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  Chapter One

  The Christ of the Bible

  
    There are vast numbers of portraits of Jesus in the art galleries of this world. These images are often conflicting and offer different impressions of what Christ might have looked like during His incarnation. There were no cameras back then, of course, and we have no images of Him from His time, so any idea about Jesus’ physical form is pure conjecture.

    This multiplicity of images of Christ in art galleries parallels the widespread confusion about Jesus’ identity that exists in the world today. The many theories about Christ’s identity in circulation are attempts to answer a question that Jesus Himself once asked His disciples: “Who do you say that I am?” This question is so important that one’s eternal fate hinges upon the answer one gives.

    Unfortunately, most ideas about Christ’s identity today are born of empty speculation or created to squeeze into a philosopher’s pattern rather than drawn from Scripture. The “Christs” that are born this way simply won’t do. A recycled Christ, a Christ of compromise, or an imaginary Christ can redeem no one. A Christ who is watered down, stripped of power, debased of glory, reduced to a symbol, or made impotent by scholarly surgery is not Christ but antichrist—because to supplant the real Jesus with a substitute is to work against Christ. To change or distort the real Christ is to oppose Him with a false Christ. To be redeemed, and to have assurance of our salvation, we must rid ourselves of these imitations. We need Christ—the real Christ.

    
      The Depth of Christ

      It is significant that our faith is called “Christianity,” for our attention is rightly focused on the One who has redeemed us. And the place we must go to learn about Christ is His holy Word, for it alone speaks utterly truthfully about our Savior. But, because the portrait of Jesus in Scripture is so deep, because it defies human ability to grasp it exhaustively, any study of the person of Christ can only scratch the surface.

      Consider the Apostle John’s portrait of Christ in the book of Revelation. John sets the stage for Christ’s appearance by presenting a conundrum:

      
        Then I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a scroll written within and on the back, sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming with a loud voice, “Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?” And no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it. (Rev. 5:1–3)

      

      In John’s vision of heaven, he is filled with anticipation as he waits to see who will step up, who will be declared worthy to open the scroll. He continues:

      
        I began to weep loudly because no one was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it. And one of the elders said to me, “Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.”

        And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. And he went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne. (vv. 4–7)

      

      Then the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders prostrate themselves before the Lamb and worship Him, and John hears the praise of the angels:

      
        Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing! (v. 12)

      

      We can see how John’s mood changes through this sequence of events: he was excited that someone was going to come and open the scroll, but then he was plunged into depression because no one was found worthy. When the angel told John not to weep because one had been found worthy—the Lion of Judah—he expected a powerful beast to come roaring in to rip open the scroll, but instead he saw a slain Lamb. This imagery is a vivid example of the profound contrast between Christ’s humiliation and His exaltation, between His sufferings and His triumphs. It also gives a hint of the complexity of His character and worth.

    

    
    
      Jesus in the Gospels

      If we are to look to Scripture to tell us about who Christ is, we are immediately confronted with a question: Why did God see fit to provide the world with four Gospels? Why not just one definitive biography of Jesus?

      It pleased God for His own reasons to give us four biographical portraits of Jesus, all looking at His person and work from slightly different perspectives. In Matthew’s gospel, we are given a Jewish perspective; the emphasis is on Jesus as the fulfillment of numerous Old Testament prophecies, showing clearly that Jesus is the Messiah who had been promised in centuries past. Mark’s gospel is brief and almost abrupt; it presents the life of Jesus as a blaze of miracles across the landscape of Palestine. Then there is the portrait provided by Luke the physician, who was part of the Gentile community and a companion of the Apostle Paul on his missionary journeys to the Gentile nations. Luke shows that Jesus did not come solely to save Jewish people, but also men and women from every tribe, tongue, and nation. Luke also provides many insights into the teaching of Jesus through parables. Finally, John provides a highly theological portrait of Christ, demonstrating that Jesus is the incarnation of truth, the light of the world, and the One in whom there is abundant life. Almost half of John’s gospel is devoted to the Passion Week of Jesus’ life, encompassing His triumphal entry into Jerusalem, His final teachings, and His betrayal, crucifixion, death, and resurrection.

      The gospel narratives do more than tell about Jesus, His life, and His work; they also tell us how people responded to Christ. We see the response of the shepherds, who came from the fields outside of Bethlehem at the announcement of the newborn baby Jesus (Luke 2:8–20). We see the response of the aged Simeon, who came into the temple when Jesus was presented for His dedication. On that occasion, Simeon said, “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples” (vv. 29–31). We see Jesus confound the scholars in the temple as a young boy (vv. 41–52). We are introduced to His public ministry by John the Baptist, who saw Him coming to the Jordan River and sang the Agnus Dei: “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). We see Jesus through the eyes of Nicodemus, who came at night to inquire of Him, saying, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him” (John 3:2). We see Jesus the rabbi, who not only amazed the other rabbis when He was a child but also went on in adulthood to surpass in wisdom and insight the greatest teachers of His day. We see Jesus talk to an outcast woman by the ancient well of Jacob at Sychar in Samaria, which led her to say, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet” (John 4:19). As the conversation progresses, Jesus exposes the woman to herself, and she realizes that she is speaking to the promised and long-awaited Messiah. We see Him at the praetorium of Pilate, where Pilate announces, “I find no guilt in this man” (Luke 23:4). Later, we hear the words that have been immortalized in Christian history that Pilate spoke to the crowd: “Behold the man!” (John 19:5). We see a portrait of Jesus from the centurion at the cross, who, after he witnessed the crucifixion, said, “Truly this was the Son of God!” (Matt. 27:54). We see it in doubting Thomas, who, when he saw the risen Christ, cried out, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28).

      In short, we find the portrait of someone without parallel in human history. The Jesus we see in the Gospels is an absolutely pure man, a man without sin who could say to His accusers, “Which one of you convicts me of sin?” (John 8:46). This portrait of Jesus is staggering.

      Scripture also gives us Jesus’ own testimony of His identity: “For I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment—what to say and what to speak” (John 12:49). Jesus, in His desire to conceal His true identity for a season because of misconceptions about who the Messiah would be, nevertheless made some bold and extravagant claims, such as the “I am” declarations in John’s gospel: “I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die” (6:48–50). Some were so enraged by those words that they walked with Him no more.

      “I am the vine; you are the branches,” He said. “Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” (15:5). He also said, “I am the door” (10:9), that is, the way to salvation. Contrasting Himself with the false prophets of the day, who were poor shepherds more concerned with their paychecks than with the care and nurture of the sheep, Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me” (v. 14). He also said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6).

      Perhaps most dramatic was this comment: “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad…. Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:56, 58). He did not say, “Before Abraham was, I was.” He said, “I am.” This and other “I am” statements from John’s gospel come from two Greek words: egō (I) and eimi (I am). In Greek, eimi is sufficient to say, “I am,” yet Jesus did not merely say, “Eimi the way, the truth, and the life,” or “Eimi the door.” Instead, He used both words—“Egō eimi”—which made His point emphatically: “I am.” The significance of this was not missed by the first-century community: Greek-speaking Jews wrote the sacred name of God as “Yahweh,” which is translated, “I am who I am”—so when Jesus used this emphatic construction about Himself, He was clearly identifying Himself with the sacred name of God.

      Similarly, He claimed nothing less than the authority of God when He used the title Son of Man, referring to the One who comes into the presence of the Ancient of Days, coming with the clouds of heaven (Dan. 7:13). Using that phraseology, Jesus said, “The Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:28). God instituted and regulates the Sabbath, so for Christ to say He is lord of the Sabbath was to identify Himself with deity. On another occasion, He healed a man so that the religious authorities “may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” (Matt. 9:6; Mark 2:10; Luke 5:24). The enemies of Jesus were outraged that Jesus was “making himself equal with God” (John 5:18).

    

    
    
      The Apostolic Testimony about Jesus

      Beyond what we find in the Gospel portraits, Scripture also gives us the testimony of the Apostles. The Apostle Paul unveiled for us the ministry of Christ as Savior. He explained the atonement, how Christ as our Mediator accomplished redemption for us. The portrait of Christ is filled out also in the letters of Peter and John and in the epistle to the Hebrews, where Christ is shown to be “the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature” (Heb. 1:3), as well as superior to angels, to Moses, and to the Aaronic priests of the Old Testament. From Matthew to Revelation, the central motif of the New Testament is Christ.

      Some object at this point, calling attention to the obvious fact that the New Testament portrait of Jesus comes to us from the pens of biased men who had an agenda. The Gospels are not history, they say, but redemptive history, with the accent on efforts to persuade men to follow Jesus. Certainly, the writers had an agenda, but it was not a hidden agenda. The Apostle John says forthrightly, “These [things] are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).

      The fact that the biblical writers were believers and were zealous to persuade others counts for their veracity. Had they been unbelievers while exhorting others to believe, they would have been guilty of duplicity. Of course, men can be mistaken about what they proclaim, but the fact that they believed their own message, even unto death, should enhance rather than weaken their credibility. Theirs was indeed a record of redemptive history. It was redemptive because they were not writing from the standpoint of neutral, disinterested historians. It was history because they insisted that their testimony was true.

    

    
    
      Jesus in the Old Testament

      We find that Jesus Christ is the theme of the Old Testament, too. The tabernacle, which is described in great detail in Exodus 25–27 and 30, is heavily symbolic of Jesus Himself. In His person and work, He is the tabernacle of the Old Testament. All the details of the Old Testament sacrificial system find their fulfillment in the ministry of Jesus. The historical books are filled with types and figures that point to the Christ who was to come, like King David, Jesus’ ancestor, who was promised that the eternal King would come through his line (2 Sam. 7).

      The books of the prophets are filled with references to the One to come, such as the prophet Isaiah, whose words foretelling Christ and His atoning work read like an eyewitness account of the passion of Jesus. It is not by accident that Isaiah is the most frequently quoted prophet in the New Testament. For example, the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah says:

      
        
          Who has believed what he has heard from us?

            And to whom has the arm of the LORD been

              revealed?

          For he grew up before him like a young plant,

            and like a root out of dry ground;

          he had no form or majesty that we should look at

              him,

            and no beauty that we should desire him.

          He was despised and rejected by men;

            a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;

          and as one from whom men hide their faces

            he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

          Surely he has borne our griefs

            and carried our sorrows;

          yet we esteemed him stricken,

            smitten by God, and afflicted.

          But he was pierced for our transgressions;

            he was crushed for our iniquities;

          upon him was the chastisement that brought us

              peace,

            and with his wounds we are healed.

          All we like sheep have gone astray;

            we have turned—every one—to his own way;

          and the LORD has laid on him

            the iniquity of us all. (Isa. 53:1–6)

        

      

      From Genesis to Revelation, we find the story of Jesus, the Christ. We see in this magnificent portrait of Jesus the perfect man, but not just the perfect man—we see the One who indeed is God with us, God incarnate. Through-out history, the church has sought to make sense of what Scripture says about this person who is both truly God and truly man. Being faithful both to the humanity of Jesus and to the deity of Christ is crucial if we are to have a true, biblical answer to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?”

      The Christ we believe in, the Christ we trust, must be true if we are to be redeemed. A false Christ or a substitute Christ cannot redeem. If it is thought unlikely that the biblical Christ can redeem, it is even less likely that the speculative Christ of human invention can redeem. Apart from the Bible, we know nothing of consequence concerning the real Jesus. Ultimately, our faith stands or falls with the biblical Jesus. 

    

    



Chapter Two
One Person, Two Natures
We live in a time when the person of Christ is a matter of great controversy among theologians. Rigorous academic attempts have been made to get behind the New Testament portrait of Jesus, to discover the “real” historical Jesus. These attempts to penetrate the wall of history, to peek behind the veil of the so-called primitive Apostolic witness, have taught us much about the prejudice of the scholars but have added little or nothing to our understanding of the real Jesus. What the scholars discovered behind the veil was a Jesus created in their own image according to their own prejudices.
However, this is not a new problem. In the fourth century, the Arian controversy precipitated the Council of Nicea (AD 325). Another controversy brought about the ecumenical Council of Chalcedon (AD 451). The nineteenth century saw the advent of liberalism, and in the twentieth century there was the group called the Jesus Seminar, each of which sought to define Christ with no regard for biblical integrity. The church has had to define her understanding of the person of Christ repeatedly.
Two Heresies
The fifth century witnessed a two-pronged assault on Christian orthodoxy. First, there was the Monophysite heresy, brought about by a man named Eutyches. The name of this position comes from the prefix mono, meaning “one,” and the word physis, which means “nature.” The Monophysites believed that Christ has only one nature; they denied that He is one person with two natures, one divine and one human. Even before Eutyches, others had argued that Christ has only one nature; of those, some said that Christ was merely human, with no deity, while others, such as the Docetists, argued that He is completely divine, with no humanity. Eutyches formulated the idea that Christ has a theanthropic nature. The term comes from the Greek word theos, which means “god,” and the word anthrōpos, which means “man.” Eutyches said that Christ’s nature is neither truly divine nor truly human; rather, it is a mixture of the divine and human.
Another prominent heresy of the fifth century was Nestorianism. Nestorius argued that since Christ has two distinct natures, one divine and the other human, He must therefore have two distinct personalities. If there are two natures, there must be two persons.
So the doctrine of Christ was attacked from both sides: one side denied the dual nature of Christ by reducing it to a single, confused mixture of divine and human, and the other affirmed two natures but denied their unity.

The Chalcedonian Council
These twin heresies prompted the Council of Chalcedon, and from that council came the classic formulation of the dual nature of Christ: that Christ is one person with two natures. The idea here is that Christ is vera homo, vera Deus, “truly man and truly God.” Christ has a true human nature and a true divine nature; these two natures are perfectly united in one person.
Along with that affirmation, the Chalcedonian Council put forth four negatives. Throughout its history, the church has sought to describe certain concepts by way of negation. For example, in some ways we can define God by what He is not. He is infinite, meaning He is not finite. He is immutable, meaning He is not mutable. Likewise, the framers of the Chalcedonian Creed put forth four negatives, confessing that Christ is truly human and truly God, and that these two natures are perfectly united without mixture, confusion, separation, or division.
The first two of these negatives, directed at the Monophysite heresy, states that the two natures, the divine and the human, are not blended so as to render a deified human nature or a humanized divine nature. The human nature is always human, subject to the normal limitations of humanity, and the divine nature is always divine, retaining all the divine attributes. For instance, the divine mind did not lose its omniscience in the incarnation; the divine mind knew everything, even though the human mind did not. The second two negatives are aimed at Nestorianism. They affirm that the two natures of Christ are indivisibly and perfectly united within the one person of Christ, such that there are not two persons, human and divine, but one divine-human person, the God–man.

Sui Generis
The church has had to grapple with the implications of the idea of one person in two natures in considering some of Jesus’ words. At one point, the disciples asked Jesus, “What will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” Jesus replied, “But concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only” (Matt. 24:3, 36). In other words, Jesus told His disciples that He did not know when the end of the age would come. Was that an indication of the human nature or the divine nature?
When we look at the life of Jesus as it is displayed on the pages of Scripture, certain actions are easy to assign to His human nature. When Jesus perspired in the garden of Gethsemane on the night before His crucifixion, was that a divine manifestation? Is sweat something we would expect from God? No, God does not sweat. Likewise, He does not get hungry, bleed, or cry. Most importantly, the divine nature did not die on the cross; if the divine nature had died on the cross, the universe would have ceased to exist. All these events evidenced Jesus’ humanity.
In the same way, when Jesus said He did not know the timing of the end of the age, it obviously was a statement of His humanity. Some object that if God knows everything, and if in Christ there is a perfect union of the divine nature and the human nature, how could there be anything that Jesus did not know? That is similar to questioning how Jesus, with His divine nature, could have experienced hunger, which the Bible clearly says He did. The point is the importance of distinguishing between the divine nature and the human nature so that we do not confuse them or blend them in such a way as to obscure the reality of either.
The fact that Jesus did not know the day or the hour of the end of the age does not indicate a separation between His human nature and His divine nature. There is no separation—but there is a distinction. His human mind is always in unity with His divine mind, and in the New Testament we see Jesus display supernatural knowledge frequently. He revealed things that no human could possibly know. Where did He get that information? He got it from the One who is omniscient. Yet it is one thing for the divine nature to communicate knowledge to the human nature; it is another thing for the divine nature to swallow the human nature and deify the human mind of Christ. The human mind had access to the divine mind, if you will, but they were not the same, so there were certain things that Jesus, according to His human nature, did not know, by His own testimony.
That perplexed even the brilliant thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas, who formulated what he called “the accommodation theory.” Thomas said that Jesus had to know the day and the hour because He is God incarnate. Given the perfect union of His two natures, how could the divine mind know something that the human mind did not know? Thomas said this could not be, so Jesus must have known and chosen not to tell the disciples because the answer to their question was too mysterious or theologically difficult for them to grasp. However, with all due respect to Thomas, if Jesus told His disciples that He did not know when He actually did know, He was lying, and even one lie would have disqualified Him from being our Savior. We have to take seriously what Jesus said about the limits, humanly speaking, of His knowledge.
So, the first two negatives of the Chalcedonian Creed— without mixture and without confusion—were designed to address the Monophysite heresy. The other two—without separation and without division—were designed to confront the Nestorian heresy, affirming that the presence of two natures in Jesus did not mean He was not one person. All four negatives set for us the boundaries in which we seek to understand the mystery of the incarnation. I stress the word mystery because, even with the formulations provided by the church, no one has ever penetrated the depths of how Christ can be truly God and truly man. We have One who is sui generis: He is in a class by Himself. Only one person in all of human history has ever been God incarnate, and the mystery of the incarnation is beyond our full understanding.

Human and Divine
The value of Chalcedon is twofold. First, there is the affirmation every Christian has to make: Christ is truly human and truly divine. Second, when the church tries to explain the nature of His unity, it falls back on negatives, thereby establishing borders past which we dare not travel. The only thing on the other side of those borders is some kind of heresy. One of my seminary professors said to his students, “If you try to think concretely about the union of the human nature and the divine nature—if you go beyond the negative categories established by Chalcedon—you must choose your heresy.” The Chalcedonian Creed restricts us so that, no matter how we conceive of the two natures, we must not think of them as an amalgamated blending or a stark separation from one another. They are united, yet distinct.
An important phrase of the creed has been woefully neglected historically: “Each nature retaining its own attributes.” Christ did not lay aside any of His divine attributes. The divine nature of Christ is eternal, infinite, immutable, omniscient, and omnipotent. The human nature also retains the attributes of humanity; it is finite and restricted by space and time. The Chalcedonian formula provides us some direction as we continue our study of the person of Christ. 




  

  Chapter Three

  The Names of Christ

  
    A fascinating element of the Bible is the significance that is often attached to names and titles. The names and titles for God the Father are many, and they reveal something of His character. The same is true for Jesus.

    I recall an address given by a scholar at a seminary convocation. The attendees were expecting an academic discourse, but the speaker surprised everyone by simply reciting the names and titles for Jesus found in Scripture: “Lord,” “Son of God,” “Son of Man,” “Son of David,” “Immanuel,” “the Word,” and so on. It took him forty-five minutes to exhaust all the names and titles. Each one of them reveals something to us about the character or work of Christ. In this chapter, I want to look at some of the more prominent titles ascribed to Jesus in the New Testament.

    
      Christ

      We know Him best as Jesus Christ, but that is not really His name. His name is Jesus, Jesus Bar-Joseph, or Jesus of Nazareth. Christ, however, is a title. It is applied to Jesus more frequently than any other title in Scripture. Sometimes the Bible reverses the order and speaks of “Christ Jesus.” The word Christ comes from the Greek word christos, which is the translation of the Old Testament word messiah, and it means “one who is anointed.”

      When Jesus gave His first recorded sermon in the synagogue, He read from the prophet Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). The text speaks of an anticipated deliverer, the Messiah. After reading that text, Jesus said to those listening, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21). He was identifying Himself with Isaiah’s words about the Messiah.

      Similarly, Jesus’ disciples recognized Him as the Christ, the fulfillment of Old Testament messianic expectations. When Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16).

      The concept of the Messiah is extremely complex, but there are several interwoven strands in progressive biblical revelation regarding the function, the character, and the nature of this Messiah who would come and deliver His people, Israel. In a sense, for Christ to be the Messiah, He had to be the Shepherd, the King, the Lamb, and the Suffering Servant, all of which were prophesied in Isaiah. The different strands come together in a marvelous way. In fact, one of the extraordinary evidences for the divine inspiration of the Bible is the way in which all the strands of messianic expectations set forth in the Old Testament converged and were fulfilled in one person in a dramatic way. In John’s vision in Revelation 5, He was led to expect a lion (v. 5), but He saw a lamb (v. 6). Jesus fulfilled both. He is the Lion of Judah—the new King of Israel—also the Lamb, who was slain on behalf of His people.

    

    
    
      Lord

      The second most frequently used title for Jesus in the New Testament is Lord. This title formed the earliest creed of the Christian community: Iēsous ho kurios, “Jesus is Lord.” This confession was at the center of the conflict that the early church experienced with the Roman authorities. Roman citizens were required to recite publicly the words Kaiser kurios, “Caesar is lord.” The early Christians were deeply committed to the mandate they had received from Christ and from the Apostles to be obedient to the civil magistrate; they were careful to pay their taxes and obey the laws of the state. But one thing they would not do was ascribe to Caesar the honor that went with the term lord.

      The term lord is not always used in a majestic way in the New Testament. In fact, there are three distinct meanings of the Greek word kurios.

      First, the word kurios functioned as a simple, polite form of address, similar to the English word sir. When we read the New Testament and observe people meeting Jesus for the first time and addressing Him as “Lord,” we must not immediately conclude that they had a deep understanding of the full measure of the majesty of Christ. They might simply have been addressing Him in a polite way. Of course, the word sir, even in the English language, can have a more exalted meaning, such as in England, when a man is knighted and becomes, for instance, Sir Winston Churchill or Sir Laurence Olivier.

      The second way in which the term kurios is used in the New Testament is with specific reference to a slave owner, a wealthy individual who had enough money to purchase bondservants. The bondservant or slave was a doulos, and one could not be a doulos unless he belonged to a kurios, a lord. Thus, the term lord was used to refer to one who owned slaves. The Apostle Paul made frequent use of the title in this manner, often describing himself as a doulos of Jesus Christ and directing believers to think of themselves in that light: “You were bought with a price” (1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23). When we confess that Jesus is Lord, we understand that Christ purchased us by the atonement and therefore owns us. We are His possession.

      The third and highest use of the term kurios in the New Testament is the imperial use, which Caesar sought to arrogate to himself, thereby causing great trouble for the Christians. Of course, someone can verbalize the title in a false way, feigning the imperial use, which is why Jesus said, “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me” (Matt. 15:8). However, the New Testament tells us, “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except in the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). This almost seems to contradict what Jesus said at the end of the Sermon on the Mount:

      
        Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?” And then will I declare to them, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.” (Matt. 7:21–23)

      

      So why does Scripture say no man can call Jesus “Lord” except by the Holy Spirit? Some say the statement is elliptical; in other words, what is omitted and must be inserted is that no one can sincerely call Jesus “Lord” unless he has been given the ability to do so by the Holy Spirit. Others believe it might have reference to the persecution some experienced for declaring publicly their faith in the lordship of Christ.

      In any case, the real significance of the title Lord is found in what it translates from the Old Testament. Just as Christ has many titles in the New Testament, so God has many titles in the Old Testament. His name in the Old Testament is Yahweh, which is translated as “Lord” and usually indicated in Scripture by small capital letters—“LORD.” When we see “Lord” without those small capital letters, it is translating a different Hebrew word, Adonai, which was the highest title used by the Hebrew people for God in the Old Testament. The term Adonai has to do with God’s absolute sovereignty over all of His creation. An example of these two terms can be found in Psalm 8: “O LORD [Yahweh], our Lord [Adonai], how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens” (Ps. 8:1). In the New Testament, we read Paul’s hymn:

      
        Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:5–11)

      

      The name above every name is actually the title that God gives to Jesus, the title above every title—Lord. He is Lord, Kurios; He is Adonai to the glory of God the Father1.

    

    
    
      Son of Man

      The third most frequently used title for Jesus in the New Testament is Son of Man. Though it ranks third in frequency of usage in the New Testament as a whole, it is far and away the primary title that Jesus used for Himself. That is significant. Of the more than eighty instances of this title in the New Testament, all but three come from Jesus Himself. This fact refutes the higher critics, who say that much of the New Testament picture of Jesus was manufactured by His companions. If Jesus’ companions had done that, we would expect them to have ascribed to Jesus their own favorite designations rather than Jesus’.

      By calling Himself “Son of Man” so frequently, Jesus was saying, “Here is how I identify myself.” Some see in the designation an expression of Jesus’ humility—that He shunned more exalted titles and selected this one as a humble means of identifying with lowly humanity. The title appears in the book of Ezekiel, where God frequently uses it in addressing the titular prophet. In this case, the title does seem to emphasize the prophet’s humanity and frailty, and to some degree also the title refers to Christ’s becoming like us in our humanity. However, the larger context for Jesus’ use of the title draws instead on a prophecy in the book of Daniel.

      In Daniel’s vision of the inner chambers of heaven, God appears on the throne of judgment as the Ancient of Days, and He welcomes into His presence One who is like “a son of man,” who comes to Him on clouds of glory and is given the authority to judge the world (Dan. 7:13–14). In the New Testament usage of this title, the Son of Man is a heavenly person who descends to earth, and He represents nothing less than the authority of God. He comes to bring judgment to the world because He embodies the divine visitation, the day of the Lord. Therefore, this is an exalted title given uniquely to Jesus in the New Testament.

      That the Son of Man was a figure of splendor and power cannot be missed. His deity is seen not only in the Old Testament portrait, but in Jesus’ understanding as well. Jesus linked the Son of Man with creation by saying, “The Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:28). To claim lordship over the Sabbath is to claim lordship over creation. The Sabbath was not merely a piece of Sinaitic legislation but a creation ordinance given by the Lord of creation. Jesus also said, “That you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…” (Luke 5:24). Here, Jesus claimed an authority that, to the Jew, was a prerogative of God alone. The Jews did not miss the inference of these claims. They sought to kill Jesus precisely because His claims to deity came through loud and clear. The Son of Man came from heaven to judge the world. He would separate the sheep from the goats; He would come in clouds of glory at the end of the age.

    

    
    
      The Son of God

      The New Testament recounts few instances when God was heard speaking from heaven. When He did, it was normally to announce something startling. Two such occasions tell us that God was zealous to announce that Jesus Christ is His Son. At Jesus’ baptism, the heavens opened and God’s voice was heard, saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17). And on the Mount of Transfiguration, the Father declared from heaven, “This is my beloved Son; listen to him” (Mark 9:7). Thus, the title conferred from on high to Jesus is Son of God.

      This title has engendered a great deal of controversy in the history of the church, particularly in the fourth century, when the Arian movement, led by Arius, denied the Trinity by arguing that Jesus was a created being. References to Jesus as “the firstborn of all creation” (Col. 1:15) and “the only begotten of the Father” (John 1:14 KJV) led Arius to argue that Jesus had a beginning in time and was thus a creature. In Arius’ mind, if Jesus was begotten, it could only mean that He was not eternal, and if He was not eternal, then He was a creature. Thus, to ascribe deity to Jesus was to be guilty of blasphemy, because it involved the idolatrous worship of a created being. The same controversy exists today between Christian believers and the Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses, both of whom acknowledge a lofty view of Jesus over angels and other creatures but deny His full deity.

      This controversy precipitated the great ecumenical Council of Nicea in 325, which drafted the Nicene Creed. This creed provides an interesting answer to the charges of Arianism. The answer is found in the statement that Jesus is “begotten, not made.” To the Greek, such a statement was a contradiction in terms. In normal terms, begotten implies a beginning, but when applied to Jesus, there is a uniqueness to the way in which He was begotten that separates Him from all other creatures. Jesus is called the monogenēs, the “only begotten,” of the Father. There is a sense in which Jesus and Jesus alone is begotten of the Father, and begotten eternally, such that He has no beginning. This is what the church was getting at when it spoke of Jesus as eternally begotten—that He was begotten, not made.

      This uniqueness is found not only in Jesus’ eternal character, but also in the fact that Jesus’ sonship carries with it a description of intimacy with the Father. The primary significance of sonship in the New Testament is its figurative reference to obedience; thus, to be a son of God biblically is to be one who is in a unique relationship of obedience to the will of God. Likewise, the motif of the firstborn has more to do with preeminence than with biology. The term begotten is a Greek word filled with Jewish content. Nicea was not flirting with irrationality but was being faithful to Scripture by using the formula “begotten, not made.”

      Every name and title given to Jesus in the New Testament has significance. Each one reveals something to us about who He is and what He has done. His person and His work meet in the drama of life. 

    

    




Notes
  
    1. For a fuller treatment of the New Testament view of Jesus, see R.C. Sproul, The Majesty of Christ, audio teaching series (Sanford, Fla.: Ligonier Ministries, 1985, 1991).

  
  


  

  Chapter Four

  The States of Christ

  
    Throughout the Bible, Christ is seen in various states; that is, there were various roles in which He acted at various times. However, discussions of the states of Christ do not begin with His birth at Bethlehem; instead, we must start with His pre-incarnate state. The Apostle John wrote:

    
      In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…. And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:1, 14)

    

    The affirmation was that this Christ—who appeared on the plane of history in space and time—existed before His conception and birth, and that His divine nature is eternal with the Father. We have in Jesus not simply the birth of a baby but the incarnation of God, the second person of the Trinity.

    On many occasions during His earthly ministry, Jesus made reference to His previous state. For example:

    
      Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am. (John 8:58)

       

      And now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had with you before the world existed. (John 17:5)

    

    Jesus was not incarnate before His birth in Bethlehem. Many wonder, therefore, whether Christ can be found in the Old Testament. Some look at the commander of the Lord’s army whom Joshua encountered during his military campaign (Josh. 5:13–15) or at the mysterious figure of Melchizedek to whom Abram paid tithes and from whom he received a blessing (Gen. 14:18–20) and speculate that these mysterious figures were really Christ in disguise, as it were. However, even if they were, they were not prior incarnations. Those who believe that these Old Testament figures were the pre-incarnate Christ call those appearances “Christophanies.” A “theophany” is a visible manifestation of the invisible God; a Christophany, therefore, is a manifestation of the second person of the Trinity prior to His birth.

    
      Jesus Incarnate

      We move from the pre-incarnational state of Jesus to the state of His life on earth. The Apostles’ Creed highlights the earthly life of Christ:

      
        He was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell. The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven and sits on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.

      

      The references in the Apostles’ Creed are to the birth of Jesus, the death of Jesus, the resurrection of Jesus, the ascension of Jesus, the session of Jesus, and the return of Jesus. These describe different aspects of Jesus’ existence during and after the incarnation.

      Theologians typically speak of the life of Jesus as following a progression from humiliation to exaltation. In the incarnation, for the most part, the refulgent, dazzling glory of the being of God was concealed, hidden behind a shroud of Jesus’ humanity. That’s something that Jesus did willingly, downplaying His glory, honor, and dignity by taking upon Himself the form of a servant (Phil. 2:6–7). In theology, we say that Jesus entered into His humiliation: He was born to a peasant woman, and throughout His life, there was a progressive deepening of this humiliation as He moved toward the cross. People rejected Him, and He was mocked, scourged, beaten, and finally crucified. After the humiliation reached its depths, there was an explosion of exaltation whereby God vindicated Him with the resurrection and surrounded Him with glory at His ascension.

      It is important to note also that in the midst of His humiliation, glory attended key moments of His earthly life.1 He hid and concealed His glory, so that the normal portrait that we see of Jesus in the Bible is one of humility and of hiddenness; but there are moments—powerful moments, sensitive moments, rich moments—sprinkled through the narrative of the life of Jesus where this veil of humanity simply could not conceal His glory, and the glory bursts out. For example, despite the humble circumstances of His birth, the event was not without the manifestation of glory. Just outside the village of Bethlehem, in the fields, the glory of God shone, and there was the greatest sound-and-light show that the world had known up until that point, the appearance of the angel choir (Luke 2:8–14). Even in the visit from the magi, there was an element of glory ascribed to this babe in the manger, for the magi left magnificent treasures for Him (Matt. 2:1–11).

      Jesus’ baptism also was an act of humiliation. In light of the New Testament’s teaching, Christians today understand baptism to be a sign of cleansing from sin. Yet the New Testament teaches that Jesus was without sin. Why would the sinless Son of God come forward and present Himself for baptism when it symbolized a cleansing from sin? He humbled Himself to become one with His people, to assume their obligation to obey every aspect of the law. At the same time, at His baptism the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended like a dove upon Him while the Father declared Him “my beloved Son” (Matt. 3:16).

      Then, toward the end of His earthly ministry, after He had told His disciples about His forthcoming torture and execution, we are told:

      
        He was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as light. And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.” When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” And when they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only. (Matt. 17:2–8)

      

      In that rare moment, three intimate disciples of Jesus went with Him to the mountain and, for a moment, they were given a glimpse—God gave them the ability to see into another dimension. The veil was lifted, and it wasn’t an illusion of glory, or a hallucination of glory; they were able to see the reality that had been concealed from them, the unveiled glory of Christ. Is it any wonder that when John wrote his gospel years later, he wrote in the prologue, “We have seen his glory” (John 1:14)? Peter also made reference to the transfiguration in his writings: “We… were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the majestic Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,’ we ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Peter 1:16–18). In the midst of Jesus’ progression from humiliation to exaltation, there was a sudden intervention, an abbreviated intrusion, where the hidden, concealed, cloaked glory of Christ burst through for the eyes of His close friends Peter, James, and John to see. They never forgot it.

      We tend to think that no glory was evident at the cross, where Jesus reached the depths of His humiliation. The common conception is that the end of His humiliation, the line between humiliation and exaltation, took place at the resurrection, but I do not think that is correct. If we look, for example, at the prophecy in Isaiah 53 of the Suffering Servant of Israel, we note: “He was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people. And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth” (vv. 8–9).

      Normally, the Romans tossed the bodies of the victims of crucifixion into the refuse dump outside of Jerusalem. The name of that garbage dump was Gehenna, which later became a metaphor for hell itself. City refuse was taken daily to Gehenna, where it was added to a fire that burned perpetually. Such imagery is used to describe hell, where the flames are never extinguished. However, Joseph of Arimathea made a special plea to Pilate to give Jesus a proper burial according to Old Testament custom. The Word of God was thereby fulfilled. Instead of being thrown into the garbage heap, Jesus’ body was to be anointed with precious spices and buried in a rich man’s grave, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 53. Therefore, His exaltation began not at the resurrection but at the moment of His death. The pall of humiliation was lifted as His body was treated with great care.

      Then there was the major burst of glory when God shook the whole earth and brought His Son back from the dead in order to indicate that He was completely satisfied with His Son’s work. For three days, God was silent. Then He screamed. With cataclysmic power, God rolled the stone away and unleashed a paroxysm of creative energy of life, infusing it once more into the still body of Christ. Jesus’ heart began to beat, pumping glorified blood through glorified arteries, sending glorified power to muscles atrophied by death. The grave clothes could not bind Him as He rose to His feet and quit the crypt. In an instant, the mortal became immortal and death was swallowed up by victory. In a moment of history, Job’s question was answered once and for all: “If a man dies, shall he live again?” (Job 14:14). Here is the watershed moment of human history, where the misery of the race is transformed into grandeur. Here the kerygma, the proclamation of the early church, was born with the cry, “He is risen.”

      In His resurrected state, Jesus came out of the grave with the same body that had been put into the grave, but that body was changed. It was glorified. The resurrected Christ was in a glorified state, which was a foreshadowing of the new physical bodies that we will enjoy in the final resurrection, as Paul explains:

      
        So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. Thus it is written, “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam became a life-giving spirit. (1 Cor. 15:42–45)

      

      So we shall ever be with the Lord in heaven.

    

    
    
      King of Kings

      The final goal of Jesus’ earthly ministry was not the cross or even the resurrection. The ultimate goal is His final return and the consummation of His kingdom. The story does not end with the empty tomb; to write finis there is to miss a climactic moment of redemptive history, a moment toward which both the Old and New Testaments move with inexorable determination. The ascension is the apex of Christ’s exaltation, the acme of redemptive history to this point. Without it, the resurrection ends in disappointment and Pentecost would not be possible. The penultimate goal, that which already has taken place, was His ascension.

      This is one of the most misunderstood concepts in all the Bible. We tend to think of the ascension as Jesus’ merely going up from earth into heaven. He did ascend in the sense of going up, but there was a uniqueness to it. Concerning Jesus’ ascension, Paul wrote: “In saying, ‘he ascended,’ what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower regions, the earth? He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things” (Eph. 4:9–10). The ascension was Jesus’ elevation to His coronation. The Son of Man was received into heaven and crowned as the King of kings and the Lord of lords, and right now He rules in the highest political office of the universe. Christ has the position of cosmic authority right now because of the ascension. This is why the Apostles’ Creed says, “He ascended into heaven and sits on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”

      We also have to add that He ascended not only to sit at the right hand of the Father in power but also to enter the heavenly sanctuary, where He functions as our Great High Priest forever. In the Old Testament, the high priest was allowed into the Holy of Holies only once a year, and when he died, someone else became high priest and took on that duty. But our High Priest never dies, and He is there interceding for His people perpetually in the heavenly Holy of Holies. He stays there at God’s right hand, ruling as our King and ministering as our Priest. We are told:

      
        For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he himself says, “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.’” Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified. (Acts 2:34–36)

      

      And the author of Hebrews wrote:

      
        So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed by him who said to him, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you”; as he says also in another place, “You are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek.” (Heb. 5:5–6)

      

      The ascension of Jesus was the supreme political event of world history. He ascended not so much to a place as to an office. He departed from the arena of humiliation and suffering to enter into His glory. In one moment, He leap-frogged from the status of despised Galilean teacher to that of cosmic King of the universe, jumping over the heads of Pilate, Herod, and all the other rulers of the earth. The ascension catapulted Jesus to the right hand of God, where He was enthroned as King of kings and Lord of lords. Here the political “expediency” of His departure stands out in bold relief.

      The implications of this event for the church are staggering. It means that though we suffer persecution and the scorn of hostile power structures—though we groan under the demeaning status of an unwelcome minority— our candidate sits in the seat of sovereign authority. The kingdom of God is not an unrealized dream or religious fantasy. The investiture of our King is a fait accompli. His reign is neither mythical nor illusory; it corresponds to a real state of affairs. At this very moment, the Lord God omnipotent reigns with His Son at His right hand, in the seat of imperial authority. To be sure, the kingdom is yet to be consummated—that is future. However, it has been inaugurated. He reigns in power, possessing all authority in heaven and earth. His kingdom is invisible but no less real. It is left to His church to make His invisible kingship visible.

      Christ’s succession to the right hand of God is inseparably linked to the coming of Pentecost. One of the first acts of authority He exercised after His enthronement was to endow His church with power from on high. His disciples were given a commission, a mandate to penetrate the whole world while bearing witness to the kingdom. They were and are to be the authentic witnesses of Yahweh. However, no border was to be crossed or mission under-taken until the Spirit came down. The disciples returned to Jerusalem rejoicing. When, at Pentecost, the new King of the cosmos sent the Holy Spirit, the power of the kingdom was unleashed on the world.

      Christ’s elevation was not only governmental, it was also sacerdotal. He assumed not only the scepter of the King but the garments of the High Priest as well. In His ascension, Jesus entered the sanctuary as well as the palace. Not only does Jesus sit at the right hand of God, He kneels. He has entered the sanctus sanctorum, the Holy of Holies, to make daily intercession for His people. We are a people whose King prays for us by name.

      It is from that place of power and exaltation that He will return in glory to consummate His kingdom. 

    

    




Notes
  
    1. For more on the key moments during the life of Christ, see R.C. Sproul, The Glory of Christ (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 2003).

  
  


  

  Chapter Five

  The Offices of Christ

  
    As Moses was the mediator of the old covenant, Christ is the Mediator of the new covenant. A mediator is a go-between, an intermediary, someone who stands between two or more parties, oftentimes settling a dispute.

    From a theological standpoint, there is one Mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5). However, there were three types of mediators in the Old Testament. Each was selected by God for a specific task and then enabled to perform the task by the Holy Spirit’s anointing. These three mediatorial offices were prophet, priest, and king.

    When we look at the offices held by Christ in the drama of redemption, we see that He has a munus triplex, a three-fold office, for He fulfills all three of these Old Testament offices in one person. Christ is our Prophet, our Priest, and our King.

    
      Jesus Our Prophet

      In the Old Testament, the prophet, for the most part, was a spokesman, an agent of revelation by which God, instead of speaking directly from heaven to the congregation of Israel, put His words into the mouths of men. As the prophet stood facing the people, God stood behind him, a posture that indicated the prophet was speaking on God’s behalf. The prophets’ messages were often prefaced by “Thus says the Lord….”

      In the Old Testament, we see an enormous struggle between true prophets of God and false prophets. Many people followed the false prophets; they were far more popular. The true prophets were often hated. Jeremiah and others endured much affliction because the people did not want to hear the true Word of God. When Jeremiah complained to God about the popularity of the false prophets, God said to him, “Let the prophet who has a dream tell the dream, but let him who has my word speak my word faithfully. What has straw in common with wheat? declares the Lord” (Jer. 23:28). God, in so many words, was saying, “Jeremiah, stop worrying about what the false prophets do. Your task is to be my spokesman, and you are called to be faithful in speaking whatever I tell you to say.” So, through the prophets, God gave His Word.

      In the New Testament, we see that Christ is the Prophet par excellence. We tend to emphasize Christ’s offices of Priest and King but neglect His role as Prophet. He’s not first among equals, but He is a prophet sui generis—He is in a class by Himself as a prophet. There is a progressive understanding about Jesus seen in those who met Him. The woman at the well said to Him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet” (John 4:19). That was quite an accolade, but she had not yet reached the zenith of her confession, which happened when she recognized Him as the Messiah (v. 29). Jesus not only proclaimed the Word of God; He was and is the Word of God (John 1:1). The author of Hebrews wrote, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world” (1:1–2). Elsewhere, Jesus said, “For I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment—what to say and what to speak” (John 12:49). Jesus was the faithful Prophet of the New Testament.

      Jesus is not just the subject of prophecy; He is the chief object of prophecy. He did not just teach about the future or declare the Word of God; He is the Word of God, and He is the focal point of all the prophetic teaching of the Old Testament.

    

    
    
      Jesus Our Priest

      Unlike the Old Testament prophets, who faced the people when speaking for God, the Old Testament priests faced God and had their backs to the people. Like the prophet, the priest was a spokesman, but He spoke for the people rather than to them. He made intercession on behalf of the people and prayed for them. Additionally, the priest offered sacrifices to God for the people. The chief sacrifices were offered on the Day of Atonement by the high priest. But before the high priest could make sacrifices for the people, he had to make sacrifices for his own sin. His sacrifice, just like that of the people, had to be repeated annually.

      Jesus is our Great High Priest. The Old Testament text most frequently quoted in the New Testament is Psalm 110, and it contains an extraordinary statement about the character of the Messiah:

      
        
          The LORD says to my Lord:

            “Sit at my right hand,

          until I make your enemies your footstool.”

          The Lord sends forth from Zion

            your mighty scepter.

            Rule in the midst of your enemies!

          Your people will offer themselves freely

            on the day of your power,

            in holy garments;

          from the womb of the morning,

            the dew of your youth will be yours.

          The Lord has sworn

            and will not change his mind,

          “You are a priest forever

            after the order of Melchizedek.” (vv. 1–4)

        

      

      In the New Testament, the author of Hebrews gives much attention to the perfect priesthood of Christ. One key piece of evidence of the higher nature of Jesus’ priest-hood is the fact that He did not have to make any sacrifices for His own sin before entering the temple; the sacrifice He offered was once for all, and it was not an animal sacrifice. Christ offered Himself, because “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4). He is a Priest forever after the order of Melchizedek, continuing His mediatorial work even to this moment—not by continually offering sacrifices to satisfy the justice of God but by interceding for His people in the heavenly Holy of Holies within the heavenly temple. Just as Christ is both the subject and the object of prophecy, He is the subject and the object of the priesthood. He is the perfect Priest and perfect intermediary, now and forever.

    

    
    
      Christ Our King

      The third office of Christ is also indicated in Psalm 110: “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand’” (v. 1). This is a reference to the office of king. Many have a difficult time reconciling the office of king with that of a mediator, but if we go back to the roots of the Old Testament, we will see it. The king of Israel was not autonomous; he did not have absolute authority in himself. He received his office from God. His calling was that of vice-regent, by which he was to manifest the justice and rule of God Himself. The king was a mediator in that he was under the law of God, yet he helped to establish and maintain the law of God to the people. Sadly, the history of the kings in the Old Testament is filled with corruption and the failure of those monarchs to carry out their responsibility.

      We find the same principle in the New Testament with respect to civil magistrates. The Bible allows for two spheres of operation—the church and the state—which have different duties, but never does Scripture uphold the separation of the state from God, because all rulers are appointed by God. They are ordained to uphold righteousness and establish justice, and they are accountable to God for how they exercise their reign.

      Some years ago, I was invited to speak at the governor’s inaugural breakfast in Tallahassee, Fla. On that occasion, I solemnly reminded the governor that to be a governor is to be a minister of God, and that since only God can make one a governor, God would hold him accountable for how he governs. That is true of any ruler in any nation and in any situation. However, God sees a world ruled by corrupt kings, those who deviate from righteousness and justice.

      The closest model in the Old Testament to the ideal king—David—was himself corrupt. Yet David introduced the royal golden age in Israel, and after he died, the people longed to see the restoration of the Davidic kingdom. God said through the prophet Amos: “In that day I will raise up the booth of David that is fallen and repair its breaches, and raise up its ruins and rebuild it as in the days of old” (Amos 9:11).

      At the heart of messianic expectancy in the Old Testament was the longing of the people to have a king like David once again. In Psalm 110, God promised that His Son would be that King, and that He would reign forever and ever. So when Christ came, He was heralded as the newborn King. In fact, He was crucified because of His claims to kingship. He said to Pilate: “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world” (John 18:36). The Father exalted the Son and installed Him at His right hand as the ruler of the whole universe, as the Shepherd-King whose reign will go on eternally.

      The only difference between the kingdom today and the kingdom that we will know in the future is its visibility. Jesus is King right now. He holds the highest governmental office in the universe because He has been elevated to that position by God, which is at the heart of the Apostles’ Creed: “[He] suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried…. The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven and sits on the right hand of God the Father Almighty.” To be at the right hand of God is to be in the position of authority, by which He rules not just the church but also the world. That is why the church cries, “Hallelujah!” Our Messiah is not only our Prophet and Priest but also our King.
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