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God’s purpose in settling on Israel as his people is stated more clearly in the 
story sketched out in Exodus 1 9:2-8 than anywhere else in the Old Testament. 
The divine declaration of intent found in 19:4-6a is unique. The centre of this 
pericope is the Old Testament Reading for the Fourth Sunday after Pentecost in 
Series A of the Three Year Lectionary. The choice is indeed apt. God’s 
recollection of his efforts for the people of Israel and the declaration of his intent 
for them counter balance Paul’s discussion in the Epistle (Romans 5:6-11) of the 
justification of the ungodly, and Christ’s commission of the apostles as outlined in 
the Gospel (Matthew 9:35-10:8). Just as Israel was sanctified to join with God in 
his rule on earth, so the Church has been called to work with her Lord in his royal 
mission to the harassed and helpless. 

Modern scholars have, I believe, failed to do justice to this passage, and that for 
two reasons. On the one hand, they have been unable to agree on its literary 
source, which has in turn hampered them in its interpretation.1 On the other 
hand, in their obsession with historical origins and parallels, they have 
overlooked its significance within the present arrangement of Exodus. The 
passage has generally been treated in relative isolation, together with the rest of 
its hypothetical source. Otherwise, it has been considered within a covenantal 
framework,2 ever since the discovery by Mendenhall of possible parallels 
between Exodus 19-24 and ancient Hittite treaties.3 While this interpretation was 
partially warranted by the mention of the covenant in 19:5, it failed to notice that 
in 19:5-6 God did not announce his intention to make a covenant with Israel, but 
to sanctify Israel for her liturgical mission in the world. Moreover, it tended to treat 
chapters 19-24 apart from 25-40, to the detriment of the latter part. This article 
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attempts to interpret this momentous passage as a whole in its present literary 
context.4 

A. CONTEXT AND STRUCTURE 
 

Exodus 19:2-8 comes at a pivotal point in the narrative of the book. The book 
falls quite naturally into two distinct parts: the story of the deliverance from Egypt 
with the subsequent journey to Mt Sinai in Exodus 1-18, and the story of God’s 
appearance there in chapters 19-40. The second half of the book in turn consists 
of two main sections. The theophany with the inauguration of the covenant in 
19:1- 24:11 is followed by the institution and construction of the tabernacle as 
Israel’s place of worship in 24:12-40:23. This arrangement of material expresses 
the theology of the book. God delivered his people from Egypt so that he might 
dwell with them in their tabernacle, and act as their God through their worship of 
him there (see Exod. 29:45-46, cf. 15:13-18). The contents of our text naturally 
enough reflect its pivotal position. In Exodus 19:4, God summarizes what he has 
done for Israel as portrayed in chapters 1-18. Then in 19:5-6 he foreshadows 
what is about to happen, with verse 5 stating the purpose of chapters 20-24, and 
verse 6 stating the purpose of chapters 25-40. Our text then elucidates the 
theological structure of Exodus. 
 
More immediately, the pericope is part of the instructions which God gave to 
Moses in Exodus 19:3-15 to prepare for his theophany in Exodus 19:16-24:11. 
These instructions emphasize the status of Israel as God’s holy nation (5-6), the 
role of Moses as mediator (9), and the holiness of God (10-13). The contents of 
this section seem at first sight to be rather disjointed, since the divine instructions 
are interrupted by the recurrent ascent and descent of Moses. This has led 
scholars to postulate that we have here a rather rough and ready collation of 
sources.5 It seems more likely that our text makes the point that the giving of the 
Decalogue occurred on the same date as the Feast of Weeks, the Jewish 
Pentecost, which falls on the seventh day of the third month. Before this great 
event, there were then six days of preparation, with the arrival at Sinai on the first 
(19:1-2), the first ascent of Moses on the second (19:3-8a), two further ascents on 
the third (8b-9a) and fourth days (9b-13), and the purification of the people on the 
fifth and sixth days (14-15).6 Thus, the account connects the Sinai theophany 
with Israel’s worship. 

The text is itself a carefully-crafted unit of narrative.7 After record of Israel’s 
encampment, the location of activity in Exodus 19:3-8 moves in three scenes: 
from the mountain to the plain and back to the mountain again. There is likewise 
a twofold interaction from the Lord through Moses to the people, and then from 
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the people through Moses back to God. The events in 19:3-6 counterbalance the 
events in 19:7-8, so that the words of the people in 19:8 correspond with God’s 
words in 19:4-6a. The structure and thematic development of the passage is 
therefore roughly as follows: 

1. The Arrival of Israel at Mt Sinai: 19:2 

2. The Meeting of Moses with God on the Mountain: 19:3—6 

a. The appointment of Moses as God’s representative (3) 

b. God’s proposal for Israel (4-6a) 

(1) a reminder of his guidance (4) 

(2) a call for obedience to him (5a) 

(3) his purpose for his people (5b-6a) 

c. God’s command to report his proposal to Israel (6b) 

3. The Meeting of Moses with the people of Israel: 19:7-8 

a. The report of God’s proposal to Israel’s leaders (7) 

b. The unanimous acceptance of God’s proposal (8a) 

c. The report to God of their acceptance (8b) 

 

B. INTERPRETATION 

The pericope begins with the report of Israel’s arrival at Mt Sinai in Exodus 19:2.8 
It employs the three stock verbs for each stage of travel by speaking of ‘setting 
out’, ‘arriving’, and ‘camping’. While the latter part of the verse may seem rather 
repetitious to us,9 it most probably refers to two separate encampments, the first 
somewhere in the wilderness of Sinai and the second more precisely before Mt 
Sinai. The name of the mountain is not given, as it is the same ‘mountain of God’ 
where Moses had received his call (3:1), been united with Aaron (4:27), and 
visited by Jethro (18:5). The eighth stage of Israel’s journey from Egypt10 is 
mentioned to stress that it was God himself who had brought his people there to 
fulfill the promise made in 3:12. The goal of the exodus therefore becomes 
evident at Sinai. 
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Verse 3 begins with a disjunctive clause in Hebrew to mark the beginning of a 
new section of narrative.11 And immediately we come across a surprising turn of 
phrase. From the context we would have expected Moses to go up ‘the 
mountain’, or even ‘the mountain of God’.12 That is indeed what is meant. But, 
instead, Moses is said to ascend ‘to God’. That kind of language was used in 
antiquity for the journey of heroes and sages into the heavenly world, and so was 
generally avoided in the Old Testament (cf.  Deut. 30:12; Prov. 30:4). But here 
we have it used of the ascent of Moses on Mt Sinai. Now, mountains in the 
ancient world were often considered the meeting- point between heaven and 
earth, and so were chosen as sites by God for his appearance to his people.13 
The notion of ascent to God was used only of Moses at Mt Sinai here and in a 
few other places. After the Lord’s descent in a cloud upon the mountain (Exod. 
19:8; 34:5), he called Moses to ‘come up’ to himself (Exod. 24:12; cf. Deut. 
10:11), and Moses is said to have ‘come up to the Lord’ in Exodus 19:24, 24:1, 
and 32:30. It is as if Moses had thereby entered the heavenly realm, but only 
because heaven had come down to earth on the mountain. 

The result of the ascent was that Moses heard the voice of God which 
commissioned him to announce God’s intention for the people of Israel, just as 
he had previously (3:1-22) been commissioned to rescue them from slavery.14 
Moses therefore became God’s messenger and spokesman who reported the 
words of God to his people (19:3-7), as well as the words of the people back to 
God (19:8-15). He mediated God’s revelation to the people who heard only the 
decalogue spoken directly to them by God (20:1-20). 

Before God put his proposal to the people, he reminded them in 19:4 of what he 
had done for them. First, they themselves had experienced how he had defeated 
the Egyptians, and miraculously delivered the Israelites from their power. 
Secondly, he had not left them helpless and abandoned in a hostile world, but 
had ‘carried’ them along and ‘brought’ them to himself. Both these verbs describe 
God’s care for his people. He had not only tolerated and led them like a shepherd 
with his sheep (cf. Isa. 40:11; 46:3; 63:9), but had also supported and sustained 
them like a father with his children (cf. Deut. 1:31). 

Even more than that! He had ‘brought’ them to ‘himself’. This expression is 
without parallel in the whole Old Testament, which usually speaks of God 
‘bringing’ his people to the Promised Land (e.g. Deut. 8:7-10). The closest 
parallel to this is Psalm 43:3, where the psalmist implores God to let his light and 
truth ‘bring’ him to his temple. Just as God would later on bring his people into his 
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presence in the temple at Jerusalem for them to receive his blessings there, so 
he had brought them from Egypt to his presence at Mt Sinai.15 God’s deliverance 
of the Israelites then reached its goal in the manifestation of himself to them in 
their worship which began at Sinai. 

God’s guidance of his people is described in a striking metaphor. He had carried 
them ‘on the wings of eagles’ or, more correctly, of ‘vultures’.16 At first sight, the 
picture seems clear enough: As in Deuteronomy 32:11, the Lord is compared 
with a vulture which teaches its young one to fly by throwing it out of its nest, 
swooping down under it, if it proves unequal to the task, and allowing it to alight 
on its back. The image would then be of the Lord’s protective care for his people. 
But two points argue against this realistic interpretation. First, the text mentions 
more than one vulture; the plural form is used. Secondly, this picture does not 
quite fit here. This passage does not describe the process of Israel learning to 
‘fly’ by itself, but God’s conveyance of Israel from Egypt to the holy mountain. 
The metaphor can perhaps be best understood more abstractly in the light of 
ancient oriental wisdom and iconography. In the wisdom tradition, the vulture was 
proverbial for its seemingly- supernatural ability to soar effortlessly from earth to 
heaven (Prov. 23:5; 30:19), and to live loftily in the highest places (Job 39:27-30; 
cf. Obad. 4; Jer. 49:16). As the largest bird in that part of the world, it was the 
ruler of the sky. In the iconography of the Ancient World from that period, wings 
of eagles or vultures were often attached as emblems to pictures of deities and 
persons, entities and powers. While this symbolized divine tutelage and 
supernatural protection in Egypt, it was a sign of transcendence and supra-
mundane dominion in the Middle Eastern cultures, given to those deities and 
powers which ruled the heavens.17 Seen in this light, the point of the image in 
Exodus 19:3 seems to be that God gave the Israelites supernatural ability and 
power to reach Mt Sinai.18 He conducted them miraculously to his heavenly 
presence there. 

After this summary of his performance for the Israelites, God then defined Israel’s 
future relationship with him and announced his purpose for them in 19:5-6a. 
These words were both promise and demand, for the people were to act in a way 
which is consistent with their God-given status and role. But before he did that, 
he outlined the means for the fulfillment of their mission as those whom he had 
brought to himself and so given access to his presence. 
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The sense of the conditional clause here has often been mistaken. Since it 
presupposes the existence of the covenant, it can hardly give the conditions for 
the covenant, as is usually maintained,19 but rather for the operation of Israel as 
a kingdom of priests. Nor is it to be taken as if God makes Israel’s election, or 
even future existence, dependent on her obedience. It does not so much warn 
against disobedience as present Israel’s mission as a matter of choice for her. 
Even though Israel did not choose to become God’s people, she could choose 
whether to carry out his mission or not.20 The covenant with the Decalogue in 
20:1-17, the subsequent ordinances in 21:1-23:19, and the instructions for the 
construction of the tabernacle in 25:1-31:19, regulated the life and mission of 
Israel as God’s holy nation. By listening to the voice of God and keeping his 
covenant with its liturgical and ethical requirements, she would fulfill her vocation 
as a nation. More exactly, God would be able to use her to fulfill his purposes for 
her. The success of Israel’s ministry, then, depended on her attitude to God’s 
word and her obedience to his covenant. 

Israel’s mission in the world is defined in two ways. In the first place, she is God’s 
‘own possession’, and she must act accordingly. The Hebrew word for this 
denotes the private property or personal savings of an individual.21 To appreciate 
the force of this expression, we need to imagine an ancestral estate in Ancient 
Israel where the whole extended family owned the land collectively, together with 
its assets and produce. In that case, this word is used for the personal property of 
a wife or child or servant, which that person owned exclusively and could dispose 
of unilaterally. The picture, however, does not exactly fit God’s possession of 
Israel, since God is the owner of everything. But the point of it seems to be that, 
even though he owned the whole world with all its nations as his hereditary 
estate by right of creation, he has gained Israel for himself by his personal 
initiative and effort.22 He purchased her at great cost to himself from the 
Egyptians and their gods. He therefore not only treasured her greatly as his most 
prized possession, but also reserved her for his exclusive use. Like a king with 
his royal estates, he could use it for his own pleasure rather than for public 
purposes. His association with Israel was governed by grace rather than by 
legality. 
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Since Israel belonged to God, he had the right to honour or use her as he 
pleased. He therefore bestowed a unique privilege and responsibility on her as a 
nation, one which distinguished her from all other nations: He appointed her as 
his priestly kingdom and holy nation.23 Since this comes in a passage of poetry, 
these two terms complement each other. The Hebrew word for ‘kingdom’ 
normally denotes the institution of the monarchy. This includes the royal court 
with all its personnel and administrative apparatus, controlled by the king and 
used by him in ruling his people. But the word can also denote the area and 
people ruled by a king. Israel was God’s kingdom in these two senses of the 
word. Not only was she ruled by God as her divine monarch, but she worked with 
him in his royal administration on earth. 

However, as his administration, the people of Israel differed from normal courtiers 
and administrators in the Ancient World. They acted as priests rather than as 
political functionaries. In Ancient Israel, priests were custodians of God’s 
presence first in the tabernacle and later in the temple. They served as mediators 
between God and his people. On the one hand, they brought the needs of the 
people to God in sacrifice and prayer. On the other hand, they administered the 
judgment and grace of God to his people in word and ritual gesture. Israel’s 
mission in the world was something like that. Since she had access to God’s 
gracious presence in the tabernacle after its dedication at Mt Sinai, she could not 
only obtain God’s blessing for herself, but also mediate it to other nations.24 

Israel’s mission then was liturgical rather than political. Her worship of the living 
God determined not only her status and identity, but also her vocation and task. 
As a priestly nation she was holy. God himself sanctified her by the blood 
sprinkled on her after her acceptance of God’s proposal in Exodus 24:3-8, just as 
the priests were sanctified by the blood sprinkled on them at their ordination 
(Exod. 29:19-21). After that, they were kept holy and shared God’s own holiness 
by virtue of their participation in the worship at the tabernacle (29:38-46). God’s 
promise to make Israel a holy nation was fulfilled by his gift of worship to her. She 
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served the divine King and administered his royal business by her liturgical 
involvement and mediation. That was her unique privilege and responsibility. And 
she fulfilled this liturgical mission as long as she listened to the voice of her God. 

Moses did as the Lord commanded in Exodus 19:3-6. He went down and set 
God’s offer before the elders of the people (19:7), their natural leaders. The 
elders consisted of the heads of all the households and clans in the tribes of 
Israel. As the legal representatives of their families, they considered the matter 
and gave their consent to it.25 God’s mission was therefore not imposed on 
Israel. Moses reported the proposal to them exactly as he was told. Then all the 
people willingly accepted it, and they did so unanimously. After that, Moses finally 
returned to the mountain to report Israel’s acceptance of her vocation. 

 

C. THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS IN PREPARATION FOR PREACHING 
 
1. This text clearly expresses the priority of God’s grace in his dealings with 

Israel. Her existence as God’s people was entirely God’s doing. He 
rescued her from slavery and extermination in Egypt; after that, he guided 
and sustained her miraculously. She owed everything to him. This, then, 
was the basis for God’s demand that she hear his voice and keep his 
covenant. Yet even this demand was not meant to make her future 
existence dependent on her obedience. Rather, only by her willing 
cooperation and active involvement would she enjoy still greater privileges 
and blessings from God. She would be drawn into intimacy with him and 
share his holiness. The same is true for us. As St Paul reminds us in 
Romans 5:6-11, we have been saved by grace. What’s more, the 
subsequent demands of God on us are the demands of grace. They have 
to do with our sanctification rather than justification. As God’s people, we 
have been redeemed like Israel for the privilege of serving him (Titus 
2:14). 

2. Moses played the key role in God’s dealings with his people in this story. 
He acted as mediator between God and them. He moved, as it were, 
between heaven and earth by ascending and descending the mountain of 
God. His activity as mediator was verbal. He spoke God’s word to his 
people and brought their response back to God. This role of his was 
unique in the Old Testament. But we have a far greater mediator in Christ 
(Heb. 3:1-6; 1 Tim. 2:5). He descended from heaven to earth and then 
ascended from earth to heaven to bring the Father to us and us to the 
Father. As our mediator, he did not merely speak the word of God to us, 
but was himself the Word of God (John 1:1). Moreover, as our mediator, 
he instituted the new covenant and worship of God for us on the night 
before his death. In our worship he now mediates between the Father and 
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us as our great High Priest (Heb. 7:25). As with Moses, a particular 
mountain played an important part in his ministry. There he not only met 
with his heavenly Father in prayer (Matt. 14:23; Mark 6:46; John 6:15), 
was transfigured before the chosen three (Luke 9:28, cf. 2 Peter 1:18), 
and appeared to his disciples after his resurrection (Matt. 28:16), but he 
also called the twelve (Mark 3:13; Luke 6:12), taught his disciples (Matt. 
5:1; 8:1), healed the sick, fed the crowd (Matt. 15:29-38; John 6:3), and 
commissioned the twelve (Matt. 28:16—20). Our holy mountain which we 
ascend with Jesus is the celebration of the liturgy in the Church (Heb. 
12:22-24). 

3. The purpose of God’s deliverance was achieved by the gift of his presence 
with his people in the tabernacle (Exod. 29:42-46). God retrieved his 
people from the concentration camps in Egypt in order to bring them to 
himself in their worship of him. Israel’s worship was, therefore, never a 
matter of her performance; it was divine benefaction. In it, God gave his 
presence and blessings to his people, like a king who holds an open 
audience at his palace for all his subjects, and grants them their requests. 

God’s dealings with his people reached their goal in Israel’s worship. Even 
the covenant which God made with his people at Mt Sinai was not an end 
in itself but was meant to promote the orthodoxy of Israel’s worship. Like 
Israel we have been redeemed to worship the Triune God. The goal of 
Christ’s death for us is given in the institution of Holy Communion. The 
new covenant then centres on the Lord’s Supper where our heavenly 
Father carries us on the wings of Christ our eagle, and brings us to his 
heavenly presence (Heb. 10:19-22). Through divine worship we who are 
holy in Christ share in God’s own holiness here on earth. 

4. God proclaimed the nature and mission of his people in Exodus 19:3-6. 
On the one hand, he conferred great privileges on them. By giving them 
access to himself in their worship, he showed how greatly he esteemed 
them, and how much he wished them to enjoy intimacy with him. Like 
priests they could receive many blessings from his holy presence. Like 
courtiers who ate and drank at the King’s table, they could enjoy life at the 
court of their heavenly King. They were therefore most important people. 
On the other hand, God gave them far-reaching responsibilities. They 
were responsible for his worship on earth. As a holy nation, they were to 
act as his royal administration; as his priests they were to serve him and 
only him. This required attention to his word and obedience to his 
directives, for they were to worship him as he commanded, and represent 
him to the nations of the world. Even though they were happy to accept 
God’s proposal, the Bible shows how they failed in their liturgical mission 
which was ultimately fulfilled by Christ himself. 

Like Israel, the Church of Jesus Christ is a liturgical community, 
constituted by and for the worship of the Triune God. It derives its identity 
and receives its mission from its glorified Lord who is present with it in its 
worship. In him we are holy. By him we enter the kingdom of his Father, so 



that, like the apostles in Matthew 10:1-16, we too share in his royal 
ministry and work with him in the administration of his Father’s gracious 
rule. 

Through him we corporately are members of God’s royal priesthood, with 
the privilege of access to his presence and the responsibility for mediation 
between God and the people around us (Rev. 1:5). By our prayers we 
bring them and their needs to our Father (1 Tim. 2:1-6). By our 
proclamation and presence, we bring the Father and his grace to them (1 
Peter 2:9; Matt. 10:40). In this way we serve God and reign with him on 
earth (Rev. 5:10). That is our liturgical mission. 

5. In a sermon on this text, I would concentrate on the privilege and 
responsibility of divine worship. Here is a suggested outline: 

a. Introduction: What is the purpose of our existence? 

(1) Our own goals 

(2) Worship as God’s purpose for us 

 

b. The Privilege of Worship 

(1) The Father’s initiative in bringing us to himself through his Son 

2) Membership in his royal family through his Son 

(3) Sharing in God’s presence and holiness through his Son 

 

c. Our Responsibility in Worship. 

(1) The need for obedience in our vocation 

(2) Bringing others and needs to God in worship 

(3) Bringing God and his grace to others in our daily life 

 

  

 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 


