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The Breastplate Of The High
Priest

Introduction: The
Sacred Garment of
Divine Guidance

Few artifacts from the ancient world
carry the weight of mystery, spiritual
meaning, and intricate craftsmanship
as the Breastplate of the High
Priest. Known in Hebrew as the
Choshen Mishpat (the Breastplate of
Judgment), this remarkable garment
was more than a piece of ceremonial
clothing. It was a tangible connection
between the people of Israel and
their God, a tool for divine
communication, and a symbol of unity
for the twelve tribes. Described in
meticulous detail in the Book of
Exodus, the breastplate remains a
subject of fascination for theologians,
historians, and spiritual seekers
alike. This article explores the
history, design, symbolism, and
enduring legacy of the High Priest's
breastplate, revealing why this
ancient artifact continues to inspire
awe and study thousands of years
later.

The Biblical Origin of
the Breastplate

The primary source for
understanding the Breastplate of
the High Priest is the Bible,
specifically the Book of Exodus,

chapters 28 and 39. According to the
biblical narrative, God gave Moses
detailed instructions on Mount Sinai
for the construction of the
Tabernacle and the garments of the
priesthood. The breastplate was to be
worn by Aaron, the first High Priest,
and his successors whenever they
ministered before the Lord in the
Holy Place.

Exodus 28: The Divine
Blueprint

Exodus 28:15-30 provides the
foundational description. The
breastplate was to be made of the
same skilled work as the ephod—the
priestly apron-like garment—using
gold, blue, purple, and scarlet yarn,
and fine twisted linen. It was to be
square, folded double, and span a
handbreadth (approximately 9 inches
or 23 centimeters) on each side. This
square shape 1is significant,
symbolizing perfection,
completeness, and the earthly realm
(as a square represents the four
corners of the earth). The High
Priest's breastplate was thus
designed to be both a physical and
spiritual compass.

The Materials and
Craftsmanship

The instructions emphasized the use
of the finest materials. Gold threads
were woven into the fabric, signifying
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divinity and kingship. The blue,
purple, and scarlet colors
represented heaven, royalty, and
sacrifice, respectively. The linen base
symbolized purity. The breastplate
was not merely a pouch but a
complex woven masterpiece,
attached to the ephod by gold chains
and rings made of pure gold. This
attachment ensured that the
breastplate remained securely in
place over the High Priest's heart as
he entered the sacred space. The
craftsmanship itself was considered
an act of worship, requiring divinely
inspired skill.

The Twelve Stones: A
Symphony of Meaning

Perhaps the most visually striking
feature of the Breastplate of the
High Priest was the twelve precious
stones set in gold filigree, arranged
in four rows of three stones each.
Each stone was engraved with the
name of one of the twelve tribes of
Israel, like a seal. This arrangement
created a perpetual memorial before
God. The stones were not arbitrary;
each was chosen for its beauty,
durability, and symbolism.

The Order and Identification
of the Stones

The exact identification of the stones
has been a subject of debate among
scholars for centuries due to the
limitations of ancient translation.
However, the traditional list, based
on the Septuagint (the Greek
translation of the Old Testament) and
Jewish tradition, includes:

e First Row: Sardius (or Ruby),
Topaz, and Carbuncle (or

Emerald). These represented
the tribes of Reuben, Simeon,
and Levi.

e Second Row: Turquoise,
Sapphire, and Diamond (or
Onyx). These represented
Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun.

e Third Row: Jacinth (or Ligure),
Agate, and Amethyst. These
represented Dan, Naphtali, and
Gad.

e Fourth Row: Beryl, Onyx, and
Jasper. These represented
Asher, Joseph, and Benjamin.

Each stone was unique in color and
properties. For instance, the ruby
(sardius) was a deep red, the
sapphire a celestial blue, and the
amethyst a royal purple. The High
Priest's breastplate thus displayed
a dazzling array of color, light, and
spiritual heritage. The engraving of
the tribe names on these hard stones
was a testament to the lapidary skills
of the ancient Israelites.

Symbolism of the Stones

The twelve stones on the
Breastplate of the High Priest
carried profound symbolic weight.
First, they represented the unity of
the twelve tribes under the covenant.
No tribe was missing; each had a
place of honor directly over the High
Priest's heart. Second, the stones
were often associated with the twelve
months of the year and the twelve
signs of the zodiac in later Jewish
mysticism, connecting the priesthood
to the cosmic order. Third, the
different colors and properties of the
gems were seen as reflecting the
diverse gifts and characteristics of
the tribes themselves. Together, they
formed a composite image of the
entire nation, carried into God's
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The Urim and
Thummim:

Instruments of Divine
Will

No discussion of the Breastplate of
the High Priest is complete without
examining the Urim and Thummim.
These mysterious objects were
placed inside the breastplate, in the
pouch created by folding the square
fabric. Their precise nature is
unknown, but their function was
clear: they were instruments used to
discern God's will in matters of
national and judicial importance.

What Were the Urim and
Thummim?

The Hebrew words "Urim" and
"Thummim" are often translated as
"Lights" and "Perfections" or
"Revelations" and "Truths." They
were likely small, flat stones or lots,
possibly made of precious material,
that could be cast or drawn to
receive a yes-or-no answer from God.
The High Priest would consult the
Urim and Thummim when seeking
guidance on critical decisions, such
as whether to go to battle or to
determine a guilty party. This process
was known as "inquiring of the Lord."
The High Priest's breastplate was
thus the housing for this divine
oracle, making it the most potent
instrument of revelation in ancient
Israel.

How Were They Used?

The biblical record suggests that the
Urim and Thummim could provide a

Samuel 14, Saul seeks guidance
through the priest, but the Urim and
Thummim remain silent, indicating a
problem. The exact method is not
detailed, but it likely involved a
process where the stones would
glow, or one would be drawn to
indicate "yes" or "no." The fact that
the Urim and Thummim were placed
in the breastplate, over the heart,
underscores the idea that divine
guidance is intimately connected with
love, justice, and the covenant
community. The breastplate was not
just a display of beauty; it was the
seat of divine judgment.

The Spiritual and
Theological
Significance

The Breastplate of the High Priest
is rich with theological meaning that
extends far beyond its physical
description. It serves as a powerful
symbol of mediation, intercession,
and the burden of leadership.

Bearing the People Before
God

The most poignant symbolism is that
the High Priest bore the names of the
twelve tribes over his heart. This was
not a mere decoration; it was a
constant, tangible reminder that he
carried the entire nation into the
presence of God. When he entered
the Holy Place, he did so not as a
private individual but as the
representative of all Israel. The High
Priest's breastplate signified that
the people were always on his mind
and heart. This act foreshadows the
Christian concept of Christ as the

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Hodges & Villegas

Books are a uniquely

portable magic. ¢ Page 3



ultimate High Priest who intercedes
for humanity before God, bearing the
names of believers on His heart.

Justice and Judgment

The other name for the breastplate,
the Choshen Mishpat (Breastplate of
Judgment), highlights its role in
dispensing divine justice. The stones,
often associated with light and fire,
and the Urim and Thummim, were
used to reveal truth and administer
fairness. The breastplate was a
reminder that all true judgment flows
from God and that the leader must
seek divine wisdom in decision-
making. This principle remains
relevant today in discussions of
ethical leadership and the pursuit of
justice.

A Reflection of Heavenly
Realities

The construction of the Tabernacle
and its furnishings, including the
Breastplate of the High Priest,
was based on a heavenly pattern
shown to Moses on the mountain
(Exodus 25:40). This suggests that
the earthly breastplate was a copy or
shadow of a greater, spiritual reality.
It points to the idea that the physical
world, at its best, reflects a deeper,
divine order. The beauty, order, and
symbolism of the breastplate were
designed to elevate the human mind
and heart toward contemplation of
the divine.

Interpretations and
Legacy Through the
Ages

The Breastplate of the High Priest

has transcended its original historical
and religious context to become a
powerful cultural and spiritual
symbol.

In Jewish Tradition

In Judaism, the breastplate remains a
potent symbol of the priestly heritage
and the unity of the Jewish people. It
is often depicted in art and
synagogues. The stones are
sometimes associated with the
foundation stones of the New
Jerusalem in the Book of Revelation,
creating a link between the
Tabernacle and the ultimate dwelling
of God with humanity. Jewish
mysticism (Kabbalah) explored the
deeper correspondences between the
stones, the colors, and the divine
emanations (Sefirot).

In Christian Interpretation

Christian tradition has long seen the
High Priest's breastplate as a type
or foreshadowing of Jesus Christ. Just
as the High Priest bore the twelve
tribes over his heart, Christ bears the
Church, the new Israel, before the
Father. The Urim and Thummim are
seen as symbolizing the perfect
revelation of God in Christ, who is the
Light and the Truth. The breastplate
is also associated with the "whole
armor of God" described in Ephesians
6, where the "breastplate of
righteousness" is a piece of spiritual
armor for believers.

In Art and Literature

The breastplate has inspired
countless works of art, literature, and
even jewelry. Its intricate design and
mystical associations have captured
the imagination. References to the
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appear in Masomc symbohsm occult
traditions, and contemporary
spiritual literature, often as a symbol
of wisdom, justice, and divine
communication. The stones
themselves have been subjects of
geological and historical study, with
efforts to identify the original gems
based on biblical descriptions and
ancient sources.

Modern Relevance:
Lessons from the
Breastplate

While we no longer have a
functioning Tabernacle or a High
Priest wearing the breastplate, the
principles embodied in this sacred
garment remain profoundly relevant.

The Principle of
Representation
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represent a community before God
underscores the importance of
intercessory leadership. Leaders in
any field—religious, political, or
social—carry a weight of
responsibility for those they serve.
The Breastplate of the High Priest
reminds us that true leadership
involves bearing others on our heart,
with love and commitment.

The Pursuit of Divine
Guidance

The Urim and Thummim represent
humanity's deep desire to know God's
will. In a world of uncertainty and
complexity, the breastplate speaks to
the need for seeking wisdom beyond
our own understanding. It
encourages prayer, reflection, and
the use of ethical tools to make just
decisions. The High Priest's
breastplate challenges us to
prioritize seeking truth and light in
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