
A Holy Priesthood
Leviticus 21-22

What is it that makes a church successful today?  What is the 
measure of success?  I could ask the same question from a 
different perspective.  What is it that many people want in a 
church?  What do they look for?  There are lots of possible 
answers to those questions, but I believe that  one answer is the 
most prevalent.  One answer stands out in the minds of the 
typical churchgoer today.  Programs.

Over the years, I have come to expect one common, familiar 
question whenever I receive a call on the phone inquiring about 
the church, and this includes all three churches I have pastored.  
The question is, “What programs do you have?”  In particular, 
what programs do you have for my children?  Do you have a 
youth group?  Do you have a large Sunday School program?  Do 
you have a choir?  Do you have a Ladies Fellowship or a Men’s 
Group?

Do you have an evangelism program?  A missions program?  
A music program?  A counseling program?  A small group 
program?  And all those things are not bad, in and of themselves.  
But those things are not the main thing!

What is it that is of most importance for the church?  What 
should be our identity, that for which we live and have our 
existence?  Consider the book of Leviticus.  Not the outward, 
ceremonial regulations of the Old Covenant, but the broader 
context of what this book teaches us about church.  What is 
important?  What is it regarding our relationship with God about 
which we are studying week after week, chapter after chapter?

Worship.  If we did nothing else as a church, if we met 

corporately only for worship--no Sunday School, no small groups, 
no anything, just worship--we would still be doing what God has 
designed for us to do!  That’s why I believe the study of the book 
of Leviticus is so crucial for us today.  Because it teaches us 
principles of worship.  And it shows us the priority of worship.  

For example,
1 Peter 2:4  “Coming to Him as to a living stone, rejected 

indeed by men, but chosen by God and precious, 5 you also, as 
living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy 
priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ.”

And, 1 Peter 2:9  “But you are a chosen generation, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may 
proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into 
His marvelous light.”

That is what we are all about, and actually, you could say that 
those verses in 1 Peter 2 are my text this evening, and Leviticus 
21 and 22 are a commentary to help us understand what Peter is 
saying.  That is how I am approaching this sermon.  I’m not going 
to spend time detailing all these provisions for what the Levitical 
priests can and cannot do, who they can and cannot marry, and 
what physical defects rendered them unqualified to offer the 
priestly sacrifices.  It’s not my burden in preaching through these 
chapters for you to remember that a man with eczema can not 
offer the priestly sacrifices.  

Yet it is not that all those things are unimportant, for they are.  
Actually, I would encourage you to read through these chapters 
carefully, in order to gain a sense of how important the 
qualifications were for the Old Covenant priesthood and priestly 
worship.
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And then, with that understanding, read about the New 
Covenant priesthood in 1 Peter 2.  That will be my focus this 
afternoon.  And I will start by emphasizing the one very significant 
difference between the Old and New Covenants, though the 
principles of Leviticus still apply.  The difference is this, that now, 
in the New Covenant, we have,

I. THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS.
In other words, we are all priests!
1 Peter 2:5 “[You are] a holy priesthood.”
1 Peter 2:9  “But you are a chosen generation, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation.”

That “YOU” is the church, the saints.  Christians.  And so we 
read in,

Rev. 1:5  “To Him who loved us and washed us from our sins 
in His own blood, 6 and has made us kings and priests to His God 
and Father, to Him be glory and dominion forever and ever. 
Amen.”

So when you come to Leviticus 21 and 22, don’t think to 
yourself, here is what Moses has to teach ministers and pastors 
today.  Here is where the preachers learn about their calling.  That 
is not the proper application of these chapters.  Because all of 
you are the priests.  

There is one thing in these chapters that you simply can not 
miss, for if you did you would be as someone missing the forest 
through all the trees.  Read everything in chapters 21 and 22, and 
your main conclusion, in its most general form, is simply that,

A.  Priests are holy to the Lord.
As Peter says, “a holy priesthood.”  And remember, he’s 

talking about you.

Holy means to be set apart.  Set apart from the world.  Set 
apart for God.  We’ve seen this before, for example,

Lev. 11:44  “For I am the LORD your God. You shall therefore 
consecrate yourselves, and you shall be holy; for I am holy.”

That’s us!  We are to be set apart as worshipers of God!  We 
are to be set apart from the world as those who honor and revere 
God’s own holy name. 

Notice how Moses defines and describes our holiness, as 
those who don’t do something.  And what is it that we don’t do?  
We don’t profane the name of God.  We don’t consider the name 
of God and the honor of God as ordinary, routine, casual, or 
comfortable.  So it is that,

B.  Priests are obligated to honor the name of their God.
That same idea is found in,
21:12

There is a reason why we ought to be careful about how we 
worship.  There is a reason why we ought to consider this place a 
holy place, a sanctuary.  Because this is the place of God’s 
presence.

I don’t really like worshiping in gymnasiums, yet I realize 
sometimes that becomes necessary, especially in new churches 
or mission works.  But even when it might be necessary, when 
you are worshiping, it is not a gymnasium.  It is a sanctuary.  It’s 
not merely a worship center.  It’s a sanctuary.

It’s not just a room, or a building.  It’s a holy place.  And if we 
treat that holy place lightly, if we profane the sanctuary, we 
profane the name of our God.  Because the God who 
consecrated this place has consecrated us to be his priests!
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As I read in verse 12, the high priest shall not “profane the 
sanctuary of his God; for the consecration of the anointing oil of 
his God is upon him.”

Look at how Moses expresses this idea in,
22:32-33

That is written as a declaration of fact.  God says, “I will be 
hallowed!”  “I will be hallowed among my people.”  For I am the 
Lord.

And isn’t that exactly that for which Jesus teaches us to pray.  
The first petition of the Lord’s prayer.

Mat. 6:9  “Our Father in heaven, Hallowed be Your name.”

What do we pray for in the first petition?  Children’s catechism,  
“That God’s name may be honored by us and all men.”

That’s our job, as Christians.  That’s our duty, our calling.   As 
priests, it is our primary function to hallow God’s name.  And that’s 
what worship is all about.  That is what worship is, in it’s most 
pure and simplified form.  Worship, by definition, is what we read 
in,

Ps. 96:1  “Oh, sing to the LORD a new song! Sing to the 
LORD, all the earth. 2 Sing to the LORD, bless His name; 
Proclaim the good news of His salvation from day to day. 3 
Declare His glory among the nations, His wonders among all 
peoples. 4 For the LORD is great and greatly to be praised; He is 
to be feared above all gods. 5 For all the gods of the peoples are 
idols, But the LORD made the heavens. 6 Honor and majesty are 
before Him; Strength and beauty are in His sanctuary. 7 [Ascribe] 
to the LORD, O families of the peoples, [Ascribe] to the LORD 
glory and strength. 8 [Ascribe] to the LORD the glory due His 
name; Bring an offering, and come into His courts. 9 Oh, worship 

the LORD in the beauty of holiness! Tremble before Him, all the 
earth.”

That is what it means when Peter tells all of you that you are 
priests, holy to the Lord our God.  And since you are all priests, 
learning from all that we read in Leviticus, what should you be 
doing?  I hope that you know the answer.  Offering sacrifices.  
How does Peter put it?

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

Spiritual sacrifices.  Not animals.  But sacrifices nonetheless.  
Sacrifices prescribed by God and therefore acceptable to him 
through Jesus Christ.  And what are,

II. THE PRIESTLY SACRIFICES OF ALL BELIEVERS?
The are the sacrifices of our worship.

A.  Priests offer holy sacrifices of worship to the Lord.
We must be willing to evaluate worship in this way. That is why 

you are not passive.  That is why worship is such a different thing 
than entertainment.  That is why you don’t simply listen to what 
others are performing, but rather you are performing yourself.

You are not watching the priests.  You are the priests.  YOU 
are offering a sacrifice to God.  And it has to be a sacrifice set 
apart for him, which is the lesson you learn from all those 
restrictions in Leviticus about being without defects.  Even the 
priest, according to Leviticus, had to be without defect.

Consider, 
21:17-23
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Those sacrifices are so holy, that even the priest could not 
partake of his normal share of the sacrifice, unless he was 
perfectly sanctified and made pure.

22:2

Those sacrifices are so holy that the priest had to ensure that 
no one would partake of them unworthily.

22:15-16

The sacrifices of worship are set apart by God for God.  And 
there are two very important applications at this point.  First, as 
I’ve been emphasizing, our need to approach God with reverence 
and awe, with a due regard for the holiness of his name when we 
worship him, offering as sacrifices of worship only those things 
which he has commanded.  

And secondly, with proper humility, we all need to recognize 
and realize that only one man ever offered such a perfect 
sacrifice of worship, that was found acceptable to God in and of 
itself.  Only one man was truly, without blemish.  That man is 
Jesus, who is called our great high priest.  Consider,

Heb. 7:23  “Also there were many priests, because they were 
prevented by death from continuing. 24 But He, because He 
continues forever, has an unchangeable priesthood. 25 Therefore 
He is also able to save to the uttermost those who come to God 
through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them. 
26 For such a High Priest was fitting for us, who is holy, harmless, 
undefiled, separate from sinners, and has become higher than the 
heavens; 27 who does not need daily, as those high priests, to 
offer up sacrifices, first for His own sins and then for the people’s, 
for this He did once for all when He offered up Himself. 28 For the 
law appoints as high priests men who have weakness, but the 
word of the oath, which came after the law, appoints the Son who 
has been perfected forever.”

So the requirements for priestly holiness in Leviticus 21 and 
22 do lead to Christ, for only He is qualified to be the High Priest.  
But in this context, my friends, realize that our High Priest has 
torn down that veil, that curtain that separates us from the Most 
Holy Place.  And now we all, as priests with Christ, enter that 
inner sanctuary of the very presence of God, in order to offer our 
holy sacrifices of worship.

And so we must do so according to God’s commands.

B.  Priests offer sacrifices of worship according to God’s 
commands.

And, by implication, only according to God’s commands. 
Notice, 

22:30-31

A good discussion of worship needs to take this crucial 
concept into account.  We are not free to worship however we 
like.  We are not free to offer whatever sacrifices of worship  we 
decide for ourselves to be best.  Rather, we are to worship God 
with only those sacrifices which he has prescribed for us.  This 
principle is clearly stated in,

Deut. 12:32  “Whatever I command you, be careful to observe 
it; you shall not add to it nor take away from it.”

But don’t let that be oppressive or discouraging.  Don’t let that 
obligation to worship God only according to his commands 
become a hindrance to your joy or delight, but rather let it be an 
expression of thanksgiving.  Consider deeply the work of God in 
your salvation.  Consider deeply what it means to be dead in sin, 
and, by nature, under God’s wrath and condemnation.  Consider 
deeply the horrors of your own sin, and the free gift of eternal life 
which is given to you and received by faith alone.
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Consider “Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for 
the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the 
shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  
Consider the great glory of God’s name, and infinite majesty with 
which he exists.  Consider the depth of his love with which he has 
loved you in Christ.

Then, come to him with,

III. THE PRIESTLY SACRIFICES OF THANKSGIVING.
Go back with me to,
1 Peter 2:9  “But you are a chosen generation, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may 
proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into 
His marvelous light.”

That’s the nature of our worship, not cold, dull, emotionless 
performance of regulated duties, but rather the sacrifice of 
thanksgiving.  We proclaim his praises because he called us out 
of darkness into his marvelous light.

The writer of Hebrews describes our worship this way,
Heb.13:15  “Therefore by Him let us continually offer the 

sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks 
to His name.”

A. An offering of thanksgiving!
22:29

That is such a glorious expression of what true worship is all 
about.  An offering of thanksgiving for what God has done for us.  
And thanksgiving is the motivation, even when we worship 
according to God’s commands as we saw in verses 30 and 31.  
Thanksgiving is the motive when see to honor God’s name as 

holy, according to verse 32.  And the chapter ends with those 
frequently repeated words that remind us of the very same 
context,

v.33

Because of that, because God, in his mercy and grace, has 
called you out of darkness to be his children, because he is the 
Lord who has loved you, O dear ones, offer to him your sacrifices 
of thanksgiving.

This pattern of worship is expressed well by the words of,
Ps. 107:17  “Fools, because of their transgression, And 

because of their iniquities, were afflicted. 18 Their soul abhorred 
all manner of food, And they drew near to the gates of death. 19 
Then they cried out to the LORD in their trouble, And He saved 
them out of their distresses. 20 He sent His word and healed 
them, And delivered them from their destructions. 21 Oh, that 
men would give thanks to the LORD for His goodness, And for 
His wonderful works to the children of men! 22 Let them sacrifice 
the sacrifices of thanksgiving, And declare His works with 
rejoicing.”

That great Psalm begins with these words,
Ps. 107:1  “Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good! For 

His mercy endures forever. 2 Let the redeemed of the LORD say 
so, Whom He has redeemed from the hand of the enemy, 3 And 
gathered out of the lands, From the east and from the west, From 
the north and from the south. 4 They wandered in the wilderness 
in a desolate way; They found no city to dwell in. 5 Hungry and 
thirsty, Their soul fainted in them. 6 Then they cried out to the 
LORD in their trouble, And He delivered them out of their 
distresses. 7 And He led them forth by the right way, That they 
might go to a city for a dwelling place. 8 Oh, that men would give 
thanks to the LORD for His goodness, And for His wonderful 
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works to the children of men! 9 For He satisfies the longing soul, 
And fills the hungry soul with goodness.”

And in,
Ps. 116:12  “What shall I render to the LORD For all His 

benefits toward me? 13 I will take up the cup of salvation, And call 
upon the name of the LORD. 14 I will pay my vows to the LORD 
Now in the presence of all His people. 15 Precious in the sight of 
the LORD Is the death of His saints. 16 O LORD, truly I am Your 
servant; I am Your servant, the son of Your maidservant; You 
have loosed my bonds. 17 I will offer to You the sacrifice of 
thanksgiving, And will call upon the name of the LORD. 18 I will 
pay my vows to the LORD Now in the presence of all His people, 
19 In the courts of the LORD’S house, In the midst of you, O 
Jerusalem. Praise the LORD!”

“What shall I render to the LORD For all His benefits toward 
me?”  Your gratitude, that’s what!  “I will offer to You the sacrifice 
of thanksgiving, And will call upon the name of the LORD.”

With one final thought, let these sacrifices of thanksgiving be,

B.  An offering of the heart.
In words of Leviticus,
22:29

Not begrudgingly or under compulsion.  Not as the perfunctory 
performance of mere duty.  Worship freely.  Offer to God those 
sacrifices he has prescribed, freely, because you love him 
because he has loved you.

Beloved, worship is not about us.  It’s all about God and the 
glory of his holy name.  And because it is all about God, worship 
with great zeal and fervent exuberance.  

In giving up your own autonomy, in giving up the right to be 
your own authority especially when it comes to worship, in 
submitting to all his ordinances regarding our worship, delight 
yourself in the Lord.  Delight yourself in his goodness and in his 
mercy.  And sing his praise.  Let this song of worship be on your 
lips as the expression of your heart,

Is.61:10  “I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, My soul shall be 
joyful in my God; For He has clothed me with the garments of 
salvation, He has covered me with the robe of righteousness, As 
a bridegroom decks himself with ornaments, And as a bride 
adorns herself with her jewels.”

Ps. 107:21  “Oh, that men would give thanks to the LORD for 
His goodness, And for His wonderful works to the children of men! 
22 Let them sacrifice the sacrifices of thanksgiving, And declare 
His works with rejoicing.”
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