Priesthood in the church – July 2007, following Philip’s ordination

Acts 15.22-30   Luke 7.1-10

Yesterday Philip was ordained at Chester Cathedral, and became a priest in the Church of England 

· A number of us were there to witness to this event 

· David Walton was also ordained at the same service

· Andy ordained deacon two weeks ago

It is through ordination that somebody becomes a clergyperson in the church

· That is how we get vicars, rectors, curates, and team vicars in our parishes

· 1.  But do we know what ‘ordination’ means?

· 2.  And can we trace it at all back to our texts, in the Bible?

So what do we make of someone being ordained a priest?

Three responses:

1.  For some who look on, ordination is a wonderful thing
· Because it is such a wonderful ceremony, occasion, and ritual – with great drama and pomp

· e.g.  Someone I was ordained with: “it was like getting married to the church!”

· There can be an unconscious assumption that the one ordained, here Philip, [or Andy two weeks ago ordained as deacon] has somehow magically changed

2.  For others, ordination is frankly a bit of an embarrassment
· As if to say, that we really don’t go along with all this nonsense, 
but that is the price you pay for being part of the Church of England

· They will quickly refer you to the fact that the NT talks about the priesthood of all believers
· So we don’t need individuals can’t be called priests

· They add that the OT days of having a priesthood are over – Jesus is our high priest, there is now no need for any further sacrifices by priests on behalf of the people 

3.  Then there are the rest of us, somewhat uneasy with either of these positions

· Who feel we are a bit woolly or unsure of what we believe about this matter

· But can’t believe that the church can be so blatantly and obviously wrong for such a long period of time

Like many things, it comes do to how we read the Bible – this is how some people read the Bible

The Curates visit story

A new curate had been appointed to the parish.
Anxious to meet the parishioners, he was calling on people at their houses. Visiting one house and receiving no reply, he posted his card through the letterbox. On the back of the card he had written "Revelations 3 – 20”. 
When the occupant of the house returned and saw the card she immediately went to her Bible, looked up the reference and read "Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come into him and will sup with him and he with me.” 
A few days later, at the end of a church service, people were saying goodbye to the curate and this elderly lady handed him a card on which she had written "Genesis 3 - 10". 
When the curate arrived home he turned to his Bible [because he did not know his Bible], looked up the reference and read, "I heard thy voice in the garden and I was afraid because I was naked, and I hid myself".

The office of ‘priest’ in the Church traces its roots back to the times of Jesus and beyond.


a.  It has its roots in the elders of the synagogue, 
         not in the priests of the Temple

· in our second reading we have a Gentile Centurion asking the for the help of the local elders to see Jesus – as his servant was seriously ill

IT IS THIS WORD ‘ELDER’ THAT WE ARE INTERESTED IN

b.  The members of the Sanhedrin [the gov’t of Israel], the scribes and the Pharisees were often referred to as the Elders

IT IS THEN NOT A SURPRISE TO FIND THAT THIS WORD FINDS ITS WAY INTO THE EARLY CHURCH

‘Elder’ – is from presbyteros, from which we have developed the church words presbyter, or Presbyterians

c.  In the Early Church we have the Apostles, the ones sent by the Lord, handing these new church communities over to elders/presbyters

· some of whom were raised up by local congregations

· and others were sent as incomers to congregations 

· What were they called to?  
”To lead the church, and to devote themselves to prayer and serving the word”

· and what have we ended up doing?
Being jack of all trades, running and managing church organisations
We have become mini chief executive officers – for which there is no Biblical mandate

You will protest, “but you still have not said how this relates to priesthood?”
a.  The English word ‘priest’ [preos Old English] was translated from the Latin word ‘presbyter’, 
                     not sacredote or sacredos                [see notes at end of sermon for more on this]


b.  In Peter & Paul’s writings we are told that the church is a Royal Priesthood
· from which we have developed the term ‘the priesthood of all believers’
· from which we have then wrongly assumed that all Christians are therefore priests

· this is to read our individualism back into the Bible

· We are not Priests in the OT sense of needing to make sacrifice for others

· But as a body, in the NT sense of being a channel of the life of God to the world


So we have presbyter, priest and elder as interchangeable terms


c.  By the end of the 2nd Century, it had become practice that the priest/presbyter should preside at the weekly breaking of bread – HC Eucharist
· Not that they were the only ones who could – nothing magic about ‘holy hands’

· But that, as the leader, they were the most appropriate ones who should preside

· The priest at Communion is then the focus of the priesthood of the believers

Let me end by saying

We must call you to your role in being disciples of Jesus Christ

And you must call us to our role as priests

· not to become church managers and executives

· nor priests in the OT sense

· but as in the NT

You must especially remind Philip of this calling in these early formative years

The prime aspects being:

1. to devote himself to prayer

2. to work at making clear the Good News of the Bible

3. to be a focus of the priesthood of all believers – esp at Communion

4. to oversee the community of believers

5. to be a holder & preserver of the unity of the church

6. to represent the church to the wider world

NOTES on Sacredote vs. Priest 
An essay found in the Catholic Apologetics Bible (CAB)
Sacredote vs. Priest 
The English word priest comes from the Latin word presbyter, which comes from the Greek word 

presbuteros. Presbuteros can be literally translated into Latin as “senior,” and into English as 

“elder.” However, the Greek word presbuteros took on a special meaning in the Christian Church 

as an ecclesiastical office with the authority to perform and administer Christian rites. Because of 

the special connotations it had, it was not literally translated but rendering into Latin as presbyter, 

which was rendered into Old English as preost, which evolved into the Modern English word 

priest. 

Another Greek word that has a similar definition is hiereus, which is also an office with the 

authority to perform and administer religious rites, and can be literally translated into Latin as 

“sacerdos.” Unfortunately hiereus and sacerdos do not have a literal equivalent in the English 

language; however, since a presbyter is a specific type of sacerdos, hiereus and sacerdos are 

commonly translated into English as “priest.” 

It is unfortunate that both hiereus and presbuteros are usually translated as “priest” because the 

sacerdotal use of priest is often confused with the presbyterian use of priest. When one it talking 

about the priesthood of all Christians, or the Jewish and pagan priesthood, it is only in the 

sacerdotal sense. However, when one is talking about the clerical priesthood of the Catholic 

Church, it is not only in the sacerdotal sense, but also in the presbyterian sense. To eliminate this 

confusion, the CAB uses the word priest solely for the clerical priesthood of the Catholic Church, 

which is commonly done in the Church, and the word sacredote when not referring to the clerical 

priesthood. 

Bishop vs. Priest 
The English word bishop comes from the Latin word episcopum, which comes from the Greek 

word episkopos. Episkopos can be literally translated into English as “overseer;” however, like 

the word presbuteros, episkopos took on a special meaning in the Christian Church as an 

ecclesiastical office. Because of the special connotations it had, it was not literally translated but 

rendering into Latin as episcopum, which evolved into the Vulgar Latin ebiscopus, which was 

rendered into Old English as bisceope, which evolved into the Modern English word bishop. 

In the first century of the Church’s history, the words bishop and priest were used

interchangeably. In the second century, the word bishop was restricted to the higher priestly

office that could ordain other priests. Examples of this higher office found in the New Testament 

are Titus the Bishop of Crete (see intro to Tit), and Timothy the Bishop of Ephesus (see intro to 
1Tim). 

