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Toward the conclusion of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, 
the hero, Jean Valjean, is lying in bed as he slowly slips into 
death, surrounded by his “daughter,” Cosette; her husband, 
Marius; and a doctor. An elderly woman who has been view-
ing this scene through a half-closed door is so moved by 
the sight that she can no longer contain her religious zeal 
and cries out to Valjean, “Do you want a priest?” He raises 
his arm and points above his head, where you would have 
thought he saw someone, and answers, “I have one.”

Christian readers immediately comprehend the reli-
gious significance of this closing vignette from Hugo’s mas-
terpiece—although from different perspectives. To a Roman 
Catholic it portrays a dying man’s ill-advised refusal of “last 
rites” by a priest. To a Protestant it depicts the conviction 
that the priestly ministry of Christ is sufficient and needs no 
earthly supplement, and thus illustrates the importance of 
the Reformation doctrine, the “priesthood of all believers.”1 

The treasured legacy of the priesthood of all believers 
(also known as the “universal priesthood”) has rich impli-
cations for the believer, including whether or not one needs 
an earthly priest at death. But all such implications hinge 
upon a more fundamental doctrine, the priesthood of Christ.

T H E  P R I E S T H O O D  O F  C H R I S T

How doth Christ execute the office of a priest?

Christ executeth the office of a priest, in his once 
offering up of himself a sacrifice to satisfy divine 
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justice, and reconcile us to God; and in making con-
tinual intercession for us. (Westminster Shorter 
Catechism 25)

The Intercession of Christ at the Cross
The entirety of Christ’s priestly ministry for his church 

can be essentially summarized as one of intercession. He inter-
cedes first at the cross in his state of humiliation, and second 
he intercedes at the throne of majesty in his state of exaltation.

When Christ offered up himself on the cross for sin-
ners, he fulfilled the priestly ministry and sacrificial sys-
tem that God instituted in the Old Testament. Simply put, a 
priest is “one who brings men near to God, who leads them 
into the presence of God.”2 The priest “brought” men into 
God’s presence because he entered the holy place as the 
representative of the people. This representation was sym-
bolized by the beautiful ephod that the high priest wore with 
a stone attached to each shoulder piece, each engraved with 
six of the names of Israel’s twelve tribes (Ex. 28:9). More 
importantly, this representation required a close identifi-
cation between the priest and the people, namely, that they 
share the same nature. As Hebrews 5:1 states, “For every 
high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on 
behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices 
for sins.” This is why the human nature of Christ as priest 
is emphasized in the book of Hebrews. His humanity, no 
less than his divinity, equips him to perform his priestly 
ministry: “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers 
in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitia-
tion for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17). 
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Preeminent among the sacrifices and feasts was the 
annual Day of Atonement when the high priest exercised 
his most sobering and privileged sacerdotal role by entering 
the Holy of Holies (or “Most Holy Place”). Although Christ 
fulfilled other sacrificial rites and ceremonies, the book of 
Hebrews focuses particularly upon the Day of Atonement to 
explain the significance of Christ’s mediation.3 On the Day 
of Atonement the high priest slaughtered sacrificial animals 
as sin offerings outside the sanctuary—a bull for him and 
his family, and later the first of two goats for Israel. Next 
he took some of the blood from each of the animals into 
the Holy of Holies and sprinkled the blood onto the mercy 
seat to atone for the sin of all the people.4 Lastly, the high 
priest confessed the sins of Israel as he laid his hands on 
the second goat, which was released into the wilderness 
bearing the iniquities of Israel.

Christ fulfills this feast and other sacrifices as both 
the priest who ministers and as the sacrifice that is offered. 
First, Christ administers the sacrifice as a priest—he is the 
one who offered the sacrifice (Gal. 2:20; Heb. 7:27; 9:14). He 
was not forced to give himself, but he humbled himself and 
laid down his life willingly out of love for his church (John 
10:18; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 5:2, 25; Phil. 2:8). He said, “I lay down 
my life. . . . No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my 
own accord” (John 10:17–18). Second, Christ is the sacrifi-
cial victim—the unblemished Lamb who bore the curse of 
sin for the people that he has redeemed. In particular, it 
is his blood that atones for the forgiveness of sin, because 
“without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of 
sins” (Heb. 9:22). And it is his blood that, as propitiation, 
covers the offense of sin and swallows up the wrath of God.
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The Intercession of Christ at the Throne of Grace
After Christ made purification for sins, he rose from 

the dead and ascended to the right hand of the Majesty on 
high. In his ascension Christ passed through the heavens 
and entered behind the veil (Heb. 4:14). Just like the sac-
rificial animals on the Day of Atonement, Christ also was 
sacrificed “outside the sanctuary,” that is, outside heaven, 
which is the true sanctuary. But now in his exaltation Christ 
brings the blood of the sacrifice into the inner sanctuary 
and opens the veil of the heavenly Holy of Holies. Just as 
the veil of the earthly temple was torn from top to bottom 
when Christ was sacrificed upon the cross, so now the Most 
Holy Place in heaven has been opened for us as Christ has 
entered behind the veil. Christ has entered the sanctuary 
of heaven for us, bearing our nature, to obtain access for 
us to the throne of grace in the immediate presence of God. 
Through Christ then, every Christian may “have confidence 
to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and 
living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that 
is, through his flesh” (Heb. 10:19–20).

Christ appears before the Father in our nature to actively 
continue his priestly ministry. He sits at the right hand of 
the Father as our advocate and representative, constantly 
testifying to the verdict won by his death and resurrection 
(1 John 2:1). Christ can plead the church’s case in the court of 
heaven and answer all accusations that are brought against 
her. And as the church prays to her great High Priest, she 
prays to one who sympathizes with our weaknesses, because 
he too was tempted but is without sin (Heb. 4:15–16). Christ 
appears at the right hand of Majesty fully equipped for his 
priestly ministry by right of his two natures of humanity 
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and divinity, and his two states of humiliation and exalta-
tion. As the infinite, eternal, and unchangeable God, who 
became flesh, Christ “is able to save [us] to the uttermost” 
because “he always lives to make intercession” for us (Heb. 
7:25; Rom. 8:34). That is to say, his priestly intercession in 
heaven endures in superlative glory and excellence.5

T H E  I M P L I C A T I O N S  O F  
C H R I S T ’ S  P R I E S T H O O D  F O R  T H E 

P R I E S T H O O D  O F  B E L I E V E R S

Broadly speaking there are two implications of Christ’s 
priestly ministry for the doctrine of the priesthood of believ-
ers. One has to do with Christ as a priest; the other has to 
do with Christ as a sacrifice.

Christ’s priestly ministry is perfection embodied. It 
is utterly unique, unsurpassed and unending, and never in 
need of supplementation or succession. It brings to an end 
the priestly order of Aaron, because Christ surpasses it in 
every way—according to the book of Hebrews, it is “better.” 
Christ’s priestly ministry guarantees a “better covenant,” 
which is founded on “better promises” and purifies with 
a “better sacrifice” and blood that speaks a “better word”; 
and therefore we have a “better hope” and long for a “bet-
ter country” with a “better possession” and a “better life.”6 
In this sense his ministry is comparatively more excellent 
than the priesthood of the old covenant.

Moreover, Christ’s priestly ministry is also superla-
tively excellent. In this sense Christ fulfills the ministry 
pictured in the unique Old Testament figure of Melchizedek, 
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