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About This Series 
“So, what’s the deal?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, you Lutherans say that every Christian is a priest to God, but 

you have ministers dressed up in fancy robes who speak on behalf of 
God.” 

“That’s true. Our pastors speak in the stead and by the command of 
Jesus Christ.” 

“But doesn’t every Christian do that? I just don’t get it.” 
 
As Lutherans interact with other Christians, they often find them-

selves struggling to explain their beliefs and practices. Although many 
Lutherans have learned the “what” of the doctrines of the Church, they 
do not always have a full scriptural foundation to share the “why.” When 
confronted with different doctrines, they cannot clearly state their faith, 
much less understand the differences. 

Because of insecurities about explaining particular doctrines or 
practices, some Lutherans may avoid opportunities to share what they 
have learned from Christ and His Word. The Lutheran Difference Bible 
study series will identify how Lutherans differ from other Christians and 
show from the Bible why Lutherans differ. These studies will prepare 
Lutherans to share their faith and help non-Lutherans understand the Lu-
theran difference. 
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Student Introduction 
Priesthood and ministry—it seems so simple in theory. Every 

Christian is a member of Christ’s holy priesthood by virtue of his or her 
Baptism. Some members of the holy priesthood are called and ordained 
to be pastors in the Office of the Holy Ministry. As our Lutheran Confes-
sions so clearly state: “Our churches teach that no one should publicly 
teach in the Church, or administer the Sacraments, without a rightly or-
dered call.” (Augsburg Confession XIV 1). That appears to be simple 
enough to understand. While every baptized believer is a priest in the 
royal priesthood of Jesus Christ, not every Christian holds the Office of 
the Holy Ministry. Martin Luther put it very succinctly, when he wrote to 
the Senate of Prague in 1523: “A priest is not the same as a presbyter or 
minister; one is born, the other is made.” 

The proper distinction of priesthood and ministry lies at the heart of 
the Lutheran Reformation. In Luther’s day, priests (i.e., ministers or pas-
tors) were seen as a more holy group of Christians, closer to God and 
separated from the people. They had special power by virtue of their or-
dination, to change the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ 
in the Lord’s Supper. They also offered the body and blood of Christ to 
the Father as an unbloody sacrifice to atone for the sins of the people. 
Priests were seen as analogous to the Old Testament priesthood of the 
tabernacle and the temple, a holy order set apart to make sacrifices for 
the people. 

Luther and the reformers realized that the New Testament does not 
have a priesthood like that of the Old Testament. Jesus Christ is the one 
and only High Priest of a new covenant, established by the sacrifice that 
He made on the cross. This once-for-all sacrifice of Christ as the Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world put an end to all bloody sac-
rifices for sin. And it ended the Old Testament priesthood of the sons of 
Aaron. Christ, our High Priest, has an eternal priesthood like that of Mel-
chizedek. And now, every Christian is anointed a priest in Baptism, not 
to offer bloody sacrifices for sin but to offer his or her body as a living 
sacrifice in thanksgiving to God. 

Luther and the reformers also recognized that the Church as a 
priesthood has an ordered ministry, an office that is charged with pub-
licly preaching the Word and administering the gifts of Christ’s sacrifice. 
Priesthood and ministry—both are gifts of God to His holy people and 
through His people to the world. 
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An Overview of Christian 
Denominations 

The following outline of Christian history will help you understand 
where the different denominations come from and how they are related to 
one another. Use this outline in connection with the “Comparisons” sec-
tions found throughout the study. Statements of belief for the different 
churches were drawn from their official confessional writings. 

The Great Schism 
Eastern Orthodox: On July 16, 1054, Cardinal Humbert entered the 

Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople just before the 
worship service. He stepped to the altar and left a letter condemning 
Michael Cerularius, patriarch of Constantinople. Cerularius re-
sponded by condemning the letter and its authors. In that moment, 
Christian churches of the East and West were severed from one an-
other. Their disagreements centered on what bread could be used in 
the Lord’s Supper and the addition of the filioque statement to the 
Nicene Creed. 

The Reformation 
Lutheran: On June 15, 1520, Pope Leo X wrote a letter condemning Dr. 

Martin Luther for his 95 Theses. Luther’s theses had challenged the 
sale of indulgences, a fund-raising effort to pay for the building of 
St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. The letter charged Luther with her-
esy and threatened to excommunicate him if he did not retract his 
writings within sixty days. Luther replied by publicly burning the 
letter. Leo excommunicated him on January 3 and condemned all 
who agreed with Luther or supported his cause. 

Reformed: In 1522, the preaching of Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, Switzer-
land, convinced people to break their traditional Lenten fast. Also, 
Zwingli preached that priests should be allowed to marry. When lo-
cal friars challenged these departures from Medieval Church prac-
tice, the Zurich Council supported Zwingli and agreed that the Bi-
ble should guide Christian doctrine and practice. Churches of this 
Reformed tradition include Presbyterians and Episcopalians. 

Anabaptist: In January 1525, Conrad Grebel, a follower of Ulrich 
Zwingli, rebaptized Georg Blaurock. Blaurock began rebaptizing 
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others and founded the Swiss Brethren. Their insistence on adult 
believers’ Baptisms distinguished them from other churches of the 
Reformation. Anabaptists attracted social extremists who advocated 
violence in the cause of Christ, complete pacifism, or communal 
living. Mennonites, Brethren, and Amish churches descend from 
this movement. 

The Counter Reformation 
Roman Catholic: When people call the Medieval Church “Roman 

Catholic,” they make a common historical mistake. Roman Catholi-
cism emerged after the Reformation. As early as 1518, Luther and 
other reformers had appealed to the pope and requested a council to 
settle the issue of indulgences. Their requests were hindered or de-
nied for a variety of theological and political reasons. Finally, on 
December 13, 1545, thirty-four leaders from the churches who op-
posed the Reformation gathered at the invitation of Pope Paul III. 
They began the Council of Trent (1545–1563), which established 
the doctrine and practice of Roman Catholicism. 

Post-Reformation Movements 
Baptist: In 1608 or 1609, John Smyth, a former pastor of the Church of 

England, baptized himself by pouring water over his head. He 
formed a congregation of English Separatists in Holland who op-
posed the rule of bishops and infant Baptism. This marked the start 
of the English Baptist churches, which remain divided doctrinally 
over the theology of John Calvin (Particular Baptists) and Jacob 
Arminius (General Baptists). In the 1800s, the Restoration Move-
ment of Alexander Campbell, a former Presbyterian minister, 
adopted many Baptist teachings. These churches include the Disci-
ples of Christ (Christian Churches) and the Churches of Christ. 

Wesleyan: In 1729, John and Charles Wesley gathered with three other 
men to study the Scripture, receive Communion, and discipline one 
another according to the so-called method laid down in the Bible. 
Later, John Wesley’s preaching caused religious revivals in Eng-
land and America. Methodists, Wesleyans, Nazarenes, and Pente-
costals form the Wesleyan family of churches. 

Liberal: In 1799, Friedrich Schleiermacher published Addresses on 
Religion in an attempt to make Christianity appealing to people 
influenced by Rationalism. He argued that religion is not a body of 
doctrines, provable truths, or a system of ethics but belongs to the 
realm of feelings. His ideas did not form a new denomination but 
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deeply influenced Christian thinking. Denominations most thor-
oughly affected by liberalism are the United Church of Christ, Dis-
ciples of Christ, and Unitarianism. 
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Lutheran Facts 
All who worship the Holy Trinity and trust in Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of sins are regarded by Lutherans as fellow Christians de-
spite denominational differences. 

Lutheran churches first described themselves as evangelische or 
evangelical churches. Opponents of these churches called them Lutheran 
after Dr. Martin Luther, the sixteenth-century German Church reformer. 

Lutherans are not disciples of Dr. Martin Luther but disciples of Je-
sus Christ. They proudly accept the name Lutheran because they agree 
with Dr. Luther’s teaching from the Bible as summarized in Luther’s 
Small Catechism. 

Nearly every Christian group has some form of the Office of the 
Holy Ministry. Even the most independent congregations have pastors, 
some of whom hold considerable authority. 

Still there are considerable differences and questions among Chris-
tians regarding the priesthood of Christians and the Office of the Holy 
Ministry. Is every Christian a minister in the same sense that every 
Christian is a priest? What are the distinctive duties and authorities of the 
Holy Ministry? How is the concept of priesthood different from minis-
try? How does God call a person to the Holy Ministry, and who is eligi-
ble to serve? 

As with many other issues at the time of the Reformation, Luther 
and his fellow reformers steered a careful path between the Roman 
Church on the one hand and the radical reformers on the other. Affirming 
both priesthood and ministry, the Lutheran Reformation retained both the 
dignity of every Christian before God as a priest and the special office in 
the Church that is charged with preaching the Word and administering 
the Sacraments. Unlike Rome, the Lutherans held that every Christian is 
a member of the priestly caste. Unlike the radical Anabaptists and others, 
Lutherans held that not everyone is called to be a minister or pastor in the 
church. In this way, Lutherans preserved both scriptural teachings with-
out compromising one for the sake of the other. 

 
To prepare for the first session of this study, “Baptism and Priest-

hood,” please read 1 Peter 2:1–12. 
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Baptism and Priesthood 
“For a priest, especially in the New Testament, was not made but 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 regeneration.” 
—Martin Luther, “Concerning the Ministry” (AE 40:19) 

When you think of a priest, what images come to your mind? A 
holy man, perhaps, set apart from the rest? Someone who wears long 
robes and black shirts with a white-tabbed collar? A religious person 
who is close to God? But do you think of a little child, or a mother caring 
for her baby, or a car mechanic servicing a transmission, or a farmer 
tending his crops? Those activities somehow don’t seem very priestly, do 
they? Yet, they are! One of the great insights of the Reformation was that 
every baptized believer in Jesus Christ is a priest to God in the priest-
hood of Christ. 

1. How do the words priest and priesthood apply to your own life? 
Do they affect how you see your daily work? How might you see your 
life and work differently as you see yourself as a priest to God in Christ’s 
priesthood? 

 
 
 
 
 

Baptismal Beginnings 
2. Read 1 Peter 1:1–2:3; 3:13–22. What evidence can you find that 

the apostle Peter is writing this letter to newly baptized Christians? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Read 1 Peter 2:4–5. What does Peter say about his readers’ rela-

tionship to God? What Old Testament images does Peter use for these 
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newly baptized Christians? What is the purpose of being a holy priest-
hood? 

 
 
 
 
4. Read 1 Peter 2:9–10; Revelation 1:4–6. What are baptized be-

lievers called in these passages? What is the importance of each term, 
and how is it connected to Christ and to Holy Baptism? 

 
 
 
 
 
5. Read Exodus 19:3–6, and compare it with 1 Peter 2:9–10. How is 

the Church similar to Old Testament Israel? How was Old Testament 
Israel baptized? 

 
 
 
 
 
6. Read Hosea 1:6, 9; 2:1, 22–23, and compare with 1 Peter 2:10. In 

what ways were we once not God’s people and not recipients of mercy? 
How can you be certain that you are part of the people of God and re-
cipients of His mercy? 

 
 
 
 
 
7. Read the following passages: Romans 6:1–7; Ephesians 5:26; 

Galatians 3:27; Titus 3:5; 1 Peter 3:21. What does Baptism accomplish 
according to these passages? What does this mean for our priesthood in 
Christ? 
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Holy Priests in a Priesthood 
In the Old Testament, priests were considered holy, that is, set apart 

by God for service to Him and to His people. The high priest wore spe-
cial clothing showing that he represented Israel before God and God be-
fore Israel (Exodus 28). He had a headpiece with the phrase “Holy to the 
LORD written on it (Exodus 28:36), a visible reminder of his being set 
apart for priestly service. The high priest and his priesthood were spe-
cially consecrated for their office by washing, anointing with oil, and 
sacrifice (Exodus 29). 

8. Read Exodus 28. What did the high priest wear, and what was 
the significance of each item of clothing? See Galatians 3:27. How are 
New Testament priests clothed? 

 
 
 
 
 
9. Read Exodus 29. How were priests consecrated? How is Baptism 

an anointing into the priesthood of Christ? 
 
 
 
 

A Greater Priest 
The Book of Hebrews makes the argument that Jesus is a superior 

priest in a greater priesthood than that of the Old Testament. 
10. Read Hebrews 4:14–15; 7:11–28; 8:3–6; 9:11–28. How is Jesus 

a greater High Priest than the high priest of the Old Testament? 
 
 
 
 
 
11. In light of the differences you found in number 10, what differ-

ence might you expect to find in God’s New Testament priesthood com-
pared with the Old Testament? 
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Comparisons 
Eastern Orthodox: “What ecclesiastical institution is there through 

which the succession of the Apostolical ministry is preserved? The 
ecclesiastical Hierarchy” (The Longer Catechism of the Eastern 
Church, Question 276). 

Lutheran: “Here belong the statements of Christ that testify that the Keys 
have been given to the Church, and not merely to certain persons, 
‘Where two or three are gathered in My name . . .’ [Matthew 18:20]. 
Finally, Peter’s statement also confirms this, ‘You are . . . a royal 
priesthood’ [1 Peter 2:9]” (The Power and the Primacy of the Pope 
68–69). 

Reformed/Presbyterian: “All saints that are united to Jesus Christ their 
head, by his Spirit and by faith, have fellowship with him in his 
graces, sufferings, death, resurrection, and glory: and being united 
to one another in love, they have communion in each other’s gifts 
and graces, and are obliged to the performance of such duties, pub-
lic and private, as do conduce to their mutual good, both in the in-
ward and outward man” (The Westminster Confession of Faith 
XXVI 1). 

Roman Catholic: “If any one saith, that there is not in the New Testa-
ment a visible and external priesthood; or, that there is not any 
power of consecrating and offering the true body and blood of the 
Lord, and of forgiving and retaining sins, but only an office and 
bare ministry of preaching the Gospel; or, that those who do not 
preach are not priests at all: let him be anathema” (The Canons and 
Decrees of the Council of Trent IV 1). 

Baptist: “The members of these churches are saints by calling, visibly 
manifesting and evidencing (in and by their profession and walk-
ing) their obedience unto that call of Christ” (The Baptist Confes-
sion of 1688, 6). 

Point to Remember 
But you are 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 
 

To prepare for the next section, “The Priesthood at Worship,” read 
Romans 12:1–21. 
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Leader Guide 
Leaders, please note the different abilities of your class members. 

Some will easily find the many passages listed in this study. Others will 
struggle to find even the “easy” passages. To help everyone participate, 
team up members of the class. For example, if a question asks you to 
look up several passages, assign one passage to one group, the second to 
another, and so on. Divide up the work. Let participants present the dif-
ferent answers they discover. 

Each topic is divided into four easy-to-use sections. 
Focus: Key concepts that will be discovered. 
Inform: Guides the participants into Scripture to uncover truth concern-

ing a doctrine. 
Connect: Enables participants to apply that which is learned in Scripture 

to their lives, and provides them an opportunity to formulate and ar-
ticulate a defense of a key doctrine. 

Vision: Provides participants with practical suggestions for extending the 
theme of the lesson out of the classroom and into the world. 
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Baptism and Priesthood 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, par-

ticipants will (1) understand that they are anointed priests to God in Holy 
Baptism, (2) see their lives in Baptism as a priesthood, and (3) see them-
selves as priests to God under the high priesthood of Jesus Christ. 

Opening Worship 
Read Psalm 110 together. Then sing “Baptized into Your Name 

Most Holy” (LSB 590; ELH 242; CW 294; LW 224; LBW 192; TLH 298) 
or “Church of God, Elect and Glorious” (LSB 646). 

Prayer: Gracious God, our heavenly Father, grant that as You have 
anointed us to be kings and priests in the kingdom and priesthood of 
Your beloved Jesus Christ, our Savior, we may serve in His righteous-
ness and holiness all the days of our lives, through Jesus Christ, our 
Lord. Amen. 

Focus 
1. Answers will vary. The purpose of this question is to get people 

to talk about how they view priest and priesthood. Important are any ex-
pressions that recognize even the most menial of tasks as holy when done 
by a priest to God. 

Baptismal Beginnings (Inform) 
2. This is an exercise in reading between the lines. There are many 

baptismal references in 1 Peter. Among them are 1:3 (new birth); 1:23 
(born again); 2:2 (newborn babies); 2:9 (Exodus reference); 3:21 (Bap-
tism saves you). 

3. They are “chosen by God” and “precious to Him.” Peter speaks 
of them as a “spiritual house” (i.e., temple) and a “holy priesthood.” Both 
of these are images from the Old Testament, referring to the Levitical 
priesthood and the tabernacle or temple (see Exodus 37–39). The pur-
pose of the New Testament priesthood is to offer “spiritual sacrifices” 
that are acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. This stands in contrast to 
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the sacrifices of the Old Testament, which were sacrifices of blood for 
the atonement of sin. 

4. The baptized are called a chosen people, royal priesthood, holy 
nation, God’s possession, and kings and priests (Revelation 1:4–6). Cho-
sen implies election in grace; royal priesthood suggests kingly, sacrificial 
service; holy nation says that the Church is the New Testament Israel of 
God (Galatians 6:16). Each is granted in Christ through Holy Baptism. 

5. Israel and the Church both come through water (Red Sea and 
Baptism) and into the Promised Land as God’s holy nation and priest-
hood. Israel’s “baptism” was in the Red Sea under Moses’ guidance, 
since he was the covenant leader (1 Corinthians 10:2). 

6. Hosea’s two children of Gomer’s adultery were called Lo-
Ruhamah (“not loved”) and Lo-Ammi (“not my people”). Our sin and 
the sin of Adam have alienated us from God and placed us under His 
wrath. In Baptism, God restores us in Christ, the beloved Son, so that we 
are beloved and belong to God as His priestly people. 

7. Baptism joins us to Christ in His death, washes us with the Word, 
clothes us with Christ, works rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, and 
saves us through the death and resurrection of Jesus. This means we are 
born again and clothed for a life of priestly service to God, to live under 
Christ in His Kingdom, and to serve Him, as it says in the Small Cate-
chism, in “everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness.” Our 
priestly vestments are the righteousness of Christ, which we wear as a 
robe covering our sin. 

Holy Priests in a Priesthood (Connect) 
8. The high priest wore a breastplate, ephod, robe, tunic, sash, and 

turban. The breastplate and ephod indicated that he represented the peo-
ple before God; the turban with its insignia indicated that he represented 
God before the people. Paul states that in Baptism we are clothed with 
Christ, that is, we wear the vestments of Jesus Christ, our High Priest, as 
priests in His royal priesthood. 

9. A priest was washed with water and anointed with oil. Sacrifices 
were made at priests’ ordinations, and blood was sprinkled on them. In 
Baptism, we are cleansed by the blood of Christ and anointed by Him as 
priests to serve Him. As 1 Peter 2:9 indicates, Baptism is a consecration 
into the royal priesthood, wherein Christ anoints us for priestly service. 

A Greater Priest (Vision) 
10. Hebrews makes the argument that Christ is superior to the Old 

Testament priesthood of Aaron. Christ is a sinless High Priest in a greater 
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order (Melchizedek, not Aaron), who offers His blood in a greater and 
superior sacrifice in a greater covenant at a greater, eternal tabernacle. 

11. Given that Christ’s priesthood is eternal, we would expect the 
New Testament priesthood to reflect the once-for-all character of Jesus’ 
priestly sacrifice. No longer is the shedding of blood called for in the 
New Testament, because the atoning blood of Christ has been shed one 
time for all time. The priesthood of the New Testament does not deal 
with the atonement for sin but with offerings of thanksgiving in view of 
Christ’s all-atoning sacrifice. The Apology states clearly: 

“These are the sacrifices of the New Testament, as Peter 
teaches, ‘a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices’  
(1 Peter 2:5). Spiritual sacrifices, however, are contrasted 
not only with those of cattle, but even with human works 
offered by the outward act, because spiritual refers to the 
movements of the Holy Spirit in us.” (Apology of the Augs-
burg Confession XXIV 26) 
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