
P
aganism is the default religion of

the human race. Without true,

Biblical teaching we think like

pagans. Many have rightly pointed out

that Roman Catholicism is paganized

Christianity. In that context, Luther

fought to bring us back to the truth of

the gospel as found in scripture alone. A

concomitant teaching of scripture alone

is the priesthood of every believer.

Pagans typically wish to have a supposed

holy man (or shaman) to stand between

them and God, many Christians are

looking for the same. False teachers and

false prophets take advantage of this

tendency to abuse the flock.

In Luther’s day the abuse came

from the Pope and the hierarchy of

authorities under him. In that context,

some Christians from Bohemia wrote to

Luther to ask what to do. The Pope was

making them send people to Rome at

their own expense and pay tribute to

have authorized “priests” to head

churches.1 Luther’s answer was the bib-

lical doctrine of the priesthood of every

believer. He claimed that the Roman

Catholic priesthood was illegitimate and

comprised of the unregenerate. As such,

they were not truly priests. Luther iden-

tified seven functions of priests, and

proved from scripture that each of these

legitimately pertained to every true

saint, born from above.

Today the doctrine of the priest-

hood of every believer is typically

neglected. The implications of the doc-

trine are not on the minds of many

Christians. In this vacuum, religious

authorities do what Roman Catholic

authorities did in Luther’s day—they

abuse the saints. In this article we will

examine the seven functions identified

by Luther along with his Biblical proof. I

will argue that Luther’s doctrine was

indeed Biblical and needs to be brought

back to the forefront of our preaching

and teaching. If we are truly priests to

God, we need to know the privileges

and duties that attend this position we

have in Christ.

Christ The One High Priest

The book of Hebrews identifies Christ

as the perpetual high priest, “being desig-
nated by God as a high priest according to
the order of Melchizedek” (Hebrews
5:10, see Psalm 110:4). This makes the

Levitical priesthood obsolete (see the

extended argument in Hebrews 7:4-22).

Jesus is a “priest forever” and “ever lives

to make intercession for us” (see

Hebrews 7:24, 25). Jesus is identified as

a merciful high priest whose one sacri-

fice put away sins (see Hebrews 9:26

and 10:12). The Bible clearly identifies

Jesus as the high priest: “Therefore, He
had to be made like His brethren in all
things, so that He might become a merciful
and faithful high priest in things pertaining
to God, to make propitiation for the sins of
the people” (Hebrews 2:17).

Unlike holy men who generally are

inaccessible to most of their followers,

Jesus gives us continual access to

Himself. He is both king and priest as

prophesied in Psalm 110. He paid for

our sins, once for all, and sat down at

the right hand of God. Not only does he

intercede for us, continually and per-

fectly, He gives each believer personal

access to His throne: “Therefore let us
draw near with confidence to the throne of
grace, so that we may receive mercy and
find grace to help in time of need”
(Hebrews 4:16). This is not a throne of

judgment where we would only go with

fear and trepidation; it is a throne of

grace where we are bidden to go with

“parresía” which can be translated
“boldness.” In speech it implies, “free-

dom or frankness in speaking.2 We can

go directly to Christ and speak our

needs to Him and not only does He hear

us, he promises grace, mercy and timely

help.

The implications of this are pro-

found. We do not need the Pope and his

prelates who claim some special anoint-

ing or superior piety. All believers have

direct access to the throne room in

heaven and find personal help from the

king and perpetual high priest, Jesus

Christ. Nor do we need others who

claim superior religious status. There is

one high priest, Christ, and we are all

priests to God by His decree and

promises.

The Church is 

Born of  the Word

In defining ministers in the church, we

must first understand where the church

came from. Rome claimed to be the true

church because of ancient history, tradi-

tion, creeds and councils. Luther

claimed that the true church was not

born of the traditions of men, but from

the word of God. Here is how Luther

described this:

This fact, however, constrains

us and makes us sure, namely:

that a real Christian knows

that the church never ordains

or institutes anything apart

from the Word of God. Any

church that does is no church

Crit ica l  Issues Commentar y
A  B I B L I C A L L Y  B A S E D  C O M M E N T A R Y  O N  I S S U E S  T H A T  I M P A C T  Y O U

I S S U E N U M B E R 1 3 3FA L L 2 0 1 6CI
C

THE PRIESTHOOD OF EVERY BELIEVER

HOW LUTHER RECOVERED BIBLICAL PRIESTHOOD

BY BOB DEWAAY

You also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to
offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1Peter 2:5)



except in name only, as Christ

says in John 10[:27, 5]: “My

sheep hear my voice; they do

not hear the voice of strangers,

they flee before them; for they

do not know the voice of

strangers.” It is not God’s Word

just because the church speaks

it; rather, the church comes

into being because God’s Word

is spoken. The church does not

constitute the Word, but is

constituted by the Word.3

Peter shows us that what Luther said

was true: “for you have been born again
not of seed which is perishable but imper-
ishable, that is, through the living and
enduring word of God” (1Peter 1:23).
The aggregate of those born of God

constitute the church.

Since the church is constituted by

the word, its priesthood must also be

defined by the word. We are not left in

the dark about this. We have already

established that Christ is the high priest

over the whole church. The Bible

teaches that all Christians are priests:

“you also, as living stones, are being built
up as a spiritual house for a holy priest-
hood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices accept-
able to God through Jesus Christ” (1Peter
2:5). We were built into this priesthood

by Christ, not ordained into it by church

authorities. As Luther taught, 

For a priest, especially in the

New Testament, was not made

but was born. He was created,

not ordained. He was born not

indeed of flesh, but through a

birth of the Spirit, by water and

Spirit in the washing of regen-

eration [John 3:6f.; Titus 3:5f.].

Indeed, all Christians are

priests, and all priests are

Christians.4

This being the case, the Roman

Catholic priesthood is illegitimate.

Their claims are unbiblical. The church

is born of the Word, and priests are born

again by the Spirit.

Luther described what he identified

in Scripture as the seven functions of

priests:

Mostly the functions of a priest

are these: to teach, to preach

and proclaim the Word of God,

to baptize, to consecrate or

administer the Eucharist, to

bind and loose sins, to pray for

others, to sacrifice, and to

judge of all doctrine and spirits.

Certainly these are splendid

and royal duties. But the first

and foremost of all on which

everything else depends, is the

teaching of the Word of God.5

We shall examine each of these in light

of the Bible.

The Ministry of  the Word

The first of the seven functions of

priests is the preaching of the Word of

God. The Bohemians thought that if

they had no priests ordained by Rome,

then they would not have what was

necessary. The Roman Catholic priests

claimed to have sacraments that were

essential. Luther rebukes them for this:

“The mercenary papists who have

intruded themselves ply their trade of

consecrations, so that while the sacra-

ments are here the Word does not exist

in Bohemia. That is, they deprive you of

essentials and lord it over you in

nonessentials.”6 Since the church is

born of the Word, the ministry of the

Word is the most essential matter. We

need the pure Word of God to be pro-

claimed by the church and to the

church.

Claiming that Roman Catholic

ordinations were wicked and impious,

Luther urged that the public ministry of

the Word be of foremost importance in

the church: 

Ordination indeed was first

instituted on the authority of

Scripture, and according to the

example and decrees of the

Apostle, in order to provide the

people with ministers of the

Word. The public ministry of

the Word, I hold, by which the

mysteries of God are made

known, ought to be established

by holy ordination as the high-

est and greatest of the func-

tions of the church, on which

the whole power of the church

depends, since the church is

nothing without the Word and

everything in it exists by virtue

of the Word alone.7

These ministers are to be chosen from

among the flock and be those who meet

the qualifications laid out in the New

Testament. Such elders are to be “apt to

teach” (1Timothy 3:2). Luther claimed

that the Roman Catholic ordinations

were ungodly and should be rejected:

“Henceforth neither seek nor receive

ordinations from this son of perdition

even if he offers them.”8

Since all true Christians are priests,

they cannot be created by any ceremo-

ny, papal decree or religious pomp.

Luther urged the Bohemians to provide

for themselves presbyters that might

serve the flock in a biblical manner.

Here is a key point: “A priest is not iden-

tical with presbyter or minister—for one

is born to be priest, one becomes a min-

ister.”9 Rome’s bishops and priests he

called “fraudulent” and the shaving and

anointing that went with them to have

been “introduced by human brashness

and superstition.” Godly ministers will

care for the flock and preach and teach

the true gospel. Rome refused to do

either. Elders are to be chosen who will

fulfill their calling in a Christ honoring,

godly manner.

However, all Christians, as priests

to God, are given the privilege and

responsibility of teaching. Luther cor-

rectly pointed out that those taught

might only be one’s own family. But a

father and mother teaching Christ to

their family honor God and are a great

blessing. There may be different audi-

ences in God’s providence, but all

Christians as priests to God can and

should preach the Word. Luther saw

this to be an implication of 1Peter 2:9,

translating it much like this NRSV

translation: “But you are a chosen race, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own
people, in order that you may proclaim the
mighty acts of him who called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light.” Luther
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translated, “declare the wonderful deeds

of him [God].” All Christians are priests

who are called and equipped to declare

the mighty deeds of God. The word in

the Greek is arête_ which can mean

“virtues” or “excellencies” as some

English translations have it. In the

Hebraic understanding, God’s mighty

deeds reveal His virtues and character.

God is praised for His mighty deeds.10

Luther is right, and all Christians are

priests to God and are those who

declare God’s mighty deeds. He states:

“And Peter not only gives them [all

Christians] the right, but the command,

to declare the wonderful deeds of God,

which certainly is nothing else than to

preach the Word of God.”11

Luther’s knowledge of the Bible

and ability to draw out valid implica-

tions from it are often exemplary. For

example, he correctly sees that the

Lord’s Supper demonstrates that all

Christians proclaim God’s mighty deeds.

All Christians are commanded “do this”

by Christ in regard to the Lord’s Supper.

By obeying this statement of our Lord,

we all preach the gospel. Luther said:

Even this remembrance is

nothing else than a preaching

of the Word, as Paul explains in

1 Cor. [11:26], “For as often as

you eat this bread and drink

the cup, you proclaim the

Lord’s death until he comes.”

To proclaim the death of the

Lord is to declare the wonder-

ful deeds of God who called us

from darkness into marvelous

light.12

Indeed we proclaim the virtues of God

in showing that Jesus Christ, the Lord of

glory, has paid the price for us unworthy

sinners who have believed the gospel to

dine with Him and thus proclaim His

mighty deeds. We proclaim the only

basis by which we know we will partici-

pate in the Marriage Supper of the

Lamb. The Lord’s Supper is a preview

and reveals our eternal hope.

In what I consider another astute

reading by Luther, he sees evidence in

1Corinthians 14  that all Christians as

priests can and should teach.13 Luther

adduces this passage to support his

claim: “For you can all prophesy one by
one, so that all may learn and all may be
exhorted” (1Corinthians 14:31). Luther
comments: 

For say, what is meant by “each

one of you”? And by “all”? Can

this mean only the shorn?

These passages very strongly

and clearly corroborate that

the ministry of the Word is the

highest office in the church,

that it is unique and belongs to

all who are Christians, not only

by right but by command.

Indeed it is not a priesthood if

it is not unique and common to

all. Nothing can prevail against

these divine thunderings, be it

numberless fathers, innumer-

able councils, the custom of

ages, or a majority of all the

world.14

He also cited 1Corinthians 14:26 which

has been misunderstood and misused by

some to promote prophecy in the

church as new revelations. Here is the

passage: “What is the outcome then,
brethren? When you assemble, each one
has a psalm, has a teaching, has a revela-
tion, has a tongue, has an interpretation.
Let all things be done for edification”
(1Corinthians 14:26). Those who

claim to be prophets with new revela-

tions fail to take into account the range

of meaning in Paul’s writings of the term

“revelation.” For example, consider

this: “that the God of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you
a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the
knowledge of Him” (Ephesians 1:17).
This is part of Paul’s prayer for the

Ephesian church that they gain wisdom

that comes from implications of the

gospel. Such revelation is not new or

something beyond what was revealed to

the apostles.15 We understand and

encourage one another in implications

of gospel truth which centers on the

person and work of Christ. All

Christians participate in this. So “reve-

lation” in 1Corinthians 14:26 is of the

same type as in Ephesians 1:17. These

“revelations” are effectively doctrine,

and, as we will see later, Christians are

also to judge doctrines in their priestly

function.

Rome tried to silence any who

would correct her errors and abuses.

She claimed that her own prelates were

authorized to teach and that ordinary

Christians simply had to listen and obey.

Luther explained that we are also

prophets through Christ: “For just as

through faith we are brothers of the

Lord Christ, kings, and priests, so we are

also all prophets through Christ. For we

can all state what pertains to salvation,

God’s glory, and a Christian life.”16 We

have been given this privilege and

responsibility by Christ and should not

abdicate our duty because of threats

from ecclesiastical authorities.

To Baptize

In this function, Luther cited the prac-

tice of Rome where “in cases of necessi-

ty” any Christian could baptize, includ-

ing women.17 Since his Roman Catholic

opponents granted this, Luther took his

own strong view of baptism and used

their practice as further evidence of the

priesthood of every believer. Here is his

logic:

Whether they wish or not we

deduce from their own logic

that all Christians, and they

alone, even women, are priests,

without tonsure and episcopal

“character.” For in baptizing we

proffer the life-giving Word of

God, which renews souls and

redeems from death and sins.

To baptize is incomparably

greater than to consecrate

bread and wine, for it is the

greatest office in the church—

the proclamation of the Word

of God. . . . The stupidity and

senselessness of the papists

here sufficiently reveals itself.

For they permit the ministry of

baptism to all, and yet consider

the priesthood as their own

property and baptism as impos-

sible without their priests.18

Luther did not use a lot of ink on this
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point because he believed that the illog-

ic of their position was enough to easily

refute them. One did not need to be an

episcopal authority to baptize, which

they admitted by their allowing for spe-

cial situations where any Christian

could.

The Bible does not limit the prac-

tice of baptism to church authorities. I

believe that baptism is a means of grace

in that it reminds us that we died with

Christ and have resurrection life. It is a

visible representation of the gospel and

something for us to remember. Paul here

cites baptism as something that we

should consider the implications of: “Or
do you not know that all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus have been
baptized into His death?” (Romans 6:3).
Though it is often the case that elders

baptize people who come to faith, it is

something any believer could do. Paul

shows that who baptized us is not an

important issue (see 1Corinthains 1:13-

16). So this function is legitimately part

of the priesthood of every believer. 

To Administer Communion

The Roman Catholic authorities make

one of their strongest claims of special

status and power in regard to the Lord’s

Supper. They turned Christian commu-

nion into something that has no sem-

blance to what Christ and His apostles

taught. Jesus Christ ordained that we

practice His supper: “And when He had
taken some bread and given thanks, He
broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This
is My body which is given for you; do this
in remembrance of Me” (Luke 22:19).
“Do this” is in the imperative in the

Greek. Paul reiterates that he received

this from the Lord and delivered it to

the church (1Corinthians 11:23, 24).19

Nowhere in the New Testament

does it claim that one has to be a church

authority to administer the Lord’s

Supper. We are simply commanded to

“do this.” All Christians are equal at the

Lord’s table. Luther made the fact that

this is for all emphatic and rebuked

Rome:

But Christ spoke this word to

all those then present and to

those who in the future would

be at the table, to eat this bread

and drink this cup. So it follows

that what is given here is given

to all. Those who oppose this

have no foundation on which

to stand, except the fathers, the

councils, tradition, and that

strongest article of their faith,

namely, “We are many and thus

we hold: therefore it is true.”20

Christ said, “do this” and church

authorities cannot say “you may not

obey Christ unless you obey us first.”

Councils and creeds cannot take

authority over Christ Himself! We must

say “no” to those who want us to dis-

obey Christ on the ground of their man-

made traditions! Unlike many today

who rush to make ecumenical peace

with Rome, Luther rebuked them in

clear terms:

A woman can baptize and

administer the Word of life, by

which sin is taken away, eternal

death abolished, the prince of

the world cast out, heaven

bestowed; in short by which

the divine majesty pours itself

forth through all the soul.

Meanwhile this miracle-work-

ing priest changes the nature of

the bread, but by no other or

greater word or power, and it

has no other effect than that it

increases his awe and admira-

tion before his own dignity and

power. Is not this to make an

elephant out of a fly? What

wonder workers! In despising

the power of the Word they

make marvelous their own

power.21

So another function of priests that

Roman Catholicism claimed for its false

priesthood is given by Christ to His

whole church through the priesthood of

every believer.

To Bind and To Loose

The fourth function, binding and loos-

ing, is far more important than many

realize. As our first two issues of CIC

showed, this is not about binding

demons or spirits, but about declaring

what is forbidden or permitted under

Christ. What is binding for all of us

under the New Covenant is what has

been bound by Christ and His apostles.

We have no power to loose what Christ

has bound nor bind what Christ has

loosed. His appointed apostles (the bib-

lical ones) are those who practiced this.

For example, they did binding and loos-

ing at the Jerusalem counsel of Acts 15.

The apostles determined that Gentile

Christians were not bound to the stipu-

lations of the Mosaic covenant (Acts

15:1-29). 

After the completion of the New

Testament, binding and loosing can be

done by all Christians because it is

grounded in what has been given in the

Bible. Anyone can see what is forbidden

or permitted by Christ and His apostles

and make application of it. But here

again Roman Catholicism claimed to

have authority to bind and loose beyond

anything legitimately derived from

scripture. Luther rightly sees this and

rebukes it:

It becomes indeed a binding of

consciences, though falsely and

deceitfully, for they bind when

there is no reason for it, as in

the case of prohibition of mar-

riage and of certain foods,

though both have the sanction

of God’s creation. To absolve,

again, among them means to

take money for making dispen-

sations in regard to their stipu-

lations and false laws, so that

they deceitfully forgive what

they have falsely imposed on

consciences.22

So they made laws up as they went

along, bound people to them, placed

them under false guilt, and then made

these oppressed people do whatever

Rome required to gain release. These

prelates took away valid Christian liber-

ty and put unsuspecting people under

religious bondage. In Luther’s day that

meant making false laws and then mak-

ing people pay to settle the penalty for
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violating them. They thus were able to,

“regulate the money pouches of all the

earth.23

In Matthew 18:15-18 the whole

church is involved in church discipline

and thus binding and loosing. Since this

is the case when people are excluded

because of persistent sin, therefore the

whole church has the use of the keys.

Luther says, “this is to excommunicate,

to bind, and to close the door of heav-

en.”24 There is no valid ecclesiastical

hierarchy that has the final authority of

binding and loosing in regard to church

discipline. The church has this. 

Luther makes a key definition that

relates this to the gospel:

To bind and to loose clearly is

nothing else than to proclaim

and to apply the gospel. For

what is it to loose, if not to

announce the forgiveness of

sins before God? What is it to

bind, except to withdraw the

gospel and to declare the reten-

tion of sins? Whether they

want to or not [they must con-

cede] that the keys are an exer-

cise of the ministry of the Word

and belong to all Christians.25

Those who come to Christ agree that

He is the head of the church and that

His teachings are binding. He has

revealed the terms of forgiveness. When

we preach the gospel we make clear the

terms of entrance into the everlasting

kingdom. Those who believe are

“loosed” from Satan and have the for-

giveness of sins. The declaration of

these terms is given to the whole

church. It is part of the priesthood of

every believer. Luther showed that

Rome abused the keys in this manner:

“By their binding they despise the gospel

and by their loosing they exalt their own

traditions. They have lost both the

authority and the use of the keys by

their perverse and impious abuse.”26

To Offer Sacrifice

The fifth function of priests that Rome

claimed for herself is to sacrifice. Luther

rejected the Roman Catholic mass

which claimed to be a valid, propitiato-

ry sacrifice offered by Catholic priests

according to prescribed ritual. He

claimed that the one valid sacrifice was

the sacrifice of one’s body to God that is

also called a “sacrifice of praise.” This

passage was given as proof: “Therefore I
urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God,
to present your bodies a living and holy sac-
rifice, acceptable to God, which is your
spiritual service of worship” (Romans
12:1). This sacrifice is one offered by

the priesthood of every believer:

‘brethren.’ This sacrifice is acceptable to

God because Christ made us holy by His

work of redemption. “Bodies” here

probably refers to the whole person.

This sacrifice is not confined to a pre-

scribed ritual at prescribed times, but is

expressed as “spiritual” (logikos) worship
that consists of a whole, redeemed per-

son living for God by faith. Christ’s

“once for all” (Hebrews 7:27) offering of

Himself paid the price to make us holy

and our worship acceptable. 

The Bohemians were intimidated

by Rome into fearing that if they had no

priests to do the Catholic “mass” then

they would be failing God and left in

sin. Luther rejected the mass as a valid

sacrifice and comforted them with the

blessed truth of the sacrifice of praise.

He was right that when we present our-

selves to God as taught in Romans 12:1

we all offer a sacrifice as part of the

priesthood of every believer. Luther was

very firm in his rejection of Rome’s ver-

sion of sacrifice:

Therefore that which they

boast of as a singular sacrifice is

indeed a singular sacrifice of a

singular priesthood, but of a

kind in which no Christian

could or should in any way wish

to be a participant. He should,

on the contrary, denounce such

participation as idolatry and a

most blasphemous abuse and

pray to be as far removed as

possible from a part in it, how-

ever ancient and universal they

allege it to be.27

1Peter 2:5 was also cited by Luther to

prove all believers as priests offered

valid sacrifice to God: “you also, as living
stones, are being built up as a spiritual
house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spir-
itual sacrifices acceptable to God through
Jesus Christ.” Hebrews 13:15 calls our

sacrifice “a sacrifice of praise.” 

The doctrine of the priesthood of

every believer is an essential New

Testament teaching that must be taught

in the church. Some have neglected this

and as a result we hear of people going

back to Rome. They no longer think

that the truths of the Reformation are

important. One time after writing about

these matters I received a call from a

man with whom I had gone to seminary.

He let me know that he had rejected

sola scriptura and had gone back to
Rome, where he was perfectly happy. In

this day of ecumenism, we need to keep

in mind what Rome claims, and how

they addressed Luther’s doctrine.

The Council of Trent included a

defense of the mass which rejected

Luther’s doctrine. Consider how they

anathematized any who do not embrace

their unbiblical teaching:

CANON III.—If any one saith,

that the sacrifice of the mass is

only a sacrifice of praise and of

thanksgiving; or, that it is a

bare commemoration of the

sacrifice consummated on the

cross, but not a propitiatory

sacrifice; or, that it profits him

only who receives; and that it

ought not to be offered for the

living and the dead for sins,

pains, satisfactions, and other

necessities; let him be anathe-

ma. (on the sacrifice of the

mass)

Notice that their claim was that propi-

tiatory sacrifices are being offered even

for the dead. This means that “Christ

alone” is rejected (who paid for all sins,

once for all) and clearly “scripture

alone” is rejected because the Book of

Hebrews explicitly teaches Christ’s all

sufficient sacrifice.

Please consider the profundity of

the implications before us. Propitiation

means the aversion of God’s wrath

against sin. Rome claims that their mass
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is propitiatory and must be offered again

and again, even for the dead. Anyone

who even dares say that Christ’s once

for all sacrifice satisfied God’s wrath

against sin forever for those who

believe, is declared to be consigned to

hell.  Listen to what God’s word says on

this matter:

for then he would have had to suf-
fer again and again since the
foundation of the world. But as it
is, he has appeared once for all at
the end of the age to remove sin by
the sacrifice of himself. And just
as it is appointed for mortals to die
once, and after that the judgment,
so Christ, having been offered
once to bear the sins of many, will
appear a second time, not to deal
with sin, but to save those who are
eagerly waiting for him.
(Hebrews 9:26-28 NRSV)

Rome claims to have a liturgy that must

be repeated over and over for propitia-

tion, but it never decisively removes sin.

Throughout their lives, those in

bondage to Roman Catholicism have to

keep going back. And then the process

is needed even after death, or so they

claim. Hebrews claims that Jesus made

propitiation “once for all” and that the

results are eternal: “and not through the
blood of goats and calves, but through His
own blood, He entered the holy place once
for all, having obtained eternal redemption”
(Hebrews 9:12). No wonder Luther’s

doctrine was so revolutionary. Do not

worry; God’s word is true, and the

anathema of Trent is a lie.

To Pray For Others

Pagans uniformly have holy men who

supposedly can mediate between the

world of the spirits and their subjects.

Those who think like pagans think that

there are holy people in the church

whose prayers will do some good, unlike

the prayers of ordinary Christians. But

the truth is that all Christians are priests

to God and all can offer up prayers for

themselves and others. As Luther

points out, the Lord’s Prayer was given

to all Christians.28 Luther reasons that

since all are commanded to pray, which

is to go before God to make interces-

sion, then, “all are equally commanded

to function as priests.” 

This truth is rather straightforward

but remains a good reminder. We all

have access to the throne of grace

(Hebrews 4:16). We are all commanded

to pray (1Thessalonians 5:17).

Furthermore we are told to pray for one

another: “Therefore, confess your sins to
one another, and pray for one another so
that you may be healed. The effective
prayer of a righteous man can accomplish
much” (James 5:16). Therefore we are
part of the priesthood of all believers

and do not need a contrived, special

priesthood like that of Roman

Catholicism.

To Judge Doctrines

One of the most important, and often

neglected, privileges and duties of the

priesthood of all believers is to judge

doctrines. This function was taken away

by ecclesiastical powers who claim this

function only for themselves. In so

doing they kept millions of Christians in

bondage for centuries. Even Protestants

are wont to take this away from the

church and claim it only for their own

decrees and councils. This is not right.

Scripture alone is God’s inerrant and

binding word, and teaching derived

from Scripture is only binding if it is

accurately and logically derived from

the text. All preaching is doctrine.

Preaching is also called “prophesying” in

passages such as in 1Corinthians 14.

Luther correctly identified it as such.

Luther cited this passage in his

claim that the priesthood of every

believer included judging doctrine: 

Let two or three prophets speak,
and let the others pass judgment.
But if a revelation is made to
another who is seated, the first
one must keep silent. For you can
all prophesy one by one, so that all
may learn and all may be exhort-
ed; (1Corinthians 14:29-31)

It is a mistake to think that this meant

new Spirit-inspired revelations beyond

the teachings of Christ and His apos-

tles.29 Some have claimed that since the

canon was not yet closed, Paul left it to

Corinthians to fill in needed revelation

with their own Spirit-inspired utter-

ances. On the contrary, this involved

preaching then judging whether what

was said was in keeping with revealed

truth that came from Paul or other

apostles. That is how Luther under-

stood it, and I believe he was right.

That the term “revelation” was

used does not mean it must have been

new revelation previously unknown to

the church. To understand that there

are  other uses of the term in Paul’s writ-

ings consider Ephesians 1:17, 18:

that the God of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of glory, may
give to you a spirit of wisdom and
of revelation in the knowledge of
Him. I pray that the eyes of your
heart may be enlightened, so that
you will know what is the hope of
His calling, what are the riches of
the glory of His inheritance in the
saints.

“Revelation” here means understanding

gospel implications that are provided in

Christ. The “hope of His calling” was

written about by Paul. Christian teach-

ing about this hope is doctrine that can

rightly be called “revelation” because it

concerns revealed truth and its various

implications. If such doctrine is taught

in the church, it can and must be

judged. That is also how the term “rev-

elation” is used in 1Corinthians 14. 

Roman Catholicism claimed the

right to teach, but forbade the members

of the congregation to judge. This

unbiblical practice was rightly rebuked

by Luther based on the passage in

1Corinthians 14:31 which said that we

could all prophesy one by one. Luther

applies this:

What sense is there to this

drunken prattle of the pope

and his papists, though handed

down over many generations:

“We command, we earnestly

direct, the Church of Rome is

Mistress of the churches and
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the articles of faith”? All right,

let her sit and teach and be a

mistress, yet here she is com-

manded to be silent, if a revela-

tion is made to one sitting by.

Not only she, but each of us,

one by one, may prophesy, says

Paul, a master and corrector

even of Peter when he acted

insincerely [Gal. 2:14ff.]. How

much more ought we not then

confidently judge the church of

Rome. . . . We are not to be

judged by this church lest we

imperil our own salvation and

be found to deny Christ.30

Every believer can and must judge what

anyone teaches in the name of Christ.

This does not necessarily mean “judge

to be wrong” but means to determine its

veracity. Luther gives solid counsel: 

For you will not be damned or

saved by the teaching of anoth-

er, be it true or false, but by

your faith alone. Anyone may

teach as he pleases, but what

you believe is your responsibili-

ty whether it result in your peril

or your benefit.31

This responsibility does not go away

when church prelates say, “we have had

the truth figured out centuries ago, just

decide to believe whatever we teach.”

Sadly, many people prefer it that way.

They want to join something and be

done with it. However, doing so will

never make anyone immune from the

day of judgment: “He who rejects Me and
does not receive My sayings, has one who
judges him; the word I spoke is what will
judge him at the last day” (John 12:48).
It will be Christ’s word that serves as the

ground of judgment, not traditions,

authorities or councils. Nor will we be

vindicated by claiming that it is impos-

sible to know the truth. We must know

the truth, and Christ claimed that if we

do know it we will be set free(Jn 8:32).

Recovering the Truth

Though it may seem that the stakes

were higher in Luther’s day, we would

be foolish to think that nothing impor-

tant is at stake today. Everything is,

including the gospel itself. Christ paid

the price to make all His disciples priests

to God. If we were to abdicate this duty

and decide to let religious authorities do

everything for us, we would insult

Christ who made us priests. Please con-

sider this beautiful doxology:

and from Jesus Christ, the faithful
witness, the firstborn of the dead,
and the ruler of the kings of the
earth. To Him who loves us and
released us from our sins by His
blood—and He has made us to be
a kingdom, priests to His God and
Father—to Him be the glory and
the dominion forever and ever.
Amen. (Revelation 1:5, 6)

He literally “loosed” us from our sins

and made us a kingdom of priests to

God. Can we opt out of this without

rejecting the One who paid with His

blood for us to be His priests? No! As we

say, “it goes with the territory.” 

Luther’s words ring as true today as

when he wrote them:

With what fear and trembling

bishops and councils would

have spoken and issued

decrees, if the judgment of

hearers would have had to be

regarded when decisions were

made with respect to priest-

hood, to the office of teaching,

of baptizing, of consecrating, of

sacrificing, of binding, of prayer,

of judging doctrine. Indeed,

there never would have been a

universal papacy if this right of

judgment had prevailed. They

took good counsel when they

monopolized this office!32

Once they took away the priesthood of

every believer and made unbiblical

priests who functioned in unbiblical

ways, the gospel itself was laid aside.

The need to “protest” about this is as

acute today. Many are not protesting

even though they are called “protes-

tants” because it suits their own purpos-

es to keep the flock in the dark about

these things. Let’s get out of the dark

and step into the light of the gospel! 
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