drulogion: The Priesthood of Each Believer vs. The Priesthood of All Believers

SEARCH BLOG

02/23/2007 03:38 PM

FLAG BLOG Next Blog» johnldrury@gmail.com | New Post | Customize | Sign Out

drulogion
thursday theological thoughts

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 08, 2006

About Me

The Priesthood of Each Believer vs. The Priesthood
of All Believers
I have repeatedly heard people appeal to Luther's "Priesthood of All
Believers" as a justification for do-it-yourself spirituality. "I am my
own priest; I don't need organized religion to have access to God." In
the wake of such appeals, many have come to blame the
Reformation for the insidious individualism of American religion.
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But what did Luther really mean when he declared the "Priesthood of
All Believers"? Can "churchless Christianity" be the outworking of the
Reformation? Are Luther and Barna just peas in a pod?
This confused protestant legacy can be traced to (among other
things) a fundamental misunderstanding in the meaning of the
Priesthood of All Believers. In order to expose the counterfeit, let's
make sure we have grasped the original:
The Priesthood of All Believers begins with an attack on a roped-off
priestly class who alone can procure access to Christ and his saving
benefits. The crucial appeal is to the Priesthood of Christ. Christ
alone is our priest who offers access to God's grace. Only on the
basis of his sole priesthood is our priesthood established. We too are
priests, because everything Christ has is ours through the blessed
exchange of justifying faith. Thus we are priests as Christ was priest.
So far so good. But here is where the mistake emerges. It is so easy
to slip into thinking that we have access to God as Christ had access
to God. The priesthood of Christ ends with our priesthood for
ourselves. Hence you have the erroneous notion of the Priesthood of
Each Believer: every Christian his or her own priest.
But the principle is not that we procure access to God for ourselves
through Christ, but rather that we are priests for one another as
Christ is for us. This is the logic of the "as": as Christ was a priest for
others, so I am a priest for others. On the basis of the priesthood of
Christ, all those who believe in him become priests for their family,
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Christ, all those who believe in him become priests for their family,
friends, neighbors, and enemies. As Christ suffers for others, so we
suffer for others. As Christ offers forgiveness, so we offer forgiveness
to others. As Christ is our access point to God, so we become others'
access point to Christ.
So the Priesthood of All Believers does not imply do-it-yourself
Christianity. Rather, we are empowered by Christ's priesthood to be
priests for one another. Thus the Church is the community of priests,
continually offering Christ to one another. And the Priesthood of All
Believers is an unmistakably communal activity.
Any thoughts?
Does this rendering of the Priesthood of All Believers ring true to
you?
Are there ways of avoiding the mistaken version, or is it inevitable?
How else might one think about the Priesthood of All Believers?
Is there some other way to defend Churchless Christianity other than
on the basis of the Priesthood of All Believers?
Labels: Christian Life
posted by JohnLDrury @ 4:17 PM
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5 Comments:
At 8:01 PM, March 08, 2006, Jake said...
John,
I find it fascinating that you have heard folks vying for a pluralistic
spirituality using Luther's corrective to the Catholic priestly
monopoly. In my tradition, we make frequent reference to the
priesthood of all believers, but in a far different way. When the
church hitched its wagon to the corporate model, we entered into a
new kind of priesthood whereby ministers were not priests but
servants of the corporation. The congregants became overlydemanding shareholders and demanded a higher return on their
dividends from their 'corporate officers.' The priesthood of all
believers, now coupled with a missional thrust, within the Baptist
tradition is a corrective to lay-apathy and lethargy. We are making
our congregants aware of the duties encumbant upon every believer
to be Christ's ambassadors to the world they indwell. So Luther's
notion of the priesthood of all believers is both a guard against
rampant individualism and congregational hand-sitting. I find that
interesting. Peace.

At 7:43 AM, March 09, 2006, jul said...
I think you have clearly laid out a more proper understanding of the
concept. It's interesting to note that the word 'preisthood' itself
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concept. It's interesting to note that the word 'preisthood' itself
indicates a corporate sense, not an individualistic sense. And
Hebrews is all about Christ being our high priest. Traditionally, the
priests were a very large group of people, a whole tribe. The whole
purpose of a priest was to serve God by serving God's people. A
priest is a mediator, and you can't mediate for yourself. As believers,
we all have the ministry of reconciliation, and have authority to
mediate or be a channel of God's Spirit and grace to any person on
earth. This is the essence of true fellowship--2 or more believers
together imparting the Spirit to one another in various ways (prayer,
encouragement, sharing revelations from Scripture...) Meeting
together is commanded in Scripture, and it doesn't make sense when
people try to make a case against it. How can the hand or eye or leg
live separate from the rest of the body? The church is God's plan for
ushering in his kingdom, and any true believer should want to be a
part of that. It isn't wise or safe to distance yourself from the body
of Christ.
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At 11:42 AM, March 09, 2006, Ken Schenck said...
I completely agree with you from a New Testament perspective that
none of the priesthood language in the New Testament was focused
on us as individual priests. We also have varied NT imagery. In
Hebrews Christ is the priest and high priest, although we offer
sacrifices of praise (13:15) to God and sacrifices by doing good to
others (13:16). In 1 Peter the holy priesthood seems focused on our
corporate relationship to God, declaring His praises (2:9) and
offering spiritual sacrifices through Christ (2:5; atonement related
comment?). Then we offer our bodies as living sacrifices to
God(Rom. 12:1), letting the flesh die so that our spirits can live to
God (e.g., Rom. 8:10).
This has been a Schenck imposition on your blog...

At 12:58 PM, March 09, 2006, wzph said...
Amen. Last night was the last lecture in modern church history class
at Fuller. This was a (minor) theme throughout. I think it's helpful. I
have a hard time with pastors who want to "create authentic
community." It seems contrived to me. However, the priesthood of
all believers, as you have outlined it, seems to be the authentickest
(sorry) of communities.

At 4:47 PM, March 11, 2006, Keith.Drury said...
I think you have Luther right. I hear this same misunderstanding of
Luther--and read it as well--the priesthood of each believer… mostly
from folk who have theologically exchanged the ephod for the iPod.
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