What a Gift!

A Four Part Bible Study for Advent
John Birch

2: Frankincense
A Fragrant Offering
temple, and within it the thoughts of purity
and holiness as expressed in the passage from
Exodus.

Jesus as High Priest
How do we make the connection between the
gift and the picture of Jesus as High Priest?
Well, we have to go back into the history
of God’s dealings with the people of Israel.
In Exodus we read that a covenant was
established between God and his people, a
special relationship based upon observance to
the law which God had given. (Exodus 24:3-8).
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Unfortunately, breaking the law was sin, which
put a barrier between God and His people. To
overcome this barrier the Levitical priesthood
and sacrifices were introduced.

We first come across frankincense in Exodus:
‘Then the LORD said to Moses, “Take fragrant
spices—gum resin, onycha and galbanum—and
pure frankincense, all in equal amounts, and
make a fragrant blend of incense, the work
of a perfumer. It is to be salted and pure and
sacred. Grind some of it to powder and place
it in front of the Testimony in the Tent of
Meeting, where I will meet with you. It shall be
most holy to you.’
(Exodus 30:34-36)

Law given – humankind sins – barrier raised
– sacrifice offered – relationship restored?
Why the question mark?

Because there was always an understanding
that at its best sacrifice only atoned for sins of
ignorance and not for deliberate sins.

When the magi offered this gift there may
well have been no other significance than
that this was a suitable gift for the birth of a
king. However, there is much to be gained in
using the gift as a picture within which to see
something of the nature of the recipient.

Even our limited experience of life tells us
that such a sacrificial system could never
permanently restore humankind’s relationship
with God, for the simple reason that we
continually fall short. Sacrifice would have to
go on and on for ever, simply because we keep
re-erecting that barrier.

Just as frankincense burns freely, leaving
nothing behind, so Jesus willingly and freely
offered himself as a fragrant offering and
sacrifice. We could extend the analogy further
by saying that frankincense is obtained in the
wounding of a tree by cutting into its bark, and
Jesus was of course wounded, scourged and
hung upon a tree.

What was needed was a perfect priest and
perfect sacrifice. Someone who could offer
to God once and for all a sacrifice that
would allow access to God, restore broken
relationships and atone for the sins of
humanity. Not too much to ask is it?
Enter Jesus into the world!

At the centre of this gift is its use by the priest
to present a fragrant offering in the
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The Perfect Priest

Ticking the Boxes

The writer to the Hebrews had spent a long time
studying the concept of Jesus as the perfect
Priest. It is not an easy book to understand, as
the writer acknowledges, but from his book we
get an idea of what he considers to be the job
description of a priest.

The writer to the Hebrews is concerned to show
that in all aspects Jesus fulfils the requirements
when it comes to suitability for the post. So what
do we know about Jesus?
1) We know that Jesus was acknowledged as God’s
Son at his baptism in the Jordan.

1) Firstly, you don’t just decide to be a priest.
It is a calling, implying that God has chosen
someone and is waiting for them to hear his voice
and respond.

‘As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw
heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending
on him like a dove. And a voice came from
heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I
am well pleased.”’ (Mark 1:11,12)

‘No one takes this honour upon himself; he must
be called by God’ Hebrews 5:4

2) We also know that Jesus was very much flesh
and blood, as the evidence is laid out for us
throughout Scripture. We read of his growing
up, interactions with his parents and siblings,
temptations in the desert, the fellowship and
discussions he enjoyed with friends and disciples,
arguments with the authorities, his grief at
hearing of the death of Lazarus and the pain he
endured before and during his crucifixion. He was
in a very real sense ‘a person’.

2) A priest needs to be ‘of the people’, someone
who has known the ups and downs of life, its joys
and temptations. How else can he feel empathy
with those who come to him, and help those who
are struggling with life?
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‘He is able to deal gently with those who are
ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is
subject to weakness.’ Hebrews 5:2

3) The writer looks at the role of a priest as a link
between humankind and God.

‘For we do not have a high priest who is unable
to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have
one who has been tempted in every way, just as
we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach
the throne of grace with confidence, so that we
may receive mercy and find grace to help us in
our time of need.’ (Hebrews 4:15,16)

‘(He is) selected from among men and is
appointed to represent them in matters related
to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.’
Hebrews 5:1

The normal duties of an ideal priest?
1. Lead Worship Services.
2. Prepare sermons as assigned.
3. Prepare Liturgies and order of worship.
4. Develop and oversee Adult Spiritual Growth.
5. Teach Adult Bible Studies.
6. Serve as a liaison with music groups,
keyboard player, organists and music leaders.
7. Make hospital visits as requested.
8. Make home visits as needed.
9. Be available to conduct funerals.
10. Attend regular staff meetings.
11. Meet with ministry Teams as needed.

12. Maintain regular office hours as agreed.
13. Train and equip leaders for ministry.
14. Available by appointment for pastoral
counselling.
15. Other duties and assignments by mutual
consent.
Question – Has anything been left out (this is not
a trick question!)?
Question – Write your own job description for
the ‘ideal’ priest/vicar/pastor. You can use the
one above as a template, but feel free to think
‘outside the box!’
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Sacrifice Foreshadowed
David Pawson makes an interesting comparison
with the story of Abraham and Isaac. We have
probably all grown up with the image of Isaac
as being a young boy taken by his father up a
mountain and prepared for sacrifice, but Pawson
points out that he was actually around 33 years
old when he made that journey with his father
Abraham. At that age, Isaac could have easily
over-powered his father, and yet he submitted to
his father’s will.
Additionally, as Abraham found a ram caught by
its head in thorns, so Jesus’ head was crowned by
thorns. Lastly, the hill that they climbed, Mount
Moriah was the same hillside upon which Jesus
died.

3) Who better to be the link between God and
humankind, because of who Jesus is?

Interesting, isn’t it?

Jesus can bring us to God, and bring God to us
because in him God entered into our world and
time. To see Jesus is to see what God is like.

Question - Do you see this as a piece of a jigsaw
in the picture of who Jesus would grow up to
be, or merely a coincidence?
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The Perfect Sacrifice

Jesus is the perfect sacrifice because of his sinless
nature. The sacrifice, freely given, never needs to
be made again. The writer to the Hebrews sums
up his thoughts on the subject like this,

»

Did You Know?

Frankincense comes from the resin of a
tree, Boswelia sacra. Cuts are made in the tree
from January to March and August to October
and the sap allowed to flow and dry. The dried
sap is traditionally smouldered over hot coals
to release its vapour.

‘So Christ has now become the High Priest over all
the good things that have come. He has entered
that greater, more perfect Tabernacle in heaven,
which was not made by human hands and is not
part of this created world. With his own blood—
not the blood of goats and calves—he entered the
Most Holy Place once for all time and secured our
redemption forever.

»

It is used in deodorants, toothpaste and
even flavourings for drinks.

»

Frankincense has traditionally been
burned as part of worship, lending a fragrant
perfume to the atmosphere.

‘Under the old system, the blood of goats and
bulls and the ashes of a young cow could cleanse
people’s bodies from ceremonial impurity. Just
think how much more the blood of Christ will
purify our consciences from sinful deeds so that
we can worship the living God.

»

The smoke from burning frankincense
acts as an insect repellent, effective in areas
where malaria is prevalent.
Question 1 – For whose benefit is
frankincense burned within worship?

‘For by the power of the eternal Spirit, Christ
offered himself to God as a perfect sacrifice for
our sins. That is why he is the one who mediates
a new covenant between God and people, so
that all who are called can receive the eternal
inheritance God has promised them. For Christ
died to set them free from the penalty of the sins
they had committed under that first covenant.’
(Hebrews 9:12-15 NLT)

Question 2 - How does fragrance within a
service help or hinder worship?
Question 3 – How important is it that we
have a connection with the past in our
worship, be it liturgy or the burning incense?
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Questions for Discussion

1
2
3

When you pray, do you have a picture in your mind of Jesus as Priest?
Is that a helpful image or not, when we are so remote from the sacrificial worship that
was at the heart of the temple?

Basic Christian doctrine asserts that Jesus was fully human and fully divine. How crucial
to your faith is Jesus being ‘of the people’, the phrase that the writer to the Hebrews
uses to describe the qualities of a priest?

If the sweet smelling frankincense resin comes as the result of the tree’s woundedness
and pain, what does this suggest for Christian worship and life?
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