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   CHAPTER 4     

Everyone Is a Priest 
 

 

Two-Track System  
If an ancient Israelite priest were to take the stage at one of our churches today, it would 

be a shocking sight. The linen tunic, the colorful ephod (outer robe), the breastplate 

containing the twelve precious stones, the turban with a gold plate on the forehead, the 

Urim and Thummim stones used to determine God’s will. It would be an intimidating and 

impressive display of ritualistic attire. But a priest’s special clothing was just the tip of the 

iceberg.  

 There was a vast array of ceremonies and regulations and special orders associated 

with the Jewish priesthood. All priests were sons of Aaron from the tribe of Levi. They 

were the only ones who could serve in the sanctuary making sacrifices, keeping the lamps 

lit, and presenting offerings. They served behind the veil in an area of the holy place 

where only they had access. The whole religious life of Israel was built on a two-track 

system. There were the priests, and then there was everyone else. The holy people and 

the ordinary people. If you were a priest, there were special places only you could go, 

special prayers only you could pray, special clothes only you could wear.  

 The Tabernacle, the place of worship, also mirrored this two-track system. A curtain 

hung between the Holy Place and the outer parts of the temple providing a physical 

barrier that highlighted the two-track system. There were multiple divisions among the 

priesthood, the tabernacle, and later, the temple. In Leviticus 10:10, we find out the 
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purpose of this whole system. God says it’s “So that you can distinguish between the holy 

and the common, between the unclean and the clean.”  

 The two-track system served as an object lesson to remind the people that God is 

holy—that he’s set apart and that the people’s sin has separated them from his presence. 

A holy mediator was needed to reconcile God and his people.   

 

Everyday Priests 
When Jesus came, he became the ultimate holy mediator. He didn’t do away with the 

priesthood—he actually gave it to everybody. He didn’t shut it down, he expanded it out. 

He turned the two-track system into a one-track system. One of the main symbols of this 

change in the system happened at the moment of the crucifixion. The Bible tells us that 

the moment Jesus gave up his last breath, the curtain in the temple that divided the Holy 

of Holies (where only the high priest could enter once a year) from the rest of the temple 

and the outer courts (where everyone else could enter) was torn in two (Matthew 27:51; 

Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45). The tearing of the curtain is very significant in how we approach 

God and approach ministry.  

 The curtain was a visible physical barrier indicating that access to God was prohibited 

because of his holiness. And his holiness remains unchanged. But what changed is our 

access to him, which is no longer through any priestly mediator other than Jesus. The 

author of Hebrews expounds on this very clearly: “we have confidence to enter the holy 

places” (Hebrews 10:19), and this is accomplished by the blood of Jesus. This is the “new 

and living way” (Hebrews 10:20) by which believers have access to the presence of God. 

This, coupled with the priesthood of Christ (Hebrews 10:21), forms the basis of the 

author’s exhortation to believers: draw near to God (Hebrews 10:22), hold unwaveringly 

to our confession of faith (Hebrews 10:23), stir one another up to love and good works 

(Hebrews 10:24), and continually meet together to encourage one another in the faith 

(Hebrews 10:25). 

 But the tearing of the curtain not only signifies the fact that ordinary people can now 

enter into the holy place and access the very presence of God, but it also indicates that 
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holiness can now invade the ordinary! The functions that had previously only been 

reserved for priests could now be multiplied in the lives of all true believers. Peter’s first 

epistle describes it this way: 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 
own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called 
you out of darkness into his marvelous light. (1 Peter 2:9, italics added) 

Do you understand what Peter is saying here? Because of what Jesus did on the cross, 

now everyone is a priest. But just like in the old days, being a priest comes with 

responsibilities. First and foremost, priests must be devoted to service of God. But more 

than that, priests take on the function of making sacrifices to God. Only in our case, these 

sacrifices are no longer animals and crops, but they come in the form of our bodies 

(Romans 12:1), our praise (Hebrews 3:15), our acts of service (Hebrews 13:16), and our 

prayers (Revelation 8:3–4).  

 The clear dividing line between clergy and laity has been erased. We are all ministers. 

Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:18,  

All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave 
us the ministry of reconciliation. (Italics added.) 

 Who is “us”? It’s all of us! Every Christian has been entrusted with the ministry of 

reconciliation. Not just pastors, not just missionaries, not just church staff, but all of us! I 

wonder how many people in our modern churches understand their role as priests of the 

new covenant. I wonder how many churches would take on a whole new identity if they 

began to embody the priesthood of all believers. 

 

Martin Luther's Take 
 The idea of the priesthood of believers is as old as the Bible itself but experienced a 

renaissance during the Protestant Reformation. The words in 1 Peter 2:9 provided an 

important insight for the reformer Martin Luther. It is well known that Luther was 

primarily motivated by his desire to combat the corruption within church’s formal 
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priesthood, the selling of indulgences, and other misuses of the church’s power. But, as 

a by-product, a recommitment to the priesthood of all believers became one of the 

lasting course-corrections of the Protestant Reformation.  

 While Luther didn’t use the exact phrase “priesthood of all believers,” he pushed back 

against the medieval version of the two-track system. Christians shouldn’t be divided 

into two classes, “spiritual” and “secular.” Luther advanced the doctrine that all baptized 

Christians are priests in the sight of God regardless of their occupation. He said,  

That the pope or bishop anoints, makes tonsures, ordains, consecrates, or 
dresses differently from the laity, may make a hypocrite or an idolatrous oil-
painted icon, but it in no way makes a Christian or spiritual human being. In 
fact, we are all consecrated priests through baptism . . . i 

 Luther never went so far as to suggest that there is not a role for formal clergy. But 

his perspective was that a designated member of the clergy is simply a person who is 

identified and elected by his fellow “priests” to fulfill the roles of the office: 

. . . none of us is born an apostle, preacher, teacher, pastor; but there all of 
us are born solely priests. Then we take some from among these born 
priest and call and elect them to these offices that they may discharge the 
duties of the office in the name of all of us.ii 

 Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses accomplished the Medieval equivalent of “going viral” 

thanks to the newly invented printing press. One year later, Pope Leo X ruled that 

Luther’s teachings were “scandalous and offensive to pious ears.” He gave Luther 120 

days to recant. Luther didn’t do it. Even if he had recanted, the damage was already 

done. New ideas were spreading, and the growth and revival of Christianity was being 

carried along by nonordained, ordinary people. These were the high-capacity volunteers 

of the Middle Ages. 

 Luther’s emphasis on the priesthood of all believers—along with other movements, 

reforms, and counter-reforms at that time—had an historic ripple effect of lay 

empowerment. New Bible translations, church-planting movements, and revivals were 

all being led by nonclergy. Think about the number of Christian hospitals, orphanages, 
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schools of higher education, support groups, and missionary societies that were started 

by volunteers. Religious orders (nuns and monks who were not clergy) started social 

justice organizations that changed entire communities. The renewed emphasis on the 

priesthood of all believers changed the trajectory of Christ’s work in the earth.  

 

Finding Our Way Back  
Yet, regrettably throughout history, the church has often drifted back into the two-track 

system. Many people have been conditioned to think that it’s primarily the pastor’s job 

to teach the Bible, visit the sick, counsel the broken, serve the poor, and evangelize the 

lost. However, a clergy-centric system will always end in disappointment because it’s not 

God’s plan for the New Testament church. Everyone is a priest. And because they are, if 

you are a pastor or leader in a local church, you must make it your number-one priority 

to multiply the priesthood within your congregation. Think about the momentum and 

revival that flowed out of the Protestant Reformation and other movements that 

followed. Maybe God will do it again through the unleashing of a whole new wave of 

mobilized Christians into important ministry endeavors.  

 It will be very difficult because most churchgoers gladly allow the pastor to do all the 

ministry. I have had people tell me, “That’s what we pay you for” and, “This is your job, I 

have a real job.” And many pastors have complied with the two-track system. They think, 

“I feel guilty asking volunteers to do something that they’ve clearly hired me to do.” But 

we must push past these barriers and get back to God’s vision for his church. Everyone is 

a priest.  

 Everyone deserves to experience the thrill of being used as an instrument in the hand 

of God. Many people don’t necessarily find deep joy and spiritual meaning in their nine-

to-five jobs. Many are simply putting food on the table without a sense of eternal 

satisfaction in their day-to-day work. But pastors and church leaders have been given the 

indescribable privilege of inviting people into the thrill of knowing that God himself has 

used them to touch a human life. 
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 We can’t apologize for inviting people into ministry in the church. They’re our fellow 

priests, saved, sanctified, and commissioned to do the same ministry work we do. Pastor, 

if you try to do all the ministry yourself, you will rob people in your congregation of their 

eternal privileges as priests, and in the process, you will stifle the growth of your church.  
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