharing in service to 

one God, then becomes increasingly urgent. As the letter seems to be written to a 

series of gentile Christian communities, it may also be appropriate to see the 

priesthood as necessarily linked to God’s sovereignty over all people; thus, a term 

which might seem to emphasise a people living in one location, under one ruler and 

worshipping a national god, takes on increased power and significance when extended 

not just to members of that nation living abroad, but even to those with no such claim 

to nationality. 

These themes of diaspora, kingdomhood and priesthood fit well with what seems to be 

the central message of the letter – how to live as Christians in the world, causing 

others to glorify God.136 The household code137 and advice about giving no grounds for 

persecution, or remaining blameless under suffering, are entirely consistent with a 

people whose calling is to live under the rule of God, as a priesthood in the service of 

God, in a world which does not know God. 

Also consistent with an identity built around either the ideology of kingdom and divine 

rule or the concept of a priestly diaspora, but worthy of a mention in its own right, is 

the possibility that basi,leion ìera,teuma is intended to emphasise the idea of holiness, 

which is coupled with that of priesthood only four verses earlier. We shall examine this 
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in a little more detail below. In the meantime, it is worth noting that the inclusion of 

the word ìera,teuma twice in so few verses seems to suggest that a link existed in the 

author’s mind between the concepts of holiness and royalty, at least insofar as they 

relate to the third concept of priesthood, or that the author must have intended some 

overarching interpretation of priesthood, consistent with both. Thus, ‘royal’ must add 

some extra dimension to the ‘holy’ of verse 5; this community of priests is holy 

precisely because it is in the service of God the king. 

Conclusion 

The ideology of temple and priesthood was strong in the Jewish diaspora,138 as it was 

among the rabbis for generations after 70 CE.139 So central were these concepts to the 

identity of Israel as a nation under her king, that it is hard to imagine that the idea of 

‘kingdomhood’ itself was not also significant.140 It seems that 1 Peter sees the 

Christians of Asia Minor as sharing in the identity of Israel. The fact that he writes 

probably from the diaspora, to the ‘exiles of the diaspora’141 suggests that he may also 

see these communities as assuming this diaspora dimension of Jewish identity and its 

associated ideology. Even if it goes too far to suggest that ìera,teuma was coined purely 

for the Jewish diaspora, the Jews of the dispersion are likely to have a particular 

perspective on Israel’s role and identity, and what this may mean for their day-to-day 

lives. The extent to which life as a ‘royal priesthood’ in exile brings missiological 

responsibility, however, is not clear; 142 the letter’s concern for how Christians should 

live in the world does not clarify whether this is purely for their own sake – to avoid 

persecution or ensure their own reward – or for the world’s sake. 
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Ultimately, ‘priesthood’ is about the community’s special relationship and standing 

with God, while ‘royal’ emphasises both this and the sovereignty of the God they 

serve. It is part of a series of descriptive phrases which emphasise the fact that here is 

a community which in a very special way belongs to God.143 

A pagan understanding 

What, then, did a gentile audience, living in a context shaped by pagan religions, 

perhaps themselves recent converts, make of this concept of a ‘royal priesthood’? Was 

it simply an alien, Jewish idea, to be accepted by those joining this alien, Jewish sect, or 

would they have brought any distinctive interpretation to bear upon it? 

Given the strength of the ideological link between religion and monarchy in the Greek 

cities of Asia Minor,144 and the presence in this region of some significant centres of 

imperial cult, it may be that a ‘royal priesthood’ would conjure up images of a priestly 

body serving its divine ruler. In this case, the priests are themselves not royal, but gain 

their status and identity as a priesthood by the royalty of their God. 

One image which might emphasise more the royalty of the priests is the emperor as 

priest, including his status as Pontifex Maximus.145 This presents priestly office as a key 

dimension of royal or imperial power. Given the acceptance of a foreign emperor, not 

merely as a human ruler, but also as a god, his presentation as a priest represents an 

interesting model.146 Was this a figure and an ideal which would come to mind to a 

Christian in Asia Minor, when confronted with the concept of a ‘royal priesthood’? To 

be royal was necessarily to be priestly; for a gentile Christian in Asia Minor, 

‘priesthood’ and ‘royal’ would sit well together, both natural epithets for those of high 

status in society or in the sight of God. 
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It seems that, if ‘royal priesthood’ held any meaning for the recipients, beyond the 

received Jewish interpretation, the figure of the emperor must be significant. As both 

priest and god, he models a special form of priesthood , in which he serves the gods 

and shares in their nature and glory. If, then, a ‘royal priesthood’ draws its meaning 

from the royalty of the god (or divinity of the king), this would emphasise the 

relationship between the priesthood and its deity, rather than the nature of the 

priesthood per se. The priesthood is special precisely because of the God it serves and 

because it participates in the ideal which he models. The Christians of Asia Minor serve 

not the emperor but Christ, whose lordship and kingship reflect glory on them and 

their priesthood. 

 

`Iera,teuma a[gion (2:5) 

Exegesis 

Although the author seems to associate the idea of priesthood with Exodus 19:6147 

there is no direct quotation or clear allusion responsible for this distinctive expression 

in 1 Peter 2:5. However, although there are few scriptural verses which describe the 

community in priestly terms,148 none of which use the phrase ‘holy priesthood’ or any 

closely related phrase, there are a number of places in which Israel as a community is 

described as, or commanded to be, ‘holy’,149 or where this adjective is linked with the 

office of priesthood.150 Although the linking of these ideas, especially as attributes of 

all Israel, is not a common theme in the Tanakh, it does make sense that, if Israel, and 

especially her temple with the holy of holies at its heart, is holy, there should be a clear 
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link between the holy places and the priests who come into contact with them. Thus, 

Israel as a priesthood would imply Israel as holy. We do need to be careful, however, 

as noted above,151 not to fall into the trap of equating too simplistically the concepts of 

holiness and purity. 

The wider context of the letter helps to develop our understanding of ‘holiness’. In 2:4-

10, it is used primarily in a cultic sense, or as an element of status, linked with the 

image of a temple and the language of sacrifice152 and, of course, with nationhood and 

status in 2:9. However, the letter as a whole arguably takes a more ethical stance, 

concerned with holy living in an unholy world.153 Thus, the holiness of the Christian 

community arises from their association with God and is perhaps to be exercised 

through the Christian life. 

The adjective a[gioj is used six times outside of chapter 2:154 once in relation to the 

Holy Spirit;155 four times describing God, with a call to imitate this divine 

characteristic;156 and once describing the wives of the patriarchs, who were concerned 

with obeying their husbands, rather than adorning their persons.157 Three of these 

references, then, relate directly to the nature of God or God’s Spirit, while the women 

of old are holy by virtue of their conduct, or, perhaps, by their identity as those chosen 

by God to be part of the founding of God’s people, Israel. It is interesting that only the 

call to ‘be holy’,158 and its supporting appeal to Leviticus,159 clearly relate to the way of 

life of those so called; these verses are given as an explicit contrast to tai/j pro,teron evn 
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th/| avgnoi,a| u`mw/n evpiqumi,aij.160 Now they can no longer rely on the excuse of ignorance, 

and must live in a holy way. Although ethical conduct as an outworking of holiness is 

not dominant in the epistle, it does appear that one dimension of the holiness of the 

Christian community is to be seen in their way of life since conversion, in contrast to 

that which went before. While the importance of ethical holiness in this letter should 

not be overplayed, then, it is not unreasonable, when the theme of their way of life is 

again taken up following a brief excursus into their special – and holy – identity, to 

assume that this should be seen as a call to holy living as befits their holy status. 

A Jewish understanding 

In Jewish tradition, to be holy meant to be associated in some way with God. Hence 

the land where God’s people resided was holy; its temple city of Jerusalem was holier 

still. The temple itself was the heart of religious life, where God was worshipped and 

sacrifices offered, so it was holier even than Jerusalem, but holiest of all were its inner 

courts, open only to the priests in a ritually pure state, especially its holy of holies, 

where God’s glory resided and only the high priest was permitted to enter.161 Similarly, 

anything or anyone dedicated to God could be described as holy.162 Holiness also, 

however, has an ethical dimension;163 the Jews are called to ‘be holy, as God is Holy’164 

– that is, to be conformed to the nature of God, which is surely an ethical imperative. 

God is the very essence of holiness, and Israel is holy by the simple fact of being God’s 

people,165 but also by living as God’s people, in obedience to the Torah and 

worshipping and offering sacrifice to God. 
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The writer of 1 Peter identifies the communities of Christians, to whom he is writing, as 

the chosen people of God.166 In the same way that Israel is holy,167 the believers too 

are holy.168 But their holiness goes further than this; in 2:5 the author ascribes to the 

churches the holiness which would attach to the temple or priesthood: they are a 

i`era,teuma a[gion and an oi=koj pneumatiko.j.169 

If the idea of the Jewish people as a priesthood was of particular importance to at least 

parts of the diaspora, this also relates to the question of holiness; just as the priests 

are holy relative to the rest of Israel, so the Jews are holy relative to the other peoples 

and nations. Outside of the holy land, to Jews living among the gentiles, the priestly 

image potentially describes their relative closeness to God, or holiness.170 If, then, the 

churches to which 1 Peter is written are perceived as a diaspora, or heavenly citizens in 

exile, holiness as well as priesthood helps to describe their privileged status.171 This is 

perhaps especially so if the ‘holy priesthood’ theme is called to mind by the use of 

Exodus 19:6, which would on this analysis be of particular significance to the diaspora 

community, but also bears examination if the causal relationship is reversed. In this 

latter case, the Christians are seen as a priesthood, of which one dimension is their 

holiness and another, then brought into the equation, is the ‘royalty’ of Exodus 19:6. 

The pervasive theme of godly living, however, if this is to be seen as an outworking of 

the call to a holy life,172 perhaps suggests the former relationship. Thus, the Christian’s 

membership of a priesthood is one dimension of this wider understanding and 

responsibility. Holiness then becomes an ethical category, describing a life above 
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reproach. More than this, however, holiness describes the Christians’ relationship with 

God; it is not so much that the character of this relationship is holy, as that to be in 

such a close relationship at all is the very essence of holiness. God’s holiness extends 

to his chosen ones, simply by virtue of their call and acceptance into the people and 

priesthood of God. Thus their ethical holiness would prevent their suffering,173 but that 

their closeness to God and their imitation of Christ174 will bring them into conflict with 

a world whose lack of holiness contrasts sharply with the priestly character of the 

exiled people of God. 

A pagan understanding 

Unlike the probable situation in Judaism, holiness in pagan religions, to the extent that 

such a concept can be found, does not appear generally to have had an ethical 

dimension; a holy way of life would perhaps be one of cultic observance, in which 

certain rituals were observed in the course of civic and religious duty.175 It does not, in 

most cases, seem to have been relational in nature, in that it did not result from a 

particular relationship with the gods, although it was concerned with appeasing the 

gods and thus maintaining an even balance in human relations with them.176 Instead, it 

was essentially a cultic concern, primarily a matter of priestly purity177 or shared ritual. 

How, then, would the recipients of 1 Peter understand and respond to its call to 

holiness? They may not have much sense of holiness as a significant category at all, 

and would probably not naturally regard it as a general, ethical way of life, although it 

would be difficult not to find some element of this in a reading of the letter,178 
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whatever their preconceived ideas. Neither would it necessarily speak of a relationship 

with God; again, this sense would certainly be present in other parts of the passage,179 

perhaps even in the concept of priesthood, but not necessarily immediately associated 

with the idea of holiness. So perhaps the notion of a ìera,teuma a[gion would effectively 

mean ‘a priesthood which observes proper engagement with the sacred’. While this 

sense is not incompatible with the idea of holiness as found throughout 1 Peter, 

however, it is not unreasonable to suspect that the recipients of the letter, if this was 

their perception of holiness beforehand, would have had their understanding 

broadened by the thoughts contained within it. 

Conclusions 

1 Peter, then, uses the idea of holiness in two ways; throughout the letter, it appears 

to be an ethical category, referring to the way of life of the Christian community, while 

in 2:4-10 it becomes more of a relational or status-based concept, with emphasis on 

the churches’ election by God. It is simply being God’s people which makes them holy, 

but it is the way in which they live which demonstrates that holiness to the world. 

Unlike the Jews, the holiness which is theirs by virtue of God’s election comes not by 

birth into a particular race or nation, but rather by conversion; its reality can therefore 

be seen by contrast with a convert’s previous life of sin.180 

The holiness of the Christians can also be seen, however, in one very specific aspect of 

their life – their imitation of Christ, in particular of Christ’s sufferings which came not 

as the consequence of wrongdoing but precisely as the result of his holiness.181 

Thus, Christian holiness for the writer of 1 Peter is concerned with difference from the 

world in which the recipient communities find themselves. They are not to be 

conformed to the world, but are to recognise their distinctive status as God’s chosen 
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people, set apart to worship and serve as God’s priesthood, and are to live as citizens 

of heaven and priests of God. Then the world will see their holiness. Their identity as 

God’s holy people and holy priesthood is not a call to isolationism; they are not to 

preserve their holiness by separating themselves from the world, but, living as aliens 

and exiles,182 they are to live out their holy lives precisely in the world, as a witness to 

it.183 Thus, being a holy priesthood speaks of the Christians’ standing before God and 

the manner in which they serve – and preserve the purity of their relationship with – 

God; but it also speaks of the way in which their status and special identity affects their 

life in the rather more unholy world. 

 

Oi=koj pneumatiko.j (2:5) 

Exegesis 

The meaning of oi=koj here has been the subject of some debate; it could bear its basic 

meaning, ‘house’ or ‘household’, or it could be read as ‘house of God’ or ‘temple’. At 

first glance, it would seem that the reading ‘household’ could be ruled out, as the 

reference to ‘living stones’ being ‘built up’ points to the more concrete sense of a 

building.184 However, we should note the same word later in the letter,185 apparently 

referring to those who make up the Christian community – the members of ‘the 

household of God’ – rather than the building in which God lives or is worshipped.186 
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We might perhaps question whether the author would use the same word twice in the 

same letter, but with different meaning. Nevertheless, the fact that it is ‘built’ of 

‘stones’, not composed of people, does seem to point to the priority of the 

architectural image. What manner of building, then, is envisaged: a house, or a place 

of worship? 

The accompanying adjective, pneumatiko,j, surely implies a strong religious character to 

the building, as a place of encounter with God; it is not described as oi=koj qeou/, but we 

might infer this from its spiritual designation.187 This could mean that it is the ‘house of 

God’, or the place where God dwells, with more of the sense of ‘house’ than ‘temple’, 

but this is probably a false dichotomy; for both Jews and pagans, a temple could be 

understood as a place where the divine presence – or the god or goddess in person – 

resided. In Jewish scriptural tradition, the expression ‘house of God’ meant temple;188 

‘spiritual house’ might plausibly bear a similar meaning.189 

The context is also enlightening; it is rich in cultic language, with verse 5 also referring 

to priesthood and sacrifice, perhaps suggesting that oi=koj pneumatiko.j should be 
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understood within the same context – that is, as ‘temple’.190 Elliott, though, doubts 

this reading; he argues that such a cultic interpretation of the verse would in fact 

constitute anti-cultic polemic, claiming the replacement of the Jerusalem temple and 

its cult, with the church as the true temple. We would, he suggests, then expect a 

technical term for ‘temple’, which oi=koj is not.191 He claims instead that the primary 

emphasis of the metaphor is not the replacement of the Jewish cult, but the idea of 

building and growth, coupled with the sense of a ‘house’ and its ‘household’,192 and he 

draws a parallel with basi,leion in verse 9, which he translates ‘royal palace’ or ‘king’s 

house’. If, however, we read basi,leion as an adjective, this parallel is lost. It is also 

doubtful whether such a parallel would be noticed; for it to strike the reader, so many 

verses apart, we might expect a greater degree of verbal similarity. 

It is, however, at least arguable that oi=koj pneumatiko.j is distinct from the images of 

priesthood and sacrifice which follow, in that it may be contradictory, in a single 

metaphor, to describe the community both as a temple and as the priesthood which 

conducts sacrifices within the temple precincts. Perhaps, then, we are after all dealing 

with two entirely separate images – the more domestic image of a house, with the 

associated idea of its resident household, and the cultic image of a priesthood offering 

sacrifice. Nevertheless, the fact that oi=koj can mean ‘temple’, the religious implication 

of pneumatiko.j and the cultic implication of its immediate context, surely prompt the 

reader to think of a ‘house of God’, or temple. Fiorenza certainly sees it so; she 

acknowledges the anti-cultic implications which Elliott detects, but reads it as bearing 

precisely this idea. In common with much New Testament temple imagery, in her view, 

it is intended to declare the replacement of the Jerusalem temple and its entire cultic 
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establishment by the death of Christ, and the consequent independence of the 

Christian community from the sacrificial programme of the temple.193 

A Jewish understanding 

If, then, oi=koj pneumatiko.j should be understood as a house of God, in the sense of a 

temple, what might our Jewish Christian author be intending to convey about the 

communities to which he is writing? It is perhaps, interesting to note that the rabbinic 

writers do not use the metaphor at all; despite the loss of the temple, and their 

apparent concern for maintaining the purity of Israel, there is no evidence that they 

transferred the identity of either the temple or its priesthood to the people of Israel.194 

In the case of the community at Qumran, however, the metaphor is used,195 although 

Fiorenza is probably right that, while present, it is not central to the thinking of the 

community.196 Nor does the use of the temple metaphor necessarily imply that the 

community understood itself as replacing the Jerusalem temple, which was held in 

high regard, albeit temporarily defiled; they apparently looked not to its replacement, 

but to its restoration in the eschaton.197 It is in this context that the image is used of 

the community, not to declare a new or ‘true’ temple, but to describe its purity and 

holiness, by comparison with the essentially holy, but currently defiled, Jerusalem 

shrine. Fiorenza sees a crucial difference between the temple image in the Scrolls and 

in 1 Peter, arising from their respective eschatological world-views: the Scrolls are 

concerned primarily with the eschatological significance of the community, and the 

epistle, that of Christ.198 
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It is possible that the writer, in describing the community as an oi=koj pneumatiko.j, is 

declaring an end to the cultic institutions of traditional Judaism.199 According to this 

view, Christ’s self-sacrifice, and its eschatological significance, mean that the temple, 

priesthood and sacrifice are no longer necessary for atonement, so the language of the 

cult is transferred to the Christian community; not, however, as a spiritualised concept, 

but as an eschatological reality of a temple in which all Christians are priestly. The 

language is appropriated to show Christian worship as true and the community as holy. 

Fiorenza proposes this in the light of the image’s use across the New Testament; 

Hebrews uses it to mark the end of the temple cult and transfer its language to the 

new situation, brought about by the death of Christ,200 and Paul applies it to the 

community201 and the human body,202 to show Christian worship as holy and to be 

offered with one’s whole being, and the community, including its gentile component, 

as pure. She portrays a coherent New Testament temple ecclesiology, in which the 

death of Christ replaces the need for sacrifice; thus, the community becomes the 

temple – holy and special.203 

Elliott, as we have noted, translates oi=koj as ‘house’, precisely because he does not see 

in 1 Peter 2:5 an end being declared to the temple cult.204 In this latter point, he is 

probably right. Fiorenza may be too determined to harmonise the uses of temple 

imagery in order to create one ‘New Testament’ ecclesiology; it seems more probable 

that the variety of authors, contexts, mission imperatives and agendas would lead to a 

variety of uses of a powerful metaphor. This need not mean, however, that oi=koj must 

either be anti-cultic or refer to something other than the temple altogether. 1 Peter 
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surely uses it, in the sense of ‘temple’, to include the gentiles in the privileged access 

to God previously granted only to the Jews. 

A pagan understanding 

In most pagan cults, the temple was where the god or goddess resided or received 

sacrifice or honours. Some temples operated as major centres of a cult, to which 

pilgrims might come from considerable distances,205 but typically divinities would 

receive cult at a number of shrines in the cities where they were honoured. These 

were often in prominent locations, and a key part of the city’s religious and civic life.206 

A temple, then, was a place of interaction between god and worshipper, but lacked the 

unique significance of the temple at Jerusalem, although for devotees of a particular 

god there may be one shrine of particular importance. Thus, the oi=koj pneumatiko.j 

could reasonably be understood as a ‘temple’, in which God resides, is worshipped and 

can be consulted and communicated with, through sacrifice or prayer. 

We should not, however, overlook the importance of the household, with its shrines 

and gods, not just as the location of family life, but as a religious centre in its own 

right.207 A pagan convert to Christianity might, then, potentially attach real importance 

to the concept of a ‘spiritual house’, especially if incorporating the ‘household’ in its 

meaning. This brings God to the heart and hearth of the home, placing responsibility 

for worship and offering on the shoulders of ordinary people in their daily lives, rather 

than in the hands of a dedicated priesthood, operating on behalf of the community at 

large. In this analysis, the ‘spiritual sacrifices’ to be offered would replace the sacrifice 

at the household shrine, and the ‘holy priesthood’ would fulfil the role of the 
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paterfamilias, but with the emphasis on the community as a whole participating in a 

more domestic ‘priestly’ role. 

It may again, however, be that the gentile recipients would read oi=koj pneumatiko.j 

precisely as referring to the temple at Jerusalem. The emphasis would then be upon 

participation in what was previously closed to them – the cultic worship of God, in 

God’s holy temple. A previously pagan audience would then see verse 5 as a rejection 

of the system of pagan temples and shrines, but also perhaps as a replacement or 

opening up of the Jewish cult.208 

Conclusions 

In both Jewish and pagan traditions, ‘temple’ would be a natural reading of oi=koj 

pneumatiko.j, and the question of whether it refers to the dwelling place of God or to 

the centre of God’s cultic worship is to draw a false distinction: God resides precisely in 

the temple. This may be read as being anti-cultic, in that the Jerusalem altar, sacrifice, 

priesthood and temple have now been replaced by the church, but the non-specific209 

and non-technical nature of the language suggests that it is more participatory; that is, 

the communities to which the letter is addressed, probably consisting primarily of 

gentile Christians, are now welcomed into the people and true worshippers of God, as 

legitimate a locus of worship as is the temple. On this analysis, it stops short of 

rejecting the temple itself, but limits its exclusive claims. The fact that oi=koj is never 

otherwise used in the New Testament to refer to the church as a temple is not 

conclusive evidence that the ecclesiological image drew universally on very specific 

terminology; it is worth remembering that the word ìera,teuma is also used by no other 

writer, even when referring to the Exodus verse. 
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In the hands of the gentile recipients of the letter, however, it is possible that oi=koj 

pneumatiko.j may have taken on an additional richness of meaning. The centrality of the 

household shrine in the day-to-day religious life of ordinary, non-priestly pagans may 

mean that verse 5 could contain an emphasis on the immediacy of the worship of God 

in the daily lives of Christians. The apparently cultic setting might prevent this from 

being the primary reading – while ‘sacrifice’ was a feature of household worship, a 

‘priesthood’ was not – but this does not preclude this dimension from infusing the 

essential meaning of a ‘temple’ to which all – Jew or gentile, priest or lay – are now 

permitted access, constructed precisely of that mixed community. 

 

The Priestly Task: avnene,gkai pneumatika.j qusi,aj (2:5) 

What, then, is the role of this priesthood which is the Christian community? Does it, 

indeed, have one, or is the label concerned purely with the identity and status of the 

community, or its relationship with God? We shall turn now to those phrases which 

appear to describe the functions of the priesthood, beginning with avnene,gkai 

pneumatika.j qusi,aj. 

Exegesis 

vAnafe,rw can be a technical term for the cultic offering of sacrifice, so underlining the 

profoundly cultic context of this pericope. One key exegetical question concerns its 

relationship with the following phrase: euvprosde,ktouj Îtw/|Ð qew/| dia. VIhsou/ Cristou/. A 

straightforward reading would be, “to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 

through Jesus Christ.” This may, however, be understood in two ways; dia. VIhsou/ 

Cristou/ could be linked with the preceding adjective, euvprosde,ktouj (“made 

acceptable through Jesus Christ”), or with the verb, avnene,gkai (“to offer, through Jesus 

Christ, spiritual sacrifices…”). This makes a difference to the cultic role of the ‘holy 

priesthood’; in the former reading, the redemptive power of the death of Jesus Christ 

pertains to the purity of the offering, while in the latter, the priesthood can make its 

offerings only through the mediation of Christ. The attribution of priesthood to the 
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Christians, rather than to Christ, and the word-order of the Greek, make the former 

interpretation perhaps the more natural.210 

Another significant question relates to the meaning of pneumatiko,j. It has, in the past, 

been generally taken to imply a ‘higher’ sense than the literal sacrifice of animals on an 

altar.211 Others, however, have rejected this ‘spiritualising’ understanding, arguing 

instead that the term identifies sacrifice – and the oi=koj – as gifts of the Holy Spirit.212 

We have, on this analysis, a now defunct cultic institution, replaced by the death of 

Christ, serving as a metaphor for the identity and role of the Christian community. 

Perhaps, however, the two are not as far apart as they might appear; if sacrifice is no 

longer possible, or is unnecessary at least for gentile Christians, its use, however 

metaphorical, may imply a rejection of the physical offering in favour of the true 

meaning lying behind it. Precisely what that meaning may be is considered below. 

A Jewish understanding 

The Jewish author will have understood sacrifice as a very physical concept. The animal 

sacrifices offered daily in the temple played a key role in maintaining the holiness and 

purity of the Jewish nation. Even if the letter was written when the temple no longer 

stood and its rituals were forcibly abandoned, the temple cult may plausibly have 

remained strong in the nation’s psyche; indeed, their importance in rabbinic writing213 

suggests that the temple and priesthood remained at the centre of at least some 

understandings of Judaism for decades, even centuries, to come. 
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Sacrifice for a Jew, marked out the priest from the non-priest; any pious Jew, ritually 

purified, could bring a sacrificial offering in thanksgiving or penitence, but only a priest 

could offer it to God on the altar. So sacrifice, with perhaps the one conceptual 

exception of Passover, was a key dimension in the separateness of a priesthood clearly 

distinct from even that special, chosen people, the Jews. The statement of 1 Peter 2:5 

might, therefore, be a dramatic opening up of the twin institutions of priesthood and 

sacrifice – an extension of an élite privilege and responsibility, to the whole 

worshipping community.  

This is, of course, not a new extension of the concept of sacrifice, to encompass 

spiritual offering – such a trend can be seen already in the biblical tradition, especially 

among the Psalms.214 A similar trend has sometimes been discerned at Qumran, where 

there were no animal sacrifices though the temple cult was considered to be defiled.215 

As argued above,216 although their regard for the temple and its sacrificial order is such 

that its replacement is not part of their theology or self-understanding, there is some 

evidence that the sectarians saw aspects of their community life or worship in 

sacrificial terms.217  

That the meaning of sacrifice, including its metaphorical interpretation, was part of 

contemporary Jewish discussion can be seen perhaps most clearly in the writings of 

Philo. In his use of Exodus 19:6, he regards Israel as in some sense a common 

priesthood, and the sacrifices it offers as having an intercessory capacity on behalf of 

the wider world.218 He also sees the Passover feast as an act of sacrifice, carried out by 

every household in its own home.219 The seriousness with which he treats this 
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apparent deviation from the principle of separateness can be seen in his assertion that 

this is, in fact, the truest form of sacrifice – the archetype, from which the institution of 

temple sacrifice is later derived. 1 Peter’s extension may, then, be less novel than 

might at first appear; perhaps the idea of community practice of sacrifice is more 

familiar to the first- and early second-century Jew than might be supposed. It should 

not be forgotten, however, that Philo never lost his reverence for the Jerusalem 

temple, regarding its programme of worship and sacrifice as divinely ordained and 

sacrosanct.220 There may have been a place for the image or metaphor of sacrifice 

within non-temple worship, but this did not replace that of the temple itself.221 It 

would be doing an injustice to the high value that Philo seems to place on the 

community priesthood and the sacrificial nature of the Passover, to say that the latter 

amounts to a form of ‘quasi-sacrifice’ which anyone can offer, without impacting on 

the priestly élite’s monopoly on the ‘real thing’, but nevertheless, it should not be seen 

to diminish the glory of the priesthood or temple sacrifice. 

A pagan understanding 

Sacrifice was a visible part of public life and the daily life of private citizens within Asia 

Minor. A pagan household, performing its religious duty, would make offerings – grain 

offerings, libations and perhaps animal sacrifice – to the household gods and 

ancestors. Major cultic sacrifices took place in public places, including the often 

prominent temples, both as a matter of routine and on the occasion of key festivals or 

the inauguration of new cults. 

Sacrifice was also a significant part of the religious, cultural and political life of Rome. 

Sacrifices were conducted daily and on the frequent festival days; such offerings as the 

author might see around him would often be physical, animal sacrifices. They would be 
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presided over by priests or political officers, although the boundary between political 

and priestly office was often blurred.222 

How a pagan reader might understand ‘spiritual sacrifices’ is not altogether clear. 

Sacrifices were offered to gods, usually to appease them and remain in their favour; 

offering, then, might have a particular emphasis on preventing divine anger or 

rejection, but what might be meant by ‘spiritual’ in this context? Such a term would 

perhaps imply a personal commitment, or an influence on the way of life of the one 

offering, which may not reflect the essentially orthopraxic nature of much Graeco-

Roman religion.223 

Perhaps, then, to a pagan, pneumatika.j qusi,aj is not so much an analogy drawn from 

their understanding of sacrifice, as a radical alternative to the literal sacrifices with 

which they were familiar. That is, it is an offering of the whole life of a devout 

Christian, of prayer, or of worship. No longer is it a ritual process, offered by a priest or 

civic official on behalf of the people, or by the paterfamilias on behalf of the 

household; rather, it is a commitment of Christian life and worship – made, like pagan 

sacrifices, in the midst of everyday life and work, but in form and motive profoundly 

different. 

Conclusions 

It has been suggested that 1 Peter should be read as a piece of early Christian liturgy, 

perhaps for a baptismal service, or at least that such liturgy lay close behind it, shaping 

its language, structure and conceptual basis.224 If this is so, then the reference to 

‘spiritual sacrifice’ may have implied a reference to the eucharist,225 suggesting that it 
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was, by then, a formula.226 This suggestion has, however, two major flaws. Firstly, it 

seems more likely that 1 Peter is what it straightforwardly appears to be – a pastoral 

letter to churches in need of encouragement – than a liturgical piece.227 Secondly, even 

if ‘spiritual sacrifice’ had come to mean ‘eucharist’, it still speaks not of the sacrifice of 

Christ on the cross, but rather of the worshipper’s response to that event. However 

formulaic it may have become, the writer still chose to include the words, presumably 

intending to speak in some way of Christian life or worship. 

Perhaps the question in the end is whether the idea of ‘sacrifice’ was intended to refer 

to a whole way of life, or an offering of worship.228 Was the writer exhorting his 

readers to offer their whole existence in an act of sacrifice, or to make their worship a 

genuine offering, from the heart, on behalf of themselves and others? Given the 

letter’s concern with holiness and blamelessness as a response to suffering, it seems 

that the author is here, as elsewhere, concerned with the way of life of the Christians. 

A Jewish priest was a priest all the time, whether or not he was in the temple, knife in 

hand, and so had a responsibility to maintain his holiness through his way of life; so it 

is with the ‘holy priesthood’ of the church. Perhaps offering ‘spiritual sacrifices’ 

removes the distinction between worship and the rest of life, such that anything a 

Christian does or says should be a worthy offering - an acceptable sacrifice – to God.229 

 

The Priestly Task: evxaggei,lhte (2:9) 

There is, as we have noted, a question regarding the focus of the priestly service to 

which the Christian community is called: is it ‘vertical’ in nature, essentially relating to 
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God, or ‘horizontal’, reflecting the church’s relationship with the wider world? Central 

to this discussion is the clause, o[pwj ta.j avreta.j evxaggei,lhte, in verse 9. 

Exegesis 

The verb evxagge,llw in this context has typically been translated ‘proclaim’, ‘preach’, 

‘declare’, ‘bring witness’, or similar, with the implication of proclaiming God’s 

goodness to the world.230 Some scholars, however, have questioned this, including 

Michaels, who argues that it is concerned with worship.231 On this view, evxaggei,lhte 

refers to proclamation to God of the goodness or great acts (ta.j avreta.j) being 

celebrated; it becomes, then, not missionary preaching, but in essence a form of 

praise. 

Mission or worship? 

The earlier reference to offering spiritual sacrifices would seem to suggest that the 

focus of the priesthood is directed towards God. Seland argues that, at least in the 

strand of diaspora thinking represented by Philo, a proclamation directed to God 

would be understood here, precisely because of the association of ideas between 

sacrifice and proclamations of praise.232 Although Philo never uses the phrase 

pneumatika.j qusi,aj, he does, Seland suggests, connect the concept of offering oneself 

to God as a sacrifice, with that of offering praise and worship.233 Thus, the diaspora 

context provides some evidence of evxagge,llw being concerned with proclamation to 

God, or worship. 

Sacrifice will, of course, contain a more human-focused element, in that offerings will 

be made on behalf of the wider community; sacrifice is effective beyond the one who 

presides at the altar. This ties in both with Elliott’s view of diaspora identity as in part a 
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holy community in an unholy world,234 and with the wider context of the letter, in 

which Christians are called to holy living in a society which is far from holy in their 

eyes. Nevertheless, although this involves one aspect of mediation between the 

human and divine realms, in that it represents unredeemed humanity to God, it does 

not reciprocate and is hence in line with an understanding of proclamation which is to 

God, rather than about God. 

The wider context, however, gives some indication of another dimension to the  

priestly role.235 In the call to upright conduct, we find an interesting statement of 

purpose; the Christians are to behave honourably, in order that their persecutors 

might see this and give glory to God.236 It seems, then, that the Christian duty of godly 

conduct is not merely for the sake of the Christian soul, or only as a form of worship, 

but also as a means of witness or proclamation to others. It is true that there is no 

explicit call to missionary preaching and evangelism, but nevertheless, this very call to 

holiness forms a priestly duty of mediation, representing God to the world, in the hope 

of bringing the world to share in the praise, worship and glorification of God.237 

It would seem, then, that the primary focus of the priestly task is God; the priesthood 

is called to offer spiritual sacrifice, praise and worship to God, and to live a pure, holy 

life as a means of honouring God. Yet this is not the whole picture; the Christian 

community may operate as the representative of a wider constituency, being holy and 

offering worship on behalf of those who are unable or unwilling so to serve. In 

addition, the emphasis of the letter suggests that there is an element of 

representation, or proclamation, of God to the world, in order to bring the world to 

worship God. Thus, the priestly function, while largely directed towards God, contains 

                                                           
 

234
 See p. 140; ch.2, p.26; ch.3, p.78f. 

235
 Elliott (2000, 439-440); Achtemeier (1996, 166, cf. pp. 156-158). 

236
 2:12. 

237
 So Feldmeier (2008, 136); cf. also J. B. Green (2007, 322-324). 



 

1 Peter 

176 
 

another dimension, directed towards humans, making the holy and royal priesthood a 

mediatory body. 

 

Status 

One final possibility is that, in fact, it is not the role, the functions, or even the nature 

of the priesthood which is important to the writer of 1 Peter, but its status. That is, its 

position in God’s eyes or in relation to the other nations of the world is the feature of 

its priestly standing being emphasised. Certainly, verses 9 and 10 appear primarily 

concerned with the status of the recipients;238 they are a royal priesthood, but also a 

chosen race, a holy nation and a people belonging to God. The focus is on the 

relationship of the Christian community to God, and perhaps its standing relative to 

the other, less holy, nations. The position of these verses, at the climax of the passage, 

may suggest that this is the point towards which the writer has been working as he 

explores the church’s calling. Nevertheless, even in the midst of this climactic section, 

the priesthood is identified as having a purpose and task: the declaration of the praises 

of God. The emphasis may be upon the status of God’s people, with their privileged 

position as God’s priesthood,239 but this does not come without a corresponding 

response and responsibility. 

Verse 5, conversely, appears to be predominantly concerned with the role to be 

exercised by the people and priesthood of God. In imitation of Christ, they are to be – 

or are being – built up into God’s house, to offer ‘spiritual sacrifices’. In some sense, 

they are to take on the identity of the place of worship and assume responsibility for 

offering that worship. Again, however, the picture is not straightforward; the emphasis 
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may be upon the priestly responsibilities, but the description, ‘holy’, while surely a call 

to ritual and ethical purity, is also, perhaps more deeply, a statement about the 

relationship of the priesthood to the God it serves. To be holy is to be close to, and 

closely identified with, God.240 The very holiness of the Christians is the sign of their 

priesthood and divine acceptance. This is no self-appointed priestly body; it is a 

community dedicated to and by God. 

To be a priesthood must inevitably imply something about the status of those holding 

that office. Priests had significant standing in both Jewish and Graeco-Roman 

society,241 bearing considerable responsibility for the religious life of the nation and 

often holding a degree of political power. In Judaism, this was generally a consequence 

of priestly office,242 while in pagan Asia Minor, more likely to be the cause.243 

It would seem, then, that both the status and the role of priesthood are crucially 

important to the writer and, probably, the recipients of 1 Peter. Their status as chosen, 

blessed and consecrated by God would be especially significant in the context in which 

the letter appears to have been written, where persecution and hostility are an 

ongoing feature of Christian life and witness; this promise of God’s regard and loyalty 

would provide a strong motive for faithfulness under suffering. It is, therefore, perhaps 

not surprising that this powerful passage, which precedes a considerable amount of 

practical advice and encouragement for the beleaguered church, and which begins 

with a call to imitate Christ and continues through a reminder of Christ’s importance 

for his followers, should build up to a climax in which the status of those followers is 
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affirmed and celebrated. Nevertheless, at neither the beginning nor the end of this 

passage does the writer neglect to identify a purpose for the priesthood of the 

believers. It is not an aimless state, but one in which their knowledge of, and 

relationship with, God places responsibilities upon them of holiness, purity, worship, 

service, offering and proclamation. It confers holiness, with all that this status implies, 

but also places upon them a responsibility to live out that holiness in their obedience 

to God and their witness, as God’s people, to the world. 

 

Conclusions 

What, then, is the nature of the ìera,teuma in 1 Peter 2:4-10? How do basi,leion 

i`era,teuma and ìera,teuma a[gion contribute to the understandings of the church as 

found in the New Testament? 

Firstly, we may conclude that the priestly, Christian community is a worshipping 

community. Its roles include sacrifice: not the physical offering of slaughtered animals, 

but nevertheless in some sense understood as sacrificial. It is perhaps the commitment 

of obedience which is in mind here, following the trend of the prophets by placing the 

emphasis not upon the actual altar offering but upon the underlying ethical 

requirement.244 Alternatively, it may be that the sacrifice is one of praise; this may 

perhaps gain support from the use of evxagge,llw in verse 9, which, if Michaels is 

right,245 would mean that the priesthood was consecrated in order to proclaim God’s 

goodness or redemptive power precisely to God – that is, in praise. Additionally, the 

spiritual sacrifice may be one of prayer, which may then include the offering of prayer 

to God on behalf of the world, exercising a priestly, mediatory role, representing the 

world to God. 
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Secondly, the priesthood is in some sense a missionary community, proclaiming the 

great deeds of God to the pagan society in which it is located. This relies to a degree on 

the majority reading of evxaggei,lhte,246 in which the proclamation is directed towards 

other people or nations, rather than to God, although it is perhaps likely that the two 

understandings may co-exist, with praise and witness going hand in hand. Even if we 

were to elect wholeheartedly for the more God-focused reading, however, the wider 

context of the book as a whole seems to support a priestly, mediatory role in which 

knowledge of the glory of God is shared with the wider, pagan community by the 

witness of the Christian’s life and works.247 In this, then, when combined with the 

element of worship, we find a priesthood which truly operates as a priestly mediator 

between God and the world, representing each to the other. 

The third dimension to the priestly community is that it is a holy community. This 

relates both to its status in God’s eyes and to its priestly task. Its holiness comes 

fundamentally from its proximity to God; it serves God and approaches God in 

worship, so its holiness is of paramount importance, but its status as priesthood is also, 

in verse 9, linked to its identity as God’s chosen people and possession. It is this 

relationship, previously the unique preserve of Israel, which confers the church’s 

holiness upon it. This comes, however, with a corresponding responsibility to live in a 

holy way, maintaining the holiness necessary to approach God by the purity of its life 

and worship,248 and by imitation of Christ, whose death it was which made the 

believers holy.249 In this aspect, there may also be an implicit link to their identity as a 

‘diaspora’,250 in that their ‘holiness’ and ‘priesthood’ is lived out by comparison with – 

and, to a degree, for the benefit of – the communities in which they live,251 just as 
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 E.g. 2:12; cf. 4:11; 5:1. 
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elements of the Jewish diaspora may well have held together these two identities and 

attached especial significance to Exodus 19:6 as being particularly relevant to their 

situation.252 

Finally, the priestly community is a royal community. The meaning of this is, as we 

have seen, far from clear, but we can say with some confidence that it is linked to its 

special status as a people dedicated to God,253 and that it identifies the church as in 

some sense a ‘people’, as well as a ‘priesthood’, with a coherent identity beyond its 

worshipping or mediatory role. It suggests that this is a community whose service to its 

God and king is lived out in its life, as well as in its worship, with the additional 

consequence that the two areas are not easily separable. It implies obedience as well 

as praise, and gives additional significance to its diaspora identity – this is not merely a 

scattered group sharing religious affiliation, which would in any event be far from 

unusual in the Roman empire, with its myriad cults, but a nation pledging loyalty to 

one king, and it is held together by this identity, even in its ‘exile’ status. The 

‘homeland’ of this exiled community is heaven,254 and its king is God. The fact that this 

priesthood is ‘royal’, serving its divine king, also impacts on its relationship with other 

nations, perhaps strengthening its mediatory role as representatives of God to the 

world, as it may imply the bearing of diplomatic responsibility, representing God 

among the nations. It probably does not, however, suggest a wielding of authority over 

other nations; its royalty comes from its association as subjects of a king, rather than 

as bearers of royal power in itself. It may have a privileged position, but not necessarily 

one of authority. 

The close proximity of the two verses dealing with priesthood, 2:5 and 2:9, suggests 

that they are linked together in the author’s eyes, and that they would probably have 

become closely associated in the eyes of the recipients. Therefore, although they 
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contain rather different emphases, with verse 5 perhaps more concerned with the role 

of the priesthood and verse 9 with priestly identity and status, together they build up 

an overall picture of the nature of the priesthood. Each forms part of a broader image, 

which both introduces and concludes a section of the letter concerned with the 

question of why Christians have a special status; the answer to this question lies in the 

salvific impact of the Christ event, and the church’s importance to God. The section 

begins with a call to God’s people to engage in worship,255 and builds up to a climax in 

which their special status is celebrated and they are called to the task of proclamation. 

From here, the letter continues with exhortations to holy – and, by extension, priestly 

– living , in order to exercise in practical terms that call to proclamation and to bring 

others to worship God. 

It is in this combination of worship and proclamation with the purpose of causing 

others to worship, that we find the essence of the holy and royal priesthood for the 

writer and Christian communities of 1 Peter. 
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Chapter 6 

Revelation 

 

Revelation contains three references to the believers as priests, in 1:6, 5:10 and 20:6. 

Some preliminary questions will help us to assess the sense and impact of these 

verses, although a conclusive answer is not always possible. The implications of the 

priestly symbolism may be aided by an understanding of the book’s genre, knowledge 

of the author’s identity, and awareness of the identity and social situation of the 

recipients.  

Genre 

The book of Revelation opens with a claim to be the avpoka,luyij VIhsou/ Cristou/.1  

With this statement, it appears to be placing itself within the characteristic category of 

‘apocalyptic’ writings,2 or making an assertion as to its source of prophetic revelation.3 

Although apocalyptic is a strong Jewish tradition,4 there is some evidence of its 

presence within early Christian thought and worship.5 As an attempt to mediate the 
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 1:1. 

2
 Kovacs and Rowland (2004, 2-3); Rowland (1982, 11,351); Aune (1986, 86-91); Bauckham (1993b, 5-9). 

3
 Bauckham (1993b, 2-5); Rowland (1982, 351). 

4
 Aune (1998, l); Rowland (1982); Kovacs and Rowland (2004, 3); Russell (1964, 23); Schmithals (1975, 

14-17). Apocalyptic writing is found in scripture, e.g. Dan, esp. chs. 7-12, and possibly Gen 15; 49; Num 

23-24; 1 Kgs 22; Isa 1ff; 24ff; 65f; Ezek; Joel; Zech. Non-scriptural apocalypses include 1,2&3 En.; 2&3 

Bar.; 2 Esd 3-14; Jub.; As. Mos.; Apoc. Adam; Apoc. Dan; Pss. Sol.; T. Ab.; T. Levi; Sib. Or.; Apoc. Ab.: 

Rowland (1982, 15). 

5
 Acts 7:56,10:11ff; Rom 1:18; 1 Cor 14:6,26ff; 2 Cor 12:1,7; cf. 1 Cor 14:30; Eph 1:17; cf. also the ‘Little 

Apocalypse’ of Mark 13 par.; Apoc. Pet.; Herm. For a study of early Christian apocalyptic, see Rowland 

(1982, 351-402); cf. Russell (1964, 34-35), who also makes the point that it is within the Christian 
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word of God, it is related to prophecy,6 but is also usually specifically a response to 

persecution and suffering,7 which prophecy in general may – but need not – be.  

Typical of the apocalyptic genre,8 Revelation is heavy with symbolic language and 

imagery,9 drawn from the Hebrew scriptures10 and elsewhere. This apocalyptic 

concern for symbolism has been attributed to the need for secrecy in a context of 

persecution or occupation,11 although the writer of Revelation is prepared, at times, to 

clarify or interpret his symbols,12 so they would be somewhat less useful for concealing 

his real meaning from the forces of empire. The use of symbolism may also reflect the 

eschatological nature of apocalyptic in general,13 and Revelation in particular, dealing 

in matters which cannot easily be spoken of in plain language. Many of Revelation’s 

visions relate to the eschatological struggle between good and evil, with the inevitable 

final triumph of Christ over the beast;14 at its culmination is the description of a 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

tradition that many Jewish apocalyptic works have survived, intact or ‘Christianised’; Kovacs and 

Rowland (2004, 4-5); Rowley (1964, 129-138); Schmithals (1975, 157-171). 

6
 Rowland (1982, 194-198,201-192); Beale (1999, 37-38); Fiorenza (1998, 133-152,168-170); Russell 

(1964, 88-100,178-195); Rowley (1964, 15); Ladd (1957, 196-200); Swete (1906, xix,xxiii); Kiddle and 

Ross (1940, xxiv); but cf. Hanson (1975, 4-8,11-12). 

7
 Hellholm (1986, 27); Aune (1986, 89). 

8
 Russell (1964, 122-127); Rowland (1982, 12-13). 

9
 Rowland (1982, 12); Beale (1998, 297-298), (1999, 50-69,176-177); Kiddle and Ross (1940, xxviii); 

Swete (1906, cxxvi-cxxxiv). In particular, it makes extensive symbolic use of numbers: 1:4,11-12,16,20; 

2:1,10; 3:1; 4:4-6,8,10; 5:1,5-6,8,14; 6:1,6; 7:1-2,4-8,11; 8:2,6,13; 9:5,10,13-16,18; 10:3-4; 11:2-4,9-

11,13,16; 12:1,3,6; 13:1,5,11,18; 14:1,3,20; 15:1,6-8; 16:1,13,19,21; 17:1,3,7,9-12,16; 19:4; 20:2-8; 

21:9,12-14,16-17,21; 22:2; for a discussion of this numeric symbolism, see Beale (1999, 58-64). 

10
 E.g. 13:1ff (cf. Dan 7:3ff); 1:13-17 (cf. Dan 7:13-14). 

11
 Cf. Russell (1964, 17-18); Rowley (1964, 22-23,44-51). The intended readers would be expected to 

understand the ‘code’: Rowley (1964, 49-51). 

12
 1:20; 4:5; 5:6; 12:9; 17:9-10,12,15. 

13
 Rowland (1982, 23-48); Aune (1986, 89); Russell (1964, 263-284); Rowley (1964, 24-27,51-53); Kiddle 

and Ross (1940, xxiii). 

14
 20:1-4. 
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glorious eschatological future, in which all of creation will be renewed and Christ’s rule 

complete.15 

Revelation does, however, differ in some important regards from typical Jewish 

apocalyptic. It is not pseudonymous,16 as Jewish apocalyptic books tend to be.17 It 

could be making a pseudonymous claim to authorship by a significant figure called 

John, perhaps to give it apostolic authority, but we might then expect it to spell out his 

full identity. Neither is it as nationalistic as many Jewish apocalypses,18 although in 

pitching the people of God (the church) against the Roman empire,19 it might be said 

to have nationalistic aims in a broader sense. 

Identity and style of author 

There is very little consensus about the identity of ‘John’,20 the author of Revelation. 

Perhaps the most useful proposition is the most minimal – that the author is an 

unspecified (and ultimately unidentifiable) Jewish Christian leader and prophet.21 

John’s Jewish heritage might be suggested, though it is not proven, by his familiarity 

with scripture, especially when combined with a conversance with the language and 

imagery of the temple and cult.22 Revelation refers to the Hebrew Bible more than 
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 20:4-6; 21-22. 

16
 Rowland (1982, 69-70) argues that this is because, unlike the Jewish apocalyptic tradition, there is no 

need to appeal to an older, prophetic tradition in order to compensate for a general assumption that 

prophecy has, at least temporarily, ceased; cf. Kovacs and Rowland (2004, 3); Beale (1999, 34); 

Bauckham (1993b, 11); Aune (1986, 87); Charles (1920, xxxviii-ix,l). 
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 Rowland (1982, 61-70); Russell (1964, 127-139); Rowley (1964, 16,40-11); Swete (1906, xxiv); Aune 

(1998, lx). 
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 Russell (1964, 16-17). 
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 Kovacs and Rowland (2004, 4). 

20
 1:1,4,9; 22:8. 

21
 Bauckham (1993b, 2). 

22
 1:6,12f; 2:1; 3:12; 5:6,9,10,12; 6:9; 7:10,14-15; 8:3-5; 9:13; 11:1-2,19; 12:11; 13:8; 14:1,4,15,17-18; 

15:5-6,8; 16:1,7,17; 20:6; 21:22; Aune (1998, xlix-l); Stevenson (2001, 237-272). 
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does any other book of the New Testament, although they are all allusions, echoes or 

indirect references, not direct quotations, making a precise, definitive number 

impossible to determine.23 It is also argued that he appears to use the Masoretic Text, 

perhaps more than the Greek versions, for his biblical allusions,24 although some see 

more septuagintal influence,25 while others claim that the writer uses and paraphrases 

both the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint.26 Moyise argues that John is not 

concerned to reproduce with precision the biblical material, and is therefore not using 

any particular version;27 rather, he is drawing on biblical ideas as they seem useful or 

relevant to the revelation which he is recording. This is surely supported by the indirect 

nature of the references, which suggest someone whose thoughts and ideas are 

predominantly shaped by scripture, but who is not concerned to quote exactly, and 

may not even always be consciously or deliberately using a given allusion.28 

Where John makes reference to scripture, it may be presumed that he considers it to 

be pertinent to the situation which he is addressing, or the vision which he is 

describing.29 This raises a question, however, of in what its appropriateness lies – in the 
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 Beale (1999, 77); Fekkes (1994, 59-69); Moyise (1995, esp.13-22,120-135); Caird (1984, 74).  

24
 Charles (1920, lxvi-lxxxii); followed by Ozanne (1965, 3-9); Trudinger (1966, 82-88); S. Thompson 

(1985, 102-108). 

25
 Swete (1906, cl-cli,clv-clvi); Marcos (2000, 332-333); Callahan (1995, 463,465); cf. Charles (1920, lxvii), 

who admits the influence of Greek versions, including LXX. 
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 Moyise (1995, 17), followed by Beale (1998, 62); (1999, 78,103-105) and D. Schmidt (1991). 
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 Moyise (1995, 17, esp. n.25). 
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 Beale (1999, 79-81) admits this as a possibility, especially given John’s frequent use of collections of 

allusions to contribute to one image, but ultimately concludes in favour of deliberate authorial intent in 

the use of scripture (cf. also Beale, 1998, 63-67). Cf. also Bauckham (1993a); Fekkes (1994, 60). But cf. 

Moyise (2008, 130), who is more cautious, at least as to the author’s intention to invoke a specific 

response in his readers through allusion. Ruiz (1989, 219-228,520) suggests, in relation to Revelation, 

that its particular use of scripture is intended precisely as a model for the readers’ use and 

interpretation, both of the scriptural allusions and of the text of Revelation itself. 
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 Aune (1998, cx) argues that John is “shaping his own theological message using OT style, language, 
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language or in its context. That is, does he use biblical language because the simple 

text is descriptive of what he is seeing,30 or because it calls to mind the context from 

which it is drawn, which will in turn lend additional significance to that into which it is 

set?31 Alternatively, it is possible that the author’s vision is shaped by scripture – that 

is, that he begins with scriptural allusion or imagery and builds his account from that. It 

is perhaps likely that the truth is somewhere between these situations. Moyise, in 

particular, argues that the writer of Revelation has a dynamic relationship with the 

scriptures, through allusion: 

“[John] does not advertise the past through explicit quotation. Rather, 

by incorporating the words and images of the Old Testament into his 

own composition, the reader is unsure whether he or she is reading 

John’s words or words from another context. ... [T]he genius of 

Revelation is not that it borrows Old Testament language or that it has 

created something completely new, but in the dynamic intersection of 

shared language, imagery and style.”32 

It seems likely that he is not primarily concerned with the context, so much as with 

finding the means to emphasise his point. The two are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, however; the scriptural settings to which he – perhaps intentionally – turns 

may provide some evidence as to what he is trying to convey.33 
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 Fiorenza (1998, 135-137). 

31
 Bauckham (1993a, xi); Fekkes (1994, 286-288); Beale (1999, 79-80,92), who also provides a useful 

summary of the arguments for and against seeing John as concerned with the context of his allusions, 

concluding that the answer may vary between specific allusions: (1999, 81-86); cf. Fekkes (1994, 70-
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 Moyise (1995, 137-138); cf. also Beale (1999, 96-99). 
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Recipients 

Much of the discussion in relation to the churches addressed in 1 Peter,34 applies here 

also. Again, the churches are in Asia Minor,35 and Revelation is addressed to some 

specific communities within that region,36 though it may, of course, have been 

circulated more widely. What is known of the social and ethnic make-up of the area, 

together with the author’s apparent polemic against Roman oppression and the cult of 

emperor worship,37 suggest that these congregations may again be predominantly – if 

not exclusively – composed of gentile Christians. 

If, as seems most likely,38 the letter is relatively late, these would most naturally be 

reasonably well-established church communities, with a number of second-generation 

Christians and long-term converts. The internal evidence of the letter seems to support 

this; the letters to the churches contain praise, criticisms and exhortations which speak 

of a reasonable length of time spent in association with the Christian faith. The 

Ephesians, for example, he commends for their patient endurance and the fact that 

they have not grown weary (2:2-3; cf. 2:19; 3:8-9), and their practice of testing self-

declared apostles, suggesting a period long enough for customary practice to be 

established, and a structure developed enough that ‘apostle’ has become a broader 

term than just the first church leaders. Likewise, their praiseworthy rejection of the 

‘Nicolaitans’ may imply a developed understanding of orthodoxy and heresy (2:6; cf. 

2:14-15), although the pattern of doctrinal argument, with sides taken, may of course 

characterise an early stage in this development.39 His criticism of their abandonment 

                                                           
 

34
 Ch.5, p.131ff; cf. also Friesen (2005). 

35
 1:4 – tai/j ep̀ta. evkklhsi,aij tai/j evn th/| VAsi,a|. 

36
 ‘The church in’ Ephesus (2:1); Smyrna (2:8); Pergamum (2:12); Thyatira (2:18); Sardis (3:1); 

Philadelphia (3:7); Laodicea (3:14). 
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 Bauckham (1993a, 338-383); (1993b, 35-39); Flemming (2007, 344,346,351-352); Kraybill (1996). 
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 Probably late first- or early second-century: Beale (1999, 4-27). Some place it earlier: Rowland (1982, 

403-413).  
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of their ‘first’ love and works (2:4-5) also suggests time for the growth of complacency 

and the loss of zeal. Similarly, to the church in Pergamum he notes their proven track 

record of faithfulness in the face of persecution (2:13), and to that in Thyatira he 

complains of their tolerance of ‘Jezebel’, to whom he has ‘given time’ to repent (2:20-

21). The Christians of Sardis are, in many cases, without life, implying a loss of 

enthusiasm (3:1-2), although a few have remained true to their faith; similarly the 

church in Laodicea is condemned for its lack of passion (3:15-16), again hardly the 

mark of the convert’s zeal. Elsewhere, the visionary and prophetic nature should make 

us cautious about simply applying the words to the church as it is, rather than as it will 

be, but the references to the woman drunk on the blood of the saints and witnesses 

(17:6), and to the souls of the martyrs waiting for vengeance (6:9-10), may suggest a 

persecution which the recipients have been experiencing for some time, and which has 

claimed many lives. 

This question of persecution raises another important aspect of the recipients’ 

identity. They are a group of communities suffering, or expecting to suffer, for their 

faith. Again, the discussion of 1 Peter’s community and the possible identity and 

nature of any persecution affecting them,40 applies here also, and we shall not repeat 

the points made, except to say that, again, uncertainty over dating means that no 

conclusive answer can be given as to which persecution lies behind the writing, or 

indeed whether a documented period of oppression is at issue at all.41 It seems, 

however, that whether the hostility is official, popular or both, there is here either the 

expectation42 or actual reality of genuine, tangible suffering.43 The writer’s knowledge 

or assumption that there have been or will be martyrs (2:13; 6:9-10; 17:6), and his use 
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 Ch.5, p.137. 
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 L. L. Thompson (1990, 101-109, 116), who places it in Domitian’s reign, but sees no extraordinary 

persecution during this time; but cf. Kiddle and Ross (1940, xxxvii-xli). 
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 Collins (1984, 77,165); DeSilva (1992, 273-302). 
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of the apocalyptic genre, associated with times of suffering and oppression44 combine 

to portray a context in which to be a Christian is neither safe nor easy. 

There is, however, one apparent inconsistency. It is easy to see why, under threat or in 

the face of violent hostility, a once faithful community may abandon its ways and 

conform – outwardly at least – to the religious and civic demands of its persecutors or 

wider society. However, it seems unlikely that a persecuted community would be 

‘luke-warm’, like the church in Laodicea, or lack passion or earlier commitment, as with 

that in Ephesus. Persecution might be expected to sharpen the mind somewhat, and 

while the less committed may abandon a faith, zeal will often increase among those 

who remain. It may be, of course, that a general hostility short of outright persecution 

would cause people to remain nominally committed, while avoiding too great a display 

of religiosity,45 and in this case, Revelation’s fiery language and imagery might be 

designed to stir up in the likes of the Laodiceans a sense of the urgency of their faith, 

for which some have died and many more may suffer and die in future. 

So the book of Revelation appears to be written by a Jewish Christian, whose identity is 

unknown, but who is a respected leader of the church, to a group of predominantly 

gentile Christians, scattered across a broadly hellenised part of the empire, whose 

long-standing and perhaps inherited faith is now being tested by a growth in heresies 

and false teaching, a decline in zeal and commitment, and probably the hostility – 

perceived, at least, as life-threatening – of the inhabitants and officials of a powerful 

empire. The possibility always remains, however, that the greatest threat is not 

persecution, but the complacency which comes with an established religion, observed 
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in a context of relative peace and security. Alternatively, over an area as large as Asia 

Minor, despite its unity for government purposes, it may be that both situations 

pertain to different communities, and that the book encourages some in their suffering 

while drawing the attention of others to the plight of their fellow believers.46 

 

Exegesis 

References to priests occur three times within the book of Revelation, at 1:6, 5:10 and 

20:6. The first two of these instances, as we shall see, are direct references to Exodus 

19:6, and it seems probable, in context, that the third is also an allusion to this verse. 

1:6 

This verse comes within the introductory passage of the book, but it is an introduction 

which sets the tone for the book as a whole. Our phrase, basilei,an( ìerei/j, forms part 

of a doxology, the first of several throughout the book.47 These are variously addressed 

to God and to Christ, and this particular one addresses Christ, a part of whose work of 

salvation has been to make the saints a basilei,an( ìerei/j. Some have seen this as a 

liturgical piece,48 with the proclamation of the grace and peace of God, the seven 

spirits and Jesus Christ, followed by the response of the people.49 Others favour the 

idea of the words representing a fragment of a baptismal formula, with the status of 

baptised believers coinciding with that of priests.50 In the end, however, we should 

perhaps opt for the simpler explanation – that the doxology is straightforwardly part of 

the structural framework of the book. The body of Revelation is a prophetic vision, but 
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 Cf. Friesen (2005), who argues that the imperial cult is used, rhetorically, as the one issue which could 

unite congregations in very different circumstances. 
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 Cf. 4:11; 5:12-13; 7:12; 19:1. 
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 Vanhoye (1986, 283). 
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it is written as a letter to the congregations, and is intended as a vision of God’s glory 

and Christ’s worthiness. In that context, to begin with words of blessing and praise, 

addressed to the recipients and extolling Christ, is not out of place, and needs no 

particularly complex explanation. 

The use which this verse makes of its Exodus original is interesting. The Hebrew is, as 

we have seen, probably a construct phrase, meaning ‘a kingdom of priests’,51 but 

Revelation renders it as two nouns in apposition: ‘a kingdom, priests’. This is an 

alternative understanding of the Hebrew, so it is plausible that the writer, rather than 

making use here of a Greek version of the scriptures or mistranslating the Hebrew, is 

representative of a tradition of interpretation whereby this is not one designation of 

status, but two.52  

Only one element is used from the description in Exodus 19:6, leaving out ‘holy 

nation’. This may be the consequence of citing from memory,53 or of a greater concern 

with the responsibilities of God’s people, in response to God’s grace, than with their 

status – a possibility supported by their being made priests to serve God. However, the 

fact that it comes in the context of God’s grace and Christ’s work of salvation, suggests 

that it is not human action which is the focus of the doxology, but divine. 

There is a variant reading in some manuscripts,54 in that the accusative, h̀ma/j, becomes 

the dative, h̀mi/n. This would suggest something rather different and less universal from 

the majority reading – ‘he has made for us a kingdom, priests...,’ which seems to imply 

a distinct class from within God’s people, operating in those roles on behalf of the 
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whole. The accusative, however, has the majority of textual support and a parallel in 

5:10, and is to be preferred.55 

The word basilei,a in this context is subject to a variety of interpretations. Beale points 

out that the word comes several times in Revelation,56 generally with the sense of 

‘reigning’,57 and suggests that this is its implication here also; the people of God are 

invited to be rulers with Christ.58 This, then, would give them a status something like 

that of ‘kings, priests’. Bandstra prefers ‘kingship’, and points out that the idea in 1:9 of 

being a ‘fellow partaker’ in the kingdom suggests something more active than simple 

membership.59 Mounce stops short of regarding the saints as ruling, preferring to 

understand basilei,a in the sense of those with royal standing; thus, they are a people 

with a special place in Christ’s realm, but not necessarily ruling with him.60 Harrington, 

similarly, opts for ‘a royal house’,61 although he does not elaborate on whether the 

community of believers is a ‘palace’ or ‘temple’, or the household of the king; the 

latter seems the more likely, as the use of building metaphor to refer to the saints is 

not characteristic of Revelation.62 The other possible explanation is that it refers to a 

realm or kingdom, with the implication of nationhood. In this case, they would be 

citizens of the realm ruled over by Christ, ‘the ruler of the kings of the earth’,63 and it is 

their king’s supremacy over all other kings, which makes their status as his kingdom 
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worthy of note. This is perhaps the most likely interpretation, but whichever is 

preferred, the key point is surely that their status as basilei,a elevates them above all 

other, earthly kingdoms. 

What, then, is the relationship between these two nouns? If the saints reign in some 

sense, is this because they are priests? Or does their identity as citizens of Christ’s 

kingdom bestow upon them their priestly identity? Or are they two parallel roles, 

perhaps equally important, but conferring two distinct identities, each with its own 

privileges and responsibilities? The context may help; it is arguable that Christ’s 

identity as ‘the faithful witness...,64 the ruler of the kings of the earth. ...who released 

us from our sins through his blood’65 provides the pattern for his followers’ twin 

identities as ‘a kingdom, priests’.66 This may be supported by a possible allusion to the 

twin anointed figures of Zechariah 4:14, representing king and priest;67 Beale sees 

Zechariah 4, with its lampstand imagery and twin anointed figures, as underlying some 

significant imagery in Revelation,68 and regards it as formative for the representation 

of Christ and the believers in 1:5-6.69 This image of Christ as the model kingly priest, 

however, requires somewhat selective use of the designations in verse 5. Certainly, he 

is described as a ‘ruler’, and his freeing the believers by his blood is suggestive not 

merely of the passive participation of a sacrificial victim, but also of the active role of 

the officiating priest. It is also possible, as Beale and Sweet suggest,70 that Christ’s 

‘[faithful] witness’ is a form of priestly mediation of God to the world. However, this 

does not account for his position as ‘the firstborn of the dead’.71 So identifying here a 
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dual role, specifically as king and priest, seems somewhat artificial, driven by the 

subsequent identity of the believers, rather than its being a prototype, in the light of 

which verse 6 should be read. Of course, the freedom from sin achieved through 

Christ’s blood could mark another parallel – Christ is a mediating, sacrificial priest, the 

firstborn of the dead and a ruler over kings, while the believers are bought from sin 

(and by implication, death), to rule and to be priests. However, this parallel becomes 

somewhat forced, with Christ’s sacrifice needing to do duty in each half of the pattern. 

The saints’ kingship or kingdomhood and their priesthood seem both to originate in 

Christ’s blood sacrifice, as indicated by the flow of the doxology, but the relationship 

between the two identities of basilei,a and ìerei/j is of two privileges purchased by the 

blood, rather than a dual status in imitation of the one whose blood was shed.72 

The verse raises further questions, relating to the nature of the believers’ priestly 

service, which we shall consider further below. What, for instance, is entailed in being 

a priest ‘to his God and Father’ – is this a question of identity and status,73 or is there 

some service or responsibility involved? Is such service concerned with worship, altar 

service or sacrifice, or is the task one of mediation between God and his world?74 A 

further question regards the communal nature, or otherwise, of this identity; is it a 

corporate ‘priesthood’, or does the preserving of the Hebrew plural suggest so many 

priests, individually living out their priestly life? And finally, are they made priests in 

this world, or in a future, eschatological existence? The use of the aorist, evpoi,hsen, 

could imply that they are already installed75 as priests and living out that role. 

Alternatively, it could mean that they have been appointed already, but to enter into 

office at the time of Christ’s eschatological rule. Or it could be a promise for the future, 

notwithstanding the aorist; indeed, the context might support this reading, given that 
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the chapters which follow this introductory passage take the form of a vision of the 

future. 

5:10 

This verse comes during a vision of heaven, in which the four living creatures and 

twenty-four elders fall down before the Lamb in worship. They are singing a ‘new 

song’, which declares his worthiness, derived from his sacrificial death and the ransom 

thereby paid for ‘saints from every tribe and tongue and people and nation’; it is these 

saints who are made, ‘for our God, a kingdom and priests’,76 and ‘will reign on the 

earth’. In many ways, this context is similar to that of 1:6, both glorifying Christ for his 

redemption of the saints, as a result of which comes their priestly and possibly royal 

status.77 

Again, this appears clearly to draw on Exodus 19:6, but here kai, has been inserted 

between the two designations; this is an addition to the Hebrew pattern, confirming 

the impression that the writer understands the Exodus verse to refer to two separate 

designations, not assimilated into one phrase. Once again, there is no ‘holy nation’; the 

idea of nationhood appears, with a number of related ideas of ethnicity or language, 

but as part of the saints’ old identity. Now, through the Lamb’s sacrificial death, they 

are united into one kingdom. Mounce sees this explicit contrast between the old 

situation, with many tribes, tongues, peoples and nations, and the new, with one 

kingdom, as an implicit claim by the writer that the promise of Exodus 19:6 has now 

been fulfilled through the death of Christ.78 Beale, too, sees the promise as now 

universalised, emphasised by the interweaving of the Exodus identity with the Danielic 

universal kingdom.79 Israel’s unique election has been widened, to include ‘saints’ of 
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every nationality.80 Furthermore, the slain Passover lamb, of cultic significance to Israel 

through the release from slavery, has become the eschatological king of the cosmos; 

parallel to this, the saints, drawn from every tribe, language, people and nation, have 

become his Kingdom, through the release from slavery to sin.81 

The Exodus reference is followed immediately by the claim that the saints, made ‘a 

kingdom and priests to our God’, ‘[will] reign (basileu,[s]ousin) on the earth’. Here 

again there is some textual variance as to the tense of the verb.82 Many commentators 

prefer the present, as the harder reading;83 the millennial outlook of the book, and the 

Danielic influence on the immediate setting, tend to indicate a prophecy of a future 

kingdom.84 It is even argued that it does, in fact, fit with the radically different type of 

rule modelled by Christ, of witness and service, and compatible therefore with a 

present existence as an oppressed, powerless minority in a powerful empire.85 It also 

suits the aorist tense of the previous verb, evpoi,hsaj; if the saints have been made a 

kingdom and priests, in a now completed act, and the idea of being a kingdom is linked 

to that of reigning, it makes sense that they reign in the present.86 Others, however, 

argue that the internal evidence points to a future reading; to assert a present reign 

would be either radically to change the meaning of ‘reign’, or to assert the earthly rule 

of the saints against all the evidence. According to this view, it is more likely to be a 

promise for the eschatological future,87 although Aune points out that the motif of 
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power for the powerless, through participation in God’s reign, is a common apocalyptic 

theme.88 

Many of the same questions are raised by this verse as by 1:6. The nature of the 

basilei,a is once again an issue, but here it must be read alongside basileu,[s]ousin, 

adding another dimension to the discussion. To set these two words alongside each 

other, however, is not to assert that they imply the same thing; that would arguably 

render basilei,an superfluous. It may be that the verb emphasises the point of the 

noun, confirming the sense of ‘active rule’,89 or it may add another dimension to the 

promised status, such that the saints, now part of a kingdom, will in future share in 

Christ’s rule over the earth. Alternatively, they may be given the authority now to rule, 

in anticipation of the point at which they will begin to exercise it. Beale, seeing Daniel 

underlying much of Revelation’s imagery, points to the linking of ‘kingdom’ and ‘rule’ 

in Daniel 7:14,18,22,27 as evidence for a similar conceptual relationship here.90 It is 

possible, however, that the image of redemption91 has a bearing here; the contrast is 

between the saints’ previous status as slaves, presumably to sin, and their new status 

as a result of the Lamb’s sacrificial death. This status is as a basilei,a and as i`erei/j , and 

the natural contrast with slavery would surely be as citizens of the kingdom. It could, 

of course, be argued that the move from slavery to rule would be still more powerful, 

but the comparison is not as neat, and there seems to be a natural progression here – 

in the past, they were slaves and came from a variety of nations and tribes; in the 

present, they are citizens of one kingdom and priests of one God; in the future, they 

will wield royal power on the earth. 

                                                           
 

88
 Cf. 20:6; 22:5; Aune (1998, 362-363), drawing attention to Dan 7:18,27; 1QM 12:15; Matt 19:28 (Luke 

23:30); Rom 5:17; 1 Cor 6:2; Acts Thom. 137; Athanasius, Vita Ant. 16; T. Dan 5:13. 

89
 Sweet (1979, 130-131). 

90
 Beale (1984, 183), (1999, 262-263); Moyise (1995, 60-62), however, while acknowledging that Beale is 

right to identify significant Danielic influence, challenges the foundational role ascribed to Daniel 7. 

91
 hvgo,rasaj – 5:9. 



 

Revelation 

199 
 

The relationship between basilei,an and basileu,[s]ousin must contribute to the 

analysis of that between basilei,an and i`erei/j. If the saints, made ‘a kingdom and 

priests’, are to reign now or in the future, then the question arises as to whether they 

will reign as priests, in a hierocracy. If so – and if the reign is in the future – will they 

become priests when they begin to reign, or are they priests in the present, who will 

become priestly rulers in the future? Widening the application of the Exodus promise 

from Israel to ‘saints from every tribe and language and people and nation’ must also 

affect the relationship, as may the mingling of imagery from Daniel and Exodus; the 

concepts are associated in the author’s mind, by their application to those from all 

nations, where before they belonged only to Israel. Also, both are achieved through 

the death of Christ; the sacrificial offering of his blood acts as a form of inauguration 

into the kingdom, and consecration as priests. A further connection may be the origin 

and exercise of the roles; Caird argues that Christ’s royal and priestly roles are, in the 

interim before his eschatological rule, to be exercised through the witness of his 

followers.92 Both identities, then, are derived directly from the saints’ place in Christ’s 

exalted status. 

Although the identities of basilei,a and ìerei/j seem clearly to be connected in the 

author’s mind, it may be going too far to suggest that they must be one role, such that 

the privileges and responsibilities of priesthood are identical with those of the status of 

a kingdom, or that the saints will rule precisely as priests. The placing of the nouns in 

apposition, particularly separated by kai,, seems rather to imply that they are related, 

perhaps equal in status, but parallel and ultimately distinct. It is logically possible to 

have one without the other, but it happens that both have been bestowed. 

As to the nature of the priesthood, two further questions arise. Firstly, the corporate 

noun, basilei,a, juxtaposed with the plural ìerei/j, raises again the issue of the 

individual or corporate nature of the priestly identity – whether it is to be exercised as 

a priesthood, or individually, as so many priests. Secondly, we might ask whether it is 
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primarily an exalted status being bestowed, or a role, with associated functions. It 

would appear to be a matter of identity, in that no particular tasks are identified and 

again the focus is on the redemptive work of Christ, not of the saints; although there 

could be an implication of willing priestly service, as loyal subjects of the kingdom or in 

response to the Lamb’s sacrifice, this is hard to infer from the text. The theme of 

redemption, also, seems to imply a change of status, from that of slaves to that of 

citizens and priests, rather than of role. 

Finally, this verse, notwithstanding the textual uncertainty regarding the tense of 

basileu,[s]ousin, must have a bearing on the question of when this priestly identity is 

to take effect – in this world, in the transformed heaven and earth of chapters 20-21, 

or in the interim, millennial period. As we have noted, some scholars identify the reign 

of the saints as a present reality, while others point to a future sharing in Christ’s 

eschatological rule; what, then, of their priesthood? Is it an identity to be fully realised 

in the future, but remaining a present reality,93 or something of which the saints are in 

possession now, together with their kingdom identity, while their rule is a future 

promise? Are all these privileges possessed in the present, or is this a promise of a 

priestly identity, to be inherited when the reign of the saints comes to pass? 

20:6 

This verse comes during a vision of the future, millennial period preceding the final 

vanquishing of Satan. The promise for all who share in the first resurrection is that they 

will be priests and reign with Christ for a thousand years. This vision occurs as the book 

nears its climax, and exhorts Christians to keep faith, even through times of trial.94 The 

fact that it is a vision of the future sets the verse in a quite different context from 1:6 

and 5:10; there, the promise was the consequence of Christ’s achievements, so the 

new status of the believers had already been obtained by Christ, to whom glory is 
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consequently due.95 Here, however, the purpose is to declare their future relationship 

with God and Christ. In addition, it is no longer all the saints who are concerned, but 

those who have borne faithful witness and will not suffer the ‘second death’. 

The verse is less clearly based on Exodus 19:6 than are the two previous uses of i`erei/j, 

and such a root is not universally accepted; nevertheless, it seems likely, given the 

juxtaposition of the elements of priesthood and rule,96 that behind this verse lies the 

same phrase from Exodus. This view is supported by a majority of scholars, who see 

the Exodus promise as fulfilled by Revelation 20:6, through the faithful followers of 

Christ.97 This is probably not the sole scriptural source, however; some argue that the 

dominant influence is more likely to be Isaiah 61:6,98 while most agree that it is at least 

part of the picture.99 The Isaianic prophecy, that the people of God will be called 

‘priests of the Lord’, refers to the final restoration of Israel, and therefore lends itself 

to an eschatological vision of the glorious future awaiting the faithful believers. 

Another scriptural reference, identified as a possible influence or parallel example, is 

Zechariah 6:13,100 which features a messianic figure, who is both royal and priestly.101 

In the end, however, given that the other references to priestly status in conjunction 

with kingdom or rule are reasonably clear allusions to Exodus 19:6, it is likely that the 
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author at least has it in mind here, whether alone or as part of a general scriptural 

milieu in which the two concepts are intertwined.102 In this case, however, the martyrs 

are priests ‘of God and of Christ’,103 whereas previously, the saints have been priests 

only ‘to God’.104 

One minor textual issue in relation to this verse is that a few manuscripts contain the 

present tense, basileu,ousin, in place of the future, basileu,sousin. 105 This reading is 

almost certainly not original, but may display evidence of an early106 view of the reign 

of the saints as having already begun.107 The picture is further complicated by the use 

of the aorist for the same verb – and, indeed, the same concept of the thousand-year 

rule of the martyrs, with Christ – in verse 4.108 

Those who participate in the first resurrection will reign109 for a thousand years. That 

this is a reign ‘with Christ’ implies perhaps the identification of the followers with the 

Messiah; in sharing in his suffering, death and resurrection, they share also in his glory 

and rule.110 It might be argued that the use of the verb, basileu,w, both here and in 

5:10,111 supports the idea that basilei,a should be understood with the sense of ‘rule’, 

‘royalty’ or ‘royal house’; it is perhaps more consistent to see the saints – or those who 

participate in the first resurrection – as royal or ruling in each case, rather than as a 
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kingdom, with its implication of being ruled.112 We must be cautious, however, about 

attempting to harmonise this verse with seemingly similar verses, such as 5:10 and 

22:5, as rather different ideas are at issue. 5:10 is concerned with the identity or role 

of the saints, resulting from the salvific work of Christ, and is universal in scope;113 22:5 

deals with the rule of Christ’s ‘servants’, as part of the new creation, which will be an 

eternal state.114 20:4-6, however, refers to a reign which is limited both in time and 

inclusivity.115 

Given that the witnesses will rule with Christ, and will also be priests of God and of 

Christ, and that the ideas seem to be so closely linked, the question must once more 

be raised as to whether they rule as a form of hierocracy, or whether these are two 

related but parallel promises. The witnesses will be ‘priests of ... Christ and will reign 

with him’; Christ, the supreme ruler, will give to his most faithful followers a place 

within that rule, under his overall authority, as both priests serving him and sharers in 

his rule. These may be separate identities, but part of the privilege of priesthood is to 

enjoy a uniquely close relationship with the divine, and this may be precisely the 

source of the unity with Christ which gives rise to participation his rule. Beale identifies 

some parallel examples to what he sees as Christ’s twin role. He draws, for instance, 

on Zechariah’s messianic figure, enthroned precisely as ruler and priest,116 and on the 

Targum versions of Isaiah 61:6,117 to show that the royal, priestly messiah is an 

established figure in Jewish literature, and that it is therefore entirely probable that 

the members of this particular messianic sect should be both royal and priestly in his 
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image.118 There remains the question, however, as to whether Christ in fact holds 

these twin roles in Revelation, or, if so, why only these two should be singled out. They 

are neither unambiguous, nor consistently associated with the equivalent designation 

of the saints. 

As to their consecration and identity as priests, Vanhoye identifies a different dynamic 

in this verse, from that of 1:6 and 5:10. Here, the celebration of their status does not 

praise Christ for what is already received through his sacrificial witness, but points to a 

future fulfilment, and honours not Christ directly, but the martyrs and faithful 

witnesses.119 The priestly status could be said to be earned by their willingness to die, 

rather than poured out, through sacrifice, on those redeemed by the death of the 

Lamb. The issue of whether the conferral of priesthood is primarily the award of a 

status or the allocation of a responsibility is of relevance here. The phrase i`erei/j tou/ 

qeou/ kai. tou/ Cristou/ could imply either; is it to be understood as emphasising a 

special identity and place in the sight of God and Christ, or the priestly task of the 

service of God and Christ? If the latter, of what is this task comprised? The coupling of 

priestly identity with the theme of rule, and the context of the verse, whereby it is 

those whose witness has been faithful and courageous who will now receive the 

honour, combine to suggest a priestly role of mediation, bearing witness to God and 

Christ in the earthly realm, until the final consummation of the kingdom under Christ’s 

rule. 

It may be that the witnesses hold a privileged place in the [royal] priesthood belonging 

to all the saints,120 but no particular difference in kind is identified, so special privilege 

appears to be limited to the millennial reign. The question of the possibly inaugurated 

nature of the priesthood then arises once more – is this priesthood effective now, 

which would be consistent with the aorist evpoi,hsen / evpoi,hsaj in 1:6 and 5:10, or 
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promised now but given when they come to reign in the future? The language of 20:6, 

in particular the future tense,121 would seem to imply the latter, although 20:4, by 

contrast, seems to suggest not merely an inaugurated, but a completed term.122 Beale 

argues that an inaugurated reign – and by implication, priesthood – would be entirely 

consistent with Revelation as a whole, and cites several examples of partially realised 

eschatological promises, often linked to ideas of death or exaltation.123 He stops short 

of declaring 20:6 to be another such promise, but insists that it is possible.124 The 

context seems, however, to make clear that we are being presented with a vision of 

the future, and that the millennial rule of Christ with his faithful witnesses is not yet 

begun.125 However, the exhortation to steadfastness and faith, also a significant part of 

the context, which will result in priestly identity and a share in Christ’s rule, is for both 

now, and the earthly realm. 

 

Real or Metaphorical? 

If the saints are to be identified as priests, in this world or in the eschatological new 

creation, how does this status come about? Is there an act of consecration, 

comparable to that of Aaron and his sons,126 or does it occur automatically, attached 

without further requirement to the status of believer or ‘saint’? Both these possibilities 

would imply that the priestly status is in some way real and tangible; even if it simply 

confers a status, carrying no specific practical implications, it is a reality in the 

relationship between divinity and priest. Alternatively, of course, it is possible that 

priesthood is no more than an image – a metaphor for the uniquely close relationship 
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enjoyed by the saints with their God. This question has a bearing on the exercise of the 

priesthood; if it is purely figurative, to speak of rituals and responsibilities may be to 

stretch that metaphor too far. If, however, it is understood as a real office, bearing 

genuine responsibilities, we might ask how it is conferred and what those 

responsibilities may be. 

That the saints have been consciously appointed priests is suggested by the use of 

poie,w in the first two of our references; ‘we’ or ‘they’ have been ‘made’ priests for 

God.127 Fiorenza identifies a parallel example of this combination of poie,w and ìerei/j, 

in which she interprets the verb as bearing the sense of ‘installed’;128 if she is right, this 

is no simple declaration of an existing figurative or metaphorical state, but a conscious 

and deliberate appointment. It is Christ who, in these two verses, is the subject of the 

verb; this seems to be a deliberate action on his part, with the intentional result that 

his followers are made, installed or consecrated as a kingdom and as priests. 

In 20:6, however, no mention is made of the witnesses having been ‘made’ or 

‘installed as’ priests; they simply will be so. Does this, then, mean that their priesthood 

is a state of affairs which will exist, seemingly as the result of their faithfulness, but 

without being consciously initiated? This may indeed be the case, given that they 

appear to be given a privilege already extended to all the saints, regardless of their 

martyrdom or particular faithfulness; perhaps, then, the priestly status is figurative, 

expressive of the close relationship with God enjoyed by all his saints, and here 

especially by those who are brought to life for the duration of the millennium. This 

would explain how a status applied to all followers can be a privilege for a few.129 

The Exodus background to the verses adds a further dimension; the promise of Exodus 

19:6, whether fulfilled or not, is extended to include saints from all races and nations, 
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not merely Israel. Such an inclusion, apparently running counter to the particularity of 

Israel enshrined in the original promise, is surely not unintentional, and must have at 

its root an invitation from God, in some way as a result of the sacrifice of Christ. This, 

then, suggests that the priestly image is to be taken seriously, as a present or 

eschatological reality. 

The promise of Exodus 19:6 comes with a condition: Israel must obey God and keep 

God’s covenant. In 1:6 and 5:10, this condition is not identified as having been met – 

the credit for fulfilling the promise goes to Christ, not to the goodness of the saints – 

so either this fulfilment is illusory or metaphorical, or the character of the relationship 

is radically changed, such that the condition is now removed, and the promise fulfilled 

as an act of pure grace and love.130 This is far from inconceivable, given that the 

universalising of the promise means that the relationship has clearly changed in other 

respects. In this case, the impression from these verses, that the institution of the 

priesthood is real and done with deliberate intent on the part of God, remains strong. 

The situation in 20:6, however, is again different; it may be that the fulfilment of the 

promise here is the consequence of the witnesses’ fidelity to the covenant with God, 

although this still does not account for the change in the party to that covenant, from 

Israel to the Christian martyrs. 

In the end, however, the use of poie,w in 1:6 and 5:10 is probably decisive. The saints 

are installed in priestly office, consciously and deliberately instituted by God, with 

status and responsibilities to be enjoyed or carried out by those so installed. The 

specific priestly identity of the martyrs in 20:6 is less clear; the fact that they may have 

fulfilled the condition of Exodus 19:5 perhaps suggests that the promise has been 

transferred to them, but the lack of intentional ‘making’ of priests and the apparent 

granting of a privilege belonging already to the saints, makes this less certain. 
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If, then, the priesthood is real, and deliberately instituted, is there some process or 

consecration of the believers as priests, perhaps a ritual or sacrifice? There appears to 

be action on the part of Christ, at least in 1:5-6 and 5:10, which the context shows is as 

much about the glorification of Christ as of the saints. The opening doxology of 1:5-6 

celebrates Christ’s love and work of salvation, as well as his institution of ‘us’ as a 

kingdom and priests, while the new song of 5:8-10 is an act of worship of the Lamb, for 

his worthiness, his act of redemption and, again, his institution of kingdom and 

priesthood. He is also glorified precisely because he was slain; sacrifice is made the 

basis of worship.131 In each case, it is interesting that it is Christ who has made them 

priests. For even a king to perform such an act of consecration is sinful – it belongs to 

God alone.132 For Christ, therefore, to be exercising such divine prerogative is to 

elevate him to the highest degree, arguably making a bold statement about his 

relationship with the priesthood, which is usually instituted by the God which it is to 

serve.133 

In both of these verses, the saints’ installation is arguably attributed to the blood of 

Christ (or the Lamb),134 though they set the ideas of sacrifice and priesthood in 

juxtaposition, rather than asserting a causal link. Nevertheless, the structure suggests a 

progression from the blood which frees or ransoms the saints, to those saints being 

made priests, so it is natural to read a causal dimension into the verses, and this 

appears to fit well the sense of the text. The context, then, implies that the priestly 

identity of the saints flows from Christ’s voluntary sacrifice. It should also be noted 

that, although the blood in 1:5 brings freedom from sin, rather than consecration to 

the priesthood, these ideas are connected. The consecration of Aaron as the first high 

priest includes a sin offering by Moses (in the absence of any properly consecrated 
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priest at that point),135 marking a place for liberation from sin in the process of making 

priests. That in Moses’ case, there are separate rituals and sacrifices for the two 

distinct parts of the process, while in Christ’s case, one sacrifice suffices, does not 

detract from this essential relationship.136 

5:8-10 is slightly different, containing the idea of purchase: avgora,zw. This is not, in a 

technical sense, the language of sacrifice, but the imagery of the blood of the Lamb 

makes it clear that a sacrificial context is being portrayed, so it probably has the sense 

of ‘ransom’ or ‘redemption’, perhaps from the power of sin, calling to mind again the 

association of the sin offering with the rituals of consecration to the priesthood. 

Alternatively, the theme of redemption may have as its conceptual context the 

redemption of all first-born males from dedication to God.137 A firstborn animal of high 

domestic value would be redeemed by the sacrifice of another animal,138 while the 

service of the Levites stands as substitution for all the firstborn sons of the Israelites.139 

Through sacrifice, the son could be redeemed to the ordinary life of a lay citizen. So 

perhaps, in 5:9140 the author has in mind a reversal of this Levitical redemption; not 

merely the first-born, but “[men and women] from every tribe…”, are being bought 

back for God’s service, to be dedicated to his worship, by the sacrificial self-offering of 

the Lamb.141 

It is also possible that the sacrificed Lamb is being presented as the fulfilment of the 

ancient Israelite institutions of sacrifice and priesthood. In his being and through the 

shedding of his blood, the natural, universal priesthood – of which the earthly 
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priesthood is an imperfect imitation – is restored, and his followers will participate in 

it.142 In this case, any expression of priesthood or act of sacrifice owes its validity to 

Christ, the ultimate priest and victim, and the special access to God, which comes with 

consecration as a priest, comes by participation in Christ’s access.143 

Other attempts have been made to find an act of consecration in these verses. 

Fiorenza sees 1:5-6 as part of a baptismal formula, and hence concludes that the 

moment of consecration comes at baptism.144 Vanhoye, however, probably rightly, 

argues that baptism is simply the sacramental expression of the sacrificial death of 

Christ, and that it is the latter which is effective in consecrating the believer as a 

priest.145 Another possibility, in the light of 20:6, is that the ‘first resurrection’ is the 

consecrating act. This is harder to argue in the case of the other two references; it is 

possible that it is the second resurrection which then consecrates the eternal 

priesthood, but this can be no more than speculative, being neither supported nor 

necessarily contradicted by the text.146 

It may perhaps be that the believers themselves perform an act of consecration in 

20:4-6. If suffering or sacrificial death is required, need it be only that of Christ? 

Perhaps the willing sacrifice of the believer is also required, or is required instead?147 It 

is arguable that faithful witness and a willingness to face death equate to the priestly 

tasks of mediation and sacrifice, so it may be by the steadfast execution of the priestly 

role in this world, without priestly honour, that the martyrs will earn the title in the 

millennium. Ultimately, however, this interpretation is probably not true to the text as 

a whole. Installation as priests during Christ’s thousand-year rule may be a reward for 
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the martyrs’ conduct, but the actual act of consecration is not to be found in their 

willing death. A priest in the Israelite tradition upon which this draws cannot, after all, 

consecrate himself; even in the case of Aaron, where there was no pre-existing priest, 

the consecration rituals fell to the unpriestly Moses, rather than to Aaron himself.148 

Similarly, even if priesthood in Revelation is earned – and there is no indication of this 

in 1:6 and 5:10 – the consecration of the eternal priesthood, and probably of 

priesthood at all, still depends upon Christ’s sacrifice, as an act of redemption from sin 

and for God. It reverses the redemption of the first-born in Leviticus and is 

universalised to include Christian believers from every nation and tribe. 

Fiorenza considers the possibility of a metaphorical priesthood, offering ‘sacrifice’ 

which is spiritualised, noting that this is essentially how it has been understood for 

much of Christian history, alongside an ordained, separated priesthood. She concludes, 

however, that John’s understanding of the saints as priests was more literal, and that 

he saw them in terms of the institutional priesthoods of the Jewish and pagan 

contexts.149 Notwithstanding the fact that she perhaps underestimates the differences 

which lay between, and indeed within, these different priesthoods, she is probably 

right. Revelation being an apocalyptic, visionary work, it is impossible to draw an 

absolute distinction between the literal and the metaphorical; most of the book deals 

in symbolism and metaphor. Nevertheless, the vision of priesthood concerns the 

concrete privileges and duties of priests, rather than being simply a metaphor for 

closeness to God.150 

In conclusion, then, priesthood is bestowed in fulfilment of the promise of Exodus 

19:6, in a real, tangible, now universalised manner. This consecration consists of the 

sacrificial death of Christ, which either frees the believers from sin, as part of the 
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process of installing them as priests, or consecrates them outright, or both. The saints 

are redeemed from a commitment to this world or to sin, and thus freed to commit 

themselves in priestly worship and service of God. In addition, for those whose witness 

is faithful and who add their own sacrifice to that of Christ, there is the promise of 

participation in the millennial rule of Christ, and the corresponding priesthood. 

 

The Nature of the Priesthood 

Given that the saints are in some real sense installed as priests, what kind of 

priesthood is it that they enter? We shall consider below the actual contents of the 

priestly task, but first, two questions appear significant, regarding the nature of the 

priesthood. Firstly, is it a corporate identity, or does it attach to each believer 

individually? Secondly, is it to be exercised in the earthly or heavenly realm? 

Individual or corporate? 

The first question, then, is whether ìerei/j implies a corporate privilege or 

responsibility, or is to be enjoyed and exercised as so many saints operating 

individually. Both the Septuagint and 1 Peter, as we have seen,151 use ìera,teuma here, 

with the implication of corporate identity; those so called bear together a 

responsibility and share in a privileged status which comes from membership of the 

body. Revelation, however, on all three occasions, follows the Masoretic Text in using 

the simple plural, translated as ìerei/j. The individual dimension should not be ignored, 

therefore. Gelston dismisses the difference between i`era,teuma and ìerei/j as of little or 

no practical significance,152 but it surely carries a potentially radical implication. 

Instead of, or perhaps as well as, a community with direct access to God, acting 

corporately, it allows for an emphasis on the channel between each individual member 
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of that community on the one hand, and God on the other. Thus the slaughter of the 

Lamb has opened up access to that heavenly throne room, with an immediate and 

direct consequence for saints not just from the priestly Levitical tribe, nor even just 

from Israel, but from ‘every tribe and language and people and nation’. 

It would seem clear, then, that in this instance, there must be an individual 

responsibility or privilege; the saints are not called a priestly body, but ‘priests’ – 

individuals, each with their own identity as a priest to God. Is there, however, only an 

individual dimension to this role, or might there also be a corporate perspective?153 

It may be instructive to consider the social context in which the priestly character is 

conceived and understood. The early Jewish priesthood did not operate as a single 

body, but was organised into groups or ‘divisions’,154 such that proportions of the 

whole had responsibility for different tasks: temple service; judgment; gatekeeping; 

instrumental worship and praise.155 Thus, while the priesthood as a whole did not 

function as a single unit, responsibility for each area was a corporate responsibility. 

Within these divisions, smaller divisions took turns to serve, so even the actual day-to-

day exercise of the priestly task was a shared enterprise. It bore a further corporate 

nature, in that the priests carried out their service not on their own account, but on 

behalf of the wider community of the Jews, standing in the place of, and representing, 

the body of people. However, while this might make the priests feel a part of 

something greater, the division of any community – religious or secular – into leaders 

and led does not always cause each group to identify totally with the other. 

The pagan priests who would have been generally seen in Asia Minor also bore such 

corporate responsibility, but perhaps to a lesser degree; they represented the 

community and, a priestly office often being a temporary honour, many members of 
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the community might be eligible to serve in the role, and may therefore regard 

themselves as having a shared interest in the priestly task, imbuing the role with a 

sense of corporate ‘ownership’, although this would not necessarily hold for the 

community as a whole. In addition, priestly offices tended to be separate, individual 

roles – a particular position for the service of a particular god at a particular shrine. 

This may be partly in the nature of a more polytheistic society, or may be a 

consequence of the interrelation of priestly and political office which tended to exist in 

Graeco-Roman societies,156 but either way, one might expect a gentile community, 

such as the recipients of Revelation, living in a dominantly pagan environment, to have 

a much more disparate understanding of the designation ‘priests’. 

As to the scriptural context, behind 1:6, 5:10 and 20:6 primarily lie, perhaps to differing 

degrees, Exodus 19:6 and Isaiah 61:6. Both promise priestly office to Israel as a whole, 

but the meaning of the Hebrew is also ‘priests’, rather than ‘a priesthood’.157 

Nevertheless, the Exodus reference, in particular, is set within a distinctly corporate 

narrative setting, in which Israel is addressed as a whole people, and it is coupled with 

another, communal phrase: ‘holy nation’. Perhaps Revelation’s treatment of the 

Hebrew expression, as two nouns in apposition rather than a construct form, and 

divorced from its parallel phrase, renders it, in its new context, rather more individual; 

but the writer and a scripturally knowledgeable recipient might hear communal 

overtones in the scriptural quotations and allusions, if not in their application to the 

immediate context. 

In addition to the social and scriptural contexts of the references, their immediate 

textual context must surely be significant. The communal, almost responsorial, feel of 

the opening doxology, and the congregational song, sung by the living creatures and 

the elders, instinctively incline the hearer to understand the content of both in similar 
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vein.158 Both 1:6 and 5:10 link ìerei/j with basilei,a, which is, by its nature, a corporate 

concept; if it were the individuals constituting the kingdom who were in mind, it would 

surely say something like ‘citizens’ or ‘inhabitants’, so presumably the citizens as a 

body are intended. To link this with a concept focussing on the role of each individual 

is, therefore, while not impossible, at least somewhat unlikely.159 The ‘new song’ of 

5:9-10 is particularly instructive, in that those drawn from ‘every tribe and tongue and 

people and nation’ – a widely disparate collection of individuals – are gathered into a 

collective identity; the emphasis is upon their unity, from many kingdoms into one. 

Perhaps, then the other half of their new identity, as priests, should be part of this 

gathering together and oneness. Those so gathered will also reign with Christ, implying 

participation in an aspect of Christ’s life of glory.160 This is unlikely to reflect so many 

individual relationships with the saints; if they are all participating in Christ’s work, 

they are surely sharing together in that participation. 

Aune argues that the universalising of priesthood flows in part from the spiritualising 

of sacrifice; any of God’s people can offer prayer, so there is no need for an earthly 

temple or an institutionalised priesthood.161 If this interpretation is right, the 

priesthood may be more individual than might be suggested by the Jewish context 

from which the image is drawn. Set against this, however, is the image of the new 

creation, to which this idea points. This consummation of the created order is 

inherently universal in scope, and speaks more of a body of worshippers joining 

together.162 

Thus, Revelation, in its treatment of Exodus 19:6 and analogous ideas, may emphasise 

the priestly status of each individual Christian, as an office capable of being exercised 
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independently by each.163 Also clearly present, however, is the collective sense of 

priestly office being exercised as a body, bearing the identity of the whole community. 

In terms of the wider context of the book, indeed, it might be argued that the sense is 

more corporate even than 1 Peter, where the context is the call to a particular way of 

life which must be as much the responsibility of the individual as of the whole 

community. Here, the context is worship, offered corporately, or the elevation of a 

class of person, precisely as a class.164 

Earthly or heavenly? 

The question of whether Revelation’s priesthood is to be exercised in the earthly or 

heavenly realm is related – although not identical – to that of the timing of the saints’ 

reign and priesthood. Their entry into the kingdom, twice associated with their 

installation as priests, may be a privilege to be received at the same time and in the 

same realm, and if basilei,a and basileu,w are taken to convey essentially the same 

idea, then both ‘kingdom’ and ‘priests’ must surely coincide with their ‘reign with 

Christ’. Alternatively, however, if the combination of different tenses – whereby they 

have been ‘made ... a kingdom [and] priests’ in 1:6 and 5:10, but ‘will reign’ in 5:10 and 

20:6165 – suggests different promises, to be fulfilled at different points in time, then 

they could equally be for different realms, such that, for instance, the believers are 

citizens of a kingdom in this world, but will reign in heaven. We shall, therefore, 

consider again the context of the verses, to discover whether the saints will be priests 

on earth in this life, or in heaven in a glorious future. 
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As we have already noted,166 the aorist, evpoi,hsen and evpoi,hsaj, in 1:6 and 5:10 

respectively, creates a presumption of a situation already brought about. The act of 

making them saints is completed, so we might conclude that it is effective now. It is 

theoretically possible that Christ’s past achievement will take effect in the future, but 

nothing in the verse gives that impression. Thus, right at the start of the book, we find 

an apparently inaugurated priesthood, already a reality in the lives of those hearing 

the words.167 5:9-10 further contributes to this impression, by adding that those whom 

the Lamb has ransomed ‘will reign on the earth.’ This does not, of course, necessarily 

mean that their priesthood will also be exercised ‘on the earth’, but the combination 

of the immediately preceding verse, in which they are ransomed from a very earthly 

context, and the reign on the earth, tends to give rise to this sense. In 1:5, Christ is ‘the 

ruler of the kings of the earth,’ which again points to an earthly reign, such that the 

‘kingdom’, and with it the ‘priesthood’, is probably an earthly phenomenon. In all of 

the above, however, there remains a question about which earthly realm is intended – 

the present world or the new earth of the future.168 

Among these pointers towards an earthly priesthood, however, the heavenly realm 

persistently intrudes; the resurrected Christ – the ‘firstborn of the dead’ in 1:5 – is 

surely a heavenly figure, who nevertheless rules over earthly kings. The context of 5:9-

10 is emphatically heavenly; the Lamb being worshipped is a heavenly figure, who 

nonetheless has drawn people from nations and tribes on earth. Throughout these two 

sections, then, Christ appears as a heavenly king, whose reign is also over the earth, 

whose worshippers are in heaven and on earth, and whose blood has redeemed 

people from the whole earth, to be priests to God now, on earth. Vanhoye points out 

that the new song begins with a proclamation of Christ’s worthiness and lordship, and 
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ends with the reign of his saints; this, he argues, implies a correlation between the 

two, such that the heavenly reign of Christ “will be manifested on earth by the royalty 

of Christians [from] ‘every tribe, tongue, people and nation.’”169 The glory of the saints 

on earth reflects that of Christ in heaven, and perhaps their priesthood also represents 

the intersection of the earthly and heavenly realms, as priests serve, on earth, their 

heavenly deity.170 

Given the very different nature of the text and context of 20:6 from that of 1:6 and 

5:10, it should come as no surprise to find that the picture here is more complicated. It 

is not clear whether the millennial period of the rule is a present or future state, or 

whether it is earthly or heavenly. It may be an interim state between the sacrifice of 

Christ and the final consummation of the created order; it then becomes a metaphor 

for the era of the church – the present, earthly realm. Alternatively, it might be an 

image of part of the eschatological end-times, an era between the ending of this age 

on the one hand, and the final consummation of all things in an eternal reign of Christ 

over the transformed heaven and earth on the other. Its form, as a vision of a glorious 

future rather than an account of a state now existing or a victory already 

accomplished, suggests that a future realm, as well as a future time, is at issue.171 

Some sense of this as a heavenly rule comes from verse 4, where ‘the souls’ of the 

martyrs172 come to life and rule with Christ; the question then is, do they come to life 

in an embodied form, to rule on earth, or does ta.j yuca.j itself describe the 

resurrected martyrs, reigning in a more spiritual, heavenly sense? The latter would 

seem more likely, as the text speaks not of ‘becoming embodied’, but ‘living’; if this 

means ‘became physical beings’, then we must assume that the souls alone, as seen 

early in the verse, did not live. The supernatural imagery of the temporary banishment 
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of Satan173 seems, at first glance, to bear out this picture of an eschatological, 

otherworldly priesthood, but it is, of course, not this straightforward. Satan’s bondage 

occurs ‘so that he may not lead the nations astray’174 – a situation reversed at the end 

of the millennium, when Satan will be released and once again be found deceiving the 

nations.175 Such interaction with the nations perhaps implies an earthly sphere of 

influence, so the martyrs, filling the vacuum during his imprisonment, might also be 

operating within the earthly sphere. 

Another key passage, dealing with the place of the martyrs in relation to God, comes in 

chapter 7, where those who have ‘come out from the great tribulation’ and ‘washed 

their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb’176 are found worshipping 

God and the Lamb. Their worship is unequivocally heavenly, part of the great vision of 

heaven from chapters 5 to 7; they stand before God’s heavenly throne177 and share in 

worship with the living creatures, the elders and the angels.178 In this sense, their 

worship brings them closer into the presence of God than any earthly priest could 

achieve – they stand not in the earthly temple, but in the heavenly throne room itself, 

in God’s immediate presence.179 

Again, then, it is impossible to separate entirely the earthly from the heavenly realm. 

The priests appear to worship in heaven and rule on earth. It is their resurrected selves 

who rule, but whether in a physically embodied sense, or whether their souls, is 

unclear and perhaps unimportant. Revelation is a visionary book of imagery and 

symbolism; that the language moves between images to describe one state need not 

affect the reality of that state. The martyrs stand in the presence of God, worship with 
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the angels and reign in union with Christ, all as an expression of their exalted state and 

their very real status as priests. 

Augustine, who considered the millennial era to be a metaphor for the period of the 

church’s earthly existence, regarded the first resurrection as representing baptism and 

new life, and thus considered baptism as the inauguration of believers into the 

priesthood.180 His vision of this priestly calling of the saints thus has a very earthly 

dimension; while it may continue in heaven, the priestly task and privilege belongs to 

every believer from the moment of – and precisely initiated by – baptism. His view, 

however, blurs the distinction between the priesthood of all the saints in 1:6 and 5:10, 

with that of the resurrected martyrs in 20:6, to a probably unjustified extent, and 

interjects the idea of baptism into a text in which it appears to be wholly absent.181 

It is by no means, however, an ancient and long rejected reading, to see the priesthood 

as a present, earthly reality. Beale, for instance, who argues that the priestly reign of 

the saints is eternal, following the millennial reign of the martyrs as part of the final 

consummation of all creation, nevertheless claims for their priesthood, as for their 

reign, an inaugurated existence in the present age. He draws attention to the probable 

use of Isaiah 61:6, which promises Israel a glorious future, reigning on earth among the 

nations, but within the context of an eschatological end-time.182 Similarly, he argues, 

Revelation has eschatological promises which are at least partially realised.183 His claim 

has perhaps more merit in relation to 1:6 and 5:10,184 supported by the aorist and the 

sense of being a ‘partaker’185 than 20:6, where his strongest argument appears to be 
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the presence of inaugurated promises in other parts of the book.186 Nevertheless, his 

suggestion of a promise for a heavenly realm, the fulfilment of which is experienced 

also in the earthly sphere, supports what we have already found regarding the dual 

nature of the priesthood, exercised simultaneously on earth and in heaven. 

This is also a finding of Vanhoye, who argues that in Revelation’s perspective, heavenly 

worship and earthly history are closely connected, and that the priesthood of the 

saints is concrete and based in life on earth, but fulfilled in encounter with God 

through worship.187 This is borne out by the setting of 5:10, which comes in the 

context of a vision of heaven – specifically the heavenly worship of the Lamb – while 

the ‘new song’ celebrates the appointment of the saints as a kingdom and priests, to 

reign ‘on the earth’. Vanhoye interprets this meeting of the earthly and heavenly 

realms as indicating that those who are the kingdom and priests are also the earthly 

expression of Christ’s priestly royalty.188 They live out on earth the status, privileges 

and roles which are his in heaven. 

This, at least, is the case for the priesthood of all the saints, in 1:6 and 5:10. In 20:6, he 

sees a different dynamic in play. Unlike Beale, who sees the millennial priesthood 

being followed by the eternal priesthood of the believers,189 Vanhoye regards the 

latter as the starting point of a life of Christian service, while 20:6 represents a higher, 

heavenly priesthood, into which a believer may enter by participation in the sacrificial 

death of the Lamb.190 That this priesthood of the martyrs is to be exercised in the 

heavenly sphere is demonstrated partly by the symbolic language of Revelation, 

meaning that the reign – and presumably the priesthood – is not to be taken as a 
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literal, earthly one,191 and partly by the vision of heavenly worship in chapter 7. Here, a 

great multitude, robed in white and bearing palm branches, sing a hymn of praise;192 it 

transpires that these worshippers, standing in the presence of God, have ‘come out of 

the great tribulation’, and that their robes have been ‘whitened in the blood of the 

Lamb’.193 They are admitted to the immediate presence of God and remain there 

forever, worshipping him in the heavenly temple,194 a privilege not previously 

permitted even to the highest of earthly priests.195 This relationship between the 

earthly and heavenly is summed up through the sacrifice of the Lamb, which brings 

him glory in heaven and a spiritual reign on earth. In the same way, the victorious 

faithfulness of the martyrs brings the church a period of earthly reign and security, and 

a privileged place in the presence of God and the Lamb, expressed through the idea of 

priesthood.196 

In the end, then, it is hard to maintain any valid, clear distinction between heaven and 

earth, in Revelation. The two interact and intertwine, as symbolism and realism meet 

and together explain what is, for the writer, a real truth: that Christians will, or do, 

enjoy a special relationship with Christ and with God – a relationship which brings 

privileged and immediate access to the divine, a place in the worship of heaven and a 

role and privilege in the life of the world. 
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The Role of the Priesthood 

If, then, the saints and martyrs of the church are priests, of what does this priesthood 

consist? Do they offer sacrifice or altar service to God? Perhaps it is in the leadership of 

– or participation in – worship. Or it might be in the act of mediation – representing 

the needs of the world to God in prayer, and the person and commands of God to the 

world through witness. 

Priests offering sacrifice 

Perhaps the most obvious responsibility of priests of most cults in the first two 

centuries is the offering of animal sacrifice. In Judaism, even following the destruction 

of the temple, the rabbis devoted attention to the temple cult, its priesthood and the 

proper observation of the rituals.197 A natural response, therefore, to the labelling of 

the Christian community in Revelation as ‘priests’, is to look for reference to sacrifice. 

Were these priests engaged in a real or metaphorical cultic programme of sacrifice? If 

so, what was the nature of this sacrifice? There is no suggestion that they were 

engaged in the actual, physical slaughter of animals on the altar,198 but might sacrifice 

nevertheless have offered the conceptual context to their priesthood? 

It is difficult to read the heavenly vision, which forms the context of Revelation 5:10, 

without sensing a sacrificial backdrop, at least to chapter 5. Here, the arrival of the 

Lamb (5:6), “standing as if slain,” forms the centrepiece of the act of worship, at the 

climax of which, the worship of the Lamb is joined to that of the ‘one seated upon the 

throne’. The image of the slain Lamb immediately calls to mind sacrifice, including for 
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atonement, upon the altar,199 or the offering (and eating) of an unblemished lamb, 

especially associated with the exodus and the subsequent Passover celebration.200 

Interestingly, however, the word used for ‘lamb’, avrni,on, differs from that commonly 

used in the Septuagint, for a sacrificial lamb.201 Of the 153 direct references to lambs in 

the Hebrew, only one (Jer 11:19) is translated avrni,on, and this is not necessarily a 

reference to sacrificial slaughter. More common for such ritual purpose is avmno,j, which 

occurs 132 times,202 while pro,baton is also frequently used to refer to lambs, in both 

cultic and secular contexts.203 The lack of such cultic language may reflect the fact that 

Christ’s death was not on an altar but on a cross,204 or it may simply be that John is not 

a native Greek speaker, and uses Hebrew scripture, so his knowledge of the technical 

Greek terms for Jewish rituals may be less sure than his understanding of the practices 

themselves.205 

If this passage does have a sacrificial background, this raises questions concerning the 

priesthood associated with the sacrifice of the Lamb. He seems to be worshipped for 

his own self-sacrifice, in which the initiative was all his: ‘by his blood he redeemed…’; 

though a willing victim surely still needs a priest to wield the knife. So who actually 

performed the action of killing the Lamb? John does not associate it with any priest; it 

appears to have been a priestless slaughter. He does make reference to ‘those who 

pierced him’ (oi[tinej auvto.n evxeke,nthsan, 1:7), but this refers to the act of crucifixion 

and is surely not reflective of their glorious, priestly nature in John’s eyes! The other 
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group who are in some measure responsible for Christ’s sacrificial death are those who 

have sinned (1:5) and needed to be ransomed for God (5:9). This group certainly 

overlaps with, or perhaps even corresponds exactly to, those who are ‘priests’; the 

sacrifice was to free ‘us’ (h`ma/j) and the sins in question were ‘our sins’ (àmartiw/n 

h`mw/n). However, it is by virtue of Christ’s redemptive death, not their sin, that 

Christians have been made priests. They may have in a sense caused the death, but not 

in the righteous, worshipful way that a priest should conduct a sacrifice; rather, their 

sin has prompted ‘the one who loves us’ (1:5) to act in self-sacrifice to redeem them 

for God. 

There is a parallel between the sacrificial death of the Lamb, responsible for the 

priestly status of the saints, and the participation in Christ’s suffering by the martyrs, 

giving them a particular share in his reign and in priestly service.206 Does this mean that 

some of those made priests – in their case, of Christ and of God – are, like Christ, 

willing victims in a priestless sacrifice? Or is Christ himself the priest here? It is 

interesting to speculate on this, but important to note that the deaths of the martyrs 

do not have the same overtly sacrificial context as that of the Lamb. 

Vanhoye sees, in the relationship between liberation and appointment to the 

priesthood,207 a parallel with the consecration of Aaron and his sons;208 the offering of 

Christ’s blood is equivalent to the sin-offering made during the consecration ritual.209 

Certainly, it seems true that the mindset of temple worship and its associated cult runs 

throughout Revelation, but Vanhoye himself accepts that the sin-offering forms only a 

small part of the complete ritual, alongside other sacrifices, the robing of the new 

priests in ceremonial garments, and so on. He argues that they are all subsumed into 

one, perfect sacrifice, by which Christ consecrates the priests. Whether Vanhoye is 
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right to see in 1:5-6 a deliberate parallel with Aaron’s consecration, or whether we 

should simply see the appointment of the saints to the priesthood as one consequence 

of Christ’s great self-sacrifice, it does seem to indicate that the church’s priestly role is 

not, for John, primarily a sacrificial one. The last and greatest sacrifice has been offered 

and no suggestion is made that the tradition of animal sacrifice continues. 

Perhaps a more interesting proposition is Vanhoye’s suggestion that Christ’s sacrifice 

should be understood as one of redemption, specifically as a means of reversing the 

process by which first-born animals and sons were redeemed from God’s service.210 

Again, this may be to stretch the author’s explicit intention a little too far, but a clear 

causal connection is certainly drawn between the slaughter of the Lamb, the buying of 

the saints, and the appointment of a kingdom and priests, so it seems clear that 

Christian priesthood is linked to Christ’s death. This death becomes a self-sacrifice, 

overseen by priests, to buy back those “from every tribe, language, people and nation” 

who are then made priests; it is not merely Israelites (much less Levites), and not only 

the first-born sons, who are chosen for the divine service of worship. 

Vanhoye does not develop his suggestion beyond a sentence or two indicating that 

Revelation has transformed the concepts of royalty, sacrificial worship and priesthood, 

such that Christ’s death now “opens up to all men and to all women the possibility of a 

priestly relationship with God (5:10),”211 and that the transformation of the priesthood 

lies in the context of Christian redemption and, specifically, in the termination of 

animal sacrifice.212 But if he is right, then the slaughter of the Lamb brings about not 

just a transformation, but a dramatic reversal in the sacrificial relationship between 

priest and victim, and between priest and people. Instead of the redemption of the 

first-born, most valued son from temple worship, we see a ‘reverse redemption’, 

where all are of equal value to an Israelite first-born son, and reclaimed for the service 
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and worship of God; now dedication to God is the privilege of people from all tribes 

and nations. The initiative for this process of redemption belongs not to the priest, but 

to the sacrificial victim himself, re-redeeming the saints for a priestly service in which 

the major role is already carried out, once for all. He has performed for them the only 

sacrifice necessary, changing the sacrificial relationship between priest and Lamb, just 

as the royal relationship is inverted, so that the members of the ‘kingdom’ reign with 

their king. 

A related idea suggests that Christ’s sacrifice in a sense fulfils all sacrificial programmes 

and rituals, removing the need for human priests to make sacrificial offerings; his 

death brings about a new order of priests whose role does not include sacrifice.213 

Finally, it is arguable that the priesthood remains a sacrificial body, but that its 

sacrificial offerings have been spiritualised to consist of prayer or the offering of a 

Christian way of life. This type of ‘sacrifice’, being open to anyone, contributes to the 

universalising of the priesthood.214  

Altar service 

An alternative consideration is that the task of the priests may be found in service at 

the altar, other than sacrificial slaughter – in grain offerings, oblations, prayer or the 

burning of incense. In the midst of the heavenly worship, when the Lamb takes the 

scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fall down before him, each 

holding a harp and a “golden bowl full of incense”, the meaning of the latter being 

elaborated as “the prayers of the holy ones.”215 The living creatures and elders then 

engage in worship of the Lamb, building up to worship jointly of the Lamb and the 

“one seated on the throne”. The question then arises, whether the incense is a libation 

to be poured out to God, as the prayers are offered up by the saints, and if so, what 
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the identity is of the priest making the offering. A second reference to incense,216 on 

this occasion explicitly being offered at the altar “with the prayers of all the holy ones”, 

mentions its smoke going up before God, again with the prayers. It is not clear whether 

the same incense is in question, but the parallels are sufficiently clear to merit the 

conclusion that 5:8 also has in mind a sacrificial offering. 

So who is the officiating priest in this offering? In chapter 8, there is no ambiguity; it is 

an angel who burns the incense at the altar, to accompany or bring before God the 

prayers of the saints. To what extent the angel’s offering is a necessary mediation, or a 

symbolic representation in heaven of the prayers made on earth, is unclear, but what 

is clear is that the priestly role is not carried out by the saints, but by a heavenly, 

angelic figure seemingly acting on their behalf.217 It seems probable that the bowls of 

incense referred to in chapter 5 are to be offered by the angel; no other reference is 

made to a sacrifice of incense or an offering connected with the prayers of the saints. 

It is possible that those holding the bowls of incense offer it themselves, by pouring it 

out at the feet of the Lamb as part of the worship or in a subsequent offering. It is 

worth noting, however, that it is not the saints themselves, or the multitudes of their 

representatives in heaven (7:9), who are holding the incense, but the twenty-four 

elders; precisely whom these elders represent is not clear, but is presumably a more 

specific group than the ‘myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands’ of saints or 

martyrs. This incense seems, then, to signify an altar offering, of the sort one might 

associate with a priest, but does not seem to indicate such a role for the priests of 1:6, 

5:10 and 20:6. On the contrary, these priests require an angel or other representative 

to approach the heavenly altar and burn the incense on their behalf. It is true that the 

saints themselves are offering the prayers with which the incense goes up to God, but 

prayer, while undoubtedly a priestly responsibility, is hardly the exclusive preserve of 

the priesthood. 
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Stevenson offers an alternative understanding of priestly service in Revelation. 

Pointing to the reference, in 3:12, to the Philadelphian church being a ‘pillar’ in the 

temple, inscribed with the name of God, he suggests, as a conceptual background for 

this image, the caryatids found in the temples of the Graeco-Roman world, including 

Asia Minor. These pillars, carved in the shape of priestesses, represent in his view the 

Christian identity as priests, serving God, and speak of a permanence of service.218 This 

suggestion, however, may be undermined by his prior argument that the purpose of 

Revelation’s temple language is to present the Christians as the inheritors of Israel’s 

history, traditions and place as God’s people.219 This purpose would not be supported 

by imagery drawn from pagan temples, although it is, of course, possible that gentile 

Christians, surrounded by such temples, would interpret the pillar metaphor in this 

light. 

Priests worshipping God 

The primary activity in which we see the saints engaged is worship. The second 

reference to them as priests (5:10) comes in the midst of the heavenly worship, as part 

of the ‘new song’ sung by the living creatures and elders; this is not, of course, an 

instance of the ‘priests’ themselves offering worship, but does tend to bring the idea of 

worship to mind in envisaging the priesthood. Two chapters later, a great multitude, 

which cannot be counted, joins the throng of worshippers.220 It is not explicit that this 

corresponds to those mentioned in 5:10, but the use of the same expression to 

emphasise the openness of the worshipping community, evk panto.j e;qnouj kai. fulw/n 
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kai. law/n kai. glwssw/n221 , makes this a tempting conclusion, although the phrase oì 

evrco,menoi evk th/j qli,yewj th/j mega,lhj222 might, if it refers to death or specific 

persecution rather than more generally to the trials of Christian life, point to the 

martyrs.  

Of course worship, like prayer, is not a priestly monopoly. Within the diaspora, the 

most familiar place of worship, and the gentile Christian community’s primary view of 

Judaism, would probably have been the synagogue,223 and this would have become 

the only institution for corporate worship, post-70 CE. Worship was, however, an 

activity which occupied much of a priest’s energy and attention, and would be 

associated, albeit not exclusively, with priesthood. Temple worship remained 

important to many diaspora Jews, who might aspire to travel there,224 and remained 

significant even after its destruction.225 It was conducted mainly by priests, so it is not 

unreasonable to think that worship par excellence might be considered to fall within 

the priestly sphere. It should also be noted that much of the worship in pagan Asia 

Minor would have been led by priests, although in some cults, and of course in relation 

to the household shrine, non-priestly involvement was high.226 

Rather than asking whether the Christians worshipped, and then whether this made 

them priestly, perhaps it makes more sense to consider these questions in the order in 

which the writer answers them. By the time we see the saints worshipping among the 

heavenly community, they have already been identified twice as priests. In other 

words, we know that the worship of the saints is a priestly act, because we already 

                                                           
 

221
 7:9; the order of the nouns and, inevitably, their case, differs in 5:9, but even so the thrust is 

overwhelmingly the same: evk pa,shj fulh/j kai. glw,sshj kai. laou/ kai. e;qnouj. 

222
 7:14. 

223
 Typically lay-led: see ch.3, p.77. 

224
 Philo, Prov 2.64. 

225
 E.g. m.Kelim 1:8ff; m.Šeqal. 4:7f; 5:1ff; 6:1ff; 7:1ff; m.Yoma 3:3; m.ʿArak. 6:1ff; m.Meʿil.; m.Tamid; 

m.Mid.; m.Qinnim; see above, p.87. 

226
 See above, ch.4, pp.109,118f. 



 

Revelation 

231 
 

know them to be priests. The priest and people may worship together, but this does 

not prevent it being, for the priest, precisely part of the priestly role and identity; thus 

our understanding of the worship of the saints is shaped by our prior understanding of 

their special identity. 

Mediating priests with a mission 

Gelston sees the priesthood of Christ and the dependent priesthood of the believers as 

a recurring motif in the New Testament, familiar and well enough accepted for the 

writer of Revelation to be able to take it for granted and make only casual reference to 

it;227 this priesthood, he sees as essentially mediatory, with a primary function of 

relating to God on behalf of the nations (intercession)228 and to the nations on behalf 

of God (mission).229 He is probably right that this mediatory role is seen in many parts 

of the New Testament, and perhaps that it is an outworking of a priestly calling. It is far 

less certain, however, that such an interpretation can be derived from Revelation. 

Exodus 19:6 is concerned with Israel’s relationship with God, which set her apart from 

the other nations. There is a sense in which this is carried through into 1 Peter, to show 

a persecuted people the special privilege which is theirs, encourage them to remain 

faithful and keep alive their hope and trust in Christ. We have seen how this broadens 

out into a more missiological understanding of the church’s relationship with the 

world, whereby the author calls upon his readers to behave in particular ways, “so 

that, … seeing your good works, [the nations] may glorify God”.230 In this context, it is 
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reasonable to see the believers’ priesthood as in some sense mediating between God 

and the nations. Gelston also sees such a mediatory role in the reference by Paul to 

‘performing priestly service’,231 which he takes to mean Paul’s work as an evangelist. 

Certainly, it appears at least to refer to some form of ministry or mission; that is, it 

relates to a horizontal relationship, between Paul and the gentiles, so it probably does, 

in some sense, involve a role of mediation, making God known to the gentiles to whom 

he ministers. 

The primary concern of Revelation, however, is somewhat different. Like 1 Peter, it 

seems to be written to encourage a church under persecution, whether sporadic or 

systematic,232 and it does so primarily by building up the church’s sense of its special 

identity, including appropriating the promise of Exodus 19:6, made originally to Israel. 

Unlike 1 Peter, however, there is no strong sense of serving the nations or 

communities from which the believers have come. The world is presented as the 

enemy, or as subject – now or in the future – to Christ’s rule and that of the saints. It is 

true that there is some emphasis, in 5:9 and 7:9, on the saints’ worldly origins, but this 

is concerned with the universal scope of Christ’s redeeming self-sacrifice; no longer is 

the promise of Exodus limited to the people of Israel, or priestly service to the tribe of 

Levi, but both are opened up to all people, regardless of tribe, nation, race or 

language. There is no indication that those redeemed serve or reign as representatives 

of their nation, language, people or tribe, nor that they engage in a priestly fashion 

with the nations of their origin. 

Vanhoye goes further, suggesting that not only is there no textual support for the idea 

of a mediating priesthood of the saints, exercised on behalf of others,233 but that the 
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emphasis in the priesthood of 1:6 and 5:10 is on Christ as mediator.234 He argues also 

that the relationship of Israel and the church to the nations, in Exodus 19:6 and 

Revelation 1:6 respectively, is one of privilege and rule, not of mediation,235 although 

Gelston suggests that it is precisely in the privileged sharing in Christ’s rule that their 

mediating presence is to be found.236 Beale also sees Christ as a mediating figure, and 

attributes to him a priestly identity. He sees this mediation, exercised through his 

death and resurrection as an act of witness to God, as the essence of Christ’s 

priesthood, and claims for the church a priesthood and rule on the same basis – that is, 

by witness. In this, he claims, and in declaring to the gentiles that previously restricted 

access is now opened up, they are mediating Christ’s authority to the world.237 

There is a question of how far the evidence can support a priestly image of Christ. 

Beale sees Christ’s priesthood as revealed through his sacrifice and witness,238 placing 

him equally in the role of sacrificial victim and mediating martyr. While faithfulness in 

witness and a general sacrificial context may make us think in priestly terms, however, 

it seems unlikely that we would think of him as priestly here without the idea being 

suggested by the labelling of the saints as such. If the saints’ priestly role lies in bearing 

witness to Christ’s sacrifice and rule, then this must either be by imitation of his own 

priestly task, which seems to stretch the textual evidence too far, or as mediators of 

his victory and consequent authority. But this would seem rather to turn them into 

priests of Christ, and that title does not come until the rather different context of 20:6, 

where the martyrs might be seen precisely as mediators of Christ’s sacrifice, by the 

ultimate witness of participation. The saints in 1:6 and 5:10 are, through the mediation 
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of Christ, priests to God, and it is therefore God’s authority, not that of Christ, which 

one might expect them to mediate in their priestly capacity. 

Perhaps we must be careful of considering any relationship enjoyed by the priestly 

saints, with the world or the nations, to be an example of priestly mediation. The two 

designations, of kingdom and priests, appear to be just that – two designations. They 

are clearly linked, by their common association with Exodus 19:6 and their repeated 

shared quotation, but it does not follow that whatever is done in one capacity must be 

an outworking of the other. That the priests also rule with Christ need not mean that 

their reign is a priestly activity; and to the extent that it is, it is surely no more likely to 

be an act of mediation than an expression of the status and glory accorded to priests 

of God, or of the close association with the Lamb enjoyed by those who serve God. 

 

Status 

It would appear, then, that no uniquely priestly task can be categorically found to be 

carried out by the saints, ‘made to be … priests’ by Christ, while some primary tasks of 

priests are conspicuous by their absence. One further possibility is that for the writer 

of Revelation, it is not a matter of functions at all, but of status and identity. In Exodus 

19:6,239 the promise was made to Israel, that they would, in the future, become ‘a 

kingdom of priests’,240 conditional upon their obedience (19:5). Here, this promise is 

applied to the church, but with the crucial difference that it is now in the past, 

accomplished already. 

In this context, the progression of the doxology in which the promise is first located 

(1:5-6) is significant: “To the one who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, 

and made us a kingdom, priests for his God and Father….” The condition of obedience, 
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laid upon Israel in Exodus 19:5, has not been fulfilled, so, on the way to making them 

royal and priestly, the problem of their sin had to be dealt with. Rather than live in a 

certain way in order to earn a certain status, they were lifted from sinfulness, all the 

way to priestliness. The doxology is also striking for its linking of priesthood with 

Christ’s love; the relationship of love between Christ and the church, rather than the 

covenant between God and God’s people, now forms the basis of the priesthood.  

One crucial element of the Jewish priesthood was the proximity to the sanctuary, and 

hence to God, which a priest enjoyed; the very structure of the temple reflects this, 

with its increasing levels of holiness, corresponding to degrees of closeness to the 

divine presence. Similarly, the priestly status of those who participate in the first 

resurrection241 means that they are admitted to the presence of God,242 in contrast 

with all who do not share in this resurrection,243 whose fate is separation from God.244 

Revelation certainly envisages the a,̀gioi245 approaching God – ò a,̀gioj246 – with an 

astounding degree of access. Saints, drawn from all the nations are hailed as priests in 

5:10, then in 7:9ff, great multitudes from these nations come themselves before the 

throne and the Lamb and participate in the heavenly worship.247 20:6 is perhaps still 

more radical, in that it not only has the saints as priests, and reigning, but reigning 

‘with Christ’, in a shared royal destiny. These are the elite – those martyred for their 

loyalty to Christ, or whose faithfulness is remarkable. Their vocation has been to share 

fully in the passion of Christ; but it is Christ’s passion which is the means by which the 
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priesthood of all Christians is achieved. This is the destiny of all who live out their 

Christian vocation, either to its fullest extreme, by dying for their faith, or in complete 

faithfulness, being willing to die, and not succumbing to the temptation to worship the 

beast. 

The reward for those who have shared (or been willing to share) in Christ’s death is to 

share in his resurrection life and relationship with God.248 Vanhoye points out that the 

theme of priesthood in Revelation is always linked to that of glory, whether 

explicitly249 or implied by the genre in which it is set.250 Christ is glorified because of his 

act of redemption, resulting in the royal and priestly status attributed to the 

redeemed.251 The theme of suffering also leads into that of glory; just as the blood of 

Christ gives rise to his worthiness to be worshipped,252 so the suffering of the saints 

gives rise to their priesthood.253 Those who share in Christ’s suffering will also share in 

his glory,254 and, according to Vanhoye, “a more perfect fulfillment of the Christian 

priesthood, … happiness and holiness.”255 The extent to which their priesthood is 

different in kind or in degree from that of all the saints is perhaps debatable, and John 

does not elaborate upon this, but a special status is reserved for the saints and 

especially for the martyrs, which includes a priestly identity. In identifying the 

Christians as priests, John is perhaps not overly concerned with how such priestliness 

may be lived out in practice – his main concern is to reflect on their status in God’s 

eyes. Being made ‘priests’ is to be made special for God, set apart for a life dedicated 

to God, in general and ontological, rather than functional, terms. 
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In addition, however, John may be reflecting something of the Christians’ relationship 

with the world. We have found little evidence to support the possibility that the priests 

of 1:6, 5:10 and 20:6 have a mediatory or missiological role in the world, but there are 

other relationships to be had, and again it may be a question of status. Some have 

seen the ‘royal’ element as dominant in the use of Exodus 19:6, with the priestly 

aspect retained primarily from habit or an unwillingness to do violence to the 

scriptural text.256 Vanhoye almost certainly overstates the case in arguing that the 

‘royal’ dimension is essentially an outworking of the priestly status,257 but it is 

nevertheless worth remembering that John’s much freer use of the reference in 20:6 

not only retains the priesthood, where it could easily have been dropped, but retains it 

in a form truer to that part of the Exodus verse than ‘kingdom’, which is transmuted 

into a verb, basileu,w. It is probably unjust to the writer’s deliberate intentions to 

dismiss the priestly dimension as habit; the fact that they are so consistently linked, 

suggests that they are associated in the author’s thinking. If the idea of royalty relates 

to the saints’ position in the world, so partaking in Christ’s reign on earth offers the 

persecuted Christians a seemingly reversed relationship with a hostile world,258 it is 

surely not far-fetched to suggest that the related idea of priesthood may also denote 

an elevated status in relation to the world. 

Probably, the two terms together are necessary to express the full status of the 

believers. Basilei,a expresses the church’s elevated position in the world and ìerei/j 

the position of the believers in God’s eyes. Both aspects of their status come from 

Christ’s love and blood (1:6), and, in its fullest, most glorious manifestation, through 

their own participation in Christ’s sacrifice (20:6), which may seem to make them 

victims but in fact declares them to be a privileged elite. Ultimately, then, through its 

application to the church of the promise made to Israel in Exodus 19:6, Revelation 
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reflects a special status which comes in part from being priests and consequently 

having fuller and closer access to God.259 

The closing chapters of Revelation are concerned with a glorious future, represented 

through the ‘new heaven and new earth’ and the renewed city of Jerusalem.260 In this 

culmination of the purposes of God, however, the priesthood of his people plays no 

explicit part; no reference is made to their priestly position in the new creation. 

Mathewson argues that 22:3-5 expresses the perfection and fulfilment of the 

believers’ dual – priestly and royal – status; 22:3b-5a reflects a fulfilled priesthood, and 

22:5b a fulfilled reign.261 Vanhoye draws attention to the continuance of worship in the 

presence of God, and the parallel between the Lord’s name on the forehead of the 

worshippers and the inscription of consecration on the high priest’s diadem.262 He 

points also to the intimacy with God,263 superior to that of the high priest,264 which 

points to the priesthood of the saints, perfectly fulfilled.265 This again unites priesthood 

with reign, now also a fulfilled reality.266 This argument is compelling, but it is notable 

that these chapters contain no direct reference to the priesthood of the saints, nor do 

they draw upon Exodus 19:6 in their imagery of the final salvation and re-creation of 
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the heavens and earth.267 Vanhoye perhaps overstates the significance of the priestly 

image to Revelation as a whole, and is therefore apt to see priestly service and 

reference throughout, but his insight regarding the uniquely free access of the saints 

into the presence of God is a helpful one. It is perhaps this, rather than their 

consecration as priests, which is of importance for Revelation, and thus the image of 

priesthood, where it occurs, would appear to be one outworking of this idea, rather 

than access to God being a consequence of the concept of priesthood. To describe the 

saints as priests is just one way of reminding them of the extraordinary privilege which 

is – or will be – theirs, in their ability to stand before their Lord in praise and worship. 

In the end, then, it appears to be the people’s relationship with God which is 

fundamental to their identity, in relation to both God and the world. Their place in this 

world and in the next, their participation in the community of worshippers gathered 

around the throne – all this is based upon their privileged standing as the people of 

God, drawn from ‘every tribe and tongue and people and nation’,268 which gives them 

a closeness to God and a right of approach, never before enjoyed even by his own 

people. This closeness is expressed in many ways throughout the book, including 

through the image of priesthood. 

 

Conclusions 

The image of priesthood is not a dominant one in the book of Revelation. It is possible 

to over-emphasise its centrality, and search the book for evidence of priestly activity 

on the part of the saints, as Vanhoye arguably does. Most elements of the priestly role 

simply are not present, and those which are, such as worship,269 are not the unique 

responsibility or prerogative of a priestly class, or, like the burning of incense at the 
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altar, are carried out by someone other than the saints.270 It is, however, also possible 

to under-emphasise the significance of the priestly image; the idea of royalty or reign 

is, after all, more prevalent in the book, and the reign of the saints plays a part in 

this,271 so there is perhaps a prima facie case to be made that where this royal idea is 

supported by reference to Exodus 19:6, priesthood is brought in simply from custom or 

association, or perhaps to add authority to the notion of a reign of the saints, but 

without importance as a concept in its own right. This argument, however, is not much 

stronger; if the verses immediately preceding 22:5 are concerned with a priestly 

identity,272 there is only one reference to the reign of the saints which is not set in a 

priestly context,273 significantly weakening the argument for a more dominant royal 

aspect to their identity. On the other hand, if we reject this reading of 22:3-4, we may 

question why the author felt it necessary to include the priestly identity along with the 

royal, if it was so irrelevant to his thinking. Indeed, we might look to 20:6, which 

probably refers back to Exodus 19:6, but which, significantly, retains only the priestly 

wording, developing the royal element rather differently; why, then, include the 

Exodus verse at all, if not deliberately to draw in the priesthood of the saints? It would 

be perfectly possible to drop that aspect here, if not in the other two references. 

It seems, then, that we must recognise the presence, as a conscious dimension of 

Revelation, of a priestly identity for the believers, albeit that we must also be cautious 

about regarding this as more prominent than it in fact is. What, then, does its inclusion 

say about the saints? Given that there is little evidence of traditional priestly roles – 

such as sacrifice, or mediation between the divine and human spheres – being 

exercised by the saints, it is not immediately obvious what sort of priests they are to 

be. Nor is there much help from the wider context regarding the questions 

surrounding fulfilment of the Exodus promise; the lack of emphasis upon the priestly 
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idea means that there is no elaboration as to when or how they will become priests. 

Nor, indeed, is it clear precisely who will be so consecrated; that is, how the roles of 

the saints and the martyrs will interrelate, when each will be glorified and in what way. 

The move from the past tense274 to the future275 means that we cannot be certain 

about whether this is a promise fulfilled, or reasserted but as yet unfulfilled. Perhaps 

this is an inappropriate question to be asking at all; if the author is comfortable moving 

between present and future reality, as he moves from one part of the vision to 

another, without feeling this to be inconsistent, then so should we be, without seeking 

a precise programme of events or system of Christian hierarchy between martyrs and 

saints. 

Some tentative suggestions may be made, however. The apparently deliberate, if not 

emphatic, introduction of the priestly theme suggests that it may be intended to shed 

light on, or add emphasis or a new dimension to, a more prevalent theme. If this 

theme is not that of the royalty of the saints, what then might it be? The themes of 

Revelation are many and complex, and this has not been the place to attempt a 

comprehensive overall analysis. However, we have seen that they include a concern 

with the saints’ access to the presence of God;276 a strong emphasis on the 

glorification of God’s people, who are accorded a privileged status in God’s eyes and in 

relation to the rest of the world;277 and a celebration of the sacrificial act of Christ and 

its salvific effect.278 It does not stretch the imagination too far to see the saints’ 

priesthood as either an outworking or a consequence of these: as a direct result of 

Christ’s self-sacrifice, his people have unprecedented access to God and to the 

privileged status of priestly rulers in the kingdom of which Christ is [to be] King. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 

Exodus 19:6 is a crucial text in the covenant narrative, itself central to the self-

understanding of Israel. As a foundational text, therefore, it is noteworthy that it 

places the priesthood of the people chronologically prior to the institutional 

priesthood of Israel. It is at least open to the interpretation that the truest priesthood 

is that belonging to the nation as a whole, rather than that entrusted to a particular 

tribe, set apart by particular privileges and responsibilities from the nation as a whole, 

on whose behalf it operates. 

We might, then, expect this verse to be significant for Jewish groups living apart from 

the temple through distance, self-imposed exile, or the temple’s destruction. Such 

groups would have a prima facie case for democratising the concept of priesthood, to 

fill the theological vacuum left by the removal of the temple and its service from their 

worshipping lives; Exodus 19:6 would potentially provide valuable scriptural support 

for this process. This reasoning might also lead us to expect the verse to be important 

in the developing understanding of early Christianity, in particular Jewish Christianity.  

This, however, brings us back to the question with which we began: why is it used, 

within the New Testament, only in two letters, both written to predominantly gentile 

churches? Why, in addition, is it written to churches only in Asia Minor? We do not, of 

course, know how widely it may have been used in writings which have not survived, 

but if it was common currency beyond this particular context, we might expect at least 

some evidence of this. Equally, we cannot say with certainty that its use in two letters 

is more than coincidence, or that it was of great significance to the churches of Asia 

Minor, but working with the evidence that we do have, these two examples stand in 

marked contrast to the silence in other writings. 
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Despite the fundamentally Jewish nature of the verse, coming from scripture and 

pertaining to the nature of Israel, it is possible that there is something in the Graeco-

Roman religious context of Asia Minor to make its gentile churches particularly 

susceptible to such an understanding of religious responsibility. We have observed the 

extent to which Graeco-Roman priesthood was ‘owned’ by the people, by either being 

available to all citizens of a city or being exercised by those holding political power, and 

how far religious responsibility belonged to political bodies or to the head of a 

household. This is emphasised in the merging of these various roles in the presentation 

of Augustus as priest, offering sacrifice, surrounded by his family, representing the 

head of the household and of the nation through his concern with the religious life of 

each. Priesthood per se is only one element of the religious responsibility which 

ensured the protection of family, city and empire, and as such is part of a wider picture 

in which the people, jointly and severally, play a part. In this religious context, it may 

be explicable that the idea of a priestly people might take hold, and given the position 

of the emperor as Pontifex Maximus, it is possible to see why the idea of a royal 

priesthood could make sense. This should not be pushed too far; the priests may not 

have belonged to a separated ‘caste’, and religious responsibility may have been 

corporate, but priestly office was still distinct, held by a small minority at any time. In 

particular, a culture which still venerated and sometimes worshipped its rulers may 

not be one in which it is easy for ordinary people to see themselves corporately as a 

‘royal priesthood’. It is, however, likely that if the royal metaphor made sense as a 

mark of status, it would equally have made sense to couple this with an image of 

priesthood. 

So, then, the Graeco-Roman religious environment of the Christians of Asia Minor 

might account to some extent for the reception of the Exodus verse and its image of 

the priestly people, but we should perhaps look elsewhere for a fuller explanation of 

why it might seem an appropriate verse to use in the first place. And so we turn to the 

question of parallel or analogous situations within Judaism; but here the situation 

becomes more complex, with an interesting lack of references to this verse, or others 
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which might develop a similar understanding of priestly responsibility transferred to 

the people. 

In the case of both the first-century Pharisees and the later rabbinic writers, there is 

little or no evidence that they attributed to themselves or the people in general any 

priestly identity. Until 70 CE, of course, there were priests operating in the temple, so 

perhaps no need to introduce a more generalised understanding of priesthood, but 

even the rabbinic emphasis appears to be on the temple priesthood, worship and 

sacrifice. The Qumran community comes closer to taking on some sense of 

priestliness; the scrolls apply some priestly and temple imagery to the community, but 

still stop short of rejecting completely the Jerusalem temple or priesthood, displaying 

instead a regard for both, albeit temporarily defiled. Josephus, writing, like the rabbis, 

in the light of the temple’s destruction, does claim for himself priestly status, but in his 

case, within the narrow, conventional sense of one born to a priestly family, with all 

the privilege and position within society that this implies. He shows no interest in 

extending this beyond the traditional priestly caste. 

In each of these cases, however, there is a crucial factor – with or without a temple, 

there are still priests. For the Pharisees, the temple and its priesthood were a current 

reality of religious life; for the rabbis and Josephus, there was a concern to preserve, 

on the one hand, the temple traditions, and on the other, the place of priests within 

Jewish society; Qumran, a mixed priestly and lay community, shares to some extent 

both of these concerns. For all these writers or communities, there is either a temple 

or the hope of its restoration or cleansing, and when this happens, the priests will be 

ready to resume their role. No real analysis is made of what their interim role may be. 

There is some reflection on how the sacrificial aim of maintaining Israel’s relationship 

with her God might be achieved, entailing, perhaps, some extension of responsibility 

for that relationship from the priests to the nation – the rabbinic emphasis on good 

works and that of the Qumran sectarians on purity belongs to the community at large. 

Nevertheless, we should be cautious in seeing these as a post-temple innovation; the 

Prophets and Torah contain a call to live ethically and to observe purity regulations, as 
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the duty of the whole nation.1 In addition, whatever reinterpretation may be necessary 

of the forms of sacrifice and the priestly roles, if priests are still to be found, there is 

presumably no need to reinterpret priestly identity. 

There is, however, one context within which the Exodus verse is used: Philo, writing 

from the diaspora community of Alexandria, uses it in explaining the relationship of 

Jews to God and to the world around them. As with its New Testament use, this does 

not, of course, prove its widespread significance, but it is nevertheless interesting to 

find it used in this context, when its possibilities appear to be overlooked by most 

Jewish writers of the time. What, then, is distinctive about the diaspora community 

within which Philo is formulating his ideas, which might lead to the relative 

prominence of the idea of the nation as a priesthood? 

One crucial point distinguishing Philo from most, if not all, of the groups considered 

above is that he wrote in Greek, using a Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures. 

We have considered the arguments put forward by Cerfaux and Elliott, for a tradition 

associating ìera,teuma with a poli,teuma of diaspora Jews; it seems broadly convincing 

that there may be an ideological link between a community of God’s people living in a 

foreign land and that community as guardians of God’s holiness, resident in an unholy 

place. How, then, might this relate to the predominantly gentile Christian communities 

in Asia Minor? The language of exile and diaspora is present in 1 Peter, but notably 

lacking in Revelation. In both books, however, the communities addressed are 

experiencing persecution or popular hostility, so their experience will be that of 

outsiders. Associated with a kingdom or realm outside their worldly experience, they 

are living as exiles or as an expatriate people. The church is, like the Jewish diaspora, a 

community with no designated priesthood in its midst, to maintain holiness on its 

behalf, and so is offered an alternative priestly option: to exercise that priesthood for 

itself, in order to maintain holiness on its own behalf, and perhaps on behalf of its host 

‘nation’ – the world, in which it is living in exile. We have no record of how this offer 
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was received; the only evidence we have is that it was made to the same group of 

churches by two separate writers, suggesting tentatively that it may have been an 

image with some value among Christians in that region. The pagan context, in which 

royalty and priesthood can be understood as interconnected images of status and 

privilege, may have provided fertile ground for accepting such an offer. 

On the question of what constitutes this image of priesthood – whether it is a 

designator of status or a commissioning for a particular role – the books differ 

significantly. At its most basic, the question is: Why do the Christians of Asia Minor 

need – or need to be – priests anyway? For the writer of 1 Peter, the primary issue is 

one of status: the believers are in a position of vulnerability, possibly of low status, but 

claimed as a special people, with a special place in God’s kingdom. They are royal, holy, 

‘a people’, in contrast to their pre-conversion situation. The impact of their special 

status, including its priestly aspect, is that they are elevated, not humbled, by their 

suffering and adherence to the faith. This is not, however, the totality of its 

significance; from the identity enshrined in 2:4-10, framed by its priestly references, 

come consequences for their daily life and relationships with those around them. Their 

status, perhaps particularly their priesthood, brings responsibility in the way they 

relate to the world. Their holiness bears witness to their faith and to God, and is thus 

essentially missiological. Furthermore, if the relationship between ìera,teuma and 

poli,teuma is conceded and taken seriously, their holiness also sanctifies the less holy 

community in which they live in exile. It is perhaps simply in the nature of priesthood 

to exercise its ministry and offer worship precisely on behalf of a community; even to 

the extent that it relates directly to God, a wider community is implied. The word 

‘priesthood’ also suggests a community of those so designated; they are not merely so 

many individuals, in a particular relationship with the God they serve, but a body of 

those who collectively share in that relationship and service. 

In Revelation, on the other hand, the image of priesthood is peripheral to the letter; it 

may be used only because it falls within the chosen Exodus verses, emphasising the 

believers’ importance in God’s eyes. Nevertheless, it is used, including in 20:6, where it 
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surely need not have been. Its function appears to be to affirm the saints’ status and 

relationship with God; it is not concerned with mission, intercession or mediation. 

Worship is an important theme, and those called priests participate in it, but it is not 

the exclusive preserve of the priests – particular roles, indeed, belong to the elders, 

the living creatures and the angels. The primary concern of the writer in using the 

priestly image is that it should contribute to the sense of God’s people exalted and 

standing in the very presence of God. The language points both to the past and to the 

future: the believers may suffer and be brought low now, but they have been made 

priests in God’s kingdom and will, in the new earth, be both priests and co-rulers with 

Christ. Arguably, Revelation’s following of the Masoretic Text’s ‘priests’, rather than 

the Septuagint’s ‘priesthood’, gives its use of the Exodus verse a more individualised 

sense than is found in 1 Peter; the new relationship with God and place in the new 

world, ruled over by Christ, belongs to each as priest, as well as to the church as a body 

of priestly worshippers. 

The parameters of our discussion of the church as a priestly community have been 

defined by the use of one particular phrase from Exodus, but this is, of course, only 

part of the picture. How, then, might it connect with questions being asked elsewhere? 

It would, for instance, perhaps be informative to explore how it relates to other 

aspects of priestly language or behaviour in the early church. The question arises as to 

how the priesthood of the church relates to the priesthood – or high priesthood – of 

Christ.2 In the letters to Asia Minor, there is no explicit priestly christology, though 

some have seen it as an underlying theme,3 but it is a dominant image in the letter to 

the Hebrews; given, then, that priesthood is a central image in a letter to a Jewish 

Christian church, but used so differently, how do these two aspects of the image 

relate? Leithart, who sees Hebrews 10:22 as a reference to baptism, argues that this 

                                                           
 

2
 E.g. Leithart (2000); Scholer (1991). 

3
 For the possibility of this image in Revelation, see ch.6, pp.194f,210. Cf. 1 Pet 2:5, spiritual sacrifices 

offered dia. VIhsou/ Cristou/; 2:4-5, being built into an oi=koj pneumatiko.j as living stones in imitation of 

Christ, the living stone. But cf. Elliott (2000, 452); Achtemeier (1996, 157). 
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Christian ritual was seen to replace priestly consecration – the sprinkling of water in 

place of the sprinkling of blood.4 By this act, all believers enter into the priestly 

privilege of access ‘through the veil’,5 or into the divine presence. If the priesthood of 

the believers in 1 Peter and Revelation does flow from that of Christ, or if the high 

priesthood of Christ in Hebrews does indeed give rise to a priesthood for his followers, 

might this be an image held in common, with a shared understanding of its 

implications? Some gospel scholarship might also contribute to this discussion; there 

has been some interest in an arguably priestly dimension to the portrayal of Jesus in 

the Gospel of Mark.6 

The idea of the believers as priests, participating in the priesthood of Christ, is taken up 

by a number of writers within the early church,7 and was most famously further 

developed by Luther.8 An exploration might be fruitful, then, into whether the ideas 

and themes which we have found are reflected in the principles shaped by these 

thinkers, or in the doctrine which emerged, known as the ‘priesthood of all believers’ – 

the idea that all Christians have priestly access to Christ, without the need for a 

mediator. Some scholars,9 including Luther himself,10 have seen 1 Peter and 

Revelation, sometimes together with Hebrews, as foundational for this doctrine. Elliott 

points out, however, that it has, from its early church roots, depended on a diversity of 

biblical texts, and asserts that 1 Peter’s priesthood, being corporate in nature, is not a 

genuine basis on which the generally individualised idea of the priesthood of all 

                                                           
 

4
 Leithart (2000, esp. 51-55,58); cf. Flemington (1948, 98). 

5
 Heb 10:20. 

6
 E.g. Broadhead (1992). 

7
 Tertullian, Ex. Cast. vii.2-3; Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. iv.8.3; Justin Martyr, Dial. 116-117, esp. 116.3; Origen, 

Lev. 9.1. 

8
 WA 6.407; 6.564. 

9
 E.g. Grudem (1990, 101); Spicq (1966, 85). 

10
 Luther cites 1 Pet 2:9 and Rev 5:10 in support of his argument. 
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believers, can be built.11 Perhaps, however, rather than reassessing the passages 

underpinning the idea, those passages which indicate a priestly dimension to Christian 

life should inform the theology of priesthood. By using 1 Peter’s corporate, holy, 

priestly identity, lived out in the lives of each of the believers, and Revelation’s reign of 

all the priestly saints, expressed in corporate worship, and placing it alongside the 

priestly portrait of Christ, the patterns of church leadership in Acts and the epistles,12 

and Paul’s ‘priestly service of the gospel’,13 we might find the richness and depth of the 

concept, and the understanding of how the priesthood and ministry of leaders and 

community interact, to be enhanced. 

We have touched on the question of whether the language of ‘temple’ and 

‘priesthood’ in 1 Peter represents a replacement by the Christian community of the 

Jerusalem cult, or an opening up of Israel’s privileges and responsibilities to include the 

gentile believers.14 Revelation portrays the divine election of Israel, with its covenantal 

promise of Exodus 19:6, as being extended to the nations.15 In the eschatological ‘new 

Jerusalem’, however, there will be no temple;16 this may mean that there will be no 

priesthood, although the closeness of the believers to God could be a fulfilment of the 

promise of priesthood.17 We might, in this context, ask how our conclusions about the 

particular appeal of Exodus 19:6 and its priestly image to a gentile church, also perhaps 

drawn to think of itself in diaspora terms, may contribute to this question of the 

                                                           
 

11
 Elliott (2000, 451-454); he also argues that priesthood is a marginal aspect of the imagery in the 

passage (cf 2008, 282-285). He is probably right that the primary focus is upon the idea of election, 

though perhaps understates the significance of priesthood; it is surely not so marginal that it could not 

be drawn upon in doctrinal development. 

12
 E.g. Acts 1:25; 6:2-6; 8:14; 11:30; 14:23; 15:2,4-23; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18; Rom 12:6-8; 16:1,7; 1 Cor 

12:28; Eph 4:11; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:1-13; 4:14; 5:17,19; Titus 1:5-9; Jas 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1-2; cf. Rev 4:4. 

13
 Rom 15:16. 

14
 Ch.5, pp.151,165. Cf. Horrell (2012, 135); Achtemeier (1996, 69); Michaels (1988, 96,107). 

15
 Rev 5:9. 

16
 Rev 21:22. 

17
 See ch.6, p.201. 
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development of distinctive identity within the early Christian communities.18 Might our 

reflections upon 1 Peter, in particular, suggest that for some gentile Christians, the 

status was not so much ‘new Israel’ or ‘new Jerusalem’ as ‘new diaspora’? Within this, 

the question arises as to whether the image of priesthood is simply an aspect of their 

sharing in or assuming the identity of Israel, or whether it acquired distinct meaning, as 

this piece of Jewish identity, of possible significance to the Jewish diaspora, if not more 

widely in first-century Judaism, was adopted and interpreted by gentile Christians, in a 

context shaped by the architecture and practice of Graeco-Roman religious life. 

We cannot know for certain why this fragment of Israel’s covenantal relationship with 

her God is used by those writing to the gentile Christians of Asia Minor, or indeed how 

significant a concept it was among those congregations. From the early days of the 

formation of Christian theology, however, and throughout Christian history to the 

Reformation and to the present day, it has emerged time and again as a vital strand of 

thought. As an ordained priesthood emerged and has developed within the church, 

generations of Christians have looked to 1 Peter 2:5 and 9, and Revelation 1:6, 5:10 

and 20:6, for another ideal of priesthood – one which claims to belong in the 

foundation of the nation of Israel, which provided the dispersed Jews with a model for 

holiness among the unholy nations, and which gave hope, status, mission and a way of 

life to early, suffering Christians, looking to a future existence in the unmediated 

presence of God – and above all, one which belongs to the community of the people of 

God. 

  

 

                                                           
 

18
 E.g. Dunn (2006); Lieu (2004); Horrell (2012). 
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