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The Priesthood of 
All Believers

Recently, I was asked, “Why is it necessary to confess our sins 
to one another since Jesus is the Great High Priest?” Excellent 
question, my friend!  Aside from Scripture telling us to do so in 
James 5:16, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray 
for each other so that you may be healed,” we, as believers and new 
creatures in Christ, are a “chosen people, a royal priesthood 
[my emphasis], a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you 
may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness 
into his wonderful light.” (1 Peter 2:9)

We are priests and part of a royal priesthood?  What does 
that mean?  What exactly is a priest?  What is their role?  In 
short, a priest functions as God’s representative in the world, 
communicating God’s word and shedding light on God’s will in 
people’s lives.  A priest pronounces God’s word of forgiveness and 
healing grace.  A priest also acts as the people’s representative 
to God.  A priest intercedes for the people, going to God for the 
sake of the people and offering sacrifices of love on their behalf.  

Moreover, a priest is anyone who has experienced the love, 
acceptance, and forgiveness of God and helps others experience 
that grace as well. 

J.D. Walt gives this detailed description, “a royal priest moves 
about among the human race, helping to orient people with the 
King who sits on the throne at the center of it all.  You are a 
living signpost pointing people to our King and Good Father and 
helping them get there.  To hold your hand is to feel the clasp of 
mercy.  To listen to your voice is to hear the sound of grace.  To 
be in your presence is to smell the fragrance of Christ.  To behold 
your countenance is to share in the very peace of Jesus.  To sit 
with you at the table is to taste and see that the Lord is good.  
You, priest, are a living reminder of the love of God, a way finder 
for the lost and a way maker for the weary.  Instead of giving 
directions you walk with them along the road.  At times you will 
seem to follow their lead in the wrong direction, patiently waiting 
for them to come to the end of their broken self and make the 
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turn toward home.  At other times, you stand at the end of the 
road, seeing beyond its winding ways, with your eyes peeled on 
the horizon looking for the fragile frame of returning sons and 
daughters – ready to run at the drop of a hat.” 

Yes, Jesus is the Great High Priest, the supreme mediator between 
God and people (Hebrews 7:23-28). We know God has bridged 
the gap of sin and death that separates people from God and 
people from other people through salvation offered in Jesus 
Christ (2 Corinthians 5:18-20).  In Christ, the separation between 
God and humanity is overcome. However, all believers share in 
this priesthood – in partnership with Christ.  The members of 
the Christian community are a royal priesthood.  As part of the 
priesthood of all believers, each of us is called to represent Christ 
and share His grace with others.  Believers stand in the gap with 
Christ and bridge the separation between people and God in 
those places and relationships where Christ’s grace needs to be 
realized.

The priesthood of all believers is a biblical concept crucial to 
understanding the church and the role of laity in the church.  ALL 
believers, lay and clergy alike, are called and given authority to 
be priests to one another.  It does not mean every person acts as 
his/her own priest.  All believers are baptized in Christ and are 
one in Christ.  All are members in the body of Christ.  No individual 
is more important than another.  This means that the popular 
understanding that clergy “do ministry” and laity consume it 
is inaccurate and unbiblical.  Clergy and laity are partners in 
ministry.  Theoretically, persons in each category are equally 
important in the life and ministry of the church. Clergy have 
received specialized training.  Many hold a Masters of Divinity 
degree.  Some have pursued further studies and hold other 
advanced degrees which equip them for ministry.  Most clergy 
in the United Methodist Church serve full time in their positions, 
generally serving as the pastor of one or more churches.  Because 
serving as clergy is their vocation, they are compensated.  As a 
consequence, they have a high level of interest in the workings 
of the church and decisions made which shape its life.  It is their 
calling and livelihood.  The role of the clergy is “to equip the 
people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built 
up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the 
Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure 
of the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:12-13).

Rev. Keith Boyette gives a thorough description of laity: “The laity 
have skills that have been honed in the crucible of life.  They 
are called to ministry as well.  And that calling is not to occupy 
a seat for an hour on Sunday morning and to contribute to the 
local church budget.  Laity spend the bulk of their time in the 
presence of people who rarely attend church and who may not 
have a relationship with Jesus; they are truly on the frontlines of 
ministry.” 

Our mission as the church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  
None of us – clergy or laity - can accomplish Christ’s ministry 
alone.  We partner together in making Christ real for people in all 
circumstances of life, by being channels of God’s grace, and by 
proclaiming the mighty acts of God with our lives.  To a person in 
pain, the words “God loves you,” “You are forgiven,” or a simple 
prayer can be a word from God.  To someone drowning in difficulty, 
the touch of a hand on the shoulder, the company of a friend, or 
an offer of help can represent God’s presence. 

The church will not become the force God intends until it takes 
seriously its mission to raise up fully devoted followers of Jesus 
Christ who have been transformed by their encounter with God 
and are willing to stand in the gap for others.  That is a priest!

For more information, see:  
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