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The Universal Priesthood of the Believer
(Revelation 1:6; 1 Peter 2:5,9)

Definition.


1.  A priest is a member of the human race who represents some portion of the human race before God.  He was always a male until this dispensation, never an angel or female.


2.  A priest must partake of the nature of the persons for whom he acts or represents.  Heb 7:4-5, 14, 28, 10:5, 10-14 all state that a priest must be a member of the human race.  Heb 5:1-6, "For every high priest taken from among men is appointed on behalf of men in things pertaining to God, in order to offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins; he is able to moderate his feelings with regard to the ignorant and misguided, since he himself also is subject to weakness, and because of it he is obligated to offer sacrifices for sins as a substitute for the people, and so also for himself.  And no one takes the honor for himself, but receives it when he is appointed by God, even as Aaron was.  So also Christ did not glorify Himself to become a high priest, but He who said to Him, [Ps 2:7 `You are My Son, today I have begotten You'; just as He also says in another Scripture [Ps 110:4], `You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.'"


3.  There were three categories of priesthood in the Old Testament and one category in the New Testament.  All four priesthoods are mentioned in the book of Hebrews.

a.  The patriarchal or family priesthood in which the patriarch of the family functioned as the priest for the family.  This operated from Adam to Moses.

b.  The Old Testament king-priest is represented by Melchizedek.

c.  The Levitical priesthood of Israel.  The concept of their ministry in spiritual things is found in Num 16:5.  "Tomorrow the Lord will show you who is His priest and who is holy, and will bring him near to Himself..."  Aaron was chosen along with the tribe of Levi.

d.  The one priesthood of the New Testament is the universal priesthood of all believers after the pattern of Melchizedek.  Jesus Christ is the high priest of the royal priesthood.

Some one has truly said that no believer can “walk worthy of the vocation wherewith he is called” (Eph 4:1) if he does not comprehend and practice his function as a priest of the new covenant. Unhappily, this is a part of the Christian calling that is little understood by the average believer. It is a sad commentary on the intelligence and spiritual acumen of believers that they should be so slow to perceive truths that are so clearly stated in Bible. Man clings childishly to the carnal and temporal, and is indifferent to the eternal and spiritual. He holds tightly to the shadow and lets the substance go. The type means more to him than the antetype; the prophecy bulks larger in his mind than the fulfillment. And, perhaps, this is nowhere so apparent as in the matter of the priesthood of the believer.  

Priesthood is a function that has been in operation since the beginning of the human race. In Old Testament times there were three orders of men that were especially set apart by anointing with holy oil, for a particular vocation; these were the kingly, the prophetical and the priestly orders. 

· A king, in Old Testament times, was one who was to rule men for God. 

· A prophet was one who spoke for God to men. 

· And a priest was one who spoke for men to God. The priestly office came first in time, as it did also in respect to man’s need. 

When our first parents sinned and fell from the high estate into which they had been created, God Himself exercised the office of a priest when He slew animals and provided a covering for His unfortunate creatures (Gen 3:21). He was, in type, propitiating the Divine government on behalf of the sinful state of mankind (Rom 3:25). Abel was doing priestly service “when he offered a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts” (Heb 11:4). In the patriarchal period the head of the family was the priest. He would build an altar, offer a sacrifice and call on God for help. We read that as Abraham journeyed from place to place, he built an altar unto the Lord and called on the name of the Lord (Gen 12:7, 8).  

The priesthood of the believer is in keeping with his heavenly calling, birth, citizenship, association, service and rewards (John 3:3; Phil 3:20; Eph 1:3). It is essentially spiritual. Its sanctuary and sacrifices are in the same category. Peter says: “Ye also, as living stones are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 2:5). T 

The priesthood of the believer is called a royal priesthood by Peter, and John says: “He hath made us kings and priests unto God” (Rev 1:6), a better translation is that “He hath made us a kingdom of priests.” Kingdom is the collective description; priest is the individual designation. The whole company of priests form a kingdom, with royal place, authority and rule (Rev 5:10). They are a holy priesthood because they have been called out and set apart for a holy service; and they are made holy by the one offering of our Lord Jesus Christ, He hath perfected forever them that are sanctified (Heb 10:14).

Priesthood is an office, not a gift. In the enumeration of gifts, priesthood is not mentioned (1 Cor 12:1–31; Eph 4:1–16).  Priesthood, is to provide men with a representative before God. “Every high priest taken from among men is ordained for men in things pertaining to God.” “For Christ is not entered into the holy place made with hands; but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us” (Heb 5:1; 9:24). The church is not called out by priestly service, but by prophetic ministry. The ministry of the priest will appear later.

Priesthood is for all believers. It is a birth relationship like the Aaronic priesthood. This cannot be said of any particular gift. For, while all have gifts, not all have the same gifts. “Are all apostles? are all prophets? are all teachers? (1 Cor 12:4, 29). But all are priests with the right of exercising priestly functions. The New Testament denies the right of men to elect some of their fellows to a priestly class, with special privileges of access to God. We are a kingdom of priests with Christ our Great High Priest. We are a spiritual house, or family, an holy priesthood. This is true of the most humble believer as it is of the most instructed child of God.

The priesthood of the believer is individual and personal. The church, as a corporate body is not said to be an holy priesthood. It is true that every believer is a living stone in the holy temple, and a priest; but he is a priest because he is a Christian, a believer in Jesus Christ.

The chief privilege of the priest is that of access to God. Under the law only the priests could go into the holy place of the temple where incense was offered. The high priest alone could enter into the holiest of all, and that but once a year.  So Christ has entered, by His own blood, into heaven itself, having obtained eternal redemption for us (Heb 9:12). When we exercise our priestly functions we join Him there in spirit (Heb 9:24; 4:14, 16; 10:19–22).  The Priesthood has four primary functions, and two secondary functions

1.  Separation, v.13, Your Body.

2.  Praise, v.15. and Prayer

3.  Production from momentum, v.16, a sacrifice of good works or doing good.  

4.  Of his property

      5.  Enforced and genuine humility, v.17.


6.  Developing spiritual self-esteem, v.18-19.

The first of these functions, which is the foundation for others to follow, is that of the sacrifice of our body mentioned in Romans 12:1.  The Sacrifices of the Priesthood, Heb 13:13-19 for life or for death, as the Lord pleases. On the seal of the China Inland Mission there is engraved the figures of an ox, a plough and an altar. Under them are the words: “Either or both.” Sacrifice or service. Paul exhorts us: “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service” (Rom 12:1). This offering of ourselves is an acceptable offering to God because of Christ. We are accepted in the Beloved (Eph 1:6). Christ, too, gave himself for us an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet smelling savor (Eph 5:2). It is a reasonable service in view of the abounding mercies of God to us; we can do no less to Him. Again it is a living, rational, intelligent, voluntary sacrifice in contrast to dumb animals, or to dead matter. If our gifts of things are acceptable to God, how much more ourselves who are made in the image of God, must be. “My Son,” He says, “give me thy heart.” This offering that we present to God will bring untold blessing to ourselves. We shall be transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we shall prove, or experience, what is the good, and acceptable and perfect will of God. A spiritual metamorphosis will take place in us that will change the current and texture of our lives (2 Cor 3:18). We present, or dedicate ourselves to Him, and He consecrates us by His indwelling Spirit.”

The second offering of the New Testament priest is the sacrifice of praise.  The priesthood demands the function of prayer and intercession.  . “By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his name” (Heb 13:15). Two things are to be noted: what this sacrifice is, and how it is to be offered. It is the fruit of our lips that make mention of His name. It is our lips that give audible expression of what we feel in our hearts. Praise was always a part of priestly service. Some of the offerings were designed to be an expression of thankfulness and praise. In the temple the Levites had trained singers and musicians to assist in their services. Praise is not only beneficial to the one who offers it; it is a testimony to all who hear. “He that offereth praise glorifies God.” “Let the redeemed of the Lord say so.” This offering of praise is to be continual. Like the burnt offering that was offered under the law, morning and evening (Exodus 29:28–42). This offering did not speak about sin, but of devotedness to God. It was a thank offering, freely given.  The New Testament priest is also an intercessor. His access to the throne of grace gives him the privilege of pleading for others as well as for himself (Heb 4:16; 7:25; 1 Tim 2:1). Circumstances may arise and prohibit us from exercising the ministry of a gift, such as preaching, or teaching; but the priestly service of intercession can go on. Paul was confined to prison in Rome, but he prayed continually for his fellow workers and converts. Our Lord Jesus Christ is exercising this priestly ministry of intercession for us now at the right hand of God (Heb 7:25).

A third sacrifice is that indicated in Hebrews 13:16, namely, a sacrifice of good works or doing good. This is an all-inclusive sacrifice and comprehends all the service rendered to God in the path of His divine will. The whole Christian life in a sense is a sacrifice of good works. In a similar way the Levites performed their function in the Old Testament as they assisted the priests. Though not specifically offering sacrifice and doing priestly works, nevertheless, they offered in a sense a sacrifice of good works to God. Likewise the present work of a believer priest, though not always engaged specifically in intercession or sacrifices of a priestly character, is nevertheless that of offering a sacrifice to God whenever he is accomplishing God’s will in his life. Such a point of view adds dignity to even the humble tasks which are insignificant in their character and, though in some particulars may not seem to resemble a priestly ministry, nevertheless contemplates the Christian life as one fundamentally fulfilling the will of God rather than self-satisfaction.

The fourth offering that the New Testament priest could make was his property, such as he possesses. This sacrifice has in view the fact that all earthly goods are a solemn trust which should be used to the glory of God. The New Testament saint, while not obligated to keep the details of the Mosaic law in which God required Israelites to give a specific portion of their wordly goods, should nevertheless according to the Bible offer his sacrifice of substance 

(1) systematically, 
(2) regularly (1 Cor 16:2), 
(3) proportionately (1 Cor 16:2, 

(4) sacrificially (2 Cor 8:2), 
(5) liberally (2 Cor 9:6, 13), 

(6) cheerfully (2 Cor 9:7), 

(7) trusting God to supply his own needs (2 Cor 9:8). 

 “But to do good and to communicate forget not: for with such sacrifices God is well pleased” (Heb 13:16). This form of priestly service has an ever widening ministry, as we are blessed by God (2 Cor 8:9). It begins first, logically and morally, with one’s own dependents. The Word of God speaks in no uncertain terms: “But if any provide not for his own, and especially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel” (1 Tim 5:8). It may not be strictly priestly service to provide for our own, but we cannot render any acceptable service if we neglect to provide for those to whom we are obligated naturally.

The second group to whom we can minister and who have a claim upon our interests are the needy saints. And given to them is an evidence that the love of God dwells in our hearts (1 John 3:16, 17); and it is a means whereby Christians are bound together in mutual bonds of love (2 Cor 9:12–13).  This service is to be extended to those who minister in the Word. Since they render unto us spiritual things, it is but right that we should reciprocate with temporal things. “Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto him that teacheth in all good things” (Gal 6:6). The cause of Christ is thereby prospered by this service which leaves men free to give their whole time to Gospel ministry (3 John 5–8).

This priestly service in the use of our means is to be toward all men as we have opportunity, and are able (Heb 13:2; Gal 6:10). The Father Himself has given us an example of spontaneous liberality for “he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sendeth rain on the just and unjust” (Matt 5:45). All humanitarian efforts thus come under the head of priestly sacrifice, rather than of Christian service. Christian service is the ministry of a special gift given to us as individuals (1 Cor 12:4–11).

Finally, it is pertinent to say a word about the exercise of priesthood. These are the fifth and six functions of our priesthood.  In Hebrews 13:17-19, we are told about these two aspects of our priesthood: “17 Obey them that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give account, that they may do it with joy, and not with grief: for that is unprofitable for you.  18 Pray for us: for we trust we have a good conscience, in all things willing to live honestly.  19 But I beseech you the rather to do this, that I may be restored to you the sooner.”

While all the sons of Aaron were priests, there were conditions imposed upon the exercise of the office. He must be free from physical defects; he must reach a certain age; he must conform to certain social family restrictions. Then he must be formally inducted into his office. He was washed, clothed, anointed and presented with the offerings (Exod 29:1–24). Everything was furnished for him. This is done for every believer (Eph 1:3). But if he became defiled, through any cause, he must not minister until he is cleansed from his defilement (Lev 22:1–9). This is equally true of the New Testament priest (John 13:4–10; 1 John 1:9). Sin will vitiate our service. We must approach the throne of grace in the full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water (Heb 10:22).
As priests, we must remember that our place of priestly service is in the most holy place, where Christ is. We must come therefore into His presence by the way of the brazen alter and laver. The priests had to resort to the laver again and again as they went in to burn the incense or minister in the holy place. So must we resort to the cleansing ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ as we enter into the holy place (John 15:4–10). Conformity to the priestly law was a matter of life and death with the Aaronle priests; it is a matter of spiritual growth or atrophy with us. In the ministry of the Word, God will tolerate defilements in His servants, that He will not in their priestly service. In witnessing, we have to do with men; but as priests we approach an infinitely holy God. Let us therefor fear, since this ministry is open to us all, lest any one of us come short because of sin.

