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ABSTRACT
The Sinai Pericope, Exodus 19.3b—24.11, represents a significant conceptualisation of Israel’s
identity, as the metaphor ‘priestly kingdom’ is conferred upon the nation via Yahweh’s speech
act in Exodus 19.6a. The key interpretive question in the field of biblical studies with respect
to Israel’s self–understanding vis–à–vis ‘Israel is priestly kingdom’ is to what degree priestly
status function is conceptualised for the entire society. The phrase ‘priestly kingdom’ along
with the associated phrases ‘treasured people’ and ‘holy nation’ in Exodus 19.5–6a function as
a metaphor cluster, conveying cultural and relational conceptualisations with respect to
Yahweh and Israel. Exegetical analysis of Exodus 19.6a, as well as of surrounding micro and
near contexts, confirms that the Hebrew tribes gathered at Sinai were consecrated and ordained
to priestly status function. This conclusion is supported by the comparison of Israel’s
consecration and ordination through the covenant–making event with rituals stipulated in
Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8 for the consecration and ordination of the Aaronic cultic priesthood.
Understood in this way, Israel’s hereditary sacral specialists served as the paradigm of priestly
conceptions for the entire society to emulate. Macro–textual and cognitive linguistic analysis
demonstrate that limiting inputs and framings occur throughout the Old Testament which
exclude cultic functions from Israel’s national priesthood. Yet substantial priestly functions are
demonstrated for the society, along vertical (Godward) and horizontal (interpersonal) axes as
the nation exercises priestly conceptions of holiness, justice, and mercy, through worship,
teaching, caring for the vulnerable, and incorporating resident–aliens into Israel’s social
structure and worship. Israel’s self–conception as ‘Yahweh’s priestly kingdom’ went through
developmental stages as constituents experienced the Exilic Event, the Restoration Event, and
the Christ Event. The priestly status function of Israel provides a suitable approach for reading
the Old Testament, for assessing Israel’s role in the missio Dei, and impacts the way 1 Peter
2.5, 9 and Revelation 1.6; 5.9–10; 20.6 are conceptualised by the Christian movement today.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Thesis Statement
This thesis seeks to answer the question of how to interpret correctly the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor (Exodus 19.6a) located within the Sinai Pericope (Exodus 19.3b–24.11). The
research seeks to accomplish this by:
A. Assessing the metaphorical aspects of Exodus 19.5b–6a
B. Conducting a thorough exegetical examination of the micro–context, including the
application of Mental Space Theory to the Yahweh speech act (Exodus 19.3b–6a),
exegesis of the Sinai Pericope, and associated secondary or macro–contexts
C. Creating a cognitive analysis and mapping the conceptual development of ‘priestly
kingdom’ with regards to the nation of Israel
D. Applying sociological theory of status–function as applicable to the nation of Israel as
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’; and,
E. Examining both positive and negative framing examples of OT paradigmatic priestly
function and dysfunction to clarify national priestly function.

The primary conclusions presented resulting from the investigations of this thesis include:
1. The emerging nation of Israel was corporately called, commissioned, and ordained by
Yahweh to be his ‘priestly kingdom’ during the Sinai Event (Exodus 19.3b—24.11).
2. The metaphorical designation of Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’ conveyed a priestly role
set or a status function to the nation as an integral part of the covenant. Israel’s status
necessitated priestly function.
3. While Israel’s priestly status function did not involve sacerdotal duties, its national
priestly function involved worship, teaching of Torah, the practice of justice and mercy,
and the integration of foreigners (resident–aliens) into the covenantal community. In
these ways, Israel was to glorify Yahweh and make him known among the nations.

The Sinai Pericope, a Hebrew textual narrative encompassing Exodus 19.3b—24.11,
ascribes a communal identity to the nation of ancient Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’
The existence of collective identities, which serve to bind communities, regions, or nations
together and are conveyed inter–generationally, are not uncommon. With respect to the nation
of Israel, an ‘Exodus Identity’ has been proposed by Stargel and Bills.1 While Stargel, Bills,
1

Linda M. Stargel, The Construction of Exodus Identity in Ancient Israel: A Social Identity Approach (Eugene:
Pickwick, 2018), 40–67. Nathan Bills, A Theology of Justice in Exodus, Siphrut 26, LTHS (University Park:

1

and others have argued convincingly that the Exodus narrative (generally associated with
Exodus 1.1—15.21) served to shape a shared identity among those claiming to belong to
ancient Israel, this thesis argues that the Sinai Pericope also shaped another defining social
identity, that of a metaphorical priestly identity for Israel as a nation. 2
At the conceptual heart of Exodus 19.3b—24.11 are a series of three metaphorical
statements, which occur in Exodus 19.5b–6a. Each of these statements serve to describe the
collective Hebrew tribes as the narrative presents them gathered at the base of Mt. Sinai in the
wilderness. The metaphor cluster or cascade is conveyed via the narrative as a declarative
speech act by Yahweh, ascribing both status and function to those persons who identify as part
of the new nation of Israel. While typically understood to be a constitutive element of a
covenantal formula or covenant–making event, this thesis argues that these phrases also
comprise a setting apart and functional calling for Israel as a nation serving as Yahweh’s
‘priestly kingdom.’ Thus the elements of consecration, holy space, sacrifice, and sprinkling
with blood contained in Exodus 19 and 24 constitute a national rite of priestly ordination. 3
The first of the three metaphorical expressions, ‘treasured people’ (Exodus 19.5b) is
further framed by the binary metaphorical phrases in Exodus 19.6a, ‘priestly kingdom,’ and
‘holy nation,’ which invite the recipients to cognitively interpret the Sinai speech act as
conveying priestly status function as an essential aspect of their national identity and role,
vertically with respect to Yahweh and horizontally with reference to other people groups or
nations of the earth. All three metaphorical phrases, when subjected to exegetical analysis,
reference consistently the communal entity, the nation of ancient Israel. In a somewhat
‘interruptive’ manner and occurring immediately after the first metaphorical epithet ‘treasured
people’, the subordinate clause ‘even though all the earth is mine,’ serves, on the one hand, to
to establish Yahweh’s sovereignty, and at the same time, to further frame Israel’s national status
with reference to the other nations of the earth.
Israel’s designation as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ through the first of the two
metaphors included in Exodus 19.6a, is the focus of this thesis and is the starting point from
which the investigation proceeds. This metaphorical expression, along with its adjoining
metaphor, ‘holy nation,’ functions in assigning a priestly status–role for the emerging nation.

Eisenbrauns, 2020), 3–4, 23. See also Ronald Hendel, ‘The Exodus in Biblical Memory,’ in JBL 120.4 (2001),
601–622.
2
See Victor Counted and Fraser Watts, ‘Place Attachment in the Bible: The Role of Attachment to Sacred
Places in Religious Life,’ in JPT 45.3 (2017), 221–222, for a discussion of Mount Sinai as a ‘source of identity’
for Israel.
3
Daniel I. Block, ‘“A Place for My Name”: Horeb and Zion in the Mosaic Vision of Israelite Worship,’ in JETS
58.2 (2015), 243: ‘While this ritual is perceived both as a marriage and as an adoption ceremony, Israel’s
vassaldom was to be missional; Horeb marked the place of Israel’s ordination for priestly service.’

2

This thesis argues that both the immediate context and also the wider context support this
reading of the metaphor ‘priestly kingdom.’
A careful examination of the narrative material situated in Exodus 20—23 substantiates
that the Sinai Pericope is preoccupied with providing a functional framework for the new nation
of Israel, enabling it to function communally as Yahweh’s priest–nation toward himself, within
the tribal league, and also toward other nations. The material concerning the system of case law
is concerned not only with vertical elements of priestly function toward Yahweh, but also with
horizontal aspects of priestly function among the Israelites and with respect to gêrīm (resident–
aliens).4
A comparison of the ritualistic elements observed by Israel as a communal entity in
Exodus 19 and 24, when juxtaposed with the regulations concerning the ordination of the cultic
priests in Exodus 29, indicate strikingly similar features, which support the proposal that the
theophany at Sinai and the covenant–making event create a holy space and establish Israel as
Yahweh’s unique ‘priestly kingdom’ endowed with a priestly status–role with regard to the
other nations.
However, the establishment of a hereditary cultic priesthood descending through the
lineage of Aaron (Exodus 28–29; Leviticus 8) also indicates that Israel’s national priesthood
involves primarily non–cultic functions. These functions operate with respect to Yahweh and
his worship, but importantly they also involve teaching of the Law to future generations and to
the resident–aliens. Increasingly over the course of Israel’s national life, these priestly functions
included the integration of resident–aliens into full participation in the covenantal national
community. This progression in Israel’s self–understanding of its priestly status–function can
be traced using associated texts from the wider context.
The conclusion is that in Exodus 19.3b–24.11 Israel is offered, through the covenantal
formula and through the metaphorical phrase ‘priestly kingdom,’ both the privilege and the
duties (status and function) of Yahweh’s national priesthood. This designation is not merely an
honorary epithet, but, as is demonstrated throughout the wider context of the Hebrew Bible
[HB], is in fact a status requiring the exercise of the associated priestly functions toward
Yahweh and toward other nations.

The Hebrew gêr ( )גרand its plural gêrīm ( )גריםcan also be rendered as ‘sojourner,’ ‘stranger,’ or ‘foreigner.’ A
helpful introduction to this term is John R. Spencer, (26 June 2019), ‘Sojourner,’ in Oxford Bibliographies,
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195393361/obo-9780195393361-0266.xml, 6
July, 2020.
4

3

1.2 Identification of ‘Priestly Kingdom’ as a Biblical Metaphor
This thesis proposes that while the phrase ‘priestly kingdom,’ along with two other
metaphorical expressions presented in Exodus 19.5–6a, ‘treasured people’ and ‘holy nation,’
are figurative, they serve in the text to convey significant conceptions of Yahweh’s covenant
people which are essential to the nation’s self–understanding, as well as to interpretation of the
wider Old Testament.
The first fact to be established is that the expression ‘priestly kingdom’ functions as a
metaphor in Exodus 19.6a and acts as a conceptualisation figure with reference to the nation of
Israel. Macky provides a checklist comprised of seven ‘essentials’ of a metaphoric figure of
speech,5 a checklist distilled from the prior work of Soskice. Using the seven essentials as a
template, it is possible to establish that the ‘priestly kingdom’ in Exodus 19.6a is a metaphorical
figure of speech applied to Israel. Setting aside the first of these essentials concerning metaphor,
which is a general categorical statement, 6 the priestly expression of Exodus 19.6a coheres with
all of the remaining six criteria as developed by Soskice and Macky. Rephrased using ‘priestly
kingdom’ with respect to the nation of Israel, the six essentials of a metaphoric figure of speech
are satisfied:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

(iv)
(v)
(vi)

In the ‘priestly kingdom’ Exodus 19.6a metaphor there is a single subject referent for
the expression, ‘the kingdom of Israel’ (not a duality of subjects);
The subject of the metaphor is directly named earlier in the speech act in Exodus 19.3b
as ‘the house of Jacob’ and ‘the people of Israel’, also implying through the use of
alternative phrases, ‘the kingdom of Israel’;
The subject ‘the kingdom of Israel’ (also called the tenor) is described in terms of a
vehicle ‘priestly kingdom’, language more commonly used to conceptualise a very
different reality, in this case a singular cultic priest or a limited number of persons
comprising a cultic priesthood;
The effect is that the sets of associations of ‘the kingdom of Israel’ and ‘priestly
kingdom’ are brought together in an interanimation of terms—blending
conceptualisations of priestliness and kingdom;
In this interanimation of terms and concepts ‘priestly kingdom’ serves as a symbol, a
state of affairs … when it is viewed in terms of its resemblance, real or hypothetical, to
‘the kingdom of Israel’; and
The metaphor is the whole Sinai theophany and covenant speech act in which ‘the
kingdom of Israel’ is spoken of in terms of ‘priestly kingdom’ (as well as in terms of
the associated metaphors ‘treasured people’ and ‘holy nation’).7

The ‘priestly kingdom’ phrase in Exodus 19.6a further demonstrates classification as a
metaphor when considered in light of Macky’s definition of such figures of speech. ‘Metaphor
is that figurative way of speaking (and meaning) in which one reality, the Subject, is depicted

5

Peter W. Macky, The Centrality of Metaphors to Biblical Thought: A Method for Interpreting the Bible
(Lewiston: Mellen, 1990), 47.
6
Macky, Metaphors, 47.
7
Adapting Soskice and Macky’s criteria demonstrates that ‘priestly kingdom’ (Exodus 19.6a) is a metaphor
applied to Israel collectively.
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in terms that are more commonly associated with a different reality, the Symbol, which is
related to it by Analogy.’8
Specifying Macky’s definition of metaphor to Exodus 19.6a: The speech act recorded
in Exodus 19.6a, as part of the narrative of the Sinai theophany treats the subject, the kingdom
of Israel, in terms more commonly associated with the conceptual reality associated with priests
and priesthood, ‘priestly kingdom,’ which is then related to the nation of Israel by analogy. In
light of further advances in metaphor theory (particularly with respect to cognitive linguistics),
the latter paraphrase of Macky’s definition might be altered to state: ‘priestly kingdom,’ which
is then related to the nation of Israel through conceptual framing.
This thesis argues that the metaphorical phrase ‘priestly kingdom’ conceptually presents
the nation of Israel as possessing priestly status function. This is an important refinement in
assessing the role Israel assumed as a result of the Sinai theophany and covenant event.
Previous commentaries and monographs have analysed Sinai’s ‘priestly kingdom’ language
using critical–historical or socio–rhetorical methods. However, little has been done to apply
recent advances in metaphor analysis and cognitive linguistics to this important conceptual
designation for Israel. An added sociological assessment in chapter 7 also provides further new
insights into interpretations of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’
Prandi observes concerning the cognition of metaphorical expressions, ‘the virtual
space open to projection is limited by the requirement of consistency. In the presence of living
metaphors located in texts, it is both controlled by textual coherence and enriched by contextual
components.’9 The metaphor, ‘You (Israel) will be to me a priestly kingdom,’ is clearly a living
metaphor (in contrast to what is often labelled in the literature as a ‘dead metaphor’), evidenced
by the fact that interpretive debates about its meaning have continued from at least the 2 nd
century BCE to the present time. Various interpretive conceptualisations exist, and broad
agreement remains elusive.
The Exodus 19.6a priestly metaphor occurs as the centrepiece in a tri–metaphoric
arrangement, embedded within a significant biblical narrative known as the Sinai Pericope,
typically identified in the literature as Exodus 19—24. The term ‘priestly’ as associated with
‘kingdom’ (the translation determined in chapter 2) and applied to the entire nation of Israel is
a metaphoric expression because it is applied to an entire nation, and as will be demonstrated
later in the present work, is not a primarily cultic usage. Thus ‘priestly’ is invoked in Exodus
19.6a in a conceptualisation outside of its typical semantic usage. As Farquhar and Fitzpatrick
argue, ‘While metaphors elaborate and articulate particular points in a narrative, narrative

8
9

Macky, Metaphors, 49.
Michele Prandi, Conceptual Conflicts in Metaphors and Figurative Language (New York: Routledge, 2017), 133.
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provides meaningful connections between sometimes unrelated metaphors, suggesting a
symbiotic relationship between the two.’ 10 Thus the interpretation of the priestly metaphor in
Exodus 19.6a must include analysis of the narrative framework within which Israel’s status
function is conceptually communicated.
In order to accomplish this task, a comparison of cultic priestly functions presented in
the OT will be made with functions ascribed to (or envisioned for) the entire nation of Israel.
From the outset it is understood that there is a wide range of exegetical approaches and resulting
interpretations concerning the Hebrew phrase  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםused in Exodus 19.6a. The
application of metaphor analysis does not negate the usefulness of other approaches. As
Ricoeur has stated:
This recourse to the semiotics of texts does not imply any judgment, positive or negative,
concerning the currently dominant method of historical–critical exegesis … (The historical–
critical method itself is transposed from classical philology as applied to profane texts.) What
is specifically different about the semiotic study of texts is that it does not ask about the history
of redaction of a text or to what setting the successive authors or their respective audience
might have belonged. Instead it asks how a text functions as a text in its current state.11

The difficulty with attempts to interpret Exodus 19.6a’s ‘priestly kingdom’ stems partly
from a common reluctance to recognize the phrase as a metaphorical figure. The present work
seeks to achieve more clarity in the interpretation of Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’ and to describe
its importance as a key conceptualisation for OT study. Schrock makes the case that the
‘priestly kingdom’ concept is actually primary and shapes all biblical materials, from Genesis
to Revelation.12 The classification of ‘priestly kingdom’ as metaphor in no way detracts from
the expression’s importance as an identity conceptualiser for the society of ancient Israel.
Bourguet declares that, ‘A metaphor separated from a text, isolated from its context, is
simply an “extraction”, a kind of abstraction.’13 Therefore, this thesis will assess the immediate
context, the wider context (intertextuality), and the context of related ancient Near Eastern
literature, as well as traditional critical, historical, rhetorical, and sociological methods to
provide boundaries for interpretation. It is intended that through the use of cognitive linguistics
and social scientific analysis further clarity will be obtained in interpreting the meaning and
significance of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ In a project that strives to establish a
conceptual framework for interpreting an important biblical text, it is essential to clearly
describe the assumptions that guide the following research.
10

Sandy Farquhar and Esther Fitzpatrick, eds., Innovations in Narrative and Metaphor: Methodologies and
Practices (Singapore: Springer, 2019), 3.
11
Paul Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 148.
12
David Schrock, ‘Restoring the Image of God: A Corporate–Filial Approach to the “Royal Priesthood” in
Exodus 19:6,’ in SBJT 22.2 (2018), 26.
13
Daniel Bourguet, Des Métaphores De Jérémie, Études Bibliques, Nouvelle série 9 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre,
1987), 24.
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1.3 Assumptions: Critical Metaphoricalism, Synchronic and Perlocutionary Function
The present research proceeds according to a particular set of assumptions which shape the
direction and arguments to be presented. While it is understood that scholars of the Sinai
Pericope hold differing views, defend alternative translations, and apply or rely upon other
methodologies, the goal of this work is to gain new insights into the ‘priestly kingdom,’ while
respecting the work that has already been accomplished by biblical scholars in many previous
generations. The primary basis for the project is the application of the synchronic approach to
the Sinai Pericope, specifically Exodus 19.3b—24.11. A diachronic approach will also be
methodologically necessary with respect to the emergence over time of the conceptualisation
of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ While this utilisation of both synchronic and
diachronic methodologies is not yet commonplace, it is occuring more frequently under the
label of ‘cultural memory,’ as in Bills’ work on the theme of justice in Exodus—a work
grounded in a ‘text immanent approach.’14
The growth in critical assessment, textual reconstruction, and competing theories as to
the development of Exodus, the Pentateuch, and the wider OT has resulted in interpretations of
Exodus 19.3b–6 which vary widely and which are typically diachronic in their approach. Texts
that appear to present a narrative for a single event are subdivided into smaller layers,
reassembled into proposed older elements, and then interpreted separately. Various
reconstructions of possible composition, as well as suggested theological or political
motivations behind the texts’ authors, redactors, or editors, have resulted in very different
theological trajectories.
An alternative method for analysing and interpreting Exodus 19.3b–6a is synchronic,
what Childs describes as a ‘canonical approach’ to the received biblical texts. This
methodology does not deny potential insights from composition and editorial proposals, nor
the dynamics or diachronic development of interpetations of the received texts over the course
of time. While the canonical approach seeks to work with the text in its final form,15 there is no
doubt that throughout history the biblical texts were read, conceptualised, and intepreted in a
variety of ways.
In view of the goal of arriving at a working theological description of Israel’s status
function as presented to the reader from Exodus 19.3b—24.11, this thesis will proceed from a
canonical basis for each text’s content, while recognizing historical, societal, and editorial
progression occurred over the course of the collection and finalization of the final form of the

Bills, Exodus, 16: Bills describes ‘cultural memory’ as ‘a helpful way to think about the relationship between
the oft–opposed poles of synchronic and diachronic approaches to the text.’
15
Brevard S. Childs, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989), 16.
14
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text. It is intended that using this approach to interpret a key theme in the book of Exodus and
the wider OT will provide some theological–interpretive clarity that otherwise might be
obscured through a more diachronic approach to the available texts.16 However, metaphorical
expressions by their very nature are cognitively interpreted by readers over the course of time
and the development of cultures and traditions (emergence). This is evident even in the OT
macro textual inputs for Exodus 19.6a. This requires that the interpretation of Israel as ‘priestly
kingdom’ will involve some diachronic analysis. The diachronic analysis employed, however,
will not occur within individual texts or pericopes, but rather in the course of assessing and
comparing various texts with reference to their chronological self–representation.
It will therefore be necessary in this work to establish a conceptual range of meaning
through engaging the metaphor occurring at the beginning of Exodus 19.6 in its literary context,
both near and further afield in the OT. The presentation will proceed in the chapters that follow
based upon the present text in its final form. However, this work also proposes a cognitive
development in the interpretation of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor over the course of Israel’s
history. Thus the textual basis for establishing the framing of the conceptualisation of the
metaphor will be treated synchronically, while the metaphor’s emergence over the passage of
time must be addressed by necessity in a diachronic fashion through engagement with
connections made via intertexuality. It should be pointed out that this ‘intertextual reflection’ 17
is a typical component of methodology in a canonical approach. What is perhaps new in this
analysis of Exodus 19.6a is the use of intertextuality to conceptualise the emergence of the
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor.
Metaphorical analysis of the Exodus 19.6a expression ‘priestly kingdom’ will be guided
according to what Macky describes as Critical Metaphoricalism. 18 This is a middle way of sorts
between ‘Absolute Literalism, Sophisticated Literalism on the one hand, and Modified
Radicalism and Radicalism’ 19 on the other. The Critical Metaphoricalist perspective assumes
that, ‘There are many contexts in which the metaphorical way of speaking is much more
effective than the literal way for expressive, pedagogical, exploratory, transforming and
relational purposes.’20 In the next section, concerning the handling of metaphorical language,

16

I am largely in agreement with Ross Blackburn, The God Who Makes Himself Known: The Missionary Heart
of the Book of Exodus, NSBT 28 (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 18–19: who cites Schultz’s ‘five
common commitments among canonical interpreters: (1) canonical approaches focus on the final form of books,
rather than the reconstructed histories, (2) theological reflections are based on the canonical presentation of
history (regardless of the assessment of historical validity), (3) the Bible is viewed as theologically normative,
(4) theological unity is emphasized, and (5) an effort is made to preserve the distinctive voice of the OT so as
not to be silenced by the NT.’
17
Brittany Kim and Charlie Trimm, Understanding Old Testament Theology: Mapping the Terrain of Recent
Approaches (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2020), 94–96.
18
Macky, Metaphors, 164.
19
Terminology utilized by Macky, Metaphors, 163–187.
20
Macky, Metaphors, 183.
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it will be argued that expressions such as ‘priestly kingdom’ are far more than rhetorical
flourishes inserted simply for emotional or entertainment effect and that in the specific example
of Exodus 19.6a, the use of the metaphorical language is crucial in conveying concepts of
priestly status and function to Israel.
Priestly status function is another primary component of the present investigation. Most
treatments of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ or ‘royal priesthood,’ have concluded that
the primary meaning conveyed by the phrase is that Israel enjoys a nearness to Yahweh as a
result of the Sinai Event that approximates that of the unique privilege of the hereditary priestly
class. The designation of Israel as ‘priestly’ is therefore interpreted to emphasize the nation’s
status. Function is limited to that which is necessary for engagement with Yahweh. The present
work is interested in engaging with Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ precisely with
respect to the relationship between status and function and how that status function would have
been conceptually understood by its Israelite or Jewish hearers/readers at various stages of
historical contexts. This is a significant issue for OT interpretation as well as for describing
Israel’s self–understanding as defined through the metaphorical ‘priestly kingdom’ identifier.
It is in this line of inquiry that metaphor analysis and sociological structure will be most useful.
Another significant concept guiding this investigation is that of textual perlocution. In
essence, this is an assumption that what is narrated in Exodus 19.5–6a (locution), and what is
conceptually conveyed through metaphor (illocution) to the reader/hearer (audience), was
transmitted in order to impact (perlocution) the recipient of the metaphor in some way. 21 The
nation of Israel is referenced as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ conceptually associated with
priestly holiness, justice, mercy, and teaching of Torah. Adapting Salter’s statement to the
present text under examination, ‘Such a [priestly] vision [of Israel] demands an enacted
response from the audience. Therefore the [Exodus 19.6a] text needs to be considered not just
as a description, or a “history of religion”, but a communication for a purpose.’ 22 Each
generation of Israelite readers/hearers of this text, while reconceptualising the metaphor for
their society (according to their background inputs) would have been participating in reader–
response23 (or in a primarily oral community, ‘hearer–response”). As succeeding chapters so
readily demonstrate, the reader–response has continued from the text’s inception to the present
day. At some point in Israel’s literary history, Exodus 19.3b—24.11 reached its canonical form.
Yet conceptualisations of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor have continually emerged in the
succeeding centuries.

21

Martin C. Salter, Mission in Action: A Biblical Description of Missional Ethics (London: Apollos, 2019), 24–
27.
22
Salter, Mission, 24.
23
Salter, Mission, 25.
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1.4 Metaphor, The Bible, and Exodus 19.5b–6a
Metaphor has engaged the attention of literary, scientific, and biblical scholars at least since the
time of Plato. Yet it has often been misunderstood or denigrated in the past, especially with
respect to its frequent appearances in biblical texts. 24 The endeavour to understand biblical
metaphor has advanced remarkably since Downing’s 1968 article, ‘How Can We Hope and
Not Dream? Exodus as Metaphor.’ 25 Yet scholars of religion are often as divided as scholars
of other literary genres as to biblical metaphors’ more literal or more figurative characteristics.
The assumptions that biblical scholars maintain concerning figurative language significantly
impact their methodological processes and influence their conclusions with reference to their
interpretations of metaphorical expressions. There are potential pitfalls for scholars of every
sort and it is a welcome trend that the difficulties have been identified and that methodologies
are being discussed and developed. 26
Work with metaphor analysis applied to biblical texts became much more established
in the latter decades of the 20th century and shows every sign of flourishing in the 21st century
as more scholars engage in the field. McFague’s Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in
Religious Language (1982),27 was joined by Soskice’s Metaphor and Religious Language
(1985), Macky’s The Centrality of Metaphors to Biblical Thought (1990), Aaron’s Biblical
Ambiguities: Metaphor, Semantics, and Divine Imagery (2002),28 a collection of essays entitled
The Bible through Metaphor and Translation (2003), edited by Feyaerts, and more recently
Tilford’s Sensing World, Sensing Wisdom: The Cognitive Foundation of Biblical Metaphors
(2017),29 followed by Thiselton’s The Power of Pictures in Christian Thought: The Use and
Abuse of Images in the Bible and Theology (2018),30 and Cho’s Myth, History, and Metaphor
in the Hebrew Bible (2019).31 While these and other works engaged with concepts and theories
of metaphor interpretation, a significant number of monographs were also published which

24

See discussion in Don C. Collett, Figural Reading and the Old Testament: Theology and Practice (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 2020), 61–69.
25
See her methodology: Christine Downing, ‘How Can We Hope and Not Dream? Exodus as Metaphor: A
Study of the Biblical Imagination,’ in JR 48.1 (1968), 1.
26
Barbara Dancygier and Eve Sweetser, Figurative Language, CTL (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2014),
209.
27
Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1982).
28
David H. Aaron, Biblical Ambiguities: Metaphor, Semantics, and Divine Imagery (Leiden: Brill, 2002).
29
Nicole L. Tilford, Sensing World, Sensing Wisdom: The Cognitive Foundation of Biblical Metaphors (Atlanta:
SBL, 2017).
30
Anthony C. Thiselton, The Power of Pictures in Christian Thought: The use and abuse of images in the Bible
and theology (London: SPCK, 2018).
31
Paul K.–K. Cho, Myth, History, and Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge: Cambridge University,
2019).
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focused upon individual or thematically related metaphorical passages in the Bible. 32 As the
‘priestly kingdom’ of Exodus 19.6a has yet to be subjected to such an extensive metaphor
analysis, this project is intended to address the pressing need for such an effort.
Methods for the analysis, mapping, and interpretation of scientific, literary, and
rhetorical metaphorical expressions have developed significantly in the past two decades. Some
of these methods, specifically stemming from the field of cognitive linguistics and conceptual
theories of metaphor interpretation, will be employed in the following chapters as
methodologies for assessing the ‘priestly kingdom’ figure in Exodus 19.6a. Among the key
tools which will be employed to further clarify developing priestly conceptualisations
generated by interaction with the metaphor are conceptual blending and visualizations of that
blending using cognitive mapping.
It is now demonstrated through analysis of texts from the ancient Near East that
figurative language, including metaphorical tropes, were understood and employed in poetic
and narrative genres centuries before Plato’s effort to diminish their use and certainly before
the discussions of metaphors and other figurative elements in Aristotle’s works:
The use of figurative language in Babylonian hermeneutics is reminiscent of Aristotle’s
statement that “metaphor consists of assigning to a thing the name of something else” (Poetics
21). The Babylonian scholars knew what they were doing. They were able to compare words
and contexts to move from lexicography into semantics.33

The text of the Bible also presents interpreters with a significant number of examples
of figurative language, including metaphors. Some examples found in the NT are easily
recognized, as when Jesus declares in John 15.5a that, ‘I am the vine; you are the branches’
(speaking of his followers). Others, while metaphorical, have caused some interpretative
debate, as for example when Jesus declared of the Passover bread at the Last Supper, ‘this is
my body’; and the wine of the cup of blessing, ‘this is my blood of the covenant’ (Matthew
26.26, 28; cf Mark 14.22 [of the bread only]; Luke 22.19–20; 1 Corinthians 11.24–25). It is
beyond the scope of this research to discuss the full history of debate. But obviously various
interpretive traditions exist and continue to engage one another over the ‘literal’ versus the
metaphorical conceptualizations possible and the resultant impact on celebrations of the Mass,
Eucharist, Lord’s Supper, or Communion, depending upon the tradition. The effort put forth,
and ultimately the failure to resolve these conceptualisations concerning the Lord’s Supper, is

32

There are so many specialized biblical metaphor studies that examples will have to suffice: Brad E. Kelle,
Hosea 2: Metaphor and Rhetoric in Historical Perspective, SBL, AB 20 (Atlanta: SBL, 2005), Minkyu Lee, The
Breaking of Bread and the Breaking of Boundaries: A Study of the Metaphor of Bread in the Gospel of Matthew,
SBL 161 (New York: Peter Lang, 2015), Troy W. Martin, Metaphor and Composition in 1 Peter, SBL 131
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1992).
33
M. J. Geller , M. Mindlin, and J. W. Wansbrough. Figurative Language in the Ancient Near East (London:
University of London, 1987), x.
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evident in events such as the Marburg Colloquy (1–4 October, 1529). Here Zwingli emerged
as one who advocated for ‘interpreting the “is” of “this is my body” as “signifies.”’ 34
While the NT books communicate some concepts concerning God, his kingdom, and
his people through metaphorical expressions, this is also the case with reference to OT
materials. Perhaps the most recognized among these Hebraic metaphors is that of GOD IS
SHEPHERD

(Genesis 48.15, 49.24b; Psalm 23.1; Ezekiel 34.15; etc.). The proposal in current

metaphor theory on the Bible that the OT features a number of primary or root metaphors, each
with a lattice of conceptually related or dependent sub–metaphors, is an assumption that guides
the discussion which follows with regard to Exodus 19.5–6a.
One of the dominant metaphors in the OT is GOD IS KING.35 This expression serves as
one of the most fundamental metaphors for describing Yahweh,36 along with GOD IS SHEPHERD,
GOD IS FATHER, GOD IS HUSBAND, and so on (see metaphor map,

Figure 1). Such foundational

metaphorical expressions emphatically communicate the existence of interconnected or related
statuses involving human beings and Yahweh. 37 Diamond identifies ‘three very familiar, well–
rehearsed metaphorical domains in the chain of Yahwistic being. Namely, YHWH is patriarch.
YHWH is king. YHWH is

creator. They in turn build themselves up through recourse to a discrete

though complex pool of metaphors.’38
According to cognitive metaphor theory adopted for this research, GOD IS KING serves
as the primary metaphor which lies conceptually in the background of the Sinai Pericope
(Exodus 19.3b—24.11). It coheres with the covenant–making process in which a great king
entered into a binding relationship with a lesser ruler or a people group. GOD IS KING, through
the covenant–making process, is connected to the sub–metaphor of ‘Israel Is Kingdom’ in the
sense that Israel is God’s kingdom. It follows that ‘Israel Is Kingdom’ is further related to the
sub–metaphor ‘treasured people’ (Exodus 19.5b) used to define the people of Israel as the
kingly segullâ, belonging to Yahweh through the mechanism of the Sinai Covenant event.
Through the proposed conceptual structure stemming from the primary metaphor GOD
IS KING,

the sub–metaphor ‘Israel Is Kingdom’ is also associated with ‘Israel is treasured

people.’ That trope then is entwined as part of a metaphor cluster involving two sub–metaphors

34

Carter Lindberg, The European Reformations (Oxford: Wiley–Blackwell, 2010), 182.
Two significant monographs examining the GOD IS KING metaphor are: Marc Zvi Brettler, God Is King:
Understanding an Israelite Metaphor, JSOT 76 (Sheffield: Sheffield, 1989), and Anne Moore, Moving Beyond
Symbol and Myth: Understanding the Kingship of God of the Hebrew Bible Through Metaphor, SBL 99 (New
York: Peter Lang, 2009).
36
Kirsten Nielson, ‘Metaphors and Biblical Theology,’ in Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, BETL CLXXXVII. P.
Van Hecke, ed. (Leuven: Leuven University, 2005), 263: ‘In the Old Testament, “king” may be considered as
the root metaphor for God.’
37
Nielson, ‘Metaphors,’ 264.
38
A.R. Pete Diamond, ‘Playing God: “Polytheizing” YHWH–Alone in Jeremiah’s Metaphorical Spaces,’ in
Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, BETL CLXXXVII, P. Van Hecke, ed. (Leuven: Leuven University, 2005), 122–
123.
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in Exodus 19.6a. ‘Israel is priestly kingdom’ and ‘Israel is holy nation’ serve conceptually to
frame or clarify ‘Israel is treasured people’ (segullâ). There are therefore in Exodus 19.5b–6a
three sub–metaphors that serve to develop the concept of what it means for Israel that GOD IS
KING

and that they (Israel) are Yahweh’s kingdom. Moore has demonstrated that the primary

metaphor GOD IS KING ‘is a relational metaphor within the Hebrew Bible, emphasizing God as
covenantal sovereign of Israel.’ 39 The covenantal language and the contextual situation in
which the metaphor GOD IS KING is used serves to emphasize the relationship between Yahweh
and his kingdom throughout the Sinai Event.40 Thus the relational conceptualization also occurs
with respect to ‘Israel Is Kingdom’ and the three sub–metaphors of Exodus 19.5b–6a:
‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation.’ See Figure 1: Partial Old Testament
Conceptual Schematic for God and Israel:

39

Moore, Moving Beyond, 4.
Moore, Moving Beyond, 100. See also, Robin Routledge, Old Testament Theology: A Thematic Approach
(Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 226–228, who also connects Exodus 19.5 and 6, as well as
Deuteronomy 4.20, with the ‘particular prominence’ of ‘the kingship of God.’
40
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As referenced in Figure 1, there are a number of primary metaphors normally identified
in the OT as conceptualisations of God and by extrapolation lead to conceptualisations of human
beings as they relate to God. For example, the primary metaphor GOD IS FATHER is associated
in Exodus 4.22–23 with the metaphor of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘firstborn son.’ While the focus of
the present research involves another primary metaphor, GOD IS KING, with reference to Exodus
19.6a and the ‘priestly kingdom,’ GOD IS FATHER and its associated sub–metaphor, ‘Israel Is
Child (Son)’ provide at least an indirect cognitive input in conceptualising Yahweh’s priestly
people.
The relationships between primary and sub–metaphors in the OT present ‘levels of
metaphoric structure, for which George Lakoff and the Metaphor Analysis team have coined
the term cascades.’ 41 Interwoven conceptualisations (inheritance relationships) exist in such a
way between primary and sub–metaphors that the primary metaphor operates in the background
of its related sub–metaphors. GOD IS KING42 and the sub–metaphor ‘Israel Is Kingdom’
conceptually background the Exodus 19.5b–6a metaphors ‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly
kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation.’ As Dancygier and Sweetser explain:
The primary characteristics of cascade relationships between metaphors are that (1) higher,
more schematic structure is fully inherited by the lower more elaborated subcases and (2) one
specific metaphor can inherit fully the structures of multiple higher level metaphors.43

As illustrated in Figure 1 above, there is a cognitive hierarchy of sorts in operation, with
the primary metaphor GOD IS KING conceptually defined or framed through the succeeding
lower–tier or sub–metaphors. These sub–metaphors within the structure of the metaphor
cascade become increasingly more precise or descriptive in constructing cognitive frames for
the reader’s comprehension of both the sub–metaphors (‘Israel Is Kingdom,’ ‘treasured
people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation’) as well as the primary metaphor.
Conceptual interrelationships are created via the metaphor cascade involving Exodus
19.5b–6a. There are also significant framing inputs through the surrounding textual material
and the nontextual societal inputs brought to the ‘priestly kingdom’ by the author and by any
given readers. It is therefore essential to pursue an analysis of as many aspects of the context
(grammar, syntax, textual micro–context and macro–context, cultural and societal framing,
etc.) as possible.

41

Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 57.
Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 14: ‘To distinguish them from cited examples, mappings are
typically represented by analysis using the sequence TARGET IS SOURCE written in small caps, while the names of
domains are otherwise conventionally capitalized.’
43
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1.5 Context and the Metaphors of Exodus 19.5b–6a
As the field of cognitive linguistics and metaphor theory has developed, the central significance
that context plays has come to be recognised in the interpretation of metaphoric language. In
conjunction with the semantics of individual words acting as the source and the target, there is
also the context of the sentence and all of the situational and culture–specific factors which
shape the framing through which concepts are blended to interpret the metaphor. The
immediate context of the Sinai Pericope will therefore play an important role in conceptually
framing the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor in Exodus 19.6a.
As has been described by Holt, while a careful examination of the ‘primary or micro–
context is essential, it will also be important to proceed to an analysis of the metaphor in its
secondary or macro–context and finally, as engaged in its intertextual network or texture in the
OT.’44 Specifically with respect to the ‘priestly kingdom’ of Exodus 19.6a, exegesis and
assessment of the immediate context of Exodus 19.3b–6 will be followed by developing
connections that exist between Exodus 19 and Exodus 24 (the ‘bookends’ of the Sinai Pericope
and necessary verses in between) which represent the macro–context, and finally situating
Exodus 19.6a within the intertextual network of the OT text.

1.6 Terminology: Missionary, Missional, or Priestly Israel?
As forthcoming chapters will demonstrate, a careful analysis of the biblical text with respect to
Israel’s national status function results in a ‘priestly’ conception. Priestly language, categories,
and function are woven throughout the OT. Harper observes that, ‘The priest–idea became so
strong in Israel that the nation itself was understood to be a nation of priests, or a priestly nation,
set apart to minister to the other nations of the world.’45 As Israel’s priestly status function is
derived from terminology found in the text, and is further illuminated by the priestly material
in the Pentateuch, the Historical Books, and the Prophets, a deliberate decision was made to
appropriate the biblical text’s own nomenclature for identifying Israel’s national status function
in the OT.
Usage of the terms ‘covenantal,’ ‘missional,’ ‘missionary,’ ‘holy,’ and ‘royal’ or
‘kingly’ have been frequently employed to describe the status function of Israel as the nation is
presented in the OT. It has been primarily through the conceptions represented by these
theological terms that Israel has often been characterized and assessed. It is hoped that in

Else K. Holt, ‘The Fountain of Living Water and the Deceitful Brook: The Pool of Water Metaphors in the
Book of Jeremiah (MT),’ in Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, BETL CLXXXVII, P. Van Hecke, ed. (Leuven:
Leuven University, 2005), 99.
45
William R. Harper, The Priestly Element in the Old Testament: An Aid to Historical Study (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1905), 3. See also G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical
Theology of the Dwelling Place of God (Downers Grove: IVP, 2004), 389.
44
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applying the metaphorical ‘priestly conception’ to Israel, as derived from Exodus 19.6a, that
ground may be established for a priestly reading of the OT—in terms at least of Israel’s role,
functions, and self–understanding. What a more intentional priestly reading of Israel’s role in
the pre–Christian era will contribute to OT interpretation, theology, and perhaps the nation’s
own self–understanding or social identity, remains an open question which this research seeks
to address.
It might be asked, ‘What is the matter with simply using the traditional terms related to
mission in describing Israel’s role with respect to the other nations?’ It has, after all, been
common to equate Israel’s ‘priestliness’ with a missional role. While much helpful work has
been done by Martin–Achard,46 Rowley,47 Wright,48 Verkuyl,49 Filbeck,50 Kaiser,51 Goheen,52
and others 53 as it relates to clarifying the important semantic nuances of the terms ‘missionary’
and ‘missional’ with respect to Israel’s role as presented in the OT text (Exodus 19.6 in
particular), even the term ‘missional’ carries a certain amount of cultural ‘baggage’ within both
academic circles and popular culture.
Further, the term ‘missional,’ as it is in some sense derived from ‘mission’ and
‘missionary,’ continues to convey in the 21 st century the idea of a primarily centrifugal and
Robert Martin–Achard, A Light to the Nations: A Study of the Old Testament Conception of Israel’s Mission
to the World, John Penney Smith, trans. (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1962), 32, defines the ‘mission’ of Israel
in the Old Testament as being ‘Yahweh’s witness to the world.’
47
See H. H. Rowley, Israel’s Mission to the World (London: SCM, 1939), and The Missionary Message of the
Old Testament (London: Carey, 1944). Rowley, however, does not discuss Exodus 19.3b–6.
48
Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers Grove: IVP,
2006), 24: ‘Because of the dominant association of the word missionary with the activity of sending and with
crosscultural communication of the gospel—that is, with a broadly centrifugal dynamic of mission—I prefer not
to use the term in connection with the Old Testament. In my view (which is not agreed on by all), Israel was not
mandated by God to send missionaries to the nations. So while it will be abundantly clear that I certainly do read
the Old Testament missiologically, I would not choose to speak of “the missionary message of the Old
Testament.”’ See also, Christopher J. H. Wright, Knowing Jesus Through the Old Testament (Downers Grove:
IVP, 1992), 85–86.
49
Johannes Verkuyl, ‘The Biblical Foundation for the Worldwide Mission Mandate,’ in Perspectives on the
World Christian Movement: A Reader, R. Winter and S. Hawthorne, eds. (Pasadena: William Carey, 1981), 28:
‘In choosing Israel as a segment of all humanity, God never took his eye off the other nations; Israel was a
minority called to serve the majority.’ See Verkuyl’s Contemporary Missiology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978), 91–92.
50
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however, one has caught the imagination with regard to the missionary message of the Old Testament. This is
the description that Israel will be a kingdom of priests for God.’
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52
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Recent examples include, Theodore Mascarenhas, The Missionary Function of Israel in Psalms 67, 96, and
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message–driven approach, as is evidenced in the NT era in texts such as Matthew 28.18–20 and
Acts 1.8. This ‘missional’ term, as it is commonly understood and as it is developed by Rowley,
Kaiser, and others, 54 only serves to describe part of the function of the nation of Israel as it is
developed in the OT. On the other hand, some argue the term (as it is presently understood in
a centrifugal sense) has no place in describing Israel in the OT.55 While Wright very helpfully
declares his use of the term ‘missiological’ to embrace something far more comprehensive than
a focused missionary–message enterprise, it nevertheless seems to be a label whose semantic
range threatens to limit the conversation regarding Israel’s national purpose as presented in the
text.
The term ‘priestly,’ on the other hand, while also an admittedly ‘loaded’ expression at
the present time,56 involves both passive and active forms of service, both to God and to other
people groups. Priestliness conveys conceptions of holiness, intermediation, teaching, and
compassionate ministry, as well as the typically–identified cultic rituals and sacrifices. All of
these conceptions should factor into the metaphorical ‘blend’ in some way that occurs when
the metaphor ‘priestly kingdom’ is applied to the nation of Israel. This priestly status function
is also amply illustrated, in both its proper functioning and in its dysfunction, through both the
‘priestly kingdom’ and the cultic, paradigmatic priesthood. As Martin–Achard observed: ‘One
fact is certain: Israel is Yahweh’s priest. This is a privilege which involves responsibility:
priesthood cannot be anything else than a vocation.’ 57 If Davies is correct that ‘It is this notion
of the status of Israel as a royal company of priests which undergirds much of the rest of the
book of Exodus,’58 then the conception of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom’ must also have had
some impact upon the authors of the exilic and post–exilic literature. What is needed is a narrow
analysis of what priestly status function for the nation of Israel entailed according to the text
and how its priestly status function has been conceptualised through the centuries by readers
originating in differing eras and bringing perspectively differing inputs.

George R. Hunsberger, ‘Proposals for a Missional Hermeneutic: Mapping the Conversation,’ in Missiology:
An International Review 39.3 (2011), 309–321.
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nations.’
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57
Martin–Achard, A Light, 40. See also Bills, Exodus, 186: ‘19.3–6 is significant in introducing the role of
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John Davies, A Royal Priesthood: Literary and Intertextual Perspectives on an Image of Israel in Exodus 19:6
(London: T&T Clark, 2004), 239.
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1.7 Organization of the Research
As part of the examination of Israel’s priestly status function, this research begins with an
analysis conducted to clarify how Exodus 19.6a has been understood from the early Christian
era to the present 21st century, an interpretation history (Geschichte der Interpretation). Due to
space limitations, a summary of this background investigation is situated at the end of this
chapter. These historical conceptualisations of the priestly metaphor for Israel were often
framed with the added input of the metaphor’s reuse in 1 Peter 2.5, 9 and in Revelation 1.6; 5.
9–10, and 20.6 with reference to the church.
Chapter 2 engages exegetically with the primary text (micro–context), Exodus 19.3b–
6a, while chapter 3 examines the immediate context of Exodus 19—24. Special emphasis is
placed on interpreting the three key terms in Exodus 19.3–6a: ‘treasured people’ ()סגֻלָּה,
ְ
‘priestly kingdom’ ()מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים, and ‘holy nation’ ()וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש. Following this exegetical
analysis, chapter 4 compares Exodus 19.3b–25; 24.1–11 with Exodus 29 (cf. Leviticus 8). This
is in order to establish ritualistic and conceptual linkages between the consecration of the nation
of Israel to priestly status and the prescribed ordination ceremony for the cultic priesthood. Of
particular interest in this regard is the consecration of Israel, the blood rite and sprinkling, and
the covenant meal in the divine presence on the mountain.
Metaphor analysis comprises the larger share of chapter 5, while chapter 6 focuses upon
the macro OT context and on pre–Christian Jewish and 1st century Christian interpretation, with
an understanding of the importance of intertextuality. This is followed by an integration of
sociological discussion related to Israel’s priestly status function in chapter 7. Connected to this
analysis, is the work of assessing those OT texts which criticize the cultic priests or criticize
the people of Israel for priestly dysfunction, in ways that provide further clues as to the proper
conceptual priestly functions which were assumed by the nation. Conceptual possibilities that
positively frame Israel’s priestly function are discussed with reference to texts that indicate
teaching, integration activities, and the exercise of justice and mercy, particularly with respect
to resident–aliens ()גרים. Finally, chapter 8 presents the conclusions of the research concerning
the ‘priestly kingdom’ and its ramifications for operating within a priestly hermeneutic or
reading of Israel in the OT.

1.8 Interpretation History (Geschichte der Interpretation) Summary
Beginning in the 2nd century through the 10th century, the available material which has survived
concerning Exodus 19.6 is not extensive, particularly given the number of years and the prolific
production of biblical and theological works during the time. Of the surviving commentaries,
catechistic materials, and mentions in the context of works on other texts, it is possible to
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demonstrate a clear tendency to apply the term ‘priestly kingdom’ to the entire nation of Israel.
It is also accurate to describe many of the interpretations of Exodus 19.6a and the ‘priestly
kingdom’ as held in tension with analysis of 1 Peter 2.5, 9 and Revelation 1.6; 5:9–10, and
20.6. Dabin’s work, Le sacerdoce royal des fidèles: dans la tradition ancienne et modern
(1950), provides a useful compendium of surviving Latin, Greek, and Reformation/Counter–
Reformation works relating to Exodus 19.6a and its NT reconceptualisations.59 In most cases,
the ‘spiritual’ priesthood of the NT era and its extension into the post–canonical period was
described as offering a more complete and more perfect conception of priestliness, and through
Christ’s finished work as the penultimate high priest, as more fully embodied by the people of
the Christian church.
At some stage in the development of exegesis and the comparison and contrasting of
Exodus 19.6 and 1 Peter 2.9 in particular, certainly by the 13th century, the trend was to
emphasize the differences between these two texts. Increasingly, the priestliness of the OT
kingdom is described according to its limitations and to the failures of its hereditary, cultic
priesthood. The word order and meanings of ‘priestly kingdom’ (Exodus 19.6a) and ‘royal
priesthood’(1 Peter 2.9) are used as key indicators of functional differences between the people
of Israel and the people of the church. The available commentaries largely tend to describe
Israel’s priestliness as only indicative of its cultic priesthood, and even that as subject to its
royal leadership. Yet, in contrast to the Israelites of old, the members of the church in some
sense are corporately a ‘royal priesthood.’
The debates of the Reformation, between the new Protestant movement and the Catholic
position, served to further the interpretation of Exodus 19.6a, albeit more often as a secondary
background text to 1 Peter 2.9 and related texts in Revelation. While Luther and Calvin argued
for a priesthood of all believers, Catholic scholars maintained the need for a professional
priestly order. This was necessary for sustaining the theology and ecclesiology associated with
the celebration of the Mass, as well as for responding to the developments in the English
Reformation, which concentrated both priestly and royal status function in the person of the
king. Counter–Reformation Catholic scholars were more likely to point out the metaphorical
nature of the Exodus 19.6a ‘priestly kingdom’ as operating in concurrence with the Aaronic or
Zadokite cultic priesthood, justifying the necessity for sacerdotal priests in their own era. In
summary, the Exodus 19.6a metaphor was reconceptualised by early Christian and Medieval
readers and interpreters with the framing inputs established by 1 Peter 2 and Revelation 1, 5,
and 20, which arose in connection with the Christ event. It should also be noted that the high
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Paul Dabin, Le sacerdoce royal des fidèles dans la tradition ancienne et modern (Paris: Desclée, de Brouwer,
1950). The background research concerning the available interpretations for Exodus 19.6a between the 2 nd
century and the early 20th century was omitted here due to space limitations.
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priestly theology and imagery presented concerning the superiority of Jesus Christ in Hebrews
also framed background inputs for the early Christian readers, just as is the case at the present
time.
The history of interpretation of Exodus 19.6a includes four primary emphases (although
a range of variations on these also exist), with scholars tending primarily toward one of these
four in their exposition of the passage. Thus, some see the text as presenting Israel’s kingly
designation. Others argue that the emphasis is on Israel’s holy status as God’s chosen nation.60
Some support the view that the term ‘priestly kingdom’ as applied to Israel indicates that they
were to be a nation ruled by priests (or priest–kings). There is also the less common view that
Israel is described as a ‘priestly kingdom’ (or ‘kingdom of priests’) in a metaphorical,
allegorical or figurative manner. Related to the fourth view is the interpretation that Israel is
declared to be a ‘priestly kingdom’ because the whole nation is imbued with priestly status
function.61
These various readings of Exodus 19.6a, beginning in the early to mid–1800s, were
impacted by an increasingly nuanced diachronic approach to the biblical text in German and
French theological scholarship. 62 Broadly summarized, this critical method applied to
interpreting OT material involved a progression of development, from ‘the old documentary
hypothesis (Witter, Astruc, and Eichhorn), to the fragmentary hypothesis (de Wette), to the
complementary hypothesis (Ewald), and the new documentary hypothesis (Kuenen, Graf,
Wellhausen and his school).’63 The new approach would be adopted in Great Britain,

An interpretation argued in the dissertation of Jo Bailey Wells, God’s Holy People: A Theme in Biblical
Theology, JSOT 305 (Sheffield: Sheffield, 2000), discussed below.
61
As will become evident in the ensuing chapters, within this interpretive tradition there are variations in view
of the role or function Israel was assigned as Yahweh’s priestly people. For example, Robert Jamieson,
(Genesis—Deuteronomy, A Commentary Critical, Experimental and Practical on the Old and New Testaments,
v 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 351, emphasizes Israel’s priestly status with respect to the worship of God
and nearness to Yahweh. Jamieson does add that ‘collectively’ Israel was to function as a ‘kind of mediator.’
Similarly, Ronald E. Clements, Exodus, CBC (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1972), 115: ‘Israel … was to
enjoy a very close relationship to God, akin to that which a priest enjoyed within the community of worshippers
which he served. In this way Israel was to be the priestly nation of the world, serving the nations by its service of
God.’
62
There were critical examinations and theories regarding the composition of the Pentateuch prior to the 19th
century. While defending Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, Louis Ellies Du Pin, A Compleat History of the
Canon and Writers of the Books of the Old and New Testament, By Way of Dissertation with Useful Remarks on
that Subject, v I (London: Rhodes; Bennet; Bell; Midwinter and Leigh, 1699), 76, references a theory proposed
in his time, ‘that the Pentateuch was composed by Ezrah fince the Captivity.’ See also, Charles H. H. Wright,
Introduction to the Old Testament (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1890), 85, who points out that Carlstadt
(1520) ‘called in question the Mosaic authorship of the whole of the Pentateuch.’
63
J. Alberto Soggin, Introduction to the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), 83–87. The quotation
above is composed of only the section headings representing the various stages of Soggin’s literary criticism
categories and development. See also John Van Seters, The Pentateuch: A Social–Science Commentary
(London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 15–38. Also Brevard Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as
Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 112–135, 165: ‘the extreme complexity of exact source division in
Exodus is best illustrated in ch. 19, which has evoked the widest possible disagreement.’
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spearheaded largely by W. Robertson Smith, 64 and eventually in North America (esp. Charles
Augustus Briggs65) as well, becoming the dominant method for analysing the Biblical texts.
The Higher Critical school of biblical interpretation, most notably championed by Wellhausen,
proposed a documentary hypothesis 66 in which multiple authors of the Pentateuch (and
eventually Hexateuch, with the inclusion of Joshua), were identified as J (Yahwist), E (Elohist),
D (Deuteronomic), and P (Priestly; Priestly–Holiness), along with a Redactor (R). This method
of analysing the OT texts involved attempts to identify layers within the narratives and differing
styles, perspectives, and vocabulary preferences.
The result of these newer critical approaches to the OT texts, specifically for Exodus
19.6a and its immediate context, was a variety of proposed sources and eras according to
scholars working from the mid–1800s to the present time67 These various theories of
composition and authorial source obviously impacted each scholar’s reading of the content of
Exodus 19.3b–6 and its tri–metaphoric complex.
In addition to the challenge of determining the original documentary source and
retracing potential layers of editing or redaction for Exodus 19.6a, there is also the ongoing
debate over its antiquity. Even in the pre–Higher Critical period, proposals as to the Sinai
Pericope’s age varied between 1400 and 1000 BCE. This became even more the centre of
scholarly investigation and engagement in the mid to late 19th century. This was so because the
discussion was complicated by the identification of several different literary strands within the
Pentateuch, and virtually all of them dated by scholars later than 1000 BCE.
Thus, much of the literature on Exodus 19.3b–6 is occupied with assessments of
authorship, dating, and redaction theories. Other directions for study have grown during the
second half of the 20th century, approaching the biblical text according to ‘literary criticism,
liberation theology, ideological criticism, and feminist criticism.’ 68 Work continues on dating
Exodus and the wider Pentateuch with scholars such as Albertz (2015) and Römer (2016)69
arguing for dates as late as the Second Temple period. Recently, there has developed an
increasing support among biblical scholars for reexamining the methods deployed for the past
Brevard S. Childs, ‘Wellhausen in English,’ in Julius Wellhausen and His Prolegomena to the History of
Israel, Semeia 25, Douglas A. Knight, ed. (1983), 84.
65
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Julius Wellhausen, Israelitische und Jüdische Geschichte (Berlin: Reimer, 1904), 17.
67
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Marjo C. A. Korpel and Lester L. Grabbe, eds. (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 1–10. Thomas Römer,
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two centuries in pentateuchal research. 70 While recognizing the significant scholarship and
variations of opinions which have developed with respect to the compilation or theories of
redactional history regarding the Sinai Pericope, the present research seeks to focus more
narrowly on the theological conceptions being communicated by the text through the use of
‘priestly kingdom’ as a metaphor contextually applied in Exodus 19.6a to the nation of Israel.

1.9 Significant Recent Work on Exodus 19.3b–6a
Five recent works stand out in terms of treatments of Exodus 19.3b–6a. The first of these is the
published dissertation of Wells (2000), whose thorough treatment of this passage is nuanced
with an emphasis on the third phrase used with reference to Israel in Exodus 19.5–6a, ‘holy
nation’ ()וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש. Wells’ declared goal in God’s Holy People, is to develop and articulate a
biblical theology of holiness, especially as considered with respect to the people of God.71
While Wells argues that ‘the final point of Yhwh’s speech [Exodus 19.5–6a] is a new
description of Israel’s function and character,’ 72 she is convinced from her analysis that Israel’s
priestliness is derived from its particular set–apartness and its orientation toward God.73
Thus Wells sees the priestly status of Israel primarily through its relationship vis–à–vis
God and with respect to Yahweh’s covenant challenge to embrace holiness.74 Function would
therefore be seen primarily with reference to Yahweh. The emphasis in meaning is a vertical
or Godward orientation. In fairness to Wells’ treatment of this text, it must be pointed out that
she qualifies Israel’s call to separation and devotion. There remains a responsibility incumbent
upon the nation to image Yahweh to the nations. 75 Wells describes the ‘priestly kingdom’ and
‘holy nation’ phrases as ‘titles’ or ‘terms’ applied to Israel, rather than explicitly treating them
as metaphorical figures of speech.
Just four years after the publication of God’s Holy People, Davies’ dissertation, A Royal
Priesthood: Literary and Intertextual Perspective on an Image of Israel in Exodus 19.6, was
published. Importantly for the present work, Davies’ interest was primarily the second phrase
of the three idoms found in Exodus 19.5b–6a, ‘royal priesthood’ ( מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםor ‘priestly
kingdom’). This project emphasized the royal status of Israel as the recipients of Yahweh’s
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divine grant and therefore access to him. Davies’ main summary statement with respect to
Exodus 19.6a proposed that ‘The declaration involves the attribution to Israel of both royal and
priestly characteristics by way of an explanatory expansion of the otherwise somewhat cryptic
word סגֻלָּה.’
ְ 76 Rendering the Exodus 19.6a phrase with ‘royal’ as the functioning adjective,
modifying ‘priesthood’ leads Davies to a greater development of kingly conceptualisations with
respect to the nation of Israel.77 While identifying the ‘royal priesthood’ designation for Israel
as an ‘expression,’ he does not use the term metaphor or attempt to engage in cognitive
metaphor analysis of Exodus 19.6a.
Christopher Wright’s The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative
(2006), marks the third in–depth treatment of this pericope in the first decade of the 21st century.
Wright has much to say about Israel’s priesthood and the meaning of a priestly conception for
God’s elected nation. On the one hand, Wright argues that ‘The priesthood of the people of
God is thus a missional function that stands in continuity with their Abrahamic election, and it
affects the nations.’78 He also argues for a paradigmatic perspective with respect to Israel’s
cultic priesthood.
Yet Wright also clearly explains that he does not find any explicit declarations in the
HB for Israel to engage in ‘mission’ as the word is employed today—that is, as an outward,
centrifugal movement toward other people groups. ‘For example, in the Torah, while we have
observed the implications of the designation of Israel as God’s priesthood among the nations,
there is no clear and explicit command that Israel should go to the nations and exercise that
priestly function there.’79 Thus Wright’s treatment of Exodus 19.5b–6a is to interpret Israel’s
priestly status function as centripetal rather than centrifugal. The OT priestly conception of
Israel’s role is paradigmatic and involved drawing other nations toward its life, culture,
holiness, and God.80
This distinction is helpful and provides opportunity for conceiving of ‘missional’
language in a richer, more nuanced, and more textually sensitive way. It also, however, raises
the question as to whether there might be a more appropriate term to describe the national
conception of Israel’s role in the Hebrew text. It will be argued in this work that priestly
language and the conceptualisations of ‘priestliness’ are more helpful metaphors for
understanding the status function of the OT people of God. Mention should also be made in
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this survey of the recent work on Exodus 19.4–6a in Riecker’s chapter, ‘Israel als königliches
Priestervolk,’ within his Ein Priestervolk für alle Völker: Der Segensauftrag Israels für alle
Nationen in der Tora und den Vorderen Propheten.81 Riecker’s thorough exegesis, syntactical,
and intertextual analyses are quite useful for exploring the main issues concerning the ‘priestly
kingdom.’
In 2012, Blackburn published The God Who Makes Himself Known: The Missionary
Heart of the Book of Exodus. Blackburn provides a substantial analysis of both Exodus 19.4–
6a and 24.3–8. He describes Exodus 19.4–6a as, ‘in effect, Israel’s “mission statement.”’ 82
However, Blackburn does not argue for missionary function for the nation of Israel, at least in
the sense of the centrifugal direction taken by the NT church. Instead, he presents Israel’s
priestly status function as primarily a communal or societal model, ‘an emphasis that can be
underappreciated if the Great Commission is read apart from Israel’s call in the OT. The means
by which Israel carried out her missionary calling as a priestly nation was through keeping the
law,’83 which for Blackburn is rooted in loving God and loving neighbour, holiness, and making
God known.
Morales’ dissertation, The Tabernacle Pre–Figured: Cosmic Mountain Ideology in
Genesis and Exodus,84 also published in 2012, presents the Sinai Event as pre–figuring the
tent–shrine and the later temples in Israel. His latest work, Exodus Old and New: A Biblical
Theology of Redemption (2020),85 includes an analysis of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel which
offers an intriguing interpretation, one that arrives at a conclusion in agreement with the
findings of this thesis. However Morales begins with a different premise. He argues for a
functional meaning for Israel’s designation in Exodus 19.6a in terms of the nation’s
responsibilities as the first–born son of God among the other nations. Israel therefore was
assigned a role involving the ‘keeping’ of his brothers, a family comprised of all the nations.
Aside from Morales’ recent work, distillation of contemporary works with respect to
the nation of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ leaves the impression that, although the
phrase was applied communally to the Israelites, the priestly status they received did not entail
cultic or ritual functions as such, and, further, that their national priestliness primarily
emphasized imaging their nearness to Yahweh through communal holiness and worship
(vertical orientation), and to a lesser degree, merciful and just engagement with outsiders
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(horizontal orientation). One of the goals of this study is to test this priestly reading of Israel’s
role and to provide further clarity and precision concerning Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ and
its functions as conceptually conveyed by the text of Exodus 19.6a.

1.10 Summary of Interpretive History for Exodus 19.6a
This brief overview of 1900 years of exegesis and interpretation of Exodus 19.6a demonstrates
the variety of readings that emerge from the living metaphoric description of Israel as a ‘priestly
kingdom.’ Conceptualisations of the metaphor vary according to each reader’s background and
inputs, which provide additional framing. While a majority of surviving works on the subject
interpreted the phrase to apply communally to all the nation of Israel, conceptualisations of the
implications of this designation for Israel’s identity varied. These readings of Israel’s priestly
status function included:
1. Israel’s priestly status function in Exodus 19.6a was a binary feature connected with
a royal status function. Such interpretations tended to translate Exodus 19.6a as
‘royal priesthood’ or ‘kings and priests.’
2. Israel’s priestly status function meant that the nation was led in its worship of
Yahweh by a cultic priesthood.
3. Israel’s priestly status function had to do with the nation’s unique covenantal status
and its access to Yahweh. The emphasis with this interpretation is typically upon
status (priestly designation) and nearness to Yahweh (holiness), not upon associated
functions.
4. Israel’s priestly status function was a comprehensive designation for the nation, but
understood as metaphorical in character. There were horizontal (justice, mercy,
teaching, and inclusion), as well as vertical axes of function.
The four readings summarized above have enjoyed support from a variety of biblical
exegetes and scholars ancient and modern, as is evident from the examples provided earlier in
this chapter. As the critical–historical movement gained ground in the 19th century,
interpretation of Exodus 19.6a was overshadowed by the effort to identify and reconstruct the
posited earlier forms of the text, as well as extracting the micro–context of Exodus 19.3b–6a
from the larger Sinai theophany narrative of Exodus 19.3b—24.11. Documentary theories
associated the ‘priestly kingdom’ term with the Priestly source, or with an early, separate
tradition that was woven into the larger Sinai narrative much later in the text’s finalisation.
Rather than assessing the ‘priestly kingdom’ as a metaphorical blending and framing of priestly
conceptions applied to Israel, the phrase was handled as an assertion of political priestly
authority and legitimisation in the era of the monarchy.
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The purpose of the present work is to assess the priestly metaphor that occurs in Exodus
19.6a. For that very reason, the remaining chapters take a number of both traditional and newer
methods and apply them to the analysis of the ‘priestly kingdom.’ In a departure from much of
the prior scholarship surveyed, this thesis proceeds according to both cognitive linguistic and
sociological analysis. It is also observed, as with the reading and engagement of any audience
with a given metaphor, that all prior interpretive endeavours with respect to the ‘priestly
kingdom’ proceeded according to conceptualisations of priestliness, framed in various ways,
further shaped by the reader’s particular inputs, and applied to Israel, whether or not the biblical
commentator would have understood or described their cognitive process using such language.
The dynamics of metaphor emergence and the changing of context (both textual and cultural)
through the passage of time, require that chronological or diachronic analysis will also be
utilised for describing the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor from pre–exilic to exilic to post–exilic
eras. Prior to any sort of cognitive developmental analysis of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor, it is
essential to exegete this text within its micro–context (Exodus 19.3b–6a) and within the larger
Sinai Pericope (Exodus 19.3b—24.11). This exegesis and syntactical investigation begins with
the micro–context and near context, comprising Exodus 19.3b–15, in chapter 2.
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Chapter 2
IMMEDIATE CONTEXT: TRANSLATION AND
EXEGESIS OF EXODUS 19.3b–15
2.1 Identification of the Pericope: Exodus 19.3b—24.11
Identifying ‘priestly kingdom’ in Exodus 19.6a as a metaphor is a significant factor in
proceeding to attempt a translation,1 and to develop an interpretation of its significance. The
proper interpretation of any literary metaphor is highly dependent upon understanding its
context.2 Therefore, it is essential to identify and describe the contextual features, as well as the
linguistic features associated with Exodus 19.6a. As the basis for developing a clearer
understanding of the OT metaphor of Israel conceptualised as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ it is
necessary to begin with an analysis of the pericope encompassing Exodus 19.3b—24.11. This
collection of verses is often acknowledged to comprise a cohesive unit, regardless of the
compositional or redactional theories that may be proposed as to its previous source materials
or traditions or various stages leading to its final form.3 The Sinai Event, as it will be identified
in later chapters concerning reconceptualisations of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, is a key
component of Israel’s self–understanding. Its importance to both OT and NT intertextual
materials and to both Jewish and Christian conceptions of societal priestliness is such as to
occupy Bartholomew’s The God Who Acts in History: The Significance of Sinai.4
Exodus 19.6a occurs as one component of a cluster of three metaphorical expressions,
arranged in verses 5 and 6, which in turn comprise a key portion of Yahweh’s speech act within
the Sinai theophany and covenant event. Interpretation of ‘priestly kingdom’ is conceptually
framed using many inputs, including each level of contextual relationship, from phrase to
sentence to pericope. Nonlinguistic inputs are also elements in the contextualisation of this or
any other metaphor.5
Whether understood as an early composition or treated as a Priestly (P), or post–Priestly
insertion into the final form of the received Exodus text, the pericope’s emphasis is clearly

1

Jean Boase–Beier, Stylistic Approaches to Translation (New York: Routledge, 2010), 95.
Elisabeth Camp, ‘Joseph Stern, Metaphor in Context (Cambridge: MIT, 2000),’ review, NOÛS 39.4 (2005),
715.
3
Georg Fisher, ‘Time for a Change!’ in Paradigm Change in Pentateuchal Research, Matthias Armgardt,
Benjamin Kilchör, and Markus Zehnder, eds. BZABR 22 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2019), 7–8: ‘The text itself
– deliberately – presents disparate materials intricately linked, and therefore as “divergent unity”, of … law and
narration (e.g. Exod 19–24).’
4
Craig G. Bartholomew, The God Who Acts in History: The Significance of Sinai (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2020), xiii: ‘Jewish authors in particular, but also Christians, assert the fundamental importance of the Sinai
event as foundational and generative for Israel and the HB/OT.’
5
Josef Stern, Metaphor in Context (Cambridge: MIT, 2000), 13.
2
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priestly in nature. Albertz, for example, in his recent commentary on Exodus 19—40, identifies
Exodus 19—24, as a durchlaufende literarische Zusammenhang (continuous literary context).6
Durham treats the larger pericope as Exodus 19.1—24.18, yet still within the consistent
thematic content of theophany and covenant–making with Israel. 7 There are other proposed
schema for the organization of Exodus, such as the ‘bifid’ or two–fold thematic arrangement
proposed by Stuart which, rather than connecting chapter 19 to the immediately following
chapters (20-24), instead reads it as the concluding element of the first half, comprised of
chapters 1—19.8
This portion of the book of Exodus (19.1–24.11) narrates a ‘Priestly National
Covenant,’ for it conveys aspects of covenantal initiation and stipulations, as well as
ordination features, conveying priestly status function. Conceptualisations along a trajectory
of vertical priestly function for the recently freed collection of Hebrew tribes and some
foreigners would certainly be in keeping with what has been described as the theological
context or motivation for the Sinai encounter—that Israel serve and worship Yahweh (Exodus
3.12; 4.23; 7.16; 8.1, 20; 9.1, 13; 10.3, 7, 8, 11, 24, 26; 12.31).9 This pre–Siniatic narrative
material, comprising Exodus 3–12, presupposes that Yahweh’s ‘people’ are being liberated
from Egyptian slavery in order to perform priestly service (i.e. ‘sacrifice,’  )זָבַ חat Mt. Sinai
(Exodus 3.18; 5.3; 8.29; 10.25). Thus the ‘prior’ macro–context of the preceding Exodus
events frame a conceptual expectation for Israel’s priestly function during its encounter with
Yahweh at Sinai.
Among critical scholars the pericope commencing with Exodus 19.3b, broadly
speaking, has long been held to be a covenantal formulaic text. For example, Schmidt remarks
that Exodus 19.3ff is most certainly among the covenantal texts, proposing for it a
Deuteronomic, 7th century date.10 Within Exodus 19.3–8b, the interplay of dialogue between
Yahweh and the gathering of Hebrew tribes at the foot of the mountain serves to cognitively
frame the covenantal elements for the reader. 11 The divine speech act resembles the preamble

Rainer Albertz, Exodus, Band II: Ex 19 – 40. ZBAT (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2015), 10.
John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC (Waco: Word, 1987), 256.
8
Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, NAC, 2 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2006), 19–21.
9
T. Desmond Alexander, Exodus, AOTC (Downers Grove: IVP, 2017), 87 (ref. Exodus 3.12), and also, 102: ‘…
the verb‘ābad may also be translated “to worship”.’ Alexander’s comment is with respect to Exodus 4.23, yet
the same verb  עָבַ דoccurs in each of these verses. See also William D. Barrick, ‘The Mosaic Covenant,’ in TMSJ
10.2 (1999), 220.
10
Werner Schmidt, Exodus, Sinai und Mose: Erwägungen zu Ex 1 – 19 und 24. Ertäge Der Forschung 191
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1968), 74. See Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus, Interpretation
(Louisville: John Knox, 1991), 208. See Wolfgang Oswald, ‘Lawgiving at the Mountain of God (Exodus 19–
24),’ in The Book of Exodus, VTS 164, Thomas Dozeman, ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 181.
11
Gregory C. Chirichigno, ‘The Narrative Structure of Exod 19—24,’ in Biblia 68 (1987), 465.
6
7
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common in covenants and includes conditions or stipulations.12 Chirichigno points to ‘the
presence of two similar clauses in v. 3 and v. 6 in Yahweh’s speech which form an inclusio:
(v. 3c) ֹּ֤ ֹּכה ת ֹּאמַ ר לְ ֵּבֹ֣ית ַי ֲע ֹֹּ֔קב וְ תַ גֵּ ִ֖יד לבְ נֵּ ֶ֥י י ְש ָּר ֵּ ֵֽאל
Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob and tell the sons of Israel
(v. 6c) ֲׁשר ְתדַ ֵּבִ֖ר אֶ ל־בְ נֵּ ֶ֥י י ְש ָּר ֵּ ֵֽאל
ֶ֥ ֶ ֵ֚אֵּ לֶה הַ ְדבָּ ֹ֔רים א
These are the words that you shall speak to the sons of Israel.13

Kitchen emphatically argues from correlations between the text of Exodus—Leviticus
and the Phase V Hittite corpus, that the textual material represents a covenant form that can
only be attributed to 1400–1200 BCE.14 His work has been carefully assessed and supported by
Armgardt in his examination of the structure of international treaties over the range of the 3 rd
to the 1st millennium BCE.15 Yet scholarly opinion is far from unanimous, and others, while
allowing for the presence of some covenantal elements, also identify differences between the
covenant idea expressed in Exodus 19—24 and that of other ancient Near Eastern treaty
forms.16 Clearly the Hebrew term covenant, בְ רית, appears within this section in various
constructs or alone, in verses 19.5 (יתי
ֹ֑  )אֶ ת־בְ ר23.32 ()בְ ֵֽרית, 24.7 ()הַ בְ ֹ֔רית, and in 24.8 ()דם־הַ בְ רית.
ֵֽ ַ
Significantly, this larger pericope begins and ends with reference to a covenant initiated by
Yahweh and offered to the tribes of Israel, who as one voice agree to the priestly, covenantal
regulations and assume the status function of priests to God and to the nations. 17
Polak has suggested, based upon the recent discovery of Old Babylonian texts from
Mari, that the series of events, ceremonies, or stages, recorded in Exodus 19—24 does in fact
reflect similar patterns to the surviving diplomatic texts of ancient Babylonia.18 Particularly
with respect to what is often labelled as the inaugural or preamble pericope of Exodus 19.3b–
6, Polak has found parallels in the preliminary negotiations represented in the Mari texts:

Clyde T. Francisco, ‘Expository Themes in the Book of Exodus,’ in RevExp 74.4 (1977), 557.
Francisco, ‘Expository Themes,’ 557.
14
K. A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 283–289. Kitchen
demonstrates that ‘both the Sinai Covenant and Phase V Hittite forms (ca 1400–1200 BC) share in common: 1.
Title, 2. Historical Prologue, 3. Stipulations, 4. Dep/Reading, 5. Witnesses, 6b. Blessings, and 6c. Curses.’
15
Matthias Armgardt. ‘Why a Paradigm Change in Pentateuchal Research is Necessary,’ in Paradigm Change in
Pentateuchal Research, BZARB 22, Matthias Armgardt, Benjamin Kilchör and Markus Zehnder, eds.
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2019), 83–85.
16
Richard J. Bautch, Glory and Power, Ritual and Relationship: The Sinai Covenant in the Postexilic Period
(New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 18–19. ‘Parts of Exod 19—24 mimic the ancient treaties, but the biblical text
has a different form and function.’
17
For another interpretation of the pericope’s extent, see: Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Structure and Meaning in the
Sinai-Horeb Narrative (Exodus 19—34)”, in A Biblical Itinerary: In Search of Method, Form and Content.
Essays in Honor of George W. Coats, Eugene E. Carpenter, ed. (Sheffield: Sheffield, 1997), 111.
18
Frank H. Polak, ‘The Covenant at Mount Sinai in the Light of Texts from Mari,’ in Sefer Moshe: The Moshe
Weinfeld Jubilee Volume: Studies in the Bible and the Ancient Near East, Qumran, and Post-Biblical Judaism,
Chaim Cohen, Avi Hurvitz, and Shalom M. Paul, eds., (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 123.
12
13
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The Mari texts mention the steps taken by Ḫammu–rapī to initiate an alliance with the new king
of Ešnunna, Ṣillī–Sîn. Zimrī–Līm’s ambassador in Babylon, Yarīm–Addu, warns his master
that Ḫammu–rapī has sent a ‘small tablet’ (ṭuppum ṣeḫrum) to Ešnunna, in order to propose
such an alliance. The missive explains the purpose of the ‘small tablet’: if the conditions are
accepted by Ṣillī–Sîn, the definitive treaty obligations will be established in the ‘large tablet’
(ṭuppum rabûm). Hence, the ṭuppum ṣeḫrum embodies the preliminary accord, whereas the
ṭuppum rabûm constitutes the agreement proper, with all the obligations entailed by it.19

While the covenantal elements involved with Exodus 19—24 may occasion less
controversy, the proposal that within the larger pericope Exodus 19.6a entails priestly function
in some form is a matter of much more wide–ranging debate.20 The pericope presents features
of both consecration and ordination, when the beginning instructions to set apart Israel and the
various actions of the final blood ritual are considered together.21 This work argues that, rather
uniquely for the OT, a prima facie reading of Exodus 19.6a metaphorically applies the priestly
status and function, not to a small hereditary subgroup within the emerging nation of Israel, but
rather to the entire society.22 Thus the phrase ‘priestly kingdom’ (in other translations ‘kingdom
of priests’) is not conceived as describing an elite priestly ruling class or even a conjoined
priest–monarchy, but as describing a priestly nation, whose status as Yahweh’s treasured and
holy, priestly people entails both Godward and international functions23—functions with an
integrative purpose. With respect to priesthood, or priestly status, it is impossible to ignore
priestly function. Such is the case for the Aaronic priesthood and its Zadokite heirs as well as
Israel as a society metaphorically constituted a ‘priestly kingdom’ through the Sinai Event. This
assertion is the basis for the present work.

2.2 Outlining Exodus 19.3b—24.11
An outline of the Exodus 19.3b—24.11 pericope begins with the covenantal preamble and
priestly description of Exodus 19.3b–6a, which comprises the core textual basis for Israel as a
priestly nation, and concludes with the covenant ratification and priestly ordination of Exodus
24.1—11. The combination of covenantal language and structure with priestly office occurs
Polak, ‘Mount Sinai,’ 123.
Alex T. M. Cheung, ‘The Priest as the Redeemed Man: A Biblical Theological Study of the Priesthood,’ in
JETS 29.3 (1986), 266, represents the commonly held view that priestly status is of far more fundamental
importance than any associated function (spiritual or otherwise).
21
Oswald, ‘Lawgiving,’ 181: ‘In 19:3b–8 Israel is promised to become a kingdom of priests if they heed the
voice of YHWH and keep the treaty; the corresponding verses of 24:4–8 narrate the fulfilment: the people enter
into the treaty and are consequently consecrated as priests (cf. Lev 8:23–24).’
22
H. Jagersma, ‘Structure and Function of Exodus 19:3bβ–6,’ in Unless some one guide me… Festschrift for
Karel A. Deurloo, Amsterdamse Cahiers voor Exegese van de Bijbel en zijn Tradities, 2 (Maastricht: Uitgeverij
Shaker, 2001), 47: ‘An important task of the priests is to be representatives of God to the people. Evidently, it is
indicated here at the beginning of verse 6a that the Israelites will henceforth be present among the peoples in a
similarly caring fashion.’ See also Nevada Levi DeLapp, Theophanic “Type–Scenes” in the Pentateuch: Visions
of YHWH (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2018), 77: ‘Israel itself holds a priestly vocation.’
23
Dan Lioy, Axis of Glory: A Biblical and Theological Analysis of the Temple Motif in Scripture, SBL 138 (New
York: Peter Lang, 2010), 88: ‘Israel was to be the “priesthood of God among the nations to mediate God’s
revelation, salvation, and purpose”.’
19
20
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not only in Exodus 19.3b—24.11, but also in Numbers 25.12–13, and in the prophetic rebuke
of the priests recorded in Malachi 2.1–9.24 Thus it is not that unusual to have the features of
covenant and of ordination occurring within the framework of a particular ritual. The pericope
is identifiable through its chiastic structure. 25 Sprinkle proposes the following chiasm–based
outline:
A. Narrative: The covenant offered (Exod 19:3–25)
B. Laws (general): The Decalogue (Exod 20:1–17)
C. Narrative: The people's fear (Exod 20:18–21)
B* Laws (specific): The book of the covenant (Exod 20:22–23:33)
A* Narrative: The covenant accepted (Exod 24:1–11)26

There are numerous textual–structural markers that allow for the analysis of Exodus
19.3—24.11 as one canonical unit. In the first place, chapters 19 and 24 include aspects of a
consecration ritual which seem to frame the text of the Decalogue and the Book of the
Covenant. Secondly, the section begins with the presence of Yahweh and ends with the elders
of Israel dining in his presence. Thirdly, the vows of agreement voiced by the Israelites in
response to Yahweh’s words are repeated in chapters 19 and 24, serving to further bind the
narrative together. The textual unit consists of a complex matrix of both ‘narrative (haggadah)
and regulation (halakah).’27 Hauge describes Exodus 19—24 as a unified text with
unmistakable beginning and ending narrative markers:
Exodus 19:1—24.2, with its aftermath in 24:3–18, seems to represent one set of interlinked
events, centred around the theophanic episode introduced in 19:16 and dedicated to a theme of
‘who may ascend’. The encounter episodes introduced in vv. 3 and 8b of ch. 19 represent
narrative units which are shaped according to the same format as 19:1—24:18, with the
encounter proper framed by introductory and concluding events.28

Due to the limitations and specificity of the Priestly National Covenant topic under
consideration, translation and exegesis of this pericope will be limited to those portions directly
bearing on the priestly theme and framing the 19.6a metaphor. This includes Exodus 19.3b–15
within this chapter, followed by Exodus 19.16—24.11 in chapter 3, including material within
the Book of the Covenant conveying priestly concerns or function, and analysis of the

Samuel Greengus, ‘Covenant and Treaty in the Hebrew Bible and in the Ancient Near East,’ in Ancient
Israel’s History: An Introduction to Issues and Sources, Bill T. Arnold and Richard S. Hess, eds. (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2014), 104. Greengus cites a nonbiblical example, ‘a Neo–Assyrian document (ca. 690 BCE) recording a
series of prophecies for Esarhaddon made by the seer Ladagil-ili, a prophet of Arbela.’
25
Wells, Holy People, 34.
26
Joe Sprinkle, ‘Law and Narrative in Exodus 19—24,’ in JETS 47.2 (June 2004), 242.
27
James K. Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Wilderness Tradition
(Oxford: Oxford University, 2005), 183.
28
Martin Ravndal Hauge, The Descent from the Mountain: Narrative Patterns in Exodus 19 – 40, JSOT 323
(Sheffield: Sheffield, 2001), 49.
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concluding pericope marker comprised of Exodus 24.1–11. The pericope in its entirety may be
understood according to the covenantal structure outlined below:
The Priestly National Covenant
(Exodus 19.3b—24.11)
A. Covenantal Preamble and Priestly Call
19.3b–6 Yahweh’s Covenantal Speech
19:3b–4 Preamble
19:5–6 ‘Conditional’ Priestly Call/Commission
19.7–9a Acknowledgement
19.9b–15 Priestly Consecration/Preparation
19.16–25 Yahweh’s Presence/Theophany
B. Covenant Stipulations for Yahweh’s ‘Priestly Kingdom’
20.1–17 The 10 Covenant “Words”
20.18–21 The People Ask for Moses’ Mediation to Continue
20.22–23.19 Covenant Code “Ordinances”
C. Covenant Blessings and Warnings
23.20–33
D. Covenant Ratified and Priestly Ordination
24.1–11

2.3 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 19.3b–6
And Yahweh29 called to him from the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you will say to the house of
Jacob, and tell the children of Israel: “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians,
and how I carried you on wings of eagles and brought you to myself. So now, if you will truly
listen30 to my voice and keep my covenant,31 then you will serve as my treasured people 32
among all peoples, even though all the earth is mine;33 and you will be to me34 a priestly

The covenantal name for God ()יְ הוָּה, often rendered in English translations as ‘the LORD’, is so essential to the
concept of the divine drawing near and making himself known to the people of Israel that I have chosen to
render as Yahweh, while retaining ‘God’ for Elohim.
30
The infinitive absolute construct in this case might also be rendered as ‘So now, if you listen indeed.’
31
Daniel I. Block, ‘The Privilege of Calling: The Mosaic Paradigm for Missions (Deut 26:16–19),’ in How I
Love Your Torah, O Lord! Studies in the Book of Deuteronomy (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2011), 157. ‘Whereas
God’s call of Israel to salvation was absolutely unconditional, the nation’s effectiveness in fulfilling her call to
mission was conditional, as seen in Exod 19:5–6.’
32
David J. A. Clines, The Theme of the Pentateuch (Sheffield: Sheffield, 1989), 49.
33
Routledge, Old Testament Theology, 324: ‘The NIV translates Exod. 19:5 as although the whole earth is mine,
‘although’ is the Hebrew kî, which is more usually rendered ‘because’ or ‘for,’ suggesting that the purpose of
Israel’s election is not to separate her from the nations, but to fulfil a role in relation to the nations, who also
belong to God.’ The translation in this thesis interprets the  כיclause concessively as addressed later in this
chapter.
34
Noel D. Osborn and Howard A. Hatton, A Handbook on Exodus, UBS (New York: UBS, 1999), 452: ‘To me
may indicate possession—“my kingdom of priests” (NEB)—or it may indicate service—“For me you shall be a
kingdom of priests” (NJB).’
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kingdom35 and a holy nation.”36 These are the words that you shall speak to the children of
Israel.’37

As Stefan Kürle argues, this divine speech pericope is narratively bracketed ‘with the
common introductory messenger formula (3b) and the corresponding closing formula (6b).’ 38
Further, this brief passage is unique in the OT in that the introductory formula in verse 3b ( ֹּ֤ ֹּכה
 )ת ֹּאמַ ר לְ ֵּבֹ֣ית ַיעֲקֹֹּ֔ ב וְ תַ גֵּ ִ֖יד לבְ נֵּ ֶ֥י י ְש ָּר ֵּ ֵֽאלis nearly identical to the closing formula of 6b ( ֲׁשר ְתדַ ֵּבִ֖ר אֶ ל־בְ נֵּ ֶ֥י
ֶ֥ ֶ א
)י ְש ָּר ֵּ ֵֽאל. As Smith observes concerning the structure of Yahweh’s speech act, ‘As a beginning
formula, something like “thus you shall say” is not uncommon, but nowhere else does a short
paragraph have both an introductory and a concluding formula.’ 39
The signal within the narrative for Yahweh’s speech is the complementiser 40 ֵאמר
ֹ֔ ל.
According to Mental Space Theory (MST), the complementiser ֵאמר
ֹ֔  לallows the narrator to
continue to ‘deictically influence the construal of the direct speech,’ 41 while permitting a shift
to the speaker (in this example, Yahweh) and to Moses and Israel in terms of base and
viewpoint. The cognitive dynamics of this speech act, beginning with Exodus 19.3b are visually
represented in Figure 2: Mental Space Theory (MST Construct) Direct Speech Access Path
with לאמר. The narrator in this case continues to retain control of the content of Yahweh’s (M)
speech, instructing Moses (M2) what to tell the people of Israel (M2). The overall access path
(indicated by the bold curved arrow) flows from the narrator through the speaker (Yahweh) to
the 2nd person references of Moses and Israel, and then is accessed by the reader/audience (R).
The viewpoint (point of access to the information)42 and the focus (VF) in this direct speech are
transferred from the narrator space to the M2 space.

Paul R. Williamson, “Promises with strings attached: covenant and law in Exodus 19—24,” in Exploring
Exodus: Literary, Theological and Contemporary Approaches, Brian S. Rosner and Paul R. Williamson, eds.
(Nottingham: Apollos, 2008), 102. ‘The most straightforward way to render it is either as ‘a kingdom of priests’
or ‘a priestly kingdom.’ See note 21 of the same page: ‘The second noun may then be read either as an objective
or appositional genitive (‘a kingdom of [comprising] priests’) or as having the characteristic adjectival force that
a nomen rectum may have in Hebrew (hence ‘a priestly kingdom’). See also: T. Desmond Alexander, From
Paradise to the Promised Land: An Introduction to the Pentateuch (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012), 210. And,
Osborn and Hatton, Exodus, 452: ‘Exodus 19:6 the TEV and the CEV interpret it to mean “serve me as priests”.’
36
וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש, The Hebrew term for ‘nation’ used here is normally reserved for non-Israelite people groups.
37
All translations are mine unless noted otherwise.
38
Stefan Kürle, The Appeal of Exodus: The Characters God, Moses and Israel in the Rhetoric of the Book of
Exodus, PBM (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 230.
39
Ralph Allan Smith, “The Royal Priesthood in Exodus 19:6” in The Glory of Kings: A Festschrift in Honor of
James B. Jordan, Peter J. Leithart and John Barach, eds. (Eugene: Pickwick, 2011), 95.
40
The term ‘complementiser’ was developed by Peter Steven Rosenbaum, in his doctoral dissertation, ‘The
Grammar of English Predicate Complement Constructions,’ MIT (1965), 41: ‘One of the properties of predicate
complements which distinguishes them from other types of complements is a unique set of markers taking the
form of single and paired morphemes. Such markers, including the morphemes that, for, to, POSS, ing, and
others, shall be referred to as complementizing morphemes or simply complementizers.’ See also Joan W.
Bresnan, ‘On Complementizers: Toward a Syntactic Theory of Complement Types,’ in Foundations of
Language, 6, n 3 (1970) 297–321.
41
Carl M. Follingstad, A Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic Analysis of the Particle ( כיkî) (Dallas: SIL
International, 2001), 183.
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Follingstad, Particle ( כיkî). Viewpoint space is defined and explained on 179.
35

33

The Exodus 19.3b–6 section begins with verses 3b–4, which contain an historical
covenantal preamble wherein Yahweh’s speech act includes instructions for Moses to declare
his words to the Hebrew tribes gathered below Mount Sinai. Then follows a summary recitation
in verse 4 of God’s mighty acts and wonders in freeing the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt and
hastening their passage to meet with him at the mountain. The ten plagues in Egypt, culminating
with the Passover observance and the deaths of the Egyptian firstborn males, as well as the
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miraculous parting of the sea and the destruction of Pharaoh’s pursuing chariots are all
represented by way of summary in two phrases within Yahweh’s brief historical prologue:
Figure 3: Two Key Phrases in Yahweh’s Prologue Speech Act
The phrase in Exodus 19.4
and its translation
ֲׁשר ע ִָּ֖שיתי לְ מצְ ָּ ֹ֑רים
ֶ֥ ֶ יתם א
ֶ ֹ֔ אַ ֶ ֹ֣תם ְרא
You yourselves have seen what I did
to the Egyptians,
וָּאֶ ָּ ֹּ֤שא אֶ ְתכֶם עַל ־ ַכנְפֵּ ֹ֣י נְׁשָּ ֹ֔רים וָּאָּ ֶ֥בא אֶ ְתכֶ ִ֖ם אֵּ ָּ ֵֽלי
and how I bore you on eagles’ wings
and bought you to myself

The historical background conceptually
represented by the phrase
The ten plagues, the destruction of the
Egyptian pursuing army in the sea

The Passover event, the parting and crossing
of the sea, the provision in the wilderness
(bitter water made sweet, water from the rock,
manna from the sky, quail at night, the victory
over Amalek, the encounter at Mt. Sinai

The emphasis within this portion of the divine speech act is firmly placed upon the
initiative of Yahweh as the covenantal God of the tribes of Israel, acting in powerful,
supernatural ways to free the Hebrews from the Egyptians. The brevity and style of this section
resembles what Greengus describes as a ‘preliminary negotiation’ found in Old Babylonian
texts, ‘in situations where there was a vast difference in status between the parties.’ 43
This divine action on the part of Yahweh had three specific purposes according to the
material in Exodus. The first was for God to make himself known to the Egyptians (Exodus
8.10, 22; 9.14, 16 [‘all the earth’], 29; 11.7; 14.4), and the second was in order that this
collection of Hebrew tribes about to become Yahweh’s priestly kingdom would serve him
(Exodus 4.23). This functional purpose for Israel arises in Exodus 4 as a result of the people’s
status as Yahweh’s firstborn son (Exodus 4.22).44 Conceptually underpinning the metaphor of
Israel’s status function of ‘priestly kingdom’ is the metaphor of Israel’s status function as
Yahweh’s firstborn ‘serving son.’
The third purpose was, as stated here in Exodus 19.4, in order to bring you (Israel) to
myself. This is described using the metaphor of baby chicks being carried through the arid desert
skies on the pinions of their mothers’ eagles’ wings ()עַל ־ ַכנְ פֵּ ֹ֣י נְׁשָּ ֹ֔רים.45 Such an intimate and

Greengus, ‘Covenant and Treaty,’ 107–108.
See George Athas, ‘The Creation of Israel: The Cosmic Proportions of the Exodus Event,’ in Exploring
Exodus: Literary, Theological and Contemporary Approaches, Brian S Rosner and Paul R. Williamson, eds.
(Nottingham: Apollos, 2008), 53.
45
Alastair J. Roberts and Andrew Wilson, Echoes of Exodus: Tracing Themes of Redemption Through Scripture
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2018), 85.
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nurturing manner of describing Yahweh’s attention to His people is quite remarkable. 46 This
focused involvement on Yahweh’s part is expressed using the metaphoric element ‘eagles’
wings,’ a metaphor that resurfaces in Deuteronomy 32.10–11 and Isaiah 40.31.
Through this divine liberation, the formerly enslaved tribes of the Hebrews are brought
to the place whereby they are designated as a ‘nation’,47 as Yahweh’s ‘treasured people.’ There
is no question that verse 4 is saturated with both the rhetoric of covenant and special
relationship,48 which will be further specified in verses 5–6.49 It has also been described as
‘being set within a poetic frame of national names.’50 Jagersma, looking at the structure of
Exodus 19:3bβ–6, sees a clear connection between ‘God’s caring actions’ in 4b and 6a, where
‘it is said that the Israelites will function as a kingdom of priests.’51
Immediately verse 5 presents a conditional promise or call 52 from God, beginning with
the infinitive absolute construct ( )וְ ע ָּ֗ ַָּתה אם־ׁשָּ מֹֹּּ֤ ו ַע, ‘So now, if indeed’ seeking a response. 53 This
conditional construction, consisting of a protasis and an apodosis, is indicated by אם. In this
case, according to Mental Space Theory, Yahweh, as the speaker (S), is cognitively operating
from an ‘epistemic stance’ that the protasis (‘if you listen indeed to my voice and keep my
covenant’) is an ‘actual or assumed’ condition, as opposed to one that is ‘hypothetical or
neutral.’54 See below Figure 4: MST Conditional Construction with  אםand Assumed Protasis.

John W. Kleinig, ‘On Eagles’ Wing: An Exegetical Study of Exodus 19:2–8,’ in LTJ 21.2 (1987), 19. See
also Terence E. Fretheim, ‘“Because the Whole Earth Is Mine”: Theme and Narrative in Exodus,’ in
Interpretation 50.3 (July 1996), 232.
47
J. Barton Payne, The Theology of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962), 100.
48
Stuart, Exodus, 422. ‘The words ‘and brought you to myself’ express not merely the arrival at Sinai but the
entering into covenant relationship (which is ultimately a family relationship) with the only true God.’ See Mark
S. Smith, Exodus. NCBC (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2010), 77. See also, Deryck Sheriffs, ‘Moving on with
God: Key Motifs in Exodus 13–30’, in Themelios, 15.2 (1990), 56: ‘The second metaphor is segullah, the
‘treasured possession', and we know that it was already in metaphorical use in the 2 nd millennium, used to
describe a king as the ‘possession’ of a god, or a vassal–king as the ‘possession’ of his suzerain. It is improbable
that Near Eastern texts will parallel a whole community of liberated slaves being addressed in such honoured
terms by the Creator–god.
49
Simeon Chavel, ‘A Kingdom of Priests and Its Earthly Altars in Exodus 19–24,’ in VT 65.2 (2015), 186:
‘Yahweh emphasizes several items of definitive importance … that the entire nation will serve or wait on him as
priests do, that they will constitute his kingdom, and that they will be holy, namely, worthy of proximity and
access to him.’
50
Llana Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel: National Narratives in the Bible (Berkeley: University of
California, 2000), 66.
51
Jagersma, ‘Structure and Function,’ 46.
52
Kleinig, ‘Eagles’ Wing,’ 20, ‘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.’
53
Durham, Exodus, 262. “‘So now, if” sets the frame for Yahweh’s expectation of Israel in voluntary response.’
54
Follingstad, Particle ( כיkî), 270.
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The structure of this conditional in Exodus 19.5a–6a is fascinating, in that the apodosis,
consisting of Exodus 19.5b and 6a, is ‘interrupted’ by a  כיclause 19.5bß. While it might be
anticipated that Yahweh’s speech act conditional protasis, ‘if you listen indeed to my voice and
keep my covenant,’ would be immediately completed with the corresponding apodosis, ‘then
you will serve as my treasured people among all peoples and you will be to me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation,’ syntactically there is what might be described as an ‘aside,’ more
precisely an adverbial kî clause, which is embedded in between the metaphorical expressions
which comprise the apodosis.
The protasis emphasizes the requirement that Israel carefully listen and live in
obedience to Yahweh’s ‘words’ and also emphasizes the call for close adherence to the
stipulations of the Priestly National Covenant: יתי
ֹ֑ וׁשמַ ְר ֶ ִ֖תם אֶ ת־בְ ר
ְ ‘( ִאם־שָ ֤מֹו ַע ת ְׁש ְמעו בְ קֹּ ֹ֔ליif you will
indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant’). 55 According to Brueggemann, this conditional
‘if’ also entails ‘social practice’ and ‘social power.’56 Further, if the gathered tribes faithfully
keep the terms of the covenant, the apodosis declares that they will enjoy the special status,
apart from all of the other nations of the earth, as Yahweh’s ‘treasured people.’57 And according
to 19.6a, they will also receive status function as God’s ‘priestly kingdom and holy nation.’58
The term segullâ, ‘special possession’ (or treasured people; treasured possession), and
cognates, occurs in several other places in the OT, as well as in other ancient Near Eastern
literature.59 For example, one seal impression from Alalakh (ca 2nd millennium BCE) employs
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John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1992), 282: ‘On Mount Sinai … the covenant called for obedience (19:5a), and its purpose was to
set Israel apart as a special people, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (vv. 5b–6).’ See Duane Garrett, A
Commentary on Exodus, KEL (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2014), 459–460, who identifies ‘the conditional clauses as
describing Israel’s obedience in both internal and external terms.’
56
Walter Brueggemann, ‘The God Who Gives Rest,’ in The Book of Exodus: Composition, Reception, and
Interpretation,’ VT 164, Thomas Dozeman, ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 569: ‘The ‘if’ of Exod 19.6 has often been
understood to indicate the “conditionality” of this covenant. Beyond that, the “if” also serves to connect YHWH
with social practice … The right ordering of social relationship is then the sine qua non of life with YHWH to
which Israel has signed on. Thus Sinai is not only a religious meeting; it is also a social vision of an alternative
society.’
57
Patrick D. Miller, ‘Creation and Covenant’ in Israelite Religion and Biblical Theology: Collected Essays,
267, (Sheffield: Sheffield, 2000), 490.
58
Kleinig, ‘Eagles’ Wing,’ 21. Kleinig connects the covenantal conditional clause with the status function of
Israel in Exodus 19.6a: ‘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, but
rather for the operation of Israel as a kingdom of priests.’ See also Carmen Joy Imes, Bearing Yhwh’s Name at
Sinai: A Reexamination of the Name Command of the Decalogue, BBRS 19 (University Park: Eisenbrauns,
2018), 173: ‘The holiness of the entire nation would facilitate a priestly function in relation to other nations.’
59
James Plastaras, The God of Exodus: The Theology of the Exodus Narratives (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1966), 224:
‘The king held dominion over the entire kingdom, but he held direct ownership over only certain limited
possessions, which constituted his segullāh. In the same way the national god (e.g., Ba’al Melqart of the
Phoenicians) was thought to hold dominion over the whole land (but not over the whole earth). The segullāh of
the god, however, was limited to the holy mountain or the sanctuary which was dedicated to his service. By
contrast, Yahweh was LORD over the whole earth, and not merely over a particular land. In the midst of his
universal dominion, he has indeed chosen out a special portion to be his segullāh.’
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the term sikiltu, to refer to ‘Abban, the mighty king’ which is translated as ‘the treasure
(cherished possession) of the god,’60 to refer to ‘Abban, the mighty king.’ The following chart
is provided for comparative study as to ancient usage of this term:
Figure 5: Ancient Usages of segullāh/sikiltu
Attribution of Textual
Occurrence

Textual Example

Translation and contextual
explanation

Seal Impression of
Yarimlim III
ca 1720–1620 BCE61
Alalakh Level VII
Archive

[Ia]–ri–im–[li–im]
[DUMU?] Ni–i[q–mi–e–pu–uḫ]
LUGAL I[a–am–ḫa–ad]
na–ra–[am (d) x]62

‘Yarimlim son of Ir–ka[b–
tum] king of Yamhad beloved
[treasured possession] of the
god IM.’63
This king of Yamhad uses the
term to describe himself as the
treasured belonging of his god.

The King of Hatti to
the King of Ugarit
(RS 18.038) (3.451)
ca 1215–1180 BCE
Lines 7 and 1264

Sglth (Ugaritic), identified as a
cognate to the Hebrew segullâ

Ammurapi’s (last king of
Ugarit) father is referenced in
this letter as the “possession”
of the letter author’s father,
King Arnuwanda of Hatti. The
term is then applied to the
contemporaneous relationship
of lord and vassal between the
letter’s author Šuppiluliuma II
and Ammurapi.

The Annals of
Sennacherib
ca 701 BCE

Sikiltu (Akkadian)
… e–zib nišê imêrê gamalê alpê
ù ṣêni iš–tu ummânâte –ia e–
bu–ku–nim–ma a–na ra–ma–ni–
šu is–ki–lu sikiltu.65

‘…aside from people, asses,
camels, cattle and sheep …
which my soldiers took for
themselves and made
themselves private
accumulations.’66
In this example, the term
sikiltu conveys the idea of a
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D. J. Wiseman, The Alalakh Tablets: Occasional Publications of the BIAA, 2 (London: BIAA, 1953), 30.
Dating for this seal impression is still contested by scholars. The dates shown on the above table are those
proposed by Nadav Na’Aman, ‘The Chronology of Alalakh Level VII Once Again,’ in AS, 29 (1979), 103–104.
62
Dominique Collon, The Seal Impressions from Tell Atchana/Alalakh, AOAT; Veröffentlichungen zur Kultur
und Geschichte des Alten Orients und des Alten Testaments (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1975), 11:
‘Level VII, seal impression 10 (Antakya 8880 – on the same fragment of envelope as sealing 48); AT 455 A
(JCS VIII (1954), pp. 1–4).’
63
Translation by Na’Aman, ‘Alalakh Level VII,’ 104. See also John H. Walton, Victor H. Matthews, and Mark
W. Chavalas. ‘Exodus,’ in The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity, 2000), 94: ‘The phrase “treasured possession” uses a word common in other languages of the
ancient Near East to describe accumulated assets, whether through division of spoils or inheritance from estate.
That people can be so described is evident in [this] royal seal from Alalakh.’
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William Hallo, ed., COS 3 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 94–95.
65
Daniel David Luckenbill, The Annals of Sennacherib (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1924), 55: The First
Campaign (A1), Line 61. Randall C. Bailey, Exodus, CP NIV Commentary (Joplin: College Press, 2007), 208,
references Greenberg (see next note below) and W. von Soden, AHW(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrasowitz, 1965–
1981), 2:1041, when he notes that ‘The Akkadian sikiltum occurs “in titles of the monarch in parallel with
‘servant’ and ‘beloved’ of the god.’
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Translation by Moshe Greenberg, ‘Hebrew seg̱ullā: Akkadian sikiltu,’ in JAOS 71.3 (1951), 173.
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collection of valuables set–
aside.
Exodus 19.5

ְסגֻלָּה

Israel will become the “crown
jewel” among all the nations.
Her unique quality lies in her
position/function/character as
his kingdom of priests …67

Deuteronomy 7.6

ְסגֻ ָֹּ֔לה

This usage echoes Exodus
19:5 with the concept of Israel
as Yahweh’s treasured people,
specially designated from
among all peoples of the earth.

Deuteronomy 14.2

ְסגֻ ָֹּ֔לה

Yahweh presented as choosing
Israel to be his treasured
people, from among all
peoples of the earth. Israel in
this verse is also described as a
holy people:
עַ ֹּ֤ם קָּ דֹּוׁש

Deuteronomy 26.18

ְסגֻ ָֹּ֔לה

a treasured people:
לְ עַ ֹ֣ם ְסגֻ ָֹּ֔לה

Psalm 135.4

ל ְסגֻלָּתֵֹּֽ ו

Israel as his treasured people:
ִ֝י ְש ָּר ָּ֗ ֵּאל ל ְסגֻלָּתֵֹּֽ ו

Malachi 3.17

ְסגֻלָּ ֹ֑ה

My (God’s) treasured people

1 Chronicles 29.3;

ְסגֻלָּ ִ֖ה

King David’s personal treasure
given in constructing the
temple

Ecclesiastes 2.8

וסגֻלַ ֶ֥ת
ְ

The treasure of kings:
וסגֻלַ ֶ֥ת ְמל ִָּ֖כים
ְ

Exodus 19.5 in the
Septuagint (LXX)

λαὸς περιούσιος
peculiar people68

The adjectival form
(περιούσιος) which has the
notion of “above and beyond
all people”.69

The question of interpretation for  ְסגֻלָּהin verse 5 is extremely important because the
related terms in verse 6a will also be affected by its meaning. 70 Precisely how to understand the

U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967), 227. “‘Special possession out
of all the peoples”.’
68
Herbert Wolf, An Introduction to the Old Testament Pentateuch (Chicago: Moody, 1991), 151: ‘“A people
belonging to God”: λαὸς περιούσιος is the Greek term used in the Septuagint to translate the Hebrew segullâ
(“treasured possession”) in Ex. 19:5.’
69
Prince Osei-Sarfo, From Slavery to Freedom: Reflection on Israel Self Image in Exodus 19 (Saarbrücken:
Scholars, 2016), 57.
70
Chavel, ‘A Kingdom of Priests,’ 191: ‘In 19:3-8, Yahweh stipulated (v. 3b … ;כה ת ֹּאמַ ר … וְ תַ גֵּ ִ֖יד
ֹּ ֹּ֤ v. 6b אֵֵּ֚ לֶה
ֲׁשר ְתדַ בֵּ ִ֖ר…הַ דְ בָּ ֹ֔רים
ֶ֥ ֶ  )אthat Israel’s treasured status (v. 5b  )סְ גֻלָּה מכָּל־הָּ ֹ֣ ע ַֹ֔מיםand priestly access to him (v. 6a מַ מְ לֶ ֶ֥ כֶת
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metaphor ‘special possession,’71 ‘my own possession,’72 ‘special treasure’73 or ‘treasured
people’74 as it is used in this particular context is a key to the Exodus 19.3b–6 pericope. That
is, should its typical usage within its semantic range of meaning as something ‘sequestered
away’ be employed in Exodus 19? This is how the term has been understood in Akkadian, as
well as in the biblical texts of 1 Chronicles 29.3 and Ecclesiastes 2.8. Or, are there other possible
meanings and thus translations for this term as employed with reference to the Priestly National
Covenant? Hamilton notes that with respect to the usage of the related term in the Akkadian
text, sakālu (verb) and sikiltum (noun):
In an Akkadian text from the mid–second millennium BC is a reference to Abban, king of
Alalakh, in which he describes himself as “the servant of [the god] Adad, the beloved (narum)
of Adad, the sikiltum of Adad.” The coupling of narum (“beloved”) with sikiltum suggests that
the latter term describes the affection that the god has for his servant/devotee, and that sikiltum
is not used by the king merely to describe the master/vassal hierarchy that exists between his
god and himself.75

It is evident that in the range of the other six occurrences of the term segullâ, a people
group (Israel) is in view, rather than a collection of precious physical objects. There is obviously
more meaning conveyed than represented by inanimate valuables. This is expected when the
expression functions as one of a cluster of three metaphors in Exodus 19.5b–6a and when it
arises within the context of the offer of a covenantal relationship. As noted by Greenberg, some
Rabbinic sources interpret segullâ in Exodus 19.5 as applying a term of material treasure to a
treasured relationship instead. Through the figure of metaphor the conceptualisation of a
concrete, physical entity is transferred to frame a very specialised relationship. This is an
important consideration and impacts both translation and interpretation of this term and its
relationship with the two metaphor constructs which follow in verse 6a.
Often, segullâ is simply rendered as ‘special possession’ or even as ‘personal property’.
Either of these is accurate in so far as the typical use of the term is concerned. However, the
danger lies in utilizing terms which convey the idea of a ‘locked away treasure’, ignoring the
—)כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁשcorrelated with each other formally by the repetition of the predicate  לִ י הי״הbefore each of them
(v. 5b  ;והְ ִ֨ייתֶ ם ֹּ֤ליv. 6a יו־לי
ִ֛ ְ—)וְ אַ ֶ ֶּ֧תם תהwould be conditional on Israel’s acceptance and maintenance of his covenant
(v. 5a יתי
ֹ֑ וׁשמַ ְר ֶ ִ֖תם אֶ ת־בְ ר
ְ )אם־ׁשָּ מֹֹּּ֤ ו ַע ת ְׁשמְ עו בְ קֹּ ֹ֔לי.’
71
Cassuto, Exodus, 227. “‘Special possession out of all the peoples’.” Currid simply uses the term ‘possession’
in his, A Study Commentary on Exodus: Volume 2, A Commentary on Exodus 19—40 (Darlington: EP Books,
2014), 18.
72
Cole, Exodus, 144. “My own possession: the word means ‘special treasure’ belonging privately to a king (e.g.
1 Ch. 29:3). This implies special value as well as special relationship.” Also Martin Noth, Exodus: A
Commentary (London: SCM, 1966), 157.
73
Durham, Exodus, 256–257. Also in: Tremper Longman III, How to Read Exodus (Downers Grove: IVP
Academic, 2009), 120–121: ‘My own special treasure.’ Victor Hamilton, Exodus: An Exegetical Commentary
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 302: ‘unique treasure.’
74
Marvin A. Sweeney, Tanak: A Theological and Critical Introduction to the Jewish Bible (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2012), 97. Oswald, ‘Lawgiving,’ 161–192, proposes ‘property people.’
75
Hamilton, Exodus, 303. See also Greenberg, ‘Hebrew seg̱ullā,’ 174, on ‘the relation of Heb. segullā to Akk.
sikiltu.’
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very immediate relational and human aspects to this designation of Israel, 76 which are implied
by the surrounding context of Exodus 19.3b–6a. Indeed such terms have lent their normal
semantic meaning to significant theological interpretations of the status of Israel and the image
of its role as Yahweh’s ‘treasure’.
The expression ‘treasured people’ was chosen to represent the use of segullâ in Exodus
19.5b. This conveys concepts of set–apartness and high value, while preserving the humanity
of the nation receiving this designation and also relational aspects associated with a covenantal
transaction, rather than the sequestering away (as in perhaps a guarded, locked storage vault)
of a kingly, static, accumulated treasure. 77 This term in the present context assigns to Israel a
unique and ‘special place and calling before Yahweh.’78 Further, considering that the term in
this example is applied to a large grouping of people, is it reasonable to maintain its root
meaning as ‘something hidden away’? Regardless, Exodus 19.5b proclaims Yahweh’s lordship
over all the earth79 (thus over all the nations) and therefore his divine fiat to choose his
favourite.80 In some sense the decision to use an adjective–noun combination to render the
single word segullâ reflects a conceptualisation derived from the surrounding context. As noted,
the word would be strictly represented as ‘treasure.’ Yet because the reference throughout the
context is the nation of Israel (a social organization of ‘people’), ‘treasured people’ presents
this metaphorical concept and coheres the phrase with its two associated metaphors in verse 6a.
2.3.1 The Function of the  כיClause in Exodus 19.5b (19.5bß)
The speech act of applying a particular designation to the nation of Israel from among the other
people groups is signalled with the phrase ‘and you will serve as my’ ()וִ הְ ִִ֨ייתֶ ם ִ ֤לי. While part of
this phrase ) ל+  )היהis more often rendered in English translations as ‘will be,’ ‘shall be,’ or
‘become,’ there are sound grammatical–structural reasons for choosing a more nuanced
expression. The most compelling support for this construal of the phrase has to do with the
relationship of the end of the phrase ‘among all peoples,’ to the immediately following phrase

Hamilton, Exodus, 303: Referencing a Ugaritic text ca 1200 BC ‘that also contains a possible Canaanite
cognate to segullâ.’ In this text the more powerful Hittite king addresses the vassal Ugaritic king Hammurapi
(not Hammurabi) using the term coupled with the word for servant, but in a way that ‘does not suggest “lower
rank, inferior,” but is a term of endearment, as the word “servant” for Yahweh’s Israel often is in the Bible.’
Hamilton’s referent text is in COS, 3, William W. Hallo, ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 94–95.
77
Richard Elliot Friedman, Commentary on the Torah (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2003), 231–232.
‘Since the verse says explicitly that this treasured status is based upon their behavior, and not on their being
superior to anyone else, what then is the purpose of being chosen to observe this covenant? The reason was
stated, no less explicitly, to their ancestor Abraham: to be a blessing to all the families of the earth.’
78
Eugene Carpenter, Exodus 19—40 (Bellingham: Lexham, 2016), 13. See also, Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion
and Dynasty: A Theology of the Hebrew Old Testament, NSBT (Downers Grove: IVP, 2003), 101.
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Max Weber, Ancient Judaism,’ in Community, Identity, and Ideology: Social Science Approaches to the
Hebrew Bible, Charles E. Carter and Carol L. Meyers, eds. (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1996), 85–86.
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Anthony T. Selvaggio, From Bondage to Liberty: The Gospel According to Moses (Phillipsburg: P&R, 2014),
118.
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‘even though all the earth is mine’ (י־לי כָל־הָ ָ ָֽא ֶרץ
ִ֖ ִ ִ)כ, referred to in the literature as a kî clause.81 This

binary combination of two phrases,82 which refer conceptually to all the available societal
groups on the earth, is punctuated using the kî particle.
The Hebrew particle ( כיkî) has been the subject of much discussion, in both article–
length and dissertation–length studies.83 Space does not permit a full examination of the history
of proposals for the range of functions and translation strategies for kî. However, it is important
for the proper understanding of Exodus 19.3b–6a to analyse the most likely usages for the כי
phrase in Exodus 19.5b and its relationship to the three metaphorical clauses into which it has
been embedded.
It must first be understood that the biblical Hebrew particle  כיfunctions in a more
versatile way than any singular particle which might be used in modern English. 84 In this
respect it is not dissimilar to the γάρ particle used in the Septuagint to render the Exodus 19.5bß
 כיinto Greek.85 The role or function which the  כיclause performs in the given textual
presentation should direct its cognitive construal and its translation into another language. 86 For
example, there is a widely recognised conditional function for ( כיsee for example: Exodus
20.25; 21.2; 21.7; 21.14; 22.25ff,87 etc.), which frequently requires the English translator to
render the particle using ‘if.’ This conditional function occurs often in the legal corpus of the
OT, including within the Sinai Pericope. 88 At other times the  כיacts as an indicator of embedded
See for example Grace J. Park, ‘Stand-Alone Nominalizations Formed with ’ăšer and kî in Biblical Hebrew,’
in JSS, 61.1, (Spring 2016), 41–65. Also see Barry Louis Bandstra, The Syntax of Particle KY in Biblical
Hebrew and Ugaritic (PhD Diss., Yale University, Dec 1982), and Follingstad, Analysis of the Particle ( כיkî).
82
Bills, Exodus, 190: ‘If the goal was solely to draw attention to Israel’s special separateness from the nations,
the first phrase would have sufficed. But the presence of the kî clause … suggests an additional, more textured
explication of Israel’s derivative sǝgullâ status.’
83
A concise overview of the history of research as well as recent work concerning the particle  כיis available in
Christian Locatell, ‘Temporal Conjunctions and Their Semantic Extensions: The Case of  כיin Biblical Hebrew,’
in JSS 65.1 (Spring 2020), 93–115.
84
Muilenberg identifies no less than 26 different uses for  כיin biblical Hebrew. James Muilenberg, ‘Usages of
the Particle  כיin the Old Testament,’ in HUCA, 32 (1961), 142–149. See also, Allan Harman, ‘Particles,’ in
NIDOTTE, 4, Willem A. VanGemeren, ed. (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1997), 1030–1031. And John C.
Beckman, ‘Concessive Clause: Biblical Hebrew,’ in EHLL, 1 A–F, Geoffrey Khan, ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2013),
537–540.
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casuistic laws. See also Bernard M. Levinson and Molly M. Zahn, ‘Revelation Regained: The Hermeneutics of
 כיand  אםin the Temple Scroll,’ in DSD 9.3 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 314–315, who assess the syntax of the
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Aejmelaeus, ‘Function and Interpretation,’ 197. See also Levinson and Zahn, ‘Revelation Regained,’ 301:
‘The casuistic laws of the Covenant Code, in the use of the conditional form as well as in terminology and
content, closely reflect the legacy of the great cuneiform legal collections. In particular, the specific role
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speech, treated in translation almost as a quotation marker. The most commonly attributed
function for  כיin OT texts is the causal function. Adversative, asseverative, circumstantial,
concessive, explanatory, and other functions 89 have also been identified for  כיclauses. With
such a broad range of potential uses, each Hebrew  כיclause must be assessed with careful
attention to its immediate context.
Causal Function for  כיin Exodus 19.5bß?
The causal is normally the function identified for the subordinate  כיclause in Exodus 19.5bß,90
typically using the English words ‘for’ or ‘because,’ as with the ESV, NASB, and RSV
translations of the Hebrew Bible. Function, with respect to particles like כי, must be established
from a careful study of ‘the context in which the particle occurs and from the contents of the
clauses involved.’91 An analysis of the clausal structure, Hebrew grammar, and descriptive
content of Exodus 19.5b–6a, does not definitively support causal function for the  כיclause to
the same degree that it does an asseverative, explanatory, or concessive function. While the
causal function is widely agreed to be the most common function for  כיclauses in biblical
Hebrew,92 this statistic does not by itself lead to a causal construal for its occurrence in Exodus
19.5bß.93
As Christian Locatell of Hebrew University (personal communication, July 23, 2020)
points out, however, syntactically in favor of the causal reading in Exodus 19.bß ‘is the fact
that the  כיclause comes after the main clause, which is the preferred order of causal כי.’94 Many
commentaries have adopted the causal rendering. Yet when subjected to a contextual and

assigned to  כיcorresponds precisely to the formal protasis marker used in cuneiform law: Sumerian tukumbi,
Akkadian šumma, and Hittite takku.’
89
Davies argues for an ‘Explanatory interpretation’ of the  כיclause in Exodus 19.5bß, Royal Priesthood, 58–60.
See below.
90
See for example: Wells, God’s Holy People, 48–49; Cassuto, Commentary on Exodus, 227; Riecker, Ein
Priestervolk, 230. Alexander, Exodus, 359: Alexander understands the  כיas ‘introducing an explanation.’
However, his rendering in English follows the typical usage for a causal function—‘for.’
91
Aejmelaeus, ‘Function and Interpretation,’ 195. See also Noonan’s comments on the significance of context
for deriving meaning for specific words. ‘The context entails the cotext, which includes syntagmatics, or the
relationships with other words in the utterance, as well as the literary context, or the placement of the word
within the broader discourse.’ Benjamin J. Noonan, Advances in the Study of Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic:
New Insights for Reading the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2020), 72–74.
92
Follingstad’s statistical analysis of the various functional occurrences of  כיin the biblical corpus found that
55% of them met the criteria for a causal categorization. Within the category of direct speech the statistical
occurrence was 40%. Follingstad, Particle ( כיkî), 264.
93
Paul Byun, ‘Building an Altar Despite Animosity: A Literary Defense of the Concessive Reading of Ezra
3:3a,’ in CBQ 82.1 (2020), 42.
94
Locatell does not address Exodus 19.5bß specifically in his dissertation. However he does discuss ‘the syntax
of causal connectives’ at length in the work. See Christian S. Locatell, Grammatical Polysemy in the Hebrew
Bible: A Cognitive Linguistic Approach to כי, dissertation (University of Stellenbosch, 2017), 79–101. See also
his argument for a ‘spectrum between coordination and subordination’ with respect to causal  כיclauses:
Christian S. Locatell, ‘An Alternative to the Coordination–Subordination Dichotomy: The Case of Causal כי,’ in
Ancient Texts and Modern Readers: Studies in Ancient Hebrew Linguistics and Bible Translation, Gideon R.
Kotzé, Christian S. Locatell, and John A. Messarra, eds. (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 79–99.
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structural examination, what it presents are three metaphorical clauses, all with reference to the
emerging nation of Israel, ‘interrupted’ as it were, by the  כיclause, which shifts the emphasis
from the special calling of Israel to Yahweh’s sovereignty over the entire earth.
The content of the  כיclause does not establish a causal relationship per se, indicating
the justification or compelling reason for Yahweh’s choosing Israel. The mere stated fact that
‘all the earth is Yahweh’s’ does not cause nor compel him to designate the nation his סגֻלָה.
ְ
There is more of a contrastive nuance at work between Yahweh’s possession of all the earth
and his identification of Israel as his treasured possession or people. The subordinate  כיclause
points, by its somewhat unexpected appearance for the reader, back to the main metaphorical
clause designating Israel as Yahweh’s segullâ, while also conveying a subordinating nuance to
the two metaphorical clauses which immediately follow in Exodus 19.6a. Functioning in this
syntactical way, the clause helps cognitively organize the metaphor cascade in Exodus 19.5b–
6a such that the reader perceives that ‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy nation’ are elaborative
metaphors framing the main clausal metaphor ‘treasured people.’
Asseverative Function for  כיin Exodus 19.5bß?
A more suitable interpretation for the  כיclause function in Exodus 19.5bß is asseverative. The
asseverative usage of  כיclauses typically occurs in solemn oaths or highly emphatic
utterances.95 Such asseverative clauses are also associated with direct speech revelatory
declarations of Yahweh, what Muilenberg describes as ‘climactic divine self–asseverations.’96
An asseverative reading for Exodus 19.5bß has been adopted by Houtman (‘Indeed, the whole
earth is mine!’)97 and Sarna (‘Indeed, all the earth is mine, …’).98
Asseverative  כיmay be rendered into English as ‘yea, surely, certainly,’ or at other times
may not be rendered at all. 99 More recent examples tend to use ‘indeed.’ 100 While the clause
declaring Yahweh’s possession of the whole earth in Exodus 19.5bß is a strong declaration of
his dominion, the wider matrix of clauses structured across Exodus 19.5b–6a lack in this case
the divine self–revelatory content which would result in rendering the utterance as an
asseverative. The contextual setting of the Sinai Pericope is certainly a setting of divine self–

A. Schoors, ‘The Particle כי,’ in Remembering All the Way–: A Collection of Old Testament Studies Published
on the Occasion of the Fortieth Anniversary of the Oudtestamentisch Werkgezelschap in Nederland,
Oudtestamentische studiën. A. S. Vanderwood, ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 243. Schoors in fact labels this
function for  כיas emphatic, noting that this use ‘was already known by such Hebraists as W. Genesius, E. König
and P. Joüon.’
96
Muilenberg, ‘Usages of the Particle,’ 147: Muilenberg cites: ‘ כיI Yahweh your God am a jealous God …
(Exod. 20:5b) and ‘ כיI am Yahweh your God, The Holy One of Israel, your Savior. (Isa. 43:3ab).’
97
Houtman, Exodus, 442–443.
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Sarna, Exodus, 103.
99
Schoors, ‘The Particle כי,’ 243.
100
Thomas B. Dozeman, Exodus, ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 435, 437, 445.
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revelation through both declarative speech act and presence via dramatic meteorological and
geological manifestations. However, the immediate direct speech represented by the three
metaphorical clauses in the apodosis of Exodus 19.5b–6a is more a revelatory declaration
concerning Israel, with a  כיclausal aside involving content regarding Yahweh and all the earth.
Explanatory Function for  כיin Exodus 19.5bß?
Davies, following the work of Mosis and Renaud, 101 references the four–part ‘chiasmus or
inverted parallelism’102 scheme which these scholars have identified in the apodosis of Exodus
19.5b–6a as support for an explanatory function for the  כיclause. This explanatory
classification leads to Davies’ translation, ‘That is, the whole earth is mine’ (similarly Wells’
‘In fact, all peoples are my possession’).103 This reading of the cognitive import of the clause
is integral to Davies’ interpretation of  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כהֲנִ ִ֖יםin Exodus 19.6a ‘not as constituting a
separate reward, or honour, or duty incumbent on Israel, but, in part a least, as spelling out, and
giving substance to what it means to be Yahweh’s סגלה.’104 While this thesis agrees with Davies
that ‘priestly kingdom’ as well as ‘holy nation’ serve to further clarify the meaning of ‘treasured
people,’ it also argues contra Davies’ status–weighted assertion, that in fact there are functional
expectations attached to Israel’s national priestly status—both in Godward trajectory (vertical)
and in societal trajectory (horizontal with respect to other Israelites and other nations). Riecker
has pointed out the difficulties presented by the chiasmus schema developed from Mosis
through Renaud to Davies.105
The Concessive Function for  כיin Exodus 19.5bß
A concessive function for the  כיclause in Exodus 19.5bß may be justified along several lines
of evidence. In the first place, the clause interrupts the three metaphorical clauses describing
Israel, shifting the emphasis from Israel to all of the nations, and from Israel’s special election
to Yahweh’s worldwide dominion. The  כיclause possesses a near–parenthetical aspect,
functioning as an elaborative which is positioned following the primary clause (in this case
)וִ הְ ִִ֨ייתֶ ם ִ ֤לי ְסגֻלָה, a structural feature occuring, Bandstra declares, ‘as an afterthought’ (e.g.,

See Rudolf Mosis, ‘Ex 19,5b6a: Syntaktischer Aufbau und lexikalische Semantik,’ BZ 22 (1978), 1–25 and
also Bernard Renaud, La théophanie du Sinaï: Ex 19-24: Exégèse et Théologie, Cahiers de la Revue biblique, 30
(Paris: J. Gabalda, 1991). Bills, Exodus, 190, also references (n 87) Mosis and Davies, favoring their explanatory
classification of kî in this text.
102
Davies, Royal Priesthood, 59.
103
Wells, God’s Holy People, 49.
104
Davies, Royal Priesthood, 59. See also Vanoni’s argument (from Richter) that the clause is circumstantial
with a possessive semantic function. Gottfried Vanoni, ‘Wer ist König? Untersuchung zum Nominalsatztyp von
Exodus 19,6a,’ in Wer darf hinaufsteigen zum Berg JHWHs? ATSAT 72 (St. Ottilien: EOS, 2002), 334.
105
Riecker, Ein Priestervolk, 230, n 460.
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Exodus 13.17).106 It is the parenthetical nature of the clause in Exodus 19.5bß which permits a
concessive interpretation, a view that Locatell is willing to allow:
As for the specific use in Exod. 19:5, I think you are correct that this may be plausibly
read as a concessive (although the versional evidence would suggest otherwise, LXX
γαρ, Targ. Onq. ארי, Pesh. )ܡܛܠ. …There certainly are cases of concessive  כיoccurring
after the main clause, as sort of parenthetical additions (which would explain the less
typical position). All but one case of concessive  כיin my corpus also headed a Qatal or
verbless clause, which fits Exod 19:5. 107
The clause, translated in this thesis as ‘even though all the earth is mine,’ would read as
well repositioned before the main clause in a more dynamic rendering and satisfies Bandstra’s
concessive criteria in that it is not essential to the existence of the main clause, which in the
Hebrew is positioned before it,108 or even the bi–metaphorical clause which appears afterward.
Israel’s metaphorical designations as ‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation’
remain unaffected by the function contributed by the  כיclause, except that  כיpoints to ‘treasured
people’ as the main clause and ‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy nation’ as a subordinate clause
featuring two metaphorical components (mcl–kîcl–cl). The clause may be diagrammed with a
concessive interpretation as follows in figure 6:

With respect to Exodus 19.5, Bandstra also describes an identifiable marker of the
concessive function, ‘a contrasting word pair, ly–w’tm’109 and translates the clause as ‘though

Bandstra, Syntax of Particle KY, 129–130. ‘This semantic feature of concessive clauses is syntactically
marked by the fronting of the element which draws the contrast to the clause position immediately after the ky.’
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Personal correspondence between Locatell and the author, July 23, 2020.
108
Bandstra, Syntax of Particle KY, 130.
109
Bandstra, Syntax of Particle KY, 132.
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all the earth is mine.’110 Garrett strikingly approaches Exodus 19.3c–6d as a Hebrew poem. His
syntactic structure consisting of 5 stanzas is quite useful and leads him to conclude that the כי
is concessive, and thus translates the clause, ‘Although all the earth is mine.’ 111 Merging the
Mental Space Theory analysis, the cognitive functions, and further elaboration on Garrett’s
syntactical and poetic approach results in Figure 7:

Routledge points to the NIV translation’s concessive use of ‘although,’ suggesting that
‘the purpose of Israel’s election is not to separate her from the nations, but to fulfil a role in
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Bandstra, Syntax of Particle KY, 218. Bandstra classifies Exodus 19.5b as both circumstance (main semantic
function) and concessive (semantic sub-function). Schoors also writes that  כיis capable of a concessive meaning.
However, he does not discuss Exodus 19.5b and also posits that ‘concessive clauses, especially hypothetical
ones, can be considered as a specific category of the conditional clause.’ Schoors, ‘The Particle כי,’ 271.
111
Garrett, Exodus, 453.
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relation to the nations, who also belong to God.’ 112 The present analysis leads to the conclusion
that the  כיclause functions as a concessive in Exodus 19.5bß. The most common English word
available to express this function is: ‘Although,’ used by Dohmen, 113 Kürle,114 Stuart,115 and
the HCSB and NIV translations. Another suitable expression is ‘even though,’ which is used in
this thesis to convey the concessive function of this  כיclause.
A concessive reading of the kî clause in Exodus 19.5bß conveys an added emphasis as
to the purpose of Yahweh’s choice of Israel as his segullâ or ‘treasured people.’ If indeed, as
the parenthetical clause indicates, ‘all the earth’ belongs to Yahweh, then each and every nation
(people) is already his ‘possession.’ Thus, the designation in Exodus 19.5b of Israel as
‘treasured’ has less to do with Yahweh’s ownership or authority over the nation and more to
do with the nation’s status and function. What makes Israel ‘treasured’ with reference to
Yahweh is not that he ‘possesses’ it, for he possesses all the peoples (nations, earth). The
concessive clause here actually functions to downplay the uniqueness of Israel as Yahweh’s
possession. Instead the kî clause and its contextual environment invite the reader to conceive
of the emerging nation, through the mechanism of the Sinai Covenant, their consecration, and
their ordination, as having unique or special purpose with respect to the other nations (peoples)
of the earth that Yahweh also possesses.
Although Dozeman regards the use of kî in this text as asseverative, he agrees with the
concept that the clause’s ‘universal context’ alters the conception of the surrounding
metaphors.116 Dozeman’s accompanying illustration, though simple, depicts Israel in the
mediating position between Yahweh and the other nations. This concept is reinforced in
Deuteronomy 7.6–12 as Yahweh’s choosing of Israel ‘to be a people for his treasured people,
out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth’ is clearly predicated upon God’s purposes
and not any merit on the part of Israel. And as in Exodus 19.5, Deuteronomy 7.11 includes a
call to active adherence to the Sinai Covenant. The continuation of the nation’s status is
contingent upon their functional obedience and participation in the covenant. Thus the
concessive usage of kî in Exodus 19.5bß serves to heighten the functional importance of the
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor at the beginning of the adjoining verse.

Routledge, Old Testament Theology, 324, n 52. Routledge also observes (page 324) that, ‘God has called
Israel to exercise a priestly function in the world (Exod. 19:5–6).’ It is clear, however, that Routledge reads the
 כיclause in Exodus 19.5b as causal (i.e., ‘… because the whole earth is mine…’).
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Christoph Dohmen, Exodus 19—40, HThKAT (Freiburg: Herder, 2012), 44, 47.
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Kürle, Exodus, 230–231.
115
Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, 2, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2006), 422.
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Dozeman, Exodus, 445–446. ‘The separation from the nations is transformed from geographical or social
isolation to a qualitative distinction like that between the priest and the laity. The result is that the entire Israelite
nation is envisioned in a priestly role to the nations.’ He also states that, ‘the claim of the universal rule of God
in the second line qualifies the more exclusive vision of the people of Israel in the first line (see NRSV).’
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2.4 Assessing  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםIn Context
Israel’s commission from God as his segullâ involves both priestly function and holy (set apart)
status.117 According to verse 6, if the tribes of Israel maintain covenant with Yahweh, they will
be to him ‘a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.’ Clearly verse 6a is connected with verse 5b
and the use of the term segullâ, as the parallel metaphorical phrases ‘priestly kingdom’ and
‘holy nation’ define what it means to be God’s ‘treasured people.’ 118 Rather than seeking to
separate the descriptions for Israel under the Priestly National Covenant in Exodus 19.5b–6a,
it is a more reasonable reading to understand all three terms as operating synonymously, 119
perhaps each conveying a different emphasis. Under this schema or cluster of metaphors,
‘treasured people’ is understood to emphasize Yahweh’s desire for Israel, while the bilateral
metaphors ‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy nation’ serve to emphasize function and status
respectively. The two metaphors of Exodus 19.6a provide further conceptual clarity for the
more primary metaphor of ‘treasured people’ (Exodus 19.5b). As was discussed in chapter 1,
these three metaphors also function in helping frame ‘Israel Is Kingdom’ and the still more
primary GOD IS KING. Houtman agrees with this structure of connected concepts across the
three phrases:
In my opinion  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶתand  ֹ֣ ֹּגויfunction as synonyms in 19:6. That brings us to the interpretation.
Keeping in mind the context, this much can be said: the special relationship of Israel to YHWH,
in 19:5 typified with the term ‘a precious possession,’ is in 19:6a elucidated from a different
angle; even as in a nation the priests, in virtue of their office, occupy a privileged position
relative to ordinary folk (cf. Isa. 61:6), so Israel, as a nation among the nations (cf. Deut. 4:6f.),
occupies a special position, because in distinction from the nations and due to YHWH’s doing,
it has a direct relationship with him (cf. Lev. 20:26, and in particular Deut. 4:19; 29:25); as the
priests of the people are a distinct group with rules and obligations of their own, so among the
nations Israel is a holy nation (Isa. 62:12), a people having its own rules and obligations. In my
view, there is a connection between 19:5a and 19:6a: Israel is not a priestly kingdom and a holy
nation until it is obedient to YHWH and lives by the obligations he has imposed.120
Danie C. van Zyl, ‘Exodus 19:3–6 and the Kerygmatic Perspective of the Pentateuch,’ in Old Testament
Essays, JOTSSA, 5.2 (Pretoria: University of South Africa, 1992), 267–268: ‘'Priest' and 'holy’ both suggest
separation and devotion unto Yahweh, but in a functional way, orientated to service … Exodus 19:5c/d and 6a//b
therefore give a unique and exceptionally fine description of the special identity of the people of God, and a new
perspective on their character and function.’ See also, Sheriffs, ‘Moving on with God,’ 56: ‘The separation from
Egyptians and other goy unto God and into covenant relationship is associated with priestly functioning
(mamleket kohanim), … The nation of Israel as a whole occupies the role of the priesthood in a typological
model priests:people/Israel:nations.’
118
Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 101. See also, Henry Jackson Flanders, Jr., Robert Wilson Crapps, and
David Anthony Smith, People of the Covenant: An Introduction to the Old Testament (Oxford: Oxford, 1988),
177: ‘This, in a way, says it all. Israel is to be Yahweh’s personal property with a vocation to reveal Yahweh to
the nations …Yahweh’s covenant with Israel will make it a servant people.’’
119
Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary (Louisville: Westminster,
1974), 367. Also, Robin Routledge, ‘The Exodus and Biblical Theology,’ in Reverberations of Exodus in
Scripture, Michael R. Fox, ed. (Eugene: Pickwick, 2014), 189. See also, Peter J. Gentry, ‘The Meaning of
“Holy” in the Old Testament,’ in BSac 170 (2013), 407: ‘the statements in verses 5 and 6 are double. First, the
call to be a holy nation is parallel to the call to be a royal priesthood, and second, the two designations “royal
priesthood” and “holy nation” together constitute an explanation of what it means to be Yahweh’s personal
treasure.’
120
Houtman, Exodus, 445. Houtman raises the question concerning the relationship of  מַ מְ לֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםto
 ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁשand writes: ‘Is it a kind of hendiadys and is “kingdom of priests” a synonym of “holy nation?’” Houtman
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Of special interest for the present research is the Hebrew phrase מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים, which has
been rendered ‘priestly kingdom’ in the translation of Exodus 19.6a. There are several other
translations proposed for this phrase in the scholarly literature and much of the debate
encountered with this verse involves the meaning intended by this unusual expression. 121 For
example, a common rendering in English is ‘royal priesthood,’ which tends to add interpretive
weighting toward kingly, rather than priestly conceptions. ‘Exegesis, translation, and
interpretation are further complicated by the fact that  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםis a metaphorical figure of
speech.122
Analysis of the meaning of this phrase is also challenging because its usage in Exodus
19.6a is unique in the OT.123 This hapax legomenon and metaphorical expression is particularly
important, because it serves as a communal identity marker for the OT nation of Israel and its
later historical iterations. The crux of the issue is how to interpret which of the two Hebrew
terms is the noun (or perhaps both)124 and which acts as the modifying adjective. As indicated
by Houtman, even in antiquity there was a variety of translations for this Hebrew expression.
These renderings of the metaphor are compared in Figure 8:

argues that these terms operate synonymously and are directly connected with  סְ גֻלָּהin 19:5. See Jacob Milgrom,
Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics, CC (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004), 213, who interprets Israel’s status as a
‘holy nation’ to also depend upon a functional aspect.’
121
One of the more unusual English renderings occurs in Martin Buber’s, ‘Holy Event (Exodus 19—27),’ in
Exodus: Modern Critical Interpretations, Harold Bloom, ed. (New York: Chelsea House, 1987), 49: ‘They will
become for Him, the king, “a king’s realm” (cf. 2 Sam. 3:28), surrounding Him near at hand and serving Him
directly, a circle of kohanim, that is “foremost ones at the king’s hand.”’ See Domingo Muñoz León, ‘Un reino
de sacerdotes y una nación santa (Ex 19,6),’ in EstBib, 3–4 (Madrid: Kadmos, 1978), 150, who observes that the
Hebrew term מַ מְ לֶ ֶ֥ כֶת, if appearing in a non–constructed situation, could ‘mean: Kingdom, State, Throne, Empire,
Government, Authority, Dominion, Power, Kingdom-possession, Territory.’
122
Jean Boase–Beier, Translation, 95: ‘(e.g. see Snell–Hornby 1995:55ff).’
123
Joseph Blenkinsopp, Treasures Old & New: Essays in the Theology of the Pentateuch (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2004), 164–165: ‘The much–discussed phrase “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (mamleket
kōhănîm vĕgôy qādôš) is not found in Deuteronomy or anywhere else in the Hebrew Bible, but in the context of
international relations Israel can be called a gôy (Deut 4:7–8, 34; 9:14; 26:5) and can be addressed as a holy
people (‘am qādôš, Deut 7:6; 14:2, 21; 26:19; 28:9).’
124
Alexander, Exodus, 367: ‘The Hebr. expression mamleketh kōhānîm consists of two nouns in a construct
chain. The second noun, kōhānîm, is the pl. word “priests”. The first noun, mamlakâ, in the abs. state, is
generally translated “kingdom”, although it also denotes the idea of “royal government” or “royalty” (Moran
1962: 11–17) or “kingship” (Propp 2006: 157).’
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Figure 8: Ancient Translations of  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים125
Ancient Textual Source

Original Language and English Translation

Greek Septuagint (LXX)

βασίλειον ἱεράτευμα
a royal priesthood

Aquila Version

βασιλεία ἱερέων
kingdom of priests

Latin Vulgate

regnum sacerdotale
a priestly kingdom

Greek Version of 2 Maccabees 2.17
(containing a reference to Exodus 19.6)

καὶ τὸ βασίλειον καὶ τὸ ἱεράτευμα
and the kingship and the priesthood,126 or
the crown, the priesthood127

Peshitta

mlkwt’ wkhn’
a kingdom and priests

Targum Onqelos

מַ לכין כָּהְ נין
kings, priests

Targum Neofiti

מלכין וכהנין
kings and priests

Targum Pseudo–Jonathan

מלכין קטרי כלילא וכהנין משמשין
kings adorned with the crown, ministering
priests

The Septuagint translation, which has been continued in several modern English
translations, seems to represent an understanding of the phrase  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםas part of a chiastic
structure in conjunction with the adjoining expression וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש. Thus, the plural priestly term
and immediately adjacent singular term rendered ‘nation’ act as the nominals, while the terms
having to do with kingdom and with holiness are treated adjectivally or as modifiers.128
Both the Vulgate and the Peshitta understand the phrase as a construct in which the
second noun form describes the first, 129 which Wells characterises as ‘more common, as in the
Vulgate translation “priestly kingdom”.’130 Fretheim also interprets what he describes as the
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The chart is based upon Cornelis Houtman, Exodus, volume 2: Chapters 7:14—19:25, HCOT (Leuven:
Peeters, 2011), 444, and Arie van der Kooij, ‘A Kingdom of Priests: Comments on Exodus 19:6,’ in The
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‘religious language (priestly, holy)’ in this context as being used to ‘qualify political images.’ 131
Yet Wells argues for the rendering of the construct as a ‘kingdom of priests.’ This translation
is widely represented in the scholarly literature and in current English translations of Exodus
19.6.132 It should be pointed out, however, that both ‘kingdom of priests’ and ‘priestly kingdom’
convey the same essential interpretation of מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים. Some argue that ‘priestly kingdom’ is
the superior rendering for the construct. Ska, in his ‘Exode 19,3b – 6 et l’Identité de l’Israël
Postexilique,’ states that:
It is preferable to translate the term by priestly kingdom for three reasons. (1) The above
objections must be brought to justice, in particular it is necessary to have a close parallelism
between mamleket kōhǎnîm and gôy qādôš, especially the parallelism between mamleket and
gôy, on the one hand, and kōhǎnîm and qādôš on the other, even if they are not exactly synonyms
... (2) The text emphasizes the privileges of Israel vis–à–vis the nations and not those of the
priesthood vis–à–vis the people ... (3) In Ex 19: 3b–8, the people are called to adhere to a certain
type of ‘royalty’ or ‘kingdom’ before knowing the details of its operation.133

This is also the position argued by Kim, who discusses the three primary interpretive
options, ‘genitive of agency (a kingdom with priests as rulers), genitive of quality (a royal
priesthood), or attributive genitive: a priestly kingdom.’ Kim concludes that, ‘interpreting
 מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםas an attributive genitive is the view most suitable to the context. As  ּגֹויis qualified
by קדֹוש,
ָ֑ ָ so  ְמ ֶ ֶ֥מלֶכתis qualified by ( כ ִ ֲִ֖הניםa plural of abstraction). This appears to be the simplest
understanding of the grammar.’134 Others defend a fourth interpretive option, which is that this
metaphor should be treated as two nouns (‘a compound’) rather than as a construct.135 Kaiser,
in adopting this option, argues that, ‘Israel was to be kings and priests to God on behalf of the
nations,’ serving in a mediatorial role ‘as missionaries to the nations,’136 clearly in juxtaposition
with the other two key phrases in addressing the entire nation. Just as corporate Israel is
metaphorically identified as Yahweh’s treasure and his ‘holy nation,’ so also the whole
kingdom functions as God’s priesthood. 137 While Schenker sees the expression as compound,
Fretheim, ‘“Because the Whole Earth,”’ 235. ‘The religious words focus on role. "Priestly" has reference to
being mediators between God and the nations not unlike the way a priest functions in a religious community, …
The phrases look not inward but outward, beyond the self or the community.’ Cole, Exodus, 145: “the true stress
does not lie here [with ‘kingdom’] … It is the universal priestly status of Israel to which attention is called.’
132
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he argues that the meaning is that Israel is an organized society under the authority of kings
who also possess priestly prerogatives.138 Meanwhile, Sarna connects the ‘priestly kingdom’ of
Exodus 19.6a with the Aaronic priesthood as a paradigm for all Israel to follow:
The second description of Israel as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” alludes to the
consequences that flow or should flow from that special relationship with God. The priests are
set apart from the rest of the people by dedication to the service of God, by their consecration
to a distinctive way of life that gives expression to this intimate involvement with the divine
through special duties and restrictions, and by the obligation to serve the people. This concept
of priesthood provides the model for Israel’s self–image and for its role among the nations of
the world.139

It is important to recognize that while the conceptual and status–function semantics of
what is involved in the titles ‘king’ and ‘priest’ are typically treated independently in the
modern era, this was not always the case in the ancient world. In fact, often the status–function
of these offices overlapped in Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Canaanite, and Hittite religion. It was
quite within the cultural and political norms and expectations of these societies that sovereigns
also engage in priestly or high priestly cultic functions.140 The biblical record also includes
examples of persons possessing priest–king status–function, or a functional equivalent status–
set (cf. Moses, Melchizedek, Samuel).
The translation of  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםas well as the other two metaphorical phrases is extremely
important for conceptual analysis. For example, the rendering ‘royal priesthood,’ perhaps the
most common translation, would create conceptual blends involving kingship, kingliness, and
other royal elements, as well as the concepts of priesthood and priestliness. The decision to
translate the metaphor as ‘priestly kingdom’ in this work is due to a concern to treat the three
metaphors (in English) in a similar conceptual as well as structural manner. That is, each of the
metaphors (‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation’) consistently present
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291–292, also discusses this as a possible interpretation: Israel ‘would acquire the status and function that priests
have within nations: it would mediate between God and the other nations of the world.’
138
A. Schenker, “Drie Mosaiksteinchen: >>Königreich von Priestern<<, >>Und ihre Kinder gehen weg<<, >>Wirt
un und wir hören<< (Exodus 19,6; 21,22; 24,7), in Studies in the Book of Exodus: Redaction – Reception –
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also Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus; The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: JPS, 1991), 104, ‘The priest’s place
and function within society must serve as the ideal model for Israel’s self–understanding of its role among the
nations.’
140
Gerald A. Klingbeil, ‘Priests in the Ancient Near East,’ in Behind the Scenes of the Old Testament: Cultural,
Social, and Historical Contexts, Jonathan S. Greer, John W. Hilbert, and John H. Walton, eds. (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2018), 360.

54

adjective–noun combinations 141 in which an attributive adjective modifies an entity, which in
the Exodus 19.6a metaphor ‘couplet’ are both communal organisms (kingdom, nation). Further,
from a broader metaphorical linkage with the primary metaphor GOD IS KING, and with ‘Israel
Is Kingdom,’  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםframes what sort of kingdom Yahweh rules. Bills (2020) has proposed
the translation ‘priestly royalty’142 which preserves the adjectival nuance of  כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםwhile also
lending conceptual weight to the other term  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶתcreating an English variation equivalent to
‘priestly kings.’
The attributive adjective construction leading to the English translation ‘priestly
kingdom’ results in an emphasis on the concepts conveyed by the adjective (priestly), in
relationship to the noun. However, the noun ‘kingdom’ occupies the ‘semantically autonomous
syntactic position.’143 ‘Thus, the target domain [kingdom, with reference to Israel] is ultimately
the constraining factor in the interpretation of these constructions, including the metaphoric
aspects of the interpretation of dependent constituents.’144 In Exodus 19.6a, ‘kingdom’ serves
to limit or frame some conceptualisations that could have otherwise arisen. Translating the
metaphor as ‘priestly kingdom’ also coheres with the idea that the phrase is part of a cascade
of metaphors in the OT connected to the primary metaphor GOD IS KING.145 The fact that the
adjective ‘priestly,’ normally applied to a single status–function holder or an extremely limited
subgroup, would be used to describe an entire society of people, serves to prepare the reader
for an alteration in the interpretation of priestliness when applied so uniquely and broadly.
The metaphorical phrase holy nation ()וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש, while loaded with significance, 146 has
occasioned less debate as to the proper English translation. Nevertheless, there have been many
works attempting to describe the importance of this term for Israel’s special designation as
God’s covenant people. Holiness is stressed as the attribute which is necessary for priestly
status and function.147 Within the composition of Exodus 19.6a, ‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy
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nation’ are intended to complement one another in describing Israel. 148 Holiness is an essential
prerequisite to priestliness.149 This is evident in institutional cultic traditions and conceptions
of Israel, as well as many other civilizations in the ancient Near East. Thus, with reference to
holiness as a prerequisite of priestliness in Israel, Assman writes:
The all–deciding difference to heathen religion lies in the conditions that YHWH attaches to
his offer to dwell among his people. There are two. The first is that they lead an upright, “holy”
life and follow his statutes: “Ye shall do my judgments, and keep mine ordinances, to walk
therein” (Lev 18:4). The whole complex of moral commandments (miṣwôt), statutes (mišpāṭîm),
and religious laws (ḥuqqîm) revealed on Sinai is designed to lay the foundation for this
community of God and people. “And ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests [mamleket
kōhǎnîm], and a holy nation [gôy qādôš],” God says before proclaiming the commandments
and the laws. Priests are members of the community who have sanctified themselves for contact
with the sacred by strictly observing the purity laws; now the entire nation is enjoined to sanctify
itself by keeping God’s commandments.150

In a significant portion of recent scholarship, much interpretive weight for Exodus 19.6a
has rested upon this term ‘holy nation’ rather than its ‘priestly kingdom’ counterpart. Thus,
exegesis of the Exodus 19.3b–6 passage has tended to derive from an understanding of Israel
as having a designated and unparalleled proximity to God as the divine covenant is observed.
After all, as Assman and many others have noted, it is the nation’s designation as ‘holy’ ( )קָ ָ֑דֹוש
which permits its special relationship with Yahweh. Yet Israel’s keeping of the Sinaitic
covenant is always a necessity for the continuation of its priestly and holy character. 151 This is
also in keeping with much Jewish interpretation, including that of the Qumran sect.152 Covenant
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keeping is connected with what Blum describes as the ‘divine immediacy’ expressed in Exodus
19 (and Exodus 24):
In Exod 19 the keeping of the berit is bound with the promise of divine immediacy, presence
among Israel as a holy people of priests. The promised singular status of the people is realized
primordially and paradigmatically in Exod 24:3–8, 9–11 on the basis of the mere assent to the
wish to do the divine will. This realization of divine immediacy culminates in the vision of God
seen by the representatives of the people. It is immediately lost with the sin of the golden calf
(Exod 32).153

Interpretative emphasis in much of the literature is placed on Israel as a people ‘set
apart’ (like the kingly, physical treasure store represented by segullâ) and holy, identified as
possessing an exalted status as the result of the covenant specified by Yahweh within the
pericope. Two significant doctoral works on this topic conclude that the emphasis is indeed on
the special status of Israel in its nearness to Yahweh. 154 While the text undoubtedly frames the
vertical relationship of Israel with Yahweh, there is another dimension—the horizontal
dimension of relationship between Israelites and other Israelites, and between Israelites and
persons from other nations.155 And with respect to both the vertical and the horizontal plains of
relationships involved in Israel’s priestly designation, can it even be possible to assess these
relying solely upon status and excluding function? Is priestly status function not bound
conceptually with the status holder’s engagement in relationship to the deity and also with
respect to the society which they serve and which they represent? 156 Sheriffs points out how
closely access to Yahweh and priestly function with respect to the nations are linked in Exodus
19.6a:
The separation from Egyptians and other goy unto God and into covenant relationship is
associated with priestly functioning (mamleket kohanim), which certainly denotes access to
God’s presence, but probably also implies that the nation (goy qadosh) has, as it were, a priestly
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ministry towards other peoples. The nation of Israel as a whole occupies the role of the
priesthood in a typological model priests: people/Israel: nations.157

The difficulty in many treatments of Exodus 19.6a and its immediate context is that the
frequently one–sided focus upon Israel’s status as a treasured and holy nation results in the
minimization of the importance of Israel’s function as a priestly nation (kingdom) to all the
other nations of the earth. Such an approach also fails to consider the later prophetic critique of
Israel in its failure to fulfil its priestly role vis–à–vis the nations. All three descriptions which
are applied to Israel in Exodus 19:5b–6a are of immense and interwoven significance. 158
Together, this metaphorical cluster cognitively defines much of Israel’s national identity, and
the ‘priestly kingdom’ figure indicates that Israel’s identity also involved functioning in such a
way as to bless other societies such that they would also be drawn to Yahweh.159 The
importance of the ‘priestly kingdom’ designation for Israel has been pointed out by traditional
text–critical scholars such as Noth.160 Addressing this imbalanced interpretation which neglects
the national priestly function of Israel is the primary burden of the present work.
Why was Israel’s national priestly status and function significant? After all, the Exodus
narrative indicates that there were already some priestly functionaries in existence, and further,
that only later are instructions for a hereditary priesthood announced.161 Alexander writes that
the ‘priestly kingdom and holy nation’ of Exodus 19.6a ‘focuses primarily on the Israelites
fulfilling God’s mandate for humanity prior to Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of
Eden. As is apparent from the early chapters of Genesis, God intended all human beings to have
royal and priestly roles vis–à–vis the rest of creation.’162 And, as Cassuto stated:
And you shall be to me a kingdom of priests – a people comprised wholly of priests, a people
that will occupy among humanity the place filled by the priests within each nation – and a holy
nation – a nation dedicated entirely to the service of the Godhead, in the same way as priests
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are consecrated thereto. The proposal envisages a bilateral covenant, giving Israel an exalted
position among the peoples in lieu of the acceptance of a special discipline.163

While it has been common in the scholarly literature to treat the parallel constructs of
Exodus 19.6a as representing on the one hand a specialized priestly subgroup or on the other
hand a nation–encompassing, holy to Yahweh group, in reality it is just as arguable that these
two Hebrew constructs act as synonyms, or at least as two different aspects of the same national
population.164 The linguistic context further lends credence to this ‘national’ application of the
priestly status, with its constant use of collective terminology as diagrammed by Barbiero. 165
Thus, according to the synonymous view, ‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy nation’ identify both
the function and status of everyone among the Hebrew tribes as they enter into covenant with
Yahweh and are constituted a nation of priests.166 At this stage in the canonical text, there is as
of yet no Aaronic, hereditary priesthood. Such a paradigmatic institution is not established until
Exodus 28—29.
This conclusion that all Israel comprises Yahweh’s priesthood becomes all the more
defensible when considered in conjunction with the rituals involving the entire nation in Exodus
24 (examined in detail below). If this is the correct reading of the import of Exodus 19.6a, then
the collective people group of Israel has a functional responsibility toward Yahweh (vertical)
and toward the other nations of the earth (horizontal).167 The priestly kingdom’s vertical and
horizontal functions are essential components of her national identity—as much so as are the
status markers she was given before, during, and after the Sinai Theophany. 168 As Kaiser
describes it, the election of Israel in Exodus 19.4–6 has far–reaching implications not only for
Israel, but for all the nations of the earth, whom Yahweh claims in the text are his:
The election of Israel, far from meaning the rejection of the other nations of the world, was the
very means of salvation of the nations. Election was not a call to privilege, but a choosing for
service. As such, the priestly character of the nation of Israel came into view almost from the
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beginning of her existence as a nation. The people were to be God’s ministers, his preachers,
his prophets to their own nation as well as to the other nations.169

As part of Yahweh’s call upon Israel as his treasured people, to be his ‘priestly
kingdom’ and ‘holy nation,’ their function included the task to make it known to the
surrounding nations that Yahweh, the God of Israel, was the one true God. 170 Ryken describes
Israel’s metaphorical and covenantal title, a ‘kingdom of priests,’ laden with worldwide
ramifications for Israel’s priestly status function. 171 Israel was to enjoy the status of a treasured,
holy, set apart people, the apple of Yahweh’s eye. But along with this special covenantal status
was a clear priestly function. 172 To the degree that Israel’s holy status and priestly covenant–
keeping was maintained, they would serve to mirror or represent the character of Yahweh. ‘The
entire nation was to live in the midst of God’s presence, and were all to become like priests
standing in the presence of God in his temple and reflecting his glorious light, being
intermediaries for the nations living in darkness and apart from God.’ 173
However, even among a sizeable number of those scholars who take the import of
Exodus 19.6a and the ‘priestly kingdom’ phrase as establishing the whole nation of Israel into
a priestly status before God, many do not find warrant in the immediate context for the phrase
to be understood as having functional, horizontal aspects. This is the key question to be
answered in the present research. Williamson phrases the central question of Exodus 19.6a
well:
So what sort of kingdom is a priestly kingdom or a kingdom of priests? Indeed, how should we
understand this priestly metaphor? Is it to be interpreted merely in an ontological sense or does
it carry a functional connotation as well? In other words, is it what priests are that Yahweh has
in mind here, or is it more what priests do?174
169
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Williamson answers the last two of these three questions in the negative. He and many
other scholars allow for the priestly status of Exodus 19.6a as applied to the entire nation of
Israel, yet at the same time conclude that priestly function is not conveyed with that God–
granted status. But is it possible that Grispen and others 175 are correct, that this ‘priestly
kingdom’ language is both and—both priestly status and priestly function? As Dumbrell
describes these terms in Exodus 19.6a applied to Israel, there is not only the priestly conception
of holy status, but also of priestly function.176
Exegesis, syntactical analysis, and other contextual inputs presented thus far lend
credence to the interpretation of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor in Exodus 19.6a as applied
corporately to the entire, covenantally–constituted nation of Israel at Mt. Sinai. This essential,
identity–shaping conceptualisation conferred priestly status and function to the entire societal
structure of God’s people.

2.5 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 19.7–9a
And Moses came and called the elders177 of the people and put before them all these words
which Yahweh had commanded him.178 And all of the people answered together and said, “We
will do everything that Yahweh has spoken.”179 And Moses brought back the people’s response
to Yahweh. And Yahweh said to Moses, “Behold, I am coming to you in an ominous cloud,180
in order that the people may hear when I am speaking with you, and will also believe you
forever.”181

The narrative drama changes scene in verse 7 as Moses is reported coming down the
mountain and back to the gathering of Hebrew tribes below. Moses assembles the elders
175
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representing the tribes and conveys to them Yahweh’s offer of Priestly National Covenant.
Israel receives the offer to be a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ in both status and function
before Yahweh and with respect to the other nations. While the text does not provide details of
the events in between, presumably the elders dispersed among the tribes and repeated the
contents of Yahweh’s covenantal offer which they had heard from Moses. This is reasonable
to assume, as in the next verse, all of the people (‘ ַו ַיעֲנִ֨ ו כָּל־הָּ עָּ ֹּ֤ם יַחְ דָּ וAnd they answered, all the
people together’), not simply the elders, are described affirmatively acknowledging Yahweh’s
Priestly National Covenant.182 The people with one voice proclaim their agreement to, ‘all that
Yahweh has spoken’ ()כל אֲׁשֶ ר־ד ֶבֶ֥ר יְ הוָּ ִ֖ה.
ֹּ ִ֛ This acknowledgement is reaffirmed in Exodus 24.3,
and more emphatically a few verses later (24.7), after the statutes and ordinances of the priestly
covenant are declared to the people in Exodus 20—23.183
Acting as the mediator between the Hebrew tribes and God, Moses returns to the
mountain and before the presence of Yahweh to report the people’s agreement to enter into the
Priestly National Covenant, with all its provisions and requirements. Cassuto observes with
respect to verses 8 and 9 that, ‘the parallelism between the end of v. 9 and that of v. 8, and the
threefold reference to Moses’ ascent of the mountain, conform to the customary stylistic
devices of the ancient narrative literature.’ 184 Certainly throughout chapter 19, Moses serves as
the appointed ‘go–between’ with respect to God on the mountain and the people of Israel
waiting below. The final text constantly portrays Moses as going up or coming down Mount
Sinai while serving Yahweh as spokesman and the people as leader and prophet. 185 God speaks
to Moses and Moses in turn speaks to the children of Israel. The children of Israel respond to
the divine message brought by Moses and then Moses returns to Yahweh with the people’s
response. Communication events between the various actors in the narrative serve to bracket
the pericope.186 God is clearly the initiator of divine communication with respect to the Priestly
National Covenant and the Hebrew tribes are the responders. Quite literally in the midst of this
flow of calling and responses is the man Moses.187 He alone enjoys a unique individual status
182
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that permits him closer proximity to the immediate presence of Yahweh than anyone else
among the Israelites, including the priests.
In order to reinforce Moses’ role as mediator and as spokesman for God, Yahweh
promises in verse 9 to make an awe–inspiring and dreadful appearance through the device of a
darkened, dense or thick cloud ()בְ עַ ֹ֣ב ֶ ֵֽה ָּענָּן. This manifestation of God’s immediate presence will
serve to enhance Moses’ authority with the people and confirm him in his role as Yahweh’s
prophet.188 And in light of previous challenges to Moses’ authority, it is easy to appreciate that
the theophany of God in black clouds with thunder, lightning, and the shaking of the mountain
is quite significant and necessary.
The next portion of the developing narrative of chapter 19 (9b–15) provides the details
of the preparation required of the people in expectation of Yahweh’s immediate presence and
speech act from atop the mountain. Elements of this process of consecration and its continuation
in chapter 24 are consistent with the setting apart of persons to priestly office. For example, in
both Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8, part of the ritual of consecration involves cleansing and the
application of the blood of the offering by sprinkling upon the candidate(s) to the priestly office.
The thematic and ritualistic correspondences between Exodus 19; 24 and Exodus 29 (cf also
Leviticus 8) will be examined in detail in chapter 4.

2.6 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 19.9b–15
And Moses reported the people’s response to Yahweh. Then Yahweh said to Moses, “Go to the
people and consecrate189 them today and tomorrow, and they must also wash their clothing, for
they must be ready for the third day,190 because on the third day Yahweh will come down on
Mount Sinai before the eyes of all the people. And you must set up a boundary191 for the people
all around, saying, ‘Be very careful not to go up on the mountain or touch its edge. Anyone who
touches the mountain must be executed. A hand will not touch him,192 but he must be stoned or
shot; whether beast or man, he must not live.’ At the blast of the ram’s horn193 they will come
up to the mountain.” And Moses went down from the mountain to the people and he consecrated
the people, and they washed their clothing. And he said to the people, “Be ready for the third
day. Do not go near a woman.”

After hearing Moses’ report of the acknowledgment and agreement of the Hebrews to
the Priestly National Covenant, Yahweh establishes for the people a process of priestly
188
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consecration,194 in order to prepare them for God’s appearance and the divine speech act. 195
This setting apart ritual made provision for cleanseing them in anticipation of proximity to that
which was holy. This was a crucial element leading to the people’s promised encounter with
the holy presence of the divine. As Dozeman observes concerning Exodus 19.10–11:
The people must be sanctified or consecrated (Piel of qādaš). The form of the verb “to
consecrate” means that the people must be in a holy state requiring purification. The command
in v. 13 indicates that the purification is to prepare the people to enter the realm of holiness and
to meet God on the mountain at the blast of the trumpet. Such language is usually reserved for
the priests (Exodus 28–29; Leviticus 8). Purification requires the people to wash their clothes,
perhaps for two days, which would be unique in biblical literature.196

This priestly consecration involved both ceremonial cleansing (perhaps both clothing
and bodily bathing)197 and sexual abstinence until the third day appointed for Yahweh’s
manifestation.198 The prohibition regarding sexual intercourse during the preparation and
waiting period for Yahweh’s theophany is not unique to this passage, but occurs elsewhere in
both Israelite and other Near Eastern texts in which a priest or another person is set apart and
will be exposed to holy persons or spaces. 199
Yahweh also established strict boundaries of holiness for the entirety of Mount Sinai
proper.200 While at this early stage in Yahweh’s dealings with Israel, there was not as yet a
complex structure of graded holiness, the entire mountain was set apart unto Yahweh as the
place of his presence and thus not to be transgressed or profaned by any of the people or their
livestock. The penalty for violating the holiness boundary about the mountain was death by
stoning or arrows. These methods of execution were to prevent others from coming into
physical contact with someone guilty of crossing the holiness boundary. The only exception to
this prohibition of contact with the sacred space was Moses, the intermediary operating between
the divine sphere and that of humanity. 201 Later in Exodus 24.9 there is a particular exception
Propp, Exodus 19—40, 160: ‘19:10. Sanctify … wash. Israel is to prepare itself for its quasi–royal, quasi–
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made in which Yahweh also permits Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the seventy elders representing
the people to also ‘come up’ ()וַיַ ֶ֥עַל. This exception and the covenantal meal will be discussed
in detail as part of the translation and exegesis of chapter 24.
The text in verse 14 indicates that once again Moses departed from the presence of God
in order to carry Yahweh’s instructions to the people. Moses set apart the people, perhaps by
means of prayer and sacrifice, 202 and then directed them in the proper preparations for meeting
with Yahweh and entering into their priestly covenantal status and function. This priestly
consecration process, applied to all of the people rather than a small segmented priestly
subgroup, is continued in the narrative of Exodus 24.1–11.

2.7 Micro–context (Exodus 19.3b–15) Conclusions
The micro–context in which the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor of Exodus 19.6a is situated
consists of what is often described as the Sinai Covenant prologue, the setting apart, and the
consecration of Israel as Yahweh’s kingdom. A cluster of three metaphors is embedded in the
two verses, Exodus 19.5b–6a, and together constitute the metaphorical conceptions ‘treasured,’
‘priestly,’ and ‘holy’ attributed to the nation of Israel as the kingdom of God. These metaphors
exist as part of a cascade of sub–metaphors conceptualizing GOD IS KING and ‘Israel Is
Kingdom.’
Together the three metaphorical attributions parallel one another as adjective–noun
combinations — at least as they have been translated for the analysis of this thesis. Each phrase
uses an adjective (‘treasured,’ ‘priestly,’ ‘holy’) in conjunction with a noun or subject (‘people,’
‘kingdom,’ ‘nation’), each sharing a large–scale group or community scope. By inference, the
first of these three (‘people’) is therefore conceptualised as cohering with the other two in
referencing the collection of Hebrew tribes, constituted through the covenant event as the nation
of Israel.
The micro–context also sets the Exodus 19.5–6a metaphors within Yahweh’s speech
act, between the historical prologue and the vow and process of consecration which follow. At
this stage in the analysis of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, it remains unclear as to the extent
of the cognitive attribution of priestly status function to the entire nation of Israel. In order to
further the interpretive process for Exodus 19.6a, it is necessary to also assess the macro–
context — Exodus 19.16—24.11. These verses further afield, comprising the rest of the Sinai
theophany pericope, are addressed in chapter 3. The Decalogue and the legal corpus contained
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in texts situated between Exodus 19 and Exodus 24 serve as functioning guide, a covenantal
‘operating manual’ for Yahweh’s ‘priestly people.’ These case laws lend weight to the
conceptualisation of Israel’s national priesthood as involving horizontal axes of priestly
function. Exodus 24.1–11 not only serves as the concluding narration for the Sinai Pericope,
but also describes the necessary rites for the final stage of Israel’s national ordination as
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ As such, analysis of Exodus 24.1–11 in chapter 3, as well as the
comparative work of this pericope with Exodus 29 (cf. Leviticus 8) in chapter 4 is essential for
constructing the cognitive framing and priestly conceptualisations for OT Israel, suggested by
Exodus 19.6a.
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Chapter 3
THE WIDER SINAI PERICOPE CONTEXT: EXODUS 19.16—24.11

3.1 Overview
Now that the micro–context of Exodus 19.6a has been exegetically assessed, it is necessary to
examine the wider or ‘macro–context.’1 With respect to Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’
the macro–context comprises the remaining Sinai Pericope, Exodus 19.16—24.11. The
discipline of cognitive linguistics recognizes that the various layers of context are important
elements, in addition to semantic considerations associated with specific words, when
interpreting metaphors. In the segments of translation and exegesis that follow, some sections
from the Sinai Pericope are omitted, while others are briefly referenced, so as to focus upon
those pericopes that conceptually bear more directly on the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor.
Analysis of Exodus 24.1–11 is particularly essential as, taken in conjunction with the beginning
of the Sinai Theophany (Exodus 19.3b–6a), the text positively inputs for the reader the
conceptualisation of the entire nation of Israel as set–apart and consecrated to function for
Yahweh as his priestly society.

3.2 The Priestly Significance and Graded Holiness of Exodus 19.16–25
The remaining verses of chapter 19 describe the manifestation of God’s presence from the
mountain to the people and also prepare the reader for the divine speech act of chapter 20,
particularly the declaration of the ten ‘words’ or commandments. God manifests his presence
on the mountain just as he had promised Moses, in the form of a dense or thick cloud. The
Hebrew word used here differs from the term used in verse 9, which alluded to the ‘darkness’
of the cloud. The appearance of the thick or black cloud was accompanied by other striking
meteorological phenomena, including thunder and lightning. There was also the loud blast of a
ram’s horn. In verse 18 further description indicates that there was fire, 2 smoke (like a
kiln/furnace, )כְ עֶ ֹׁ֣שֶ ן הַ כבְ ׁשָֹּ֔ ן,3 and violent shaking of the mountain. The vivid imagery used to
describe the theophany of Yahweh on the mountain of Sinai when engaging Israel would later
have a profound impact on Jewish tradition. ‘The theophany transforms the people. The
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temporary theophany at Mount Sinai has a close relation to a more permanent manifestation of
God, in the form of the cloud of fire and the tabernacle.’ 4
The concern for the sanctity or integrity of the boundaries of the holy space
encompassing Mount Sinai continues in the Yahweh–Moses dialogue of the concluding verses;
21 (with respect to the people), 22 (with respect to the priests), 23 (Moses replying with respect
to the people), and 24 (in referencing the people and the priests). The repetition of warnings
concerning the holiness boundary around the mountain serves to emphasize the dangers of
trespassing or violating the separation between the holy and the common or the profane. Due
to the presence of Yahweh, the entirety of Mount Sinai is set apart, holy, and must not come
into contact with anyone or anything that is common.5
As Carpenter observes, verse 24 is also ‘notable in asserting the presence of “priests”
in Israel before the formal establishment of the priesthood.’6 While much speculation exists as
to the nature of this ‘pre–Aaronic priesthood’,7 it is also clear from the end of the larger pericope
in Exodus 24 that ‘young men’ were assigned sacrificial duties prior to Yahweh’s designation
of the hereditary priesthood in Exodus chapters 28–29.8 With a previous history of choosing
their own priestly representatives, coupled with the designation by Yahweh in Exodus 19.6a of
the whole nation of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ the rebellion of Korah (Numbers 16) and
many from the tribes of Israel against the Aaronic priesthood later in the narrative is possibly
more understandable.
3.3 The Priestly Functional Significance of Exodus 20.1–179
Yahweh’s voice thunders from the mountain in Exodus 20 as he gives the newly
consecrated Israelites ten covenant words or declarations which were designed to frame the
boundaries for their priestly function. 10 These declarations provide both vertical and horizontal
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inputs, framing how Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ should function as a social entity. This new
priestly society is to be so characterised by Yahweh’s law that it will serve, in comparison with
other kingdoms and societies, as a uniquely ‘contrastive community.’ 11
Each of the ten ‘words’ which follow the prologue act as a stipulation or condition for
living as the covenantal priestly people of God. Exodus 20.3–17 is typically classified as
apodictic law.12 Thus it is a collection of binding requirements for covenantal relationships. As
such, these ten commandments and the ordinances which follow in Exodus 20.22—23.19 are
strongly framed boundaries for engaging with Yahweh and also with other people. The ten
words are binding at both the individual and the national level.
These commandments and the associated instructions in chapters 21—23 address the
functioning of relationships which result from the status Israel has received as the priestly
nation. They govern both functional relating to Yahweh and the dynamics of relating to other
persons. It is instructive that while the text identifies the priestly status of Israel using only two
verses in chapter 19 (verses 5–6), it employs nearly four full chapters to describe the
functionality of the nation with respect to Yahweh, with respect to other Israelites, and
significantly, with respect to people from other nations, the gêrīm (גרים, resident–aliens)
dwelling permanently in the land. This why Exodus 21—23 is identified in this thesis as a
functioning guide, a covenantal ‘operating manual.’
The first four words of the ten commandments, and even the six which follow, serve to
describe and illustrate the unique and holy character of God. If the priestly people of Israel are
indeed his treasured and holy nation, then their keeping of the Law serves to illustrate God’s
character or nature for others in the world to see. This is the horizontal expression of Israel’s
priestly status function. However, in order to function horizontally with other members of their
society and with people from outside Israel in a priestly way, the vertical or Godward functions
expressed in the first four words of law were primary. The ‘priestly kingdom’ envisaged in
Exodus 19.6 is to function in accordance with the exclusiveness and the holiness of Yahweh,
the God with whom they have entered into a covenant.
Declarations five to ten serve to define proper conduct for a priestly and holy person
functioning in relationship with other people as those who bear the image of Yahweh. These
are focused upon the parental relationship, the sanctity of life, the sanctity of marriage, personal
property, truthfulness, and love of neighbour. All of these are essential aspects of priestly and
holy functioning for those who have entered into covenant with Yahweh and enjoy the status

Glanville, God’s Family, 28.
John J. Davis, Moses and the Gods of Egypt: Studies in the Book of Exodus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1971),
196–197.
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of a holy priesthood. The vertical dimension of relating to God is in every way connected to
the horizontal dimension of relating to one another as fellow image–bearers of Yahweh.
3.4 The Priestly Sacred–Space Significance of Exodus 20.18–2113
The reported response of the people to Yahweh’s theophany in Exodus 20.18–21
indicates that it did achieve two desired effects. In the first place, the people had an immediate
fear of the holiness of God and the power of his might. At this stage, the mountain in every
practical respect prefigures the portable tent shrine and the later permanent temple. The space
is holy because the holy Yahweh has inhabited it. This breaking–in of the immediate presence
of God underscored the importance of refraining from violating their covenant oath to keep
Yahweh’s law and to avoid sin. Secondly, the Israelites now had a heightened sense of the
closeness of Moses to Yahweh and both the authority and access that God had granted to him.
It must also be pointed out, however, that in their response to Moses to act as their mediator,
they effectively diminish their new national calling to function as priests of Yahweh.
3.5 Contextual Significance of Exodus 20.22—22.2014
It is significant at this stage, as Yahweh is described as promulgating the Book of the
Covenant in which some instructions are focused upon worship, that no specific directives are
provided for a hereditary classification of priests as a subset within the national community.
Perhaps the assumption of the text is that young men (firstborns) representing all of the tribes
will continue to perform the cultic function. This would be fitting in light of the events
described in Exodus 24.1–8 and antecedent to the establishment of the paradigmatic Aaronic
priesthood in Exodus 28—29, for in the cultic ritual described in Exodus 24.3–8, it is the young
men of the sons of Israel ( ) ַנע ֲֵּרי בְ נֵּ ֹ֣י י ְש ָּר ֹ֔ ֵּאלunder Moses’ authority, who perform the sacrifices.
This will be examined further in chapter 4.
Materials in Exodus 21:1—22:20 are often classified by scholars as ‘casuistic laws.’
Recognisable in English translation according to an if/then structure, 15 they are an ancient form
of what would today be labelled as case law. Many similar examples exist from other nations
of the ancient Near East. Upon closer examination, what is striking about these ordinances or
laws is their repeated emphasis on justice and compassion, as well as truthfulness. As the
members of the ‘priestly kingdom’ aligned their lives vertically and horizontally with God’s
ordinances they fulfilled their priestly function. Thus, as Williamson notes, ‘the legislation
reflects two main emphases of the Decalogue itself; namely, loving God and loving one’s

Length limitations preclude the inclusion of the author’s translation and detailed analysis of Exodus 20.18–21.
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fellows. Indeed, these laws may be viewed as applying the principles enshrined in the
Decalogue to various practical scenarios and situations the Israelites would inevitably
encounter.’16
There is a great deal of rich material within both the casuistic and apodictic texts of
Exodus 21—23 which is of significant value for understanding the social world of Israel in
ancient times. Yahweh’s commitment to justice and compassion toward the powerless and
vulnerable is often expressed in the OT with respect to orphans, widows, the impoverished, and
resident–aliens.17 And this is certainly the case in Exodus 22–23. In terms of direct materials
relevant to framing a priestly conception of Israel, it is primarily the gêr (resident–alien) laws
which merit detailed discussion in this study. Translation, exegesis, and analysis will be
confined more narrowly to these gêr texts.

3.6 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 22.21–25
You will not take advantage of a resident–alien and you will not oppress him, because you were
resident–aliens in the land of Egypt.18
You will not afflict widows or orphans. If you in any way afflict them and they surely cry out
to me, I will surely hear their outcry and my anger will be inflamed and I will kill you with the
sword. Your wives will be widows and your children will be orphans. If you lend silver to my
people, who are poor among you, you will not deal with him like a creditor, nor will you charge
him interest.

The societal prohibitions of Exodus 22.21–25 are among the ordinances marked by
justice and mercy toward those most likely to be victimized in society, such as widows,
orphans, or the poor. These compassionate and just requirements anchor its status function as
‘priestly kingdom.’19 It is extremely noteworthy that even in these instructions there is a
concern for those of other nations—foreigners—who are living within the land of Israel. This
protected status 20 for persons of non–Israelite birth is noteworthy in understanding the nation
of Israel’s purpose as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ What is evident, even at this early stage
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were on the fringe of society not as the enemy, but as themselves in times past.’
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(e.g., Exod. 22:21 [Heb. 22:20]; 23:9; Lev. 25:38, 42, 55; Deut. 15:15; 24:18, 22).’
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and within the near context of the Sinai Pericope, is a tendency to incorporation or
inclusivism—a just and compassionate societal system to integrate resident–aliens into the
priestly nation:
The laws of protection concerning the personae miserae (aliens, widows, orphans, and
the poor) in Exod 22:20–26 are part of an inclusio in the redactional composition of the
CC together with the laws for judicial lawsuits in Exod 23:6–9 in favor of the socially
disadvantaged people. It seems that for the first time in Israelite history they were
acknowledged together with widows and orphans to be an integral part of the personae
miserae in Israelite society.21
The term ‘resident–alien’ (גֵּר, gêr) as it occurs here in Exodus 22.21 (see also below at
Exodus 23.9), has primarily in view a person of foreign origins who has taken refuge or chosen
to live within Israel’s societal system. Olyan maintains that the term gêr comprises both
‘resident outsiders who are foreigners and resident outsiders who are Israelites.’ 22 He has
argued a preference for ‘the English “outsider” to “alien” because “alien” in American usage
suggests foreignness, where “outsider” suggests only a person that is not described as a local.’ 23
Perhaps this translation concern extends to other English speaking cultures.
The rationale included in support of the ordinance is that the tribes of Israel were at one
time themselves also resident–aliens (‘outsiders’) in the land of Egypt. According to the
accounts of their sojourn in the Nile Delta from the early chapters of Exodus, they were
mistreated and ultimately enslaved. It was their harsh plight that led to Yahweh’s visitation of
deliverance and the Exodus Event. They were not in turn permitted to misuse, abuse, or enslave
foreigners choosing to live among them. This cross–national concern embedded in the structure
of the Book of the Covenant hints at the priestly purpose Israel was to exercise with respect to
the other nations belonging to Yahweh. This is clearly an ethos of compassion, justice, and
inclusion which testified of God’s attributes to resident–aliens from the other nations. Yet the
concern for the resident–alien is not limited to the text of Exodus:
There must have been a large number of aliens residing in Israel at the time these Torah laws
took shape. How else is one to explain the plethora of laws that deal with gēr: Exod. 22:21 [20];
23:9, 12; Lev. 19:33–34; 24:22; Num. 9:14; 15:14–16, 29–30; 35:15; Deut. 1:16; 10:19; 14:21,
29; 16:11, 14; 24:14, 17, 19,21; 27:19 (about twenty by my count)? Some of these laws actually
go beyond Exod. 22:21 [20], which simply says “not to mistreat or oppress him.” But verses
like Lev. 19:34 and Deut. 10:19 call on Israel to “love” the alien and to be charitable to the alien
(Deut. 24:17–22).24
Reinhard Achenbach, ‘gêr – nåkhrî – tôshav – zâr: Legal and Sacral Distinctions regarding Foreigners in the
Pentateuch,’ in The Foreigner and the Law: Perspectives from the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East.
Reinhard Achenbach, Rainer Albertz and Jakob Wöhrle, ed. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2011), 30.
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Olyan’s chapter–length (‘Generating “Self” and “Other”: The Polarity Israelite/Alien’)
discussion is in some ways helpful to the present investigation of Israel’s priestly involvement
with resident–aliens or outsiders living within the kingdom.25 Bimson has contributed to this
discussion, writing that, ‘OT Israel lived within the tension of its election and its priestly role
to the nations (encapsulated in Gen. 12:2–3; Exod. 19:5–6). Sometimes one aspect of the
polarity is to the fore, sometimes the other.’ 26 Olyan argues that there are numerous examples
of texts in which the resident–aliens are accorded similar treatment and at times status,
particularly with respect to the covenant stipulations and worship of Yahweh.27 In most, but
not all texts, receiving the covenant sign and seal of circumcision is necessary to participate
fully in the Israelite community.
The OT materials embracing Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy present
what may be described as an ‘integration model,’ a participatory conception in which resident–
aliens have the opportunity to embrace the covenant and become integrated into the ‘priestly
kingdom’ of Yahweh. This is also the perspective presented in Isaiah 56.3–7. In Olyan’s
analysis of this text, he makes much of the use of the Hebrew ‘verb lwh, “to attach”, which is
apparently used in this text as the antithesis of bdl, “to separate”.’28 Despite the expulsion and
exclusion of outsiders in the Ezra–Nehemiah post–exilic period, Jewish texts on the whole
conceptualise the ‘priestly kingdom’ of Israel as an integrative community. Examination of gêr
materials outside of the Sinai Pericope and their input into the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor
occurs in chapter 7.

3.7 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 23.9
And you will not oppress a resident–alien, for you know the life29 of the resident–alien because
you were resident–aliens in the land of Egypt.

Again, at Exodus 23.9, the Book of the Covenant reiterates the prohibition on
mistreating in any way those of foreign origin living among the people of Israel. There can be
no doubt of the importance of this ordinance, and quite significantly, the principle that the
‘priestly kingdom’ of Israel had a clear requirement to function with compassion, truth, and
justness with respect to people of other nations living among them. In fact, they were required
by the Book of the Covenant to engage with resident–aliens in much the same way as with the

25

Olyan, Rites and Rank, 63.
John J. Bimson, ‘Nehemiah,’ in Theological Interpretation of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008),
135.
27
Olyan, Rites and Rank, 68–81. However, Olyan sees a significant shift in attitude toward the ‘outsiders’ in
post–exilic texts, such as Ezra and Nehemiah (81–90). See Salter, Mission, 100–101.
28
Olyan, Rites and Rank, 92–93. Olyan also references Isaiah 14.1 and Zechariah 2.15.
29
Friedman, Torah, 248. ‘You have been aliens, so you know the alien … how he or she feels oppression inside.’
26

73

poor of their own nation. Friedman makes a significant point with respect to the structure of
these ordinances concerning treating the resident–alien with compassion and justice. They
include a justification for the priestly practice of merciful protection of resident–aliens.30
The placement of the resident–alien laws within the Book of the Covenant, which is
book–ended by laws concerning the proper ways to worship Yahweh and prohibitions against
idolatry is significant, and Hamilton argues that in this way, ‘Idolatry or apostasy do not seem
to be more detestable than riding roughshod over the most vulnerable people in a community.
Maybe one way to blaspheme or vilify God is to abuse or ignore those less advantaged, but
who nevertheless bear the divine image.’ 31 Socio–legal concern within the nation of Israel for
the resident–aliens is significant for its contribution to the framing of conceptions of the Exodus
19.6a ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor and the status function with which it is associated. The
priestly methodology for looking after the gêr was an intentionally ‘inside the society’ concern.

3.8 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 23.10–13
And six years you will plant your land and gather its produce. But the seventh year you will let
the land rest, you must let it lie fallow so that the needy among your people may eat. And what
they leave behind the animals of the field will eat. So also will you do with your vineyard and
your olive grove.
Six days you will do your work, but on the seventh day you will stop and rest so that your ox
and your donkey will be refreshed, as well as the son of your female slave and the resident–
alien.
And you will observe all the things which I have said to you and the name of other gods will
not be brought to mind nor will it be heard from your mouth.

Within the agricultural instructions for the sabbatical year and the weekly sabbatical
rhythm of rest, the priestly compassion for the resident–alien is included with concern for the
family of slaves and animals of the field. In this example, the historical referent sometimes
included to remind the Israelites that they too were once slaves in Egypt is omitted. Through
this provision, there was a functional application of the priestly attributes of justice and mercy
toward the vulnerable persons within the social structure of Israel.
The structure of this Book of the Covenant is striking from a broad perspective. That is,
the content begins and ends with material focused on the worship of Yahweh (the cultic
regulations) and with God’s promised presence. Thus, the beginning and ending markers of
divine worship and divine presence (vertical functions) surround the communal and legal
material (horizontal functions) which includes the concern for the resident–aliens (gêr) in the
land. Kürle notes, ‘All of the “profane” legislation is embraced by a cultic framework, so that
the reader cannot but perceive the entirety of the book of the covenant as religiously relevant
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and impinging on the status of the people as a priestly, and thus, holy nation.’ 32 The presence
of an institutionally ingrained system that promoted priestly compassion for the resident–alien,
the widow, the orphan, and the poor, serves to further background possible conceptualisations
of Israel’s status faction.

3.9 Translation and Exegesis of Exodus 24.1–11
And he said to Moses, ‘Come up to Yahweh, you, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy of the
elders of Israel and you will worship from a distance. And Moses alone will come to Yahweh,
but they will not come near, nor shall the people come up with him. And Moses went and
reported to the people all of Yahweh’s words and ordinances. And all the people answered as
one voice, saying, ‘All the words which Yahweh has spoken we will do.’
And Moses had written down33 all the words of Yahweh and he rose early in the
morning and built an altar at the foot of the mountain and twelve pillars34 for the twelve tribes
of Israel. And he sent young men35 of the sons of Israel and they offered burnt offerings, and
sacrificed peace offerings of young bulls to Yahweh. And Moses took half of the blood and put
it into basins36 and half of the blood he splashed upon the altar. And he took the scroll of the
covenant37 and he read it in the hearing of the people and they said, ‘All that Yahweh has spoken
we will do and we will obey.’
And Moses took the blood and scattered it upon the people and he said, ‘Behold, the
blood of the covenant which Yahweh has cut with you according to all these words.’38 And
Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up. And they saw
the God of Israel. And under his feet there was a pavement of lapis lazuli, like the clear blue of
the heavens for purity. And he did not raise his hand against the chief men of the sons of Israel.
And they looked upon God and they ate and they drank.

At this stage in the priestly covenant ceremony, God extends an invitation for Moses,
Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the seventy elders representing the tribes of Israel to come up the
mountain. Moses takes this invitation, the instructions from Yahweh, and an oral summary of
the covenantal stipulations, and conveys them to the people below the mountain. 39 As in Exodus
19:8, the Israelites ‘in one voice’ acknowledge and agree ( ) ַנע ֶ ֲֶ֥שה וְ נ ְׁש ָּ ֵֽמעto God’s offer of Priestly
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National Covenant and its functional requirements. In this case, their vow of agreement is more
emphatic with the additional comment, ‘and we will obey’ (v 7).
It is an important detail, that together, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the seventy elders
representing all of the people are waiting at the foot of the mountain. While Moses continues
his work as the mediator between Yahweh and Israel, the priests and the elders function in
proxy for all the Hebrew people. It is at this point in the ceremony, now in a state of cleanness
and of consecration, these representatives of Israel are permitted to cross the holiness boundary
of the mountain space and approach (albeit at a distance) the presence of Yahweh. Yet, the
access of the people’s representatives is quite limited at this stage in the process, that is until
after the Priestly National Covenant is fully ratified and both the altar and the people are sealed
in the blood of the sacrifice.
Verse 4 begins with a description stating that Moses had recorded all of the words
(presumably the laws, ordinances, and instructions recorded in Exodus 19.4—24.240) of
Yahweh’s Priestly National Covenant in preparation for the covenantal ceremony. That
penultimate day of ratification, he rose early in the morning and built an altar at the base of the
mountain for animal sacrifices necessary for solemnizing Yahweh’s priestly covenant with
Israel. The text reports that Moses completed the covenant ceremonial space by erecting twelve
pillars, one representing each of the twelve tribes of Israel. 41
This altar, built according to the restrictions of Exodus 20.22–26, once consecrated by
half of the sacrificial blood, served as the sacred space and represented Yahweh’s presence in
the solemnization of the covenant at the foot of the mountain. At this point, the purpose and the
sanctity of Sinai anticipates the wilderness tent of meeting and later the Temple of Solomon. 42
Properly treated, the demarcated altar space represented covenant and communion with God.
As with the tabernacle and the later permanent temple, there would be no representation of
Yahweh. The verses containing this description of Israel’s Sinai altar and its related ceremonies,
support, according to Tigay, ‘the altar as the locus and symbol of God’s presence.’ 43 He
compares the ceremony here in Exodus 24.4–8 with the making of the ‘Covenant between the
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Pieces in Gen 15:17, where a torch and a smoking oven represent God (since the animals
slaughtered there are not sacrificed, there is no place for an altar in the ceremony).’ 44
Once the altar had been completed according to the requirements, Moses then selected
and charged young men from the Hebrew tribes to slaughter young bulls and offer burnt
offerings and peace offerings on the new altar. As Yahweh had already declared the firstborn
males as holy unto himself, ‘perhaps at this time the firstborn in each family had a priestly
function.’45 At this stage, the young men had been cleansed and set apart. But as of yet they
had not undergone the aspersive blood rite, which was soon to follow. Obviously, they are
carrying out this ritual action as assistants to Moses, who alone bears the penultimate status on
the holiness spectrum at this stage.46 As the sacrificial animals were slaughtered, Moses
collected the blood and divided it in half. Half of the blood he sprinkled upon the altar. The
other half he kept in bowls for the final stage of the covenant–making event.
Next, verse 7 states that Moses read aloud all of God’s words, instructions, and
ordinances from the scroll of the covenant so that all the gathered people could hear it. The
people responded as in the two prior occasions, acknowledging and agreeing to the stipulations
of the Priestly National Covenant, declaring, ‘All that Yahweh has spoken we will do and we
will obey.’ At this stage (24.8) Moses (and possibly the young men as assistants) 47 began
sprinkling the other half of the sacrificial blood upon the people, while saying, ‘Behold, the
blood of the covenant which Yahweh has cut with you according to all these words.’ With this
sprinkling of the sacrificial blood and the final declaration of the Priestly National Covenant,
the status and function of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation’48 was sealed.
‘Through this covenant, ancient Israel forms their communal identity and sustains the solidarity
of community.’49 According to Exodus 19.6a, part of this communal identity is ‘priestliness.’ 50
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This part of the priestly consecration ritual for Israel is unique in the OT, in that blood is
otherwise applied only to the hereditary priests, or to persons with diseases of the skin. 51
Dozeman notes the similarity of this ritual to the rite prescribed for the priestly purification:
In contrast to the lack of connections to deuteronomistic tradition, we find an exact parallel to
this event in the priestly tradition, where Moses is actually presented in the same role, when he
purifies the priesthood in Lev 8:22–30 by sprinkling blood on them and on the altar. The
function of the blood ritual in Lev 8:22–30 as a means of purification would suggest that the
similar ritual in Exod 24:6, 8 is the result of priestly redactors and that it is meant to function in
the same way: as a purification ritual.52

This striking similarity has also been observed by many, including Nicholson, 53
Dozeman,54 and by Williamson observing that, ‘Possibly what we have here is an ordination
rite, similar to that described in chapter 29, where Aaron and his sons are ordained to serve
Yahweh as priests.’55 Others, such as Germany, see the similarities as evidence of a later date
of composition for Exodus 24.3–8.56 Further examination of the apparent similarities in
ritualistic process between Israel’s consecration in Exodus 19 and 24, and the hereditary
priestly ordination of Aaron and his sons is an important issue, particularly with the cognitive
framing of the national priestly metaphor, which is addressed in the next chapter.
Otto, while arguing that Exodus 19.3b–6 is a much later addition to the canonical text,
also notes the importance of the blood ritual in Exodus 24.3–8 for Israel’s priestly designation
and in anticipating the paradigmatic hereditary priesthood which is specified in Exodus 29:
The connection of Ex 24.3–8 to Ex 19.3b–9 goes even further. The blood rite with blood
application to humans in Ex 24.8 establishes the blood rite of priestly ordination in Ex 29.20f.;
Lev 8.23–30. Thus, as in Ex. 19:6, Israel is designated as מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ ֹֹּ֑דוׁש, and the promise
is fulfilled. The blood rite of the covenant is the ordination of priests, which makes Israel a
מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים.57
Alexander, Exodus, 545. ‘This is the only place in the OT that speaks of blood being scattered on people;
usually blood is scattered on the altar (e.g. 29:16, 20; Lev. 1:5). However, 29:20 speaks of blood being carefully
placed, using the verb nātan, on Aaron (cf. Lev. 8:23), and Lev. 8:24 refers to blood being placed on Aaron’s
sons. There are also several references in Lev. 14 to blood being put on people as part of the process by which
they are cleansed from skin diseases (cf. Lev. 29:21).’
52
Dozeman, God on the Mountain, 112.
53
E. W. Nicholson, Exodus and Sinai in History and Tradition (Atlanta: John Knox, 1978), 72–73. ‘In so far as
it describes a blood rite in which the blood of sacrificial victims is sprinkled upon the people generally, the
tradition of Exodus 24:3ff. is unique. Nevertheless, apart from this particular aspect of the rite described, a
similar ‘manipulation’ of blood is attested elsewhere in the Pentateuch (Exod. 29:19ff.; Lev. 8:22ff.; 14:1 ff.).’
54
Dozeman, Exodus, 566. ‘The halving of blood and the sprinkling on both the altar and the participants repeats
itself only in the ordination of the Aaronide priesthood in Lev 8:22–30.’
55
Williamson, ‘Promises,’ 117. Kleinig, ‘Eagles’ Wing,’ 22: Israel’s ‘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).’
56
Stephen Germany, The Exodus–Conquest Narrative: The Composition of the Non–Priestly Narratives in
Exodus–Joshua, FAT 115 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 126: ‘The sacrificial aspects of 24:4–8 are striking,
and the specific language that is used is particularly illuminating when read in light of the instructions for the
ordination of the priests in Exod 29 and Lev 8.’
57
E. Otto, “Die nachpriesterschriftliche Pentateuredaktion im Buch Exodus,” in Studies in the Book of Exodus:
Redaction – Reception – Interpretation, Marc Vervenne, ed. (Leuven: Leuven University, 1996), 79.
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The uniqueness of this rite, at least in terms of its application to all the people of Israel,
rather than to a small subgroup later comprising the paradigmatic Aaronic priesthood, again
must be considered with reference to the status and function of Israel. There is obviously
consecration to a holy status, but there is also consecration to a priestly function as well. 58 The
rites comprising the consecration of Israel in Exodus 19 and 24 include priestly, as well as
covenantal elements. Williamson adds, ‘Thus understood, here all Israel is being ordained to
the service of Yahweh; this is a commissioning service for Israel to be the ‘priestly kingdom
and holy nation’ God spoke of back in chapter 19.’59
As a sign of the new covenantal relationship between Yahweh and his chosen people,
not only Moses, but also Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders (representing all of the
priestly people of Israel) were granted closer proximity to the immediate presence of Yahweh. 60
Verses 10 and 11 describe a fellowship meal61 between God and the representatives of the tribes
of Israel.62 The narrative declares that they saw God (ֱֹלהים
ֹ֔ ת־הא
ֹ֣ ָּ ֶ) ַוֵַֽֽ ֶיחֱזו א63 ate and drank ( ַוי ֹּאכְ לִ֖ ו
)וַי ְׁש ֵֽתו, and emerged unharmed () ֶ֥ל ֹּא ׁשָּ לַ ִ֖ח יָּדֹֹּ֑ ו. During this encounter with Yahweh on the
mountain, through their elder–representatives, all of Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’ experienced
something of the immediate presence of God. Both the blood rite and the ceremonial meal
enabled the priestly people of Yahweh to seal the covenant and as a result draw near to God. 64
The priestly nature of this cultic ceremony for the nation of Israel will be more specifically
described through the comparative analysis within chapter 4.

3.10 Mid–Context (Exodus 19.16—24.11) Conclusions
Through the process of priestly consecration between chapters 19 and 24, as well as the
people’s emphatic, repeated agreement to enter into the terms of the covenant, Israel became
God’s holy and priestly people. 65 The question remains as to the scope of the metaphorical
status and function conceptualised by the text and how it was understood by the people of Israel.

Block, ‘Privilege of Calling,’ 157: ‘As YHWH’s priests, Israel was to declare the light of his revelation to the
nations and to intercede on their behalf before Him.’
59
Williamson, ‘Promises,’ 117.
60
Avishur, ‘Revelation at Sinai,’ 213.
61
Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 1, The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions (New York:
Harper & Row, 1962), 189, describes this event as ‘obviously a very ancient tradition of a covenant meal (vss.
9–11).’
62
Tremper Longman III, How to Read Exodus (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009), 46.
63
Eric John Wyckoff, ‘When Does Translation Become Exegesis? Exodus 24:9–11 in the Masoretic Text and
the Septuagint,’ in CBQ 74 (2012), 679, 684: The LXX adds to the MT with ‘τόν τόπον, ού είστήκει έκεΐ, they
saw the place where [the God of Israel] stood … Israel’s leaders see God’s “place” (τόπος) rather than God.’
64
Polak, ‘Mount Sinai,’ 130: ‘One ceremony takes place at the foot of the mountain, in the presence of all the
people (24:3–8), and the other on the mountain itself, in the divine presence, with the participation of Moses and
a large delegation from the people (24:9–11). Thus, the proceedings are held at two locations, in the same way
as the bilocal treaties [Old Babylonian].’
65
A. H. J. Gunneweg, Understanding the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978), 126–127.
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Merrill argues that the import of Israel’s new priestly status and function would not have been
lost on the people gathered at the foot of the mountain:
The first time a priest is mentioned with regard to Israel is in the covenant declaration that Israel
would become “My kingdom of priests and My holy nation” (Exod. 19:6). Moses and his people
surely understood what that meant, for despite the fact that a priesthood was yet to be established
in a formal way in Israel, it is inconceivable that they, as theocratic community living in Egypt
for four centuries, would not have given rise to an order of persons recognized as priestly leaders
among them. In fact, the Lord warned Moses at Sinai to command the people to keep at a safe
distance from the mountain when he manifested his glory and went on to specify that “even the
priests who come near to the Lord must purify themselves or the Lord will break out in anger
against them” (Exod. 19:22).66

Israel’s God–granted priestly and holy status brought them to the place where they
could function as his treasured, ‘priestly kingdom.’ While the entire collection of Hebrew
tribes, now the emerging kingdom of Israel, do not engage in the meal in Yahweh’s presence,
they in effect do participate as the priestly people through their elder representatives. The
unusual access granted to these representatives acting on behalf of the Hebrew tribes in Exodus
24:1–11 can only be compared to that of the later paradigmatic Aaronic priesthood. As Albertz
observes:
Just as priests had direct access to God and access to the holy, Israel should differ from all other
nations by having immediate access to YHWH. The relationship of God revealed by Israel’s
covenant was, from REX’s (Redaktors der Exoduskomposition–‘redactors of the Exodus
composition’) point of view, initially so close that young men themselves—without any priestly
mediation—would offer bloody sacrifices at the Federal Ceremony (24.5) and the elders of
Israel would be involved in a meal in the immediate presence of God (v.1.9–11)!67

According to the priestly conception concerning access to persons, objects or spaces
possessing the attribute of holiness, it is necessary to undergo a ritual process involving being
set apart and cleansed, along with the offering of a blood sacrifice for sin, as well as aspersion
or sprinkling of the blood. These elements are certainly present in the process described in
Exodus 19 and 24, as the tribes of Israel are commissioned and ritually prepared to assume the
status of Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ Progressing through the stages of the rite moves the
recipients positively along the holiness spectrum. Upon completing the ordination rituals, both
the priestly people of God and the hereditary cultic priests are enabled to cross into sacred
space. In the case of the ‘priestly kingdom’ of Israel, it is the bounded space of the lower slopes
of Mount Sinai. In the case of the cultic priests, as Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8 will demonstrate
in chapter 4, it is the bounded court and holy place. For the high priest, it is once per year access
to the most holy place.
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Eugene H. Merrill, Everlasting Dominion: A Theology of the Old Testament (Nashville: Broadman & Holman,
2006), 359.
67
Albertz, Exodus 19 – 40, 41.
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This ordination rite within the Sinai Pericope, acts as the precursor to the comparable
ordination rite prescribed for the hereditary Aaronic priesthood in Exodus 28—29. Both
consecration rituals include similar components or stages, which together present a priestly and
spatial conception of holiness—conceptions that impact both people and spaces essential to the
functioning of Yahweh’s cultic worship. Chapter 4 examines these two priestly rites and the
elements they share in common, as well as those which they do not. Such a comparison will
further illuminate the cognitive inputs that readers would have brought to the framing of their
conceptualisation of their status function as part of Israel, Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’
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Chapter 4
NATIONAL PRIESTLY ORDINATION?
COMPARING EXODUS 19.3b–25; 24.1–11 AND EXODUS 29

4.1 Introduction
As previously noted in chapter 3, there are striking parallels between the consecration processes
of the Priestly National Covenant and that of the Aaronic priestly ordination ritual. 1 Obviously,
within the priestly concepts, as described by Jenson, it was necessary for those who were set
apart for the hereditary priesthood to be ‘elevated to a holiness equivalent to that of the
sanctuary in which they were to serve.’ 2 Aaron and his sons had to transition in status along the
holiness spectrum through various stages (Jenson describes the process in terms of a rite de
passage).3 Yet clearly the people as a whole national gathering were also set apart for the divine
encounter with Yahweh on the mountain at Sinai. The language of Exodus 19.6 declares that
Israel will be to God his holy nation ()וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש. Thus, Moses is instructed by Yahweh in Exodus
19.10 to consecrate the people ( )קדַ ְׁש ָּ ֶ֥תםin preparation for the arrival of his immediate, holy
presence on the third day.
The Hebrew tribes at the base of Mount Sinai, therefore, also went through a rite of
passage, undergoing a process to move them toward a holy status suitable for proximity to
Yahweh and the associated holy space. In order to come into contact with that which was
regarded as holy, the individual had to be initiated into a state of ritual purity. 4 As Pardes points
out, the proximity which results from the consecration rite in Exodus 24 between Yahweh and
the nation of Israel ‘is accompanied by the blurring of social hierarchies. Each member of the
community assumes the status of a priest and is deemed worthy of approaching the divine.’ 5 In
assessing the narrative of the Sinai Pericope, Schrock proposes: ‘Exodus 19–24 presents the
nation as kingdom of priests (i.e., a corporate priesthood), with no original sense that one tribe
would represent them as priests.’ 6 Of course in the wider intertextual framing of Exodus 19.6a’s
priestly metaphor for Israel, it is necessary to take into account the cultic priestly establishment,
created through Exodus 28—29 and Leviticus 8.

Otto, Nachpriesterschriftliche, 83: ‘In each case the transmission begins with a cultic purification by means of
a blood ritual (Ex 24.6.8 / Lev 8.22–30).’
2
Philip Peter Jenson, Graded Holiness: A Key to the Priestly Conception of the World (Sheffield: Sheffield,
1992), 120.
3
Jenson, Graded Holiness, 119.
4
Hannah K. Harrington, ‘Intermarriage in the Temple Scroll: Strategies of Neutralization,’ in Current Issues in
Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, Roy E. Gane and Ada Taggar–
Cohen, eds. (Atlanta: SBL, 2015), 468: Speaking of the ideal Jerusalem in the Temple Scroll, ‘perhaps the
concept is modelled after the Israelite camp at the biblical Mount Sinai in Exod 19: while the mountain was the
holiest place, the camp below was a temporary assembly of pure Israelites ready to receive God’s revelation.’
5
Pardes, Ancient Israel, 71.
6
Schrock, ‘Corporate–Filial Approach,’ 45.
1
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The priestly construct for understanding holiness and purity was not limited to Israel
and as many scholars have pointed out, is described in surviving first millennium BCE sources
from Neo–Babylonia and Assyria. For example, Waerzeggers describes an initiation ritual for
the ‘nešakku and pašīšu priests of Nippur who were involved in entering the restricted areas of
the temple of Enlil.’7 This gullubu initiation rite was concerned with purification in preparing
the candidate for contact with the holy precincts:
First, the candidate was taken into the bath–house where he undressed to be examined by a
group of cultic experts. The expected standard of purity is explained in this context. If
successful, the candidate was shaven and washed in a series of repetitive purification rites and
incantations. After completion of this bath–house ceremony, a solemn procession took the new
priest into the temple through a special entrance. The priest, who had until now merely
functioned as the object of ritual action and speech, now took the lead and performed additional
purification rites bringing his initiation to completion.8

In the priestly conception of the Israelite world, not unlike the priestly conceptions of
the Akkadians, Hittites, and Neo–Babylonians, a state of purity and holiness was necessary to
come into contact with persons, spaces, or divinity possessing holy status. Personal purity was
also an expectation of those serving as priests in Egypt, the culture which perhaps most
influenced the Hebrew tribes as they settled into the Canaanite area of habitation. 9 Persons
chosen, or entitled to priestly office by birthright, were thus set apart in order to undergo a
highly specialized process. This was necessary in order to achieve the clean and holy status
which was required. This specific preparatory rite was established in the religious regulations
of these cultures. They thus often share recognizable and common features, such as washings,
changes of clothing, animal sacrifices, and sprinkling or pouring upon the head of fragrant oils
or sacrificial blood (or occasionally, as in Israel’s Aaronic rite, a blending of oil and blood),
and participation in ceremonial meals.10

Caroline Waerzeggers, ‘On the Initiation of Babylonian Priests,’ in ZABR 14 (2008), 3.
Waerzeggers, ‘Babylonian Priests,’ 3: Another example is found in the Akkadian text, The Installation of the
Storm God’s High Priestess (1.122), see, Hallo, COS, v 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 427–431, which includes the
elements of shaving, purification, sacrifices, and the pouring upon the head of fragrant oil. The washing of the
new priestess’ feet is specifically mentioned. However, not the complete washing of the body. Perhaps the
shaving ritual, as in the gullubu ritual, would have included ceremonial body washing. The Hittite record
includes Instructions to Priests and Temple Officials (1.83), … ‘Let them be washed and trimmed. Let them be
clothed in clean garments.’ See also Anne Löhnert, ‘Reconsidering the Consecration of Priests in Ancient
Mesopotamia,’ in Your Praise Is Sweet a Memorial Volume for Jeremy Black From Students, Colleagues
and Friends, Heather D. Baker, Eleanor Robson, and Gábor Zólyomi, eds. (London: British Institute for the
Study of Iraq, 2010), 185, 191.
9
Klingbeil, ‘Priests,’ 356. ‘[Egyptian] Priests were involved in various ritual activities and had to live according
to strict purity rules. These purity rules also apparently involved moral dimensions, as can be seen from an
inscription in the temple of Edfu admonishing the priests serving in the temple: “… Do not present yourselves in
a state of sin! Do not enter in a state of filth! Do not tell lies in this house! Divert none of his provisions; do not
levy taxes injuring the little person in favor of the powerful!”’
10
Baker notes in his analysis of Leviticus 8.1–36, ‘recent archaeological finds at Emar in Syria, including texts
that provide interesting parallels to the biblical priestly installation service in a Syrian installation of a priestess
(Fleming 1992). Parallels include anointing with oil (8:12, 30), sacrificing a sheep (8:18–29), the use of baked
goods in the ceremonies (8:26–29), all in a ritual involving several different kinds of sacrifices whose main
7
8
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A comparison of the national priestly preparation described in Exodus 19 and 24 with
the much more narrowly defined professional priestly consecration of Exodus 29 (cf. Leviticus
8) is useful for analysis and support of the thesis that all of Israel was set apart into priestly
national status and function, with the professional priesthood only established afterward in
order to serve as the unmistakable paradigm for all the people. 11 After all, according to the
received Exodus 19—24 text, it was necessary for the entire nation of Israel to be consecrated,
cleansed, atoned for by means of sacrifice, and sprinkled with blood in order to obtain the
necessary status to exist in proximity to the holy mountain sanctuary of Sinai and to draw near
to a holy Yahweh. The necessity of this rite of passage is made just as abundantly clear, as is
the more–narrow rite of passage for the hereditary priesthood in Exodus 29. Thus, it should be
expected that these two priestly ordination rites would share much in common with respect to
their procedural steps, as well as in conceptual emphases. The parallels have been summarized
by Piggot.12 These commonalities are also apparent to Propp, who compares the blood ritual in
Exodus 24, not only with the Pesaḥ of Exodus 12, but also its strikingly similar counterpart in
Exodus 29:
In 19:6, Yahweh promised to make Israel “a priests’ kingdom and a holy nation.” The
prerogative of holy priesthood is to approach God without suffering harm. The blood of Exodus
24 functions like the blood applied to the priest in 29:20, 21: it is a symbolic wound that confers
protection from the divine presence. From Sinai onward, all Israel is Yahweh’s “priests’
kingdom and holy nation.” In confirmation that the rite of passage has been efficacious, Exodus
24 describes Israel’s representative elders beholding God unscathed.13

4.2 Textual Comparison of Exodus 19.3b–25; 24.1–11 and Exodus 29
This chart identifies the primary rites and indicates the significant similarities involved in the
process of national priestly ordination of Exodus 19 and 24, when compared with the initiation
rite of the Aaronic priesthood as it is described in Exodus 29. The ordination process specified
events cover seven days (8:35). The purpose and result of both rituals was sanctification, making the priest holy
(8:10–12, 15, 30).’ David W. Baker, ‘Leviticus,’ in CBC 2, Philip W. Comfort, ed. (Carol Stream: Tyndale,
2008), 57.
11
Gordon Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 140: ‘Israel could see in
the glorious figure of the high priest the personal embodiment of all that the nation ought to be both individually
and corporately.’ Likewise, Davies, Royal Priesthood, 240: ‘The Levitical priesthood as portrayed in Exodus is
not seen as diminishing or supplanting the collective royal priesthood, but as providing a visual model of that
vocation, and secondly as facilitating it.’
12
Piggot, ‘A Response,’ 180–181: ‘The closest ceremonial parallel to Exod 24 is the ordination of Aaron and his
sons–also a ritual of setting apart to a sacred task (Exod 29; Lev 8). In both ceremonies Moses plays a central
(priestly) role. Burnt and well–being sacrifices are offered in both (Exod 24:5; Lev 8:14, 18). Both rituals utilize
the sprinkling of blood on the participants (though in Exod 29 and Lev 8, the blood is mixed with the anointing
oil) (Exod 24:8; 29:21; Lev. 8:30). Both rituals are followed by a meal (Exod 24:11; 29:31–34; Lev. 8:31–32).
Both emphasize the number seven (theophany on the seventh day in Exod 24:16 and a seven–day period of
consecration in Lev 8:33, 35; cf. Exod 29:37). Finally, God’s glory appearing at the tabernacle and fire coming
forth to consume the inaugural offerings (Lev 9:23–24) is strikingly reminiscent of God's glory appearing on Mt.
Sinai as a consuming fire (Exod 24:16–17). These parallels between Exod 24, Exod 29 and Lev 8 suggest a
commonality of purpose. Just as Israel was set apart as a priestly nation by blood anointment, similarly the clan
of Aaron was distinguished among the clans of Israel.’
13
Propp, Exodus 19—40, 309.
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in Exodus 29 for cultic priests is reiterated in essentially the same form in Leviticus 8:
Figure 9: Comparison of the National and Paradigmatic Priestly Ordination Rites
Israelite
National
Priestly
Ordination

Exodus 19 and 24

Aaronic Priestly
Ordination

Exodus 29
(cf. Leviticus 8)

Consecration

קדַ ְׁש ָּ ֶ֥תם
Exodus 19:10,
ַויְקַ דֵּ ׁש אֶ ת־הָּ ָֹּ֔עם
Exodus 19.14

Consecrate them

לְ קַ ֵּ ֶ֥דׁש אֹּ ָּ ִ֖תם
Exodus 29.1

Washing

ֹלתם
ֵֽ ָּ וְ כבְ ִ֖סו ש ְמ
They must wash their
clothing
Exodus 19.10
ֹלתם
ֵֽ ָּ ַוֵַֽֽ ְיכַבְ ִ֖סו ש ְמ
And they washed their
clothing
Exodus 19.14

The priests to be
washed

וְ ָּרחַ צְ ָּ ֶ֥ת אֹּ ָּ ִ֖תם בַ ָּ ֵֽמים
You must wash them
with water
Exodus 29.4

The priests to be
clothed in priestly
garments

וְ לָּקַ חְ ָּ ֹ֣ת אֶ ת־הַ בְ ג ָָּּ֗ד וְ הלְ בַ ְׁש ָּ ֹּ֤ת
ֶ ֵֽאת־אַ ֲהרֹּן
You must take the
clothing/Priestly
garments and clothe
Aaron
Exodus 29.5

Application of
anointing oil

ת־ׁשמֶ ן הַ מ ְׁש ֹ֔ ָּחה
ֹ֣ ֶ ֶוְ ָּ ֵֽלקַ חְ תָּ א
וְ יָּצַ קְ ָּ ִ֖ת עַל־ר ֹּא ֹֹּׁ֑שו ומָּ ׁשַ חְ ָּ ִ֖ת אֹּ תֵֹּֽ ו
You must take the oil
for anointing and pour
it on his (Aaron’s)
head and anoint him.
Exodus 29.7

Sexual
abstinence

Whole burnt
offerings
(the plural
form, suggests
a burnt

ַ ֵֽאל־תגְ ִׁ֖שו אֶ ל־א ָּ ֵֽשה׃
Do not come near to a
woman
Exodus 19.15

ו ַ ֵַֽיעֲלִ֖ ו עֹֹּלֹ֑ ת
And they caused burnt
offerings to go up
Exodus 24.5
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offering for
each tribe)14

Sacrifice of
young bulls

ַוֵַֽֽיזְבְ ֞חו זְבָּ ֶּ֧חים ְׁשל ִָּ֛מים
לַיהוָּ ִ֖ה פ ֵָּֽרים
and they slaughtered
young bulls and
sacrificed them as peace
offerings to Yahweh
Exodus 24.5

Sacrifice of a young
bull

וְ ׁשָּ חַ ְט ָּ ֶ֥ת אֶ ת־הַ פָּ ִ֖ר לפְ נֵּ ֹ֣י
יְהוָּ ֹ֑ה
And you must
slaughter a young bull
before Yahweh
Exodus 29.11

Blood (of the
bulls)
sprinkled
upon the altar

ַַוח ֲֹ֣צי הַ ֹ֔ ָּדם ז ַ ִָּ֖רק עַל־הַ מז ֵּ ְֵֽבח
And half of the blood he
sprinkled on the altar
Exodus 24.6

Blood (of the bull)
applied to the altar

וְ ָּ ֵֽלקַ חְ תָּ מ ַדֹ֣ם הַ ָֹּ֔פר וְ נָּתַ ָּ ִ֛תה עַל־
קַ ְר ֶ֥ ֹּנת הַ מז ְֵּבִ֖חַ בְ אֶ צְ בָּ עֶ ָֹ֑ך וְ אֶ ת־
כָּל־הַ ָּדֹ֣ם ת ְׁש ֹֹּ֔פְך
ַאֶ ל־ ְי ִֹּ֖סוד הַ מז ֵּ ְֵֽבח
And you must take
from the blood of the
young bull and put
blood on the horns of
the altar with your
finger, then all the rest
of the blood you will
pour out at the base of
the altar.
Exodus 29.12

See Exodus 24.5 above

Sacrifice of a ram –
burnt offering

וְ ׁשָּ חַ ְט ָּ ִ֖ת אֶ ת־הָּ ָּ ֹ֑איל
And you must
slaughter the ram
Exodus 29.16

See Exodus 24.6 above

Blood (of the ram)
sprinkled upon the
altar

וְ ָ ָֽלקַ חְ תָ אֶ ת־דָ ֹ֔מֹו וְ ז ַָרקְ ָ ֶ֥ת
עַל־הַ ִמז ְֵבִ֖חַ סָ ִ ָֽביב
And you must take its
blood and you must
sprinkle it upon the
altar
Exodus 29.16
וְ לָּ ֹ֣קַ חְ ֹ֔ ָּת ֵּ ִ֖את הָּ ַ ֹ֣איל הַ שֵּ נֹ֑י
And you must take the
second ram …
וְ ׁשָּ חַ ְט ָּ ֹ֣ת אֶ ת־הָּ ָּ֗ ַאיל
And you must
slaughter the ram
Exodus 29.19, 20

Sacrifice of a
second ram

Archer, Exodus, 263, ‘Fourthly, he had godly young men (since the priestly order had not yet been
constituted) bring up to the altar a burnt offering for each tribe (symbolizing exaltation of God and atonement
for sin).’
14
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Vow(s) of
Affirmation
from all the
people15

Blood (of the
second ram)
sprinkled upon the
altar

וְ ז ַָּרקְ ָּ ֶּ֧ת אֶ ת־הַ ָּדִ֛ם
עַל־הַ מז ְֵּבִ֖חַ סָּ ֵֽביב
and you must sprinkle
the blood all around
the altar
Exodus 29.20

ִ֛ ֹּכל אֲׁשֶ ר־ד ֶבֶ֥ר יְהוָּ ִ֖ה ַנע ֶ ֲֹ֑שה
כָּל־הַ ְדבָּ ִ֛רים אֲׁשֶ ר־ד ֶבֶ֥ר יְהוָּ ִ֖ה
ַנע ֶ ֲֵֽשה
ִ֛ ֹּכל אֲׁשֶ ר־ד ֶבֶ֥ר יְהוָּ ִ֖ה ַנע ֶ ֲֶ֥שה
וְ נ ְׁש ָּ ֵֽמע
All that (the words)
Yahweh has spoken we
will do (and we will be
obedient).
Exodus 19.8; 24.3, 7

Blood
sprinkled
upon all of the
people

וַי ַ ֹּ֤קח מֹּׁשֶ ה אֶ ת־הַ ֹ֔ ָּדם וַי ְז ִ֖ ֹּרק עַל־
הָּ עָּ ֹ֑ם
And Moses took the
blood and he sprinkled it
upon the people
Exodus 24.8

Blood and
Anointing Oil
sprinkled on Aaron
and his sons

ֲׁשר
ֶ֥ ֶ וְ לָּקַ חְ ֞ ָּת מן־הַ ִ֨ ָּדם א
ַ ֵֽעל־הַ מזְבֵּ ַַ֮ח ומ ֶ ֹ֣שמֶ ן הַ מ ְׁשחָּ ה
ֵּית ַ ֵֽעל־אַ ֲהרֹּן
ֹּ֤ ָּ וְ הז
And you must take
some of the blood from
upon the altar and from
the anointing oil and
sprinkle it upon Aaron
Exodus 29.21a

Three days for
national
priestly
ordination

יׁשי
ֹ֑ וְ הָּ יֶ֥ ו ְנכֹּנִ֖ים ַל ֹֹּ֣יום הַ ְשל
And they must be ready
on the third day
Exodus 19.11a
הֱיֶ֥ ו ְנכֹּנִ֖ים ל ְׁשֹלֹ֣ ׁשֶ ת י ָֹּ֑מים
Be ready at three days
Exodus 19.15
See also Exodus 19.16a

Seven days for
hereditary
priesthood
ordination

ׁשבְ עַ ֶ֥ת י ִָּ֖מים ְתמַ לֵּ ֶ֥א י ָּ ֵָּֽדם
For seven days you
will consecrate them
Exodus 29.35

Meal on the
Mountain of
God’s
Presence

ֱֹלהים ַוי ֹּאכְ לִ֖ ו
ֹ֔ ת־הא
ֹ֣ ָּ ֶַוֵַֽֽ ֶיחֱזו א
וַי ְׁש ֵֽתו׃
… and they looked at
Elohim and they ate and
they drank.
Exodus 24.11

Meal at the entrance
of the Tent of
Meeting

וְ אָּ ִַ֨כל אַ ֲה ֹּ֤ ֹּרן ובָּ נָּיו אֶ ת־בְ ַ ֹ֣שר
ֲׁשר בַ ָּסֹ֑ל
ֹ֣ ֶ הָּ ֹ֔ ַאיל וְ אֶ ת־הַ לֶ ִ֖חֶ ם א
ֹּועד׃
ֵֽ ֵּ פֶ ִ֖תַ ח אֶֹּ֥ הֶ ל מ
And Aaron and his
sons must eat the meat
from the ram and the
bread which is in the
basket at the entrance
of the tent of meeting.
Exodus 29.32

Dale Patrick, ‘The Covenant Code Source,’ in VT, XXVII, 2 (1977), 149: ‘Exod. xix 5–6 are formulated in a
grammatical conditional … The protasis, or conditional clause, is a definition of the requirements of the position
or vocation designated by the titles of the apodosis. We could paraphrase our conditional thus: Being Yahweh's
own possession, his holy nation and kingdom of priests, entails submitting to his will. The definition is
formulated in a conditional statement to make it an offer to Israel which she can accept or reject.’
15
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The comparison of Israel’s national priestly ordination in Exodus 19 and 24 with that
of the hereditary Aaronic priesthood in Exodus 29 highlights the elements shared in common,
while also indicating more complexity and added elements for the paradigmatic priestly ritual.
Differences can largely be explained by the increasingly narrow and defined priestly status and
functions represented, i.e. ‘priestly kingdom,’ Aaronic priesthood, and high priest. Some
scholars have also traced commonalities in the processes that exist between Exodus 24 and
Leviticus 8–9:
In each case, the tradition begins with a ritual purification by a blood ritual (Ex 24, 6.8 / Lev 8,
22–30). The blood ritual is followed by a meal (Ex 24, 9–11 / Lev 8, 31f.), a 6/7 day preparatory
phase (Ex 24, 15.16a / Lev 8, 33–36) and the encounter with God (Ex 24, 16b. 18 / Lev 9, 23a)
with the theophany of the Kabod of God as a goal and a high point (Ex 24, 1f./Lev 9, 23b. 24).16

A significant difference that must also be observed at the outset is that the national
priestly ordination (as described in Exodus 19 and 24) was a unique event, while the hereditary
high priestly ritual was prescribed for every new initiate to the office and therefore repeated
frequently throughout the history of the institution. Also, the high priestly rite recorded in
Exodus 29 (cf. Leviticus 8) unfolded over a seven–day period. While it is accurate to say that
Israel as a national entity did periodically renew the priestly covenant with Yahweh, some of
the prescribed stages of the initiation rite recorded in Exodus 19 and 24, especially the blood
manipulation ritual, were not repeated, at least according to the surviving documents. However,
it is also important to note, with Milgrom, that the anointing of the regular priests, like that of
the priestly nation, was never repeated:
Whereas each succeeding high priest was anointed (6:15 [Eng. 22]), the anointing of the first
priests was never repeated; it was to be valid for their posterity (Exod 29:9; 40:15b). This
concept has proved to be ancient, for it is found in the Tell el–Amarna letters, in which a vassal
stakes his authority on his grandfather’s anointment. The difference between the status of the
high priest and that of the ordinary priests explains the difference in the consecratory rites. The
ordinary priest was born a priest, a status that is inherited and requires no special
sanctification.17

Just as the nation of Israel received its inaugural priestly anointing once for all time,
and thus the succeeding generations possessed their common priestly status by virtue of their
birthright, so also the hereditary cultic priests were institutionalized and given an inheritable
status by virtue of the very first anointing ceremony. Neither of these ordination rites was
repeated. It was, however, necessary with each new high priest, to set him apart from the other
priests, into his higher status and function, by means of the aspersion of the holy oil.

16
17

Otto, Nachpriesterschriftliche, 83.
Milgrom, Leviticus, 81–82.
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4.3 Analysis of Exodus 19.3b–25; 24.1–11 and Exodus 29
It is immediately apparent from the textual record that both the national and the Aaronic priestly
rites began with a period and a process of consecration. In order to draw near to the holy
Yahweh and to have access to the sacred space he occupies, it was necessary to move from a
state of uncleanness to cleanness and to move from profane to holy along the holiness spectrum.
In each example, the persons involved experienced a series of stages or steps comprising a rite
of passage to achieve the necessary holiness status.18 For the series of steps included in the
Aaronic priestly ritual, Jenson employs the term ‘rite of separation.’19
Conceptually this term denoting a setting apart would also be suitable for Israel’s
national priestly rite, for the nation is designated as Yahweh’s treasured people from among all
the peoples, even though all the earth is his (Exodus 19.5b). Thus, as the Aaronic priests were
separated from God’s priestly nation, in order to fulfil their cultic functions, so also Israel was
separated from the other nations, in order to fulfil its priestly functions vertically with respect
to Yahweh and horizontally with respect to others, both from inside and from outside its societal
structures. As will be discussed in chapters 5 and 7, these functions, although priestly in
conception, do not equate to the Aaronic sacerdotal duties prescribed in Exodus, Leviticus, and
elsewhere with respect to the operations and sacrifices of the tabernacle or the temple. The
narrative of Numbers 16 (Korah’s rebellion), particularly the consequences described in verse
35, indicate a clear conceptual division was constructed between the priestly pattern of living
established for the kingdom of Israel and the priestly cultic functions reserved for the priests.
Similarly, as Aaronic priests had to be consecrated in order to come into contact with
the holy precincts of the tabernacle, so also the newly constituted and covenantally–called
priestly nation had to be consecrated in order to approach the mountain of God’s presence,
which operates within the Sinai Event as Israel’s first holy sanctuary and place of worship for
Yahweh. The concept of holy or sacred space operates in the Sinai narrative with respect to the
mountain much the same way it operates with reference to the boundaries and the holy and
most holy spaces of the tabernacle. 20

18

Isabel Cranz, Atonement and Purification: Priestly and Assyro–Babylonian Perspectives on Sin and its
Consequences, FAT 2 (2017), 94: ‘even though it is the divine glory that ultimately consecrated the priests and
the sanctuary, both are made subject to several ritual measures before they enter into the sphere of holiness.’
19
Jenson, Graded Holiness, 120.
20
For a fuller discussion of correlations in sacred boundaries, spaces, and architecture between Mount Sinai
precincts and the tabernacle, see Morales, The Tabernacle, 253–257.
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4.4 The Significance of Sacred Space
‘Space is indispensable to the performance of ritual. The efficacy and meaning of rituals depend
upon their performance within the proper and appropriate ritual space.’ 21 This conception of
cultic holy spaces, often heightened with increasing proximity or access to the deity, was
common in the ancient Near East. For example, with respect to the Babylonian priesthood in
the 6th century, ‘as servants of the gods, the priests had access to areas of the temple that were
closed for non–priests. Several zones of increasing sacrality encapsulated the inner sanctuary
of Babylonian temples, and crossing these zones was an important privilege that distinguished
the priesthood from other groups in society.’ 22 Such graded holiness was integrated into the
Israelites’ wilderness tent structure and later temples of Yahweh. There also appears to be this
kind of sacred spatial orientation with respect to Mt. Sinai during the Yahweh theophany
narrative of Exodus 19—24.
Exodus 19.12–13, 21–25, within the narrative framework of the Mt. Sinai encounter,
describes the establishment of sacred or ritual boundaries around the mountain upon which the
holy presence of Yahweh will descend. 23 The narrative of Exodus 19.12–25 makes it clear that
violation of these holiness boundaries will result in death. 24 It is also possible that these
boundaries were consecrated through the blood manipulation ritual of Exodus 24.6, in which
half of the blood of the sacrifices is thrown against the altar. If Cranz is correct in her theory
concerning the similar process specified for the tabernacle in Leviticus 8.15, then in fact, the
altar erected at Mount Sinai was ‘introduced into the realm of the holy’ 25 through the
application of the blood, thus emphasising the necessity of the boundaries put in place to protect
the sanctity of the mountain’s theophany spaces.
While Cranz, Gilders, and Gorman develop this interpretation with respect to the
tabernacle, not to the mountain, the connections between the creation of sacred boundaries and
the manipulation of sacrificial blood which exist between Exodus 19; 24 (Mount Sinai) on the
one hand, and Exodus 27.9–19; 29.12 and Leviticus 8.15 (the Tabernacle) on the other hand
cannot be ignored. There is also a congruence in the blood manipulation ritual such that through

Mark K. George, Israel’s Tabernacle as Social Space, AIL, 2 (Atlanta: SBL, 2009), 108.
Caroline Waerzeggers, ‘The Babylonian Priesthood in the Long Sixth Century BC,’ in ZABR 14 (2008), 64.
Also, 65: ‘Access to these zones appears to have been governed by concerns of purity.’
23
Gentry, ‘The Meaning of “Holy,” 405–406: ‘in 19:23, Moses receives the order to consecrate (Piel  )קַ דֵּ ׁשthe
mountain, which has been “delimited” or “marked off” … The verb קַ דׁש, however, in relation to the mountain is
in the same stem as in verses 10–14, where it is used in relation to the people. It is difficult to discover a
semantic difference between two identical uses of the verb.’
24
Larry Perkins, ‘The Greek Translator of Exodus Interpres (translator) and Expositor (interpretor) His
Treatment of Theophanies,’ in JSJ 44 (2013), 30: ‘Even for this limited exposure to Yahweh Israel must submit
to extensive purification.’
25
Cranz, Atonement and Purification, 119.
21
22
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the sharing of the sacrificial blood, both the spaces and the persons are made holy. 26 Through
this blood rite, a connection or holiness bond is established between the holy spaces and the
holy persons. Scholars have also noted how those that undergo such sanctification rites elevate
the value and authority of their social status.27
In connection with these holiness boundaries at Mount Sinai, strict warnings are
repeated with respect to both the people as a whole (19.12–13, 21, 24) and also to those serving
as pre–Aaronic priests (19.22, 24). These warnings involve the necessity of consecration for
drawing near, the close observance of the sacred boundaries, and varying degrees of access,
which seemed to also be expressed vertically 28 (i.e. all those consecrated was permitted some
access, but access nearest to Yahweh and the holiest spaces were limited to Moses and Aaron). 29
Therefore, the original sacred space, with its carefully delineated boundaries and warnings for
the tribes of Israel, was not the tabernacle (and its future, more permanent iteration—the
temple), but rather the mountain of God, Mount Sinai.30 Hurowitz goes so far as to describe the
setting in Exodus 24.3–8 as a forerunner or protoype of the later sacred physical structures
(tabernacle and temple). 31 Jacob notes the importance of mountains when perceived as a
‘framework of a gigantic building of which heaven is the higher floor (Ps. 18.16; 24.2; 75.4;
93.1; Prov. 8.29),’ and thus they ‘form the connection between heaven and earth.’32
Maintaining a consistent conception of the holiness requirements between Mount Sinai and the
tabernacle helps clarify the need for the elaborate consecration and blood manipulation for the
whole nation of Israel, just as it does for hereditary priesthood.
26

Frank Gorman, Ideology of Ritual: Space, Time and Status in the Priestly Theology (Sheffield: JSOT, 1990),
104. From Leviticus 8, concerning blood manipulation: ‘is a ritual of founding in which there is a convergence
of the consecration of sacred space and the institutionalization of the status of the priesthood in such a way that
the meaning of sacred space and the meaning of priesthood are interrelated.’
27
David P. Wright, ‘Ritual Theory, Ritual Texts, and the Priestly–Holiness Writings of the Pentateuch,’ in
Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion: Essays in Retrospect and Prospect, 71, Saul M. Olyan, ed.
(Atlanta: SBL, 2012), 209.
28
George, Israel’s Tabernacle, 128: ‘Moses’ unique and exalted social position is matched by his singular
ability to ascend vertically into the deity’s presence.’
29
Mark Scarlata, The Abiding Presence: A Theological Commentary on Exodus (London: SCM, 2018), 149–
150: ‘At Sinai the outer court of holy space is at the base of the mountain where the people must be consecrated
before appearing in YHWH’s presence … The inner court at Sinai is up the mountain where only Aaron, Joshua
and a select group are able to ascend with Moses (24.1–14). The uppermost portion is the Holy of Holies and it
is only Moses who can go into the ‘thick darkness where God was’ (20.21) as he receives the law. The threefold
division of holy space foreshadows the architecture of the tabernacle and the cultic regulations regarding how
Israel can approach the divine.’
30
See Cassuto, Exodus, 229, 484–485, and Hearson, Sacred Space, 52. Hearson equates the function of the
space at Mount Sinai to that of the tabernacle, and (see xvii) to other physical spaces sanctified by Yahweh
(Bethel, Shiloh, Beersheba, etc.), as ‘meeting places between God and man.’ See also Angel Manuel Rodríguez,
‘Sanctuary Theology in the Book of Exodus,’ in AUSS 24.2 (1986), 132–134, esp. the illustrated comparison of
progressive holiness/sacred spaces at Sinai and tabernacle on 133.
31
Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, ‘“For Instruction Shall Come Forth from Zion”: Biblical and Mesopotamian
Temples as Palaces of Justice,’ in Current Issues in Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob
Milgrom and Beyond, Roy E. Gane and Ada Taggar–Cohen, eds. (Atlanta: SBL, 2015), 401: ‘So the laws given
at Sinai are construed as having been promulgated and recorded in a temple–like setting.’
32
Edmond Jacob, Theology of the Old Testament, Arthur Heathcote and Philip Allcock, tr. (London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 1961), 146.
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Many shared features established in Exodus 27.9–19 and 38.9–20 (the sacred court
boundaries of the tabernacle) and warnings concerning limits in terms of persons and seasons
for access to the holiest of spaces (Leviticus 16) are also conceptually present in Exodus 19.12–
24. With these ritual perceptions of sacred space already put into practice with respect to Mount
Sinai, it was necessary also for there to be a consecrating ritual, not only for the space itself,
but also for those who would have access to this sacred space. This national priestly ritual
consisted of ceremonial washing, sacrifices, blood manipulation, vows, and a ceremonial meal.
With respect to this rite of passage to a consecrated or holy status, there are again many parallels
to the Aaronic priestly rite prescribed in Exodus 29 (cf. Leviticus 8). There are also parallels in
terms of the access to that space which is designated holy, once the necessary stages of the rite
have been accomplished:
Much as the priest is allowed to go up the steps of the altar (provided that he covered his
nakedness) to a site no one else is allowed to enter (see Exod. 20:26, 28:42–43), so the people
as a whole, being a “kingdom of priests,” may enter the sacred zone of the mountain of God
and witness His descent.33

Summing up the central importance of sacred space and Israel’s priestly conceptions of
the world, George postulates that ‘the Priestly cosmology is a coherent system, one in which
social classifications are realized in spatial classifications, and vice versa. These two
classificatory systems are mutually dependent and reinforce one another.’ 34 Thus in any given
situation related to degrees of holiness of sacred space, those who would seek access must attain
the equivalent degree of holiness as well. As Malone describes it: ‘The concentric bands of
graded holiness correspond to the levels of access privilege that are appropriate to different
members of the Israelite community.’ 35 This system, more carefully defined in the text with
respect to the tabernacle, seems to be in place also about Mount Sinai’s geographic space. Just
as there were three differing spaces in the tabernacle and the later temple, so also the Sinai
Pericope narrates a tripartrite division with boundaries according to a spectrum of holiness. 36
The priestly conceptual system also provides some support for the national priestly
status of Israel, for just as the priests enjoyed access privileges to the tabernacle and later temple
sanctified spaces, so at Sinai after the vows, consecration, and blood manipulation, the gathered
fledgling nation was allowed access into holy space. There is a correlation between holy space

33

Pardes, Ancient Israel, 71.
Mark K. George, ‘Socio–Spatial Logic and the Structure of the Book of Numbers,’ in Constructions of Space
IV: Further Developments in Examining Ancient Israel’s Social Space, Mark K. George, ed., (London: T&T
Clark, 2013), 31.
35
Malone, God’s Mediators, 20.
36
Scarlata, Abiding Presence, 149.
34
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access and priestly status. 37 If, as George proposes, ‘The paradigmatic example of Israel’s
socially constructed ritual space is the tabernacle, and it serves as the reference point orienting
much of Priestly ritual,’ 38 then, at least for the brief assemblage at Mount Sinai, the sacred
mountain space orients the ‘priestly kingdom’ ritual described in Exodus 19—24.
In the final analysis, the penultimate parallel between Sinai and the tabernacle is that
both become loci for a theophany of Yahweh. In both examples, either through their
representatives (Exodus 24.10–11) or directly (Leviticus 9.23), the priestly nation beheld
something of God’s glory without incurring harm.39 As Milgrom explains, ‘The equivalence of
the tabernacle theophany with that of Sinai is an essential, indeed indispensable, axiom of P.
The tabernacle, in effect, becomes a portable Sinai, an assurance of the permanent presence of
the Deity in Israel’s midst.’ 40 This priestly conceptual link is furthered in the narrative just a
few verses after the glorified fellowship meal event. The glory cloud of Yahweh is described
in both Exodus 24.15–18 and Exodus 40.34–35 as occupying holy space. The former
manifestation involved part of the mountain and the latter the tabernacle enclosure. 41 Exodus
19.3b—24.11, 15–18 presents Sinai as the proto–temple of Yahweh, a boundaried sacred space
requiring special status as prerequisite for access.

4.5 The Significance of Cleansing
The initial stages of movement from unclean to clean and profane to holy involve the wearing
of cleansed or new clothing. In the case of the national priestly rite the people are to wash their
clothing (ֹלתם
ֵֽ ָּ )וְ כבְ ִ֖סו ש ְמ, which was no doubt soiled from the difficult journey from Egypt to
Sinai. Prior to dressing in freshly cleaned clothing, the Israelites would also have washed their
bodies, indicated by the use of the broader term, וְ קדַ ְׁש ָּ ֶ֥תם, signifying consecration. 42 For the
Aaronic priests the rite called for the changing from common clothing to the clean and
specialized dress designed for the priestly office. Yet even the blue–dyed robe reserved for the
priests alone shared something in common with a symbol worn by every Israelite male—‘the
blue cord on the fringes (Num. 15:38) that every Israelite should wear on a four–cornered
garment. This implies a remarkable symbolical democratization of both the priestly and royal
dignity to embrace all Israel as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (19:6).’ 43 Exodus 29.4
indicates that Aaron and his sons were brought to the entrance of the tent of meeting and washed
George, ‘Socio–Spatial Logic,’ 38. George finds confirmation of the priestly spatial system: ‘The
congregation has access to court space, a sign of their holy status as the people of YHWH, and the people are a
priestly kingdom and holy nation (Exod 19:6).’
38
George, Israel’s Tabernacle, 108.
39
Scarlata, Abiding Presence, 178.
40
Milgrom, Leviticus, 89.
41
Arguing along the same lines, see Davies, Royal Priesthood, 139.
42
Sklar, Sin, Impurity, 121.
43
Larsson, Bound for Freedom, 222.
37
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( )וְ ָּרחַ צְ ָּ ֶ֥תprior to donning their specialized priestly attire. In her assessment of the Aaronic
priestly ritual, Cranz writes, ‘The details of this process, which included washing, anointing
and the donning of priestly vestments, all inform us of the close ties between the priests, the
people and the God they served at the sanctuary.’ 44
A divergence in the descriptions of the ordination procedure becomes more evident in
the next step identified for the preparation and consecration of the nation to their priesthood, in
that they were required to practise sexual abstinence for the three–day period of preparation
and meeting with Yahweh. This practice is not specifically mentioned in connection with the
ordination process stipulated for the Aaronic priesthood, although this abstinence may be
implied or understood, as in other cases of the use of the term  קדׁשin the hithpael, as has been
previously pointed out by Sklar. 45 This form of physical consecration was common in the
ancient Near East.46
However, the hereditary priestly candidates do receive a special anointing of holy oil as
they are set apart to the high priestly office. This element is not included in Israel’s Priestly
National Covenant ceremony. Neither is it applied in full strength to the regular priestly
officials, but is mixed with the blood of the sacrifices. This is a significant ritualistic means
through which designated persons, clothing, and other intended cult items are set apart unto
Yahweh as holy. Again, Sklar’s analysis is helpful in this regard:
 קדׁשoccurs most frequently in the priestly literature in the piel and predominantly with a
factitive use. In this regard, both people and objects are ‘consecrated’ or ‘sanctified’, that is,
made holy. In many of these instances,  קדׁשoccurs in the context of a specific rite. For example,
a major feature of the rites for consecrating the tabernacle and its contents, as well as Aaron and
his sons, is anointing them or sprinkling them with the holy anointing oil.47

4.6 The Significance of Sacrifices
Sacrifices constitute a significant portion of the rituals for both national and paradigmatic
priestly ordination rites. For Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ there is first the offering of whole
burnt offerings, perhaps one for each of the twelve tribes, to obtain forgiveness of sin for the
people through the shed blood. This is then followed by the offering of young bulls for each
tribe as fellowship or peace offerings, which will be ‘eaten as a shared or communion meal
before Yahweh.’48 The blood of the sacrifices was divided into two portions, 49 with half of the
blood sprinkled by Moses upon the new altar he had constructed at the foot of Mount Sinai.
44

Cranz, Atonement and Purification, 94.
Sklar, Sin, Impurity, 121.
46
Karel van der Toorn, ‘Theology, Priests, and Worship in Canaan and Ancient Israel,’ in CANE 3, Jack M.
Sasson, ed. (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1995), 2052.
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Sklar, Sin, Impurity, 117–118.
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Archer, Exodus, 263. See also, John Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era: A Series of Lectures on Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy (New York: Randolph, 1881), 96.
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Childs, Exodus, 506.
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‘The halving of the blood and its sprinkling on both the altar and the participants repeats only
in the ordination of the Aaronide priesthood in Lev 8:22–30.’50
Similarly, for the hereditary priestly ritual, there must be a young bull offered as a
substitute for the sinful people. Its blood was also used for the altar, albeit carefully applied to
the horns of the altar and then poured out on the base of the altar. This offering was followed
by the whole burnt offering of a ram. Then, a third sacrifice in the Aaronic rite was also
required, but differed from the national priestly ordination in that it was the offering of a ram
specifically for Aaron’s consecration to the office and for his sons as well. In this case, the
ram’s blood would be sprinkled upon the altar, the candidates and their priestly garments, and
applied very precisely to the right ear, right hand, and right big toe of each of the initiates
(Exodus 29.20).
Yet while the number of sacrifices and the order differs here from that of the Priestly
National Covenant rite, it must be noted that in both cases the blood of the sacrifices was poured
or sprinkled upon the altar and the persons set apart and received into priestly status had the
blood of the sacrifice sprinkled upon them. This step in the ritual was absolutely essential in
setting apart the nation of Israel (in accordance with the status and function assigned to it in
Exodus 19.6)51 and the individuals of the Aaronic lineage for their priestly status and function
as holy to Yahweh. There seems to be significance to the substances used for the anointing,
which varies across a spectrum, not unlike the spectrum of degrees of holiness and access for
various societal groups and individuals (priestly nation, priests, high priest).

4.7 The Significance of Vows
Many scholars have already noted the importance, as well as the repetition, in the Sinai
narrative of Exodus 19 and 24, of the affirming vows of the Hebrew tribes in response to
Yahweh’s offer of covenant, priesthood, and holy status.52 These oaths are considered an
integral part of what Crook refers to as ‘covenantal exchange.’ 53 The corporate, covenant oaths

Dozeman, Exodus, 566. W. Göbell, in his article: ‘Blut,' in Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart. HTRE
Band A–C, Kurt Galling, ed. (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1957), 1328, ‘In the sacrificial ritual, the blood is
manipulated by sprinkling the altar (Ex 29, 21; earlier: the temple curtain, Lev 11, 6, Num 19, 4) Yahweh, on the
other hand, exchanged the sprinkling of altar and people with one and the same animal blood for a covenant, Ex
24, 3ff.’
51
Kürle, Exodus, 231, notes: ‘The sprinkling of the entire people with blood (24:8) a ritual usually reserved for
the consecration of priests in Israel, underscores this narrative portrayal of an ideal Israel, then and there at
Sinai.’ See also Seters, The Pentateuch, 159.
52
Wells, ‘Exodus,’ 76: ‘The whole of YHWH’s speech is addressed to corporate Israel, and the people as a
whole reply to it. The concern here is with the priesthood of all believers … and not, as much of Protestant
interpretation has traditionally taken it to mean in the light of 1 Peter 2, the priesthood of every believer.’
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Zeba A. Crook, ‘Reciprocity: Covenantal Exchange as a Test Case,’ in Ancient Israel: The Old Testament in
Its Social Context, Philip F. Esler, ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 84–85.
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of agreement by the Hebrew tribes in Exodus 19.8 and 24.3, 7 serve as narrative brackets. 54
This particular feature is not prescribed for the Aaronic priestly consecration ritual. However,
its usage in the Mount Sinai narrative is quite significant as it narratively and textually connects
the events of these two chapters. As Nicholson observes:
Thus, what is set out in programmatic manner in Exodus 19:3b–8 is finally completed in 24:3–
8 where Israel gives its pledge of obedience to the words of the covenant and is then, as the
author of Exodus 19:3b–8 took it, constituted as Yahweh’s ‘kingdom of priests and a holy
nation’. By such means Exodus 24:3–8 has been interpreted as the solemn commissioning of
Israel as a holy nation, obedient to God’s will and functioning among the nations in a manner
that a priesthood functions in a society—a theologically striking understanding and extension
of the ritual described in 24:3–8.55

The vows that Israel make here in accepting the terms of Yahweh’s covenant and calling
to priestly status function as his holy nation and treasured people indicate that God did not
impose this exalted status function or the conditions of the covenant on the tribes of Israel at
Sinai. Three times they affirmed the words which Moses had brought to them from God as his
mediator. Assman points out the significance of this unusual communal arrangement,
especially when compared to other ancient civilizations. A potential parallel, however, does
exist with respect to ancient Egyptian civilization:
By accepting the terms of the covenant, they [Israelites] became not simply a “nation”
but a nation unlike any other. The Book of Exodus defines this idea as “a kingdom of
priests, and a holy nation” (mamleket kōhǎnîm wěgôy qādôš). The Israelites were to
behave toward all the other nations on earth as priests to the profane. The Egyptians
saw themselves in much the same way during the final phase of their culture. Faced by
their impending doom, they called their land “the temple of the entire universe.” 56
It is also noteworthy, as Davies points out, that the people’s solemn vow, when repeated
in verse 7, includes the emphatic phrase ‘ וְ נ ְׁש ָּ ֵֽמעand we will obey.’ ‘This is an explicit response
to the conditional ‘( אם־ׁשָּ מֹֹּּ֤ ו ַע ת ְׁש ְמעוif you obey’) of 19.5.’57 The new nation accepts the terms
and the stipulations of the covenant offered by Yahweh and the functional requirements
associated with serving as his ‘priestly kingdom.’ In the Exodus 19—24 pericope there is
woven together the conception of covenant and priestly consecration. The sealing of the
covenant and the consecration of Israel to its priestly status function in Exodus 24 is ultimately
symbolized through the aspersion of sacrificial blood upon the assembled people.

Childs, Exodus, 503: ‘The repetition by the people of the same response (19.8 and 24.3, 7) marks the
beginning and end of the one great covenant event.’
55
Ernest W. Nicholson, God and His People: Covenant and Theology in the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon,
1986), 173.
56
Assman, Religion, 187. Also, Keyser, Exodus, 325: ‘The whole procedure is somewhat like the manner of the
service in Egyptian temples by the chief priests minus, of course, the sacrificed animals. In that service the priest
likewise repeated the ceremonial, just as Israel now heard the covenant read a second time.’
57
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4.8 The Significance of Aspersion (Sprinkling or Splattering)
In Exodus 24.8, one half of the sacrificial blood (the portion not splashed against the altar, verse
6), is applied to the people of the tribes of Israel gathered at the mountain who have accepted
the terms of Yahweh’s covenant.58 This application of blood to the initiates occurs only here
and in the Aaronic priestly ordination ritual recorded in Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8. 59 With
respect to the entire nation of Israel, the blood rite in Exodus 24, which may be presented in the
text as more profusive than the English term ‘sprinkling’ implies, is unique. 60 Schmidt, in
describing this sprinkling of blood on the participants, ‘characterises the ceremony as
commemorating the distribution and application of the blood for ordination (Ex 29, 20f., Lev
8, 23f. 30).’61 Nicholson sees the blood aspersion rite as a vehicle for commissioning in order
for the emerging coalition of Hebrew tribes to function in Yahweh’s service, ‘just as the
consecration of priests was a commissioning to the office of priest.’ 62
Albertz and Davies understand the ritual sprinkling or aspersion of blood upon all of
Israel gathered at the mountain as signifying the same meaning as the aspersion rite in the
Aaronic priestly ordination. 63 Albertz concludes that this is the result of a later redactor,
building upon Priestly material in Exodus 29. His comments are significant in demonstrating
the clear, priestly conceptual connections between the two ordination rituals:
The rite shown by the REX [Redactor] does not correspond to the usual rituals of covenant. His
close parallel is in the rite of priestly ordination … Probably in this rite the special attachment
Gilders, Blood Ritual, 39: ‘When they affirm that they will give active obedience to Yahweh’s
commandments, Moses takes the reserved blood and tosses it “on the people” (‘al–hā‘ām) just as he tossed
blood on the altar. Because the verb zrq indicates a flinging motion, we may envisage Moses standing before the
people, perhaps elevated above them, and tossing blood out of a vessel of some sort—perhaps the “bowls” in
which it was stored, if these could be picked up and handled—so that it fell down on the people.’
59
Ludwig Schmidt, ‘Dekalog und Bundesbuch im Kontext von Exodus 19–24,’ in ZAW 128.4 (2016), 588–589:
‘In 24.6, 8 the ritual of priestly ordination (Ex 29.20; Lev 8.23ff, 30) is applied to the people. Of course, in
ordination only certain body parts of the priest are covered in blood and the remainder is splattered on the altar.
In contrast, in 24.8, half of the blood of the sacrificial animals is splattered on the people. But this difference is
due to the fact that here individual persons are not consecrated as priests but rather the people are consecrated.
By this consecration there exists between 24.6–8 and 19.3b–8 a close relationship … In 24.6–8 the people are
then ordained as priests.’
60
Amy Peeler, ‘Desiring God: The Blood of the Covenant in Exodus 24,’ in BBR 23.2 (2013), 187: ‘In no other
ceremony is the entire congregation of Israel anointed with blood, and in no other instance is the anointing so
effusive.’ Peeler continues, on 195: ‘The term employed here  זרקindicates an effusive application. Used
frequently for the splashing of the blood around the altar and in several instances in juxtaposition to the precise
application of blood to the priests  זרקdenotes the application of a substance in a widespread and often imprecise
manner … Though this verb appears 25 times with sacrificial blood as its object, it is only here that blood is
tossed on people as well as the altar.’
61
Schmidt, Exodus, Sinai und Mose, 89. Also, DeLapp, Theophanic, 62: ‘Moses splashes the blood of the
sacrifices on the people in a manner analogous to the priests’ sanctification ceremony in Leviticus.’ For
comparison to the blood manipulation described in Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8, see Ludwig Schmidt, ‘Israel und
das Gesetz Ex 19,3b–8 und 24,3–8 als literariseher und theulugiseher Rahmen für das Bundesbueh,’ in ZAW
113.2 (2001), 170: ‘Here is the ritual ordination of the people … According to 24.8 the people were ordained
priests by Moses.’
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Nicholson, God and His People, 172.
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of the priests to the altar, representing God, and his full involvement in God, which
encompassed his hearing, acting and walking, would be symbolized. If the REX was likely to be
guided by this or a similar ordination for priests, then in his final ritual he wanted to show that
Israel as a whole was so closely tied to YHWH and so directly commissioned by him as was
ordinarily for priests. At the original covenant, he wanted to express that Israel was really the
‘kingdom of priests’ as YHWH had promised in his federal offer (Ex 19, 6).64

The rite of aspersion with blood therefore served to connect the people of Israel with
Yahweh,65 as well as concretely applying the efficacy of the sacrifice for the atonement of the
sins of the people. Thus it would serve to draw the people into relationship or communion with
God,66 by means of purification and sanctification. This use of blood did not derive from
Egyptian religious rituals. 67 Alexander describes this ‘unusual blood–scattering ritual’ as
‘clearly intended to sanctify the people, making them holy.’ 68 Again, the necessity to move the
participants in the ordination rite from unclean to clean and from common to holy in order to
draw near to the holy Yahweh is paramount.69
Thus, both the nation of Israel (Exodus 19 and 24) and the Aaronic priests (Exodus 29,
cf. Leviticus 8) were consecrated, 70 moved into a state of holiness in order to approach the holy
Yahweh and the holy spaces, by means of the sprinkling of the sacrificial blood. 71 Before the
64

Albertz, Exodus 19—40, 139–140.
Buber, Kingship of God, 121: ‘The deciding factor here, is that both partners, the altar as representative of the
deity, and the people, are treated in the same way as the two parties of a sacral–legal act of reciprocity.’ See
also Salo Wittmayer Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews: To the Beginning of the Christian Era, v
I (New York: Columbia, 1966), 51. Alternatively, Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, v I, J. A.
Baker, trans. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 43, interprets the blood ritual as ‘in the class of mystery rites
for renewing the life of the community.’
66
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Canonical Approach to the Fulfilment of God’s Saving Promises (New Haven: Yale, 2009), 47: ‘It is striking
and noteworthy that the blood is sprinkled both on the altar—symbolizing the presence of God—and on the
people. The sprinkling of blood is a ritualized oath–curse—in technical terminology, a Drohritus … The mutual
sprinkling of blood may also convey the idea that both parties now share one blood—that is, they have become
kin.’
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Lectures, Princeton Theological Seminary (Oberlin: BSac, 1920), 270–271: ‘In the Egyptian sacrifices the
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taken of the blood.’
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Grove: IVP, 2009), 824, argues against cleansing: ‘Such splattering is not a means of cleansing or forgiveness,
but a sign of being sealed into a covenant relationship with Yhwh (Ex 24:8).’
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Dozeman, Exodus, 566: ‘The ritual may function as a way of sealing the covenant. But the parallel to Lev
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Erhard Blum, Studien zur Komposition des Pentateuch, BZAW 189 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1990), 51–52: ‘And
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sacrificial blood not used for the altar “on the people” (v. 8)? E. Ruprecht rightly considered the latter to be the
next OT parallel to Ex. 29.20ff; Lev. 8:22ff, where Aaron and his sons are consecrated as priests by coating them
with (for the altar) the sacrificial blood (!) and understands 24.8 to be “analogous to the rite of priestly
ordination for the sanctification of the people.’
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blood rite, neither the representatives of the nation of Israel 72 nor the Aaronic priests could
cross the holiness boundaries to draw near to Yahweh. After the aspersion ritual involving the
application of the sacrificial blood, both the priestly nation and the hereditary priests were in a
grade of holiness permitting them access to the holy, the difference being that, with respect to
the hereditary priesthood, this rite of aspersion also included the anointing oil admixed with the
blood:
The remaining blood was splashed against the altar of burnt offering (29:20). A mixture of
blood and the anointing oil was further sprinkled on the priests and their clothes (v. 21). Through
these acts, the priests were brought into a special covenant with the Lord similar to the aspersion
of the sacrificial blood on both the people and the altar when Israel was consecrated to be a
“priestly kingdom and a holy nation (19:6; 24:6–8). The priests were thus made “holy.”73

The central importance of the blood ritual with respect to the consecration of the
Aaronic priests is not a disputed point in most of the scholarly literature. Rooke’s analysis of
the connection between anointing and priesthood is instructive here. She argues that some form
of the anointing rite (using oil or using oil mixed with the sacrificial blood) was essential with
respect to the priesthood as a whole and to the high priestly office in particular.74 It is therefore
also significant that this aspersive blood rite was a key part of the inauguration of the covenant
between Israel and Yahweh and the nation’s consecration as a ‘priestly kingdom’ and a ‘holy
nation.’75
Perhaps what is being conceptually represented is a progression of priestliness or a
priestly pattern for consecration, from the ‘priestly kingdom’ to the Aaronic priestly office, and
finally to Aaron and his heirs as the high priest. Thus, the broadest category of priestliness
(Israel as a nation) received an anointing in only the sacrificial blood. While those ordained to
the hereditary priesthood are anointed by a mixture of the holy oil and the blood of the sacrifice.
Then the person set apart specifically for the highest office of priestliness, as high priest,
receives the additional anointing, which is comprised purely of the holy oil.
Conceived of in this way, there would be grades of distinction between types (or
persons) of priestliness. As the high priest was distinguished from the other priests in the
sufficiently resembles the blood ritual in the ordination ceremony that makes Aaron and his sons (and their
vestments) “holy” ... (Exod 29:21; cf. Lev 8:30) as to imply that the Sinai ritual similarly invests the Israelites
as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”’
72
Simon Patrick, A Commentary Upon the Second Book of Moses (London: Rose and Crown, 1697), 468:
Patrick proposes that the second half of the divided blood was actually sprinkled upon the elders. It is argued
that if the elders were the elected representatives of the tribes, then the blood aspersion rite applied to them was
as efficacious as if applied to the entire assembly.
73
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75
Another interpretation for the sprinkling of the blood, is that it represents ‘death’ as a means ceremonially to
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composition of the anointing used, 76 so also, those ordained as the cult’s priests would be set
apart from the priestly nation of Israel through the mixed composition of their anointing, an
anointing which included not only the sacrificial blood but also some of the holy oil. 77

Figure 10: Comparison of Aspersions Specified for Anointing Priestly People,
Priesthood, and High Priesthood
Aspersion of Priestly
People
Exodus 24.8

Aspersion of Aaronic Priests

Aspersion of High Priest

Exodus 29.20–21, Leviticus 8.23–
24, 30

Exodus 29.7; Leviticus 8.12

Composition: Blood
אֶ ת־הַ ֹ֔ ָּדם

Composition: Blood (Exodus 29.20)
מדָּ מֹּו
Blood and Anointing Oil (Exodus
29.21)
מן־הַ ִ֨ ָּדם, ומ ֶ ֹ֣שמֶ ן הַ מ ְׁשחָּ ה

Composition: Anointing Oil
ת־ׁשמֶ ן הַ מ ְׁש ֹ֔ ָּחה
ֹ֣ ֶ ֶא

Method: Sprinkled
(‘threw’)
וַי ְז ִ֖ ֹּרק

Method: Dabbing (Exodus 29.20,
Leviticus 8.23–24)
וְ ָּנֵֽתַ ָּ֡ ָּתה
Sprinkling (Exodus 29.21; Leviticus
8.30)
ֵּית
ֹּ֤ ָּ וְ הז

Method: Pouring
וְ יָּצַ קְ ָּ ִ֖ת

It has also been noted by Assman that this blood rite connected the people of Israel to
one another as a covenant community, sharing in the same sacrifice, same altar, same God, and
what this study describes as the same priestly status function as Yahweh’s priestly people:
Moses devises the rite of “blood communion” so that every individual in the community will
be physically included in the covenant, which connects them with each other as much as it binds
them to YHWH. The rite takes up the motif of the divided animal parts, with one half of the
blood being sprinkled on the altar and the other half on the people. Insofar as it recalls the rite
of priestly consecration (Ex 29:20–21), where priests are sprinkled with the blood of the
sacrificed animals, the “blood communion” also has the function of ritually consecrating the
entire people as a “kingdom of priests, and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6).78

4.9 The Significance of Ceremonial Meals
Immediately following the aspersion of the blood at the conclusion of Israel’s priestly
ordination rite and the sacral formalisation of the Sinai Covenant, the priestly kingdom’s
Rooke, Zadok’s Heirs, 20: ‘The ordination procedure, though, seems to distinguish between pouring holy
anointing oil on Aaron’s head (Exod. 29:7; Lev. 8:12) and sprinkling both Aaron and sons and their garments
with a mixture of the anointing oil and blood from the altar (Exod. 29:21; Lev. 8:30); this would allow for all
priests to be anointed while at the same time distinguishing one priest in particular as the anointed priest.’ John
E. Hartley, Leviticus, WBC (Dallas: Word, 1992), 112: ‘In any case Aaron’s anointing is elevated by being far
more elaborate than that of his sons.’
77
Allen P. Ross, Holiness to the Lord: A Guide to the Exposition of the Book of Leviticus (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2002), 213: Regarding anointing in Leviticus 8: ‘Being a priest involved total sanctification of life—a holy
lifestyle. This is confirmed by the sprinkling of oil and blood (8:30).’
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representative elders ‘are vouchsafed, as it were, the privilege of being received in audience by
the King of the universe, who chose them and their service.’ 79 According to Exodus 24.11 this
extraordinary audience with Yahweh was punctuated by a fellowship or covenant meal. 80 Such
meals are also described as part of the Aaronic priestly ordination ritual.81
With respect to the elders of Israel, the invitation to participate in the meal in the
presence of the holy Yahweh indicated that the consecration ritual had in fact moved the people
of Israel into a state of holiness sufficient for their chosen representatives 82 to approach the
holiest of all without being destroyed. Both their new national status as God’s holy and priestly
people, as well as their covenantal status or communion83 with Yahweh permit their proximity
to him.84 The text makes it quite plain that Yahweh allowed them to see him (perhaps in some
veiled way, as with Moses85), to eat, and to drink without harm. 86 The present study does not
permit a detailed analysis of this unique event in biblical narrative. Perlitt, Childs, and others
have done extensive work with Exodus 24.3–8.87 Vos finds in it significant parallels to the
Passover sacrifice and fellowship meal. 88 It is, however, also suggested that this vision of
Yahweh granted to Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy of the elders also served as a vivid,
unforgettable, and ‘gracious confirmation of Moses in his authority, and of the law just given.’ 89
Polak points out that surviving documents ‘from the Old Babylon period mention meal
and sacrifice as two distinct ways to establish a covenant relationship.’ 90 This has been noted
by many scholars in the study of the sacrifice and mountain meal pattern in Exodus 24. But
Polak also points out that there was also a ‘covenant ceremony involving [both] ritual slaughter

Cassuto, Exodus, 313. See also, Walter A. Maier II, ‘The Analysis of Exodus 24, according to Modern
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80
Hans–Joachim Kraus, Worship in Israel, Geoffrey Buswell, trans. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), 120.
81
Larsson, Bound for Freedom, 230–231: ‘In this case, the priests participated in this meal, which would consist
of the rest of the sacrificial animal and the remaining bread in the basket. The covenantal act in chapter 24,
sealed by the sprinkling of blood, was followed by a sacred meal (24:11).’
82
Oswald, ‘Lawgiving’, 190: The group of seventy elders do not gather accidently; rather, this is a political
institution, something that becomes clear from the episode in Num 11:4–35. Here, they are installed as a
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and a festive meal.’ 91 He concludes, ‘The common meal suggests the communion of the
participants in the ceremony, in the same way that this communion is indicated by the
sprinkling of the blood.’92 It has also been proposed that the Exodus 24 ceremonial meal served
to further connect the parties entering into the Sinaitic covenant.93 Meanwhile Ska postulates a
different interpretation based upon his assessment that the pericope is the result of a post–exilic
insertion designed to reconcile the elders and the priestly class.94
Alexander, in considering the significance of the repeated fellowship meal with
reference to the Aaronic priesthood, observes that ‘it is possible to understand the text as
implying that the eating of the sacrificial meat is also part of the process by which they are
consecrated. At the very least, taking the final part of v.31 into account, the eating of the meat
confirms the holy status of those who consume it.’95 Interestingly, the consumption of food can
also defile, as well as consecrate a person, within Israel’s conception of priestly and holy status.
Here too, similarities have been noted between the regulations for forbidden foods for the
Aaronic priesthood and those for the entire nation of Israel. Schwartz, for example, observes
that, ‘In E and D all Israel is a ‘kingdom of priests’ and a ‘holy nation’ (Exod. 19.6; Deut. 14.2,
21) and must thus actually abstain, as priests do, from carrion (Exod. 22.30; Deut. 14.21).’96
If in fact the hereditary priesthood of Exodus 28—29 was created as a paradigm, a daily,
observable, living illustration of priestly status and function for the entire nation to emulate,
then the priestly rites of initiation should share common major elements. At the same time, the
heightened status and function of the hereditary priestly office required an ordination process
of longer preparation and additional sacrifices. Of course this was markedly so for the high
priest, whose ordination ritual was even more elaborate than the rite for the priests. As Wells
observes, ‘In a canonical rendering of Scripture, Yhwh’s appointment of the priesthood is set
within the context of the call of “priestliness” to the whole people of God.’97 Some divergences
in the hereditary priestly ordination rite from the national priestly ritual were required in order
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to accomplish what Jenson describes as ‘aggregation’, that is, the necessary ‘reintegrating of
them [hereditary priests] into society, though now with a new status.’98

4.10 Conclusion
Exodus 19—24 describes the process of consecration and the functional framework for the
tribes of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation,’ Yahweh’s ‘treasured people’ among
all of the nations of the earth. The hereditary, Aaronic priestly office is established in Exodus
28—29 as a constant paradigmatic display for the entire ‘priestly kingdom’ to follow.99 The
institution of a cultic ‘class of priests’ did not negate Israel’s ‘priestly kingdom’ role.100 The
priestly ordination rite was an essential requirement, both for the ‘priestly kingdom’ and for the
Aaronic priests, for in both cases a state of purity and holiness was necessary to draw near to
the sacred spaces and the holy Yahweh. There is consistency in the conceptions of holiness and
in the necessary rites to bring a holy coherence between the sacred spaces and the persons who
were permitted through such initiations to occupy them.
This assessment makes even more sense when viewed in light of Jenson’s remarks
concerning the ordination ritual for the hereditary priesthood in Exodus 28—29:
Three elements essential to the priesthood are emphasized (Exod. 28.41): the donning of special
vestments, the anointing with holy oil, and the offering of a special ordination sacrifice.
Priesthood is implied by any of these elements, but all are needed in the full ritual and are
closely associated with consecration and holiness.101

With respect to the national priestly ordination of Israel, there is the donning of freshly
cleaned garments (presumably of ordinary status, although clean), probably the cleansing of
the body as well, and there is the process of consecration (which is not described in detail) in
Exodus 19.10, the taking of a vow, the offering of sacrifices to Yahweh, and the sprinkling with
blood in Exodus 24.5–8. The rite concludes with a token of its efficacy in the admission of the
representatives of the priestly nation to a fellowship meal with God on the mountain. This event
could never have taken place between Israel and its God (as the repeated warnings of Exodus
19 make abundantly clear) if the Hebrew tribes had not been set apart and undergone the
priestly rite of passage in order to assume the status and function of a ‘priestly kingdom and a
holy nation.’
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Jenson, Graded Holiness, 119–120.
Davies, Royal Priesthood, 15: ‘How do the priests relate to the “priests” of Exod. 19.6? It will be suggested
that the Aaronic priests are intended by the writer of Exodus to present a concretization of the image of Israel’s
royal priesthood, a visual lesson on the ideal prospect set before the nation as a whole.’
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Scarlata, Abiding Presence, 154: ‘The ordination of priests to serve in the presence of God’s holiness, does
not, however, diminish the national priestly calling.’
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Jenson, Graded Holiness, 119.
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The linguistic evidence contained in the text (Exodus 19.5b–6a), the narrative strands
and conceptual relationships within the micro and macro–contexts (Exodus 19.3b—24.11), and
the comparison of the national ordination of priestly Israel (Exodus 24.1–11) with the Aaronic
ordination ritual (Exodus 29, Leviticus 8), offer indications of the significance of Exodus 19.6a
for the whole nation of Israel, those indications so far pointing to the metaphorical
conceptualisation of Israel as entirely priestly in terms of status and function. Yet more must
be done in cognitive, sociological, and intertextual study in order to frame more precisely the
nature of what Israel’s priestly status function looked like and how it may have been cognitively
understood by later generations of the society. These areas will be pursued in the next three
chapters, beginning in chapter 5 with a detailed assessment of the metaphorical dynamics at
work in Exodus 19.6a.
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Chapter 5
INTERPRETING THE PRIESTLY STATUS FUNCTION METAPHOR
OF EXODUS 19.6a
5.1 Overview
Thus far it has been argued that the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphorical phrase applied to the
people of Israel in Exodus 19.6a assigns priestly status and function to the entire community of
the nation of Israel. The people of God at Sinai are designated through Yahweh’s speech act,
consecrated (Exodus 19.3bff), and ordained (Exodus 24.1–11) to their new status and function
as a constituent part of the covenant. They are identified or described linguistically in Exodus
19.5–6 as Yahweh’s ‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation.’
The micro–context as well as the intermediate or macro–context communicate, within
the narrative of the Sinai Event, Israel’s set apart and holy status, along with indications of
priestly status function. Yahweh’s speech act with reference to the nation of Israel is punctuated
by this tri–metaphorical cluster of phrases, of which ‘priestly kingdom’ is a primary focus. The
conceptualisation of ‘priestliness’ is applied, not to a subgroup of cultic professional priests,
but rather to an entire national community. As such, it is a rare, if not unique, expression in the
surviving corpus of ancient, pre–Christian literature. In this respect, Exodus 19.6a satisfies the
essential idea that ‘the origin of any metaphor is the transfer of a concept into a strange
conceptual area, which necessarily ends in conceptual interaction.’ 1
What must now be accomplished in order to further the interpretation of Israel as
‘priestly kingdom’ is a thorough analysis of the metaphor as it functions in Exodus 19.6a. This
chapter is devoted to the process of such an analysis, including the application of the tools
available from the field of cognitive linguistics. The following sections will address the use of
metaphor theory (in particular with respect to groups or communities), conceptual blending,
and cognitive mapping. This is a necessary pursuit as analysis progresses because the
metaphorical dynamics at work in Exodus 19.6a must be identified and described in order to
inform any final interpretive stance. ‘Israel is priestly kingdom’ as a metaphoric idom cannot
be adequately interpreted if treated as a simple declarative statement. Scholars must engage
with the particular idiom involved and its specific cognitive elements, inputs, and processes.

5.2 Aspects and Considerations of the Priestly Kingdom Metaphor
The ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, as it is applied to Israel, succeeds in personifying a corporate,
communal, national entity, ‘what Fauconnier and Turner (2002) refer to as compression to

Prandi, Metaphors, 133. Also, 140: ‘When a concept is transferred into a strange domain, it brings with it the
whole network of consistent concepts that wraps it up within consistent thought, that is to say, the consistent
distribution of the subsidiary subject.’
1
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human scale.’2 Through the operation of the metaphoric expression within the Sinai theophany
and covenant event context, conceptualisations associated with a single priestly figure or type
are conveyed as a description not of an individual, but rather of the entire community of Israel.
As Dancygier and Sweetser observe: ‘It is impossible to interact directly with a thousand, much
less a million, people—we can’t even conceptualise a million. But once a nation is understood
not only as a unit but as a person, one can reason about it in terms of human behavior, and about
international relations in terms of human relationships.’3
The question remains, demonstrated by the wide variety of assessments of Exodus 19.6a
summarized in the history of interpretation above (chapter 1), ‘What does this corporate priestly
conception of Israel envision and how was it understood at various times by the OT people of
God?’ In an effort to clarify this national priestly status function, it will be instructive to analyze
Exodus 19.6a using cognitive linguistics, specifically the field of metaphor theory. While in the
past ‘some scholars concluded that the ancient Near Eastern cultures, including the
Israelites/Jews, were unable to distinguish between literal and figurative language, Korpel finds
evidence in both Ugaritic and Hebrew texts that the writers were employing metaphors for
describing the divine.’4 While there have been a great many monographs and articles in the past
twenty years assessing various biblical texts according to metaphor theories, little work
applying this cognitive approach has been attempted with respect to the Sinai Pericope, in
general, and Exodus 19.5b–6a, in particular.
Metaphors are sometimes misunderstood as rhetorical flourishes which are of such
superficiality as to render them incapable of conveying concrete information. Quite to the
contrary, metaphors in fact are rich linguistic expressions that are employed in science in order
to describe processes and theories. In many cases, what scientists prefer to identify as analogies
in fact meet the basic criteria for what are considered metaphors. 5 A variety of theories have
been promulgated to explain the way metaphors function. Scheffler assesses six theories
attempting to describe the operation of metaphors: Intuitionistic, Emotivism, Formulaic,
Intensional, Interactionism, and Contextualism. 6 Now, almost precisely forty years since his
2

Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 63.
Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 63.
4
Anne Moore, Moving Beyond, 31, 33: ‘… various ancient Near Eastern cultures, including the Israelites,
distinguished between literal and metaphoric language.’
5
See for example, Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 84–85, 202–206. See also Trevor J. Burke,
Adopted into God’s Family: Exploring a Pauline Metaphor, NSBT 22 (Downers Grove: IVP, 2006), 32.
6
Israel Scheffler, Beyond the Letter: A Philosophical Inquiry into Ambiguity, Vagueness and Metaphor in
Language (London: Routledge & Paul, 1979), 82–128:‘The Intuitionistic (82–87) approach argues that
metaphorical meaning cannot be derived by formula from analysis of literal constituents; added to these
constituents, such meaning requires an act of intuition for its discernment.’ Emotivism (87–92) ‘lays stress upon
the capacity of metaphors to evince or arouse feelings, as distinct from conveying information.’ The Formulaic
(92–96) ‘approach supposes that there is some formula (or manageable set of formulas) which, given available
information about literal constituents, specifies in literal terms the meanings of metaphorical expressions
(though not always within the bounds of their respective initial languages).’ An Intensional metaphorical (97–
3
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work was published, each of these approaches has in some way been incorporated into current
metaphor analyses.
Metaphors are also quite common in religious texts, where they often convey crucial
meaning which would be extremely difficult to describe using a literally descriptive style.7 The
role of metaphorical language and forms has become more widely recognized from the late 20 th
century to the present time. ‘This newer intellectual climate recognizes that understanding the
role of metaphor in religious language is no longer a luxury (Tracy, 1979; Johnson, 1981;
Soskice, 1988:131).’8 Yet some scholars continue to prefer to employ ‘terms such as
application, transference, reinterpretation, and the like, when describing the use of cultic
terminology in a non–cultic manner.’9 Even a term such as transference, however, is capturing
something, albeit one–sided, of the metaphor as a tool of interaction across separate terms,
accomplishing through the interaction a new conceptualisation. 10 Of great significance in the
advancement of metaphor theory is the recognition that in the interaction between the two terms
employed, the conceptualisations of both elements are enhanced, redefined, or revisioned.11
The text of the OT is full of various classifications of metaphor and Exodus 19.6a is
frequently labelled as an example, as Dozeman, Houtman, and others point out.12 Catholic
theologians and apologists ‘have historically been willing to regard the priesthood of the laity
in a wholly metaphorical sense, since this admission easily confirmed the traditional orthodox
teaching that the layman’s priesthood was on an altogether lower plane than that of the
priesthood of orders.’13 This metaphorical label was applied to Exodus 19.6 and to 1 Peter 2.5,

107) ‘approach employs a similar perspective to that of Emotivism, but it gives a cognitive rather than an
emotive account of the metaphorical effect itself … when normal readings based on central properties are
blocked, metaphorical readings emerge, based on compatible combinations of relevant peripheral properties.’
Interactionism (107–118) ‘agrees with Intuitionism in denying that metaphorical interpretation can be reduced to
some general routine, but it does not rest content with appeal to the act of intuition or feeling/Emotivism, for that
matter. Contextualism (118–128) gives primary emphasis to a feature of metaphorical understanding … the
reference to context.’
7
Robert Alter, ‘Northrop Frye Between Archetype and Typology,’ in Semeia 89 (2002), 10.
8
Marc Zvi Brettler, God is King, 17–18. See also Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 211.
9
Timothy Wardle, ‘Who Is Sacrificing? Assessing the Early Christian Reticence to Transfer the Idea of the
Priesthood to the Community,’ in Ritual and Metaphor: Sacrifice in the Bible, Christian Eberhart, ed. (Atlanta:
SBL, 2011), 101.
10
Lee, Breaking of Bread, 9. Also, 11: Metaphor involves ‘human cognition and conceptual systems based upon
a specific cultural context.’
11
Antje Labahn, ‘Wild Animals and Chasing Shadows. Animal Metaphors in Lamentations as Indicators for
Individual Threat,’ in Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, BETL CLXXXVII, P. Van Hecke, ed. (Leuven: Leuven
University, 2005), 69: ‘… the entire metaphor is more comprehensive than the mere addition of the literal
meaning of each element. Both elements of a metaphor relate to one another in interaction like ‘tenor and
vehicle’ (to put it in Richards’ terms) or like ‘focus and frame’ (to put it in Black’s terms); thereby both
elements create ‘changes in the meaning or significance of both components’. This means that both elements of
a metaphor enlarge their own precise literary meaning and take up content from the other part.’
12
Dozeman, Exodus, 446. See also Houtman, Exodus, 435: ‘In 19:6, Israel is metaphorically called “priestly
nation.” 19:22, 24 talks of actual priests, in distinction from the people and their purification ( קדׁשhithp.).’ And
also see Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 407: ‘The metaphor likens Israel’s relationship to the world to that of
a priest who serves society and mediates God’s blessings by being set apart to him.’
13
Paul F. Palmer, ‘The Lay Priesthood: Real or Metaphorical?’ in TS, 8.4 (1947), 575.
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9 (cf. Byron14). Cerfaux represents a particularly nuanced presentation of the Catholic view of
Exodus 19.6a as metaphor and its implications for the status function of the people of God:
Intertwined between the promulgation of the choice and the requirement of holiness, the
formula ‘kingdom of priests’ evokes the service, the worship that will become the immutable
function of this set apart people. The case of the sacerdotal caste, which obviously subsists with
all its privileges, should not be placed here; if our expression envelops a certain spiritualization
of worship, it is only very indirectly, insofar as sacrifice will perhaps no longer occupy the
same place in a religion to which an entire people will have to take an active interest. This
worship, a function of the people, is not to be metaphorically understood: it is to a true service
of Yahweh, in holiness, the legal observances, the celebration of sabbaths, feasts and sacrifices
that Israel is devoted. And his [the people’s] ‘priesthood’ is just as real as this ‘service.’
Nevertheless, if it is the very concrete term ‘priest,’ it is probably used only under the cover of
a metaphor more or less perceived, because it always evokes to a certain extent the concept of
the men chosen from the midst of the people, and consecrated especially to the divinity; it is a
paradox that a people is a people of priests.15

However, simply ascribing the rhetorical category of metaphor to this essential, national
identifying text does not further the search for meaning or the task of interpretation for the
phrase ‘priestly kingdom.’ This is not because the ‘priestly kingdom’ does not function as a
metaphor, but because metaphor as a rhetorical construction and important means of conveying
concepts was often misunderstood—sometimes disparaged in the past. New understandings
and theories concerning the importance of metaphor, such as the example, ‘You shall be to me
a priestly kingdom,’ are now generally accepted in academia. 16
At this juncture it must again be pointed out that there is more than one metaphorical
expression being used to conceptualize the people of Israel at Sinai in Exodus 19.5–6. This is
a common occurrence in Hebrew linguistic constructions, particularly within, but not limited
to, the genre of poetry.17 Yahweh declares the twelve Hebrew tribes to be his ‘treasured people,’
and his ‘holy nation,’ as well as his ‘priestly kingdom.’ There is in these two verses a rich and
complex chain of conceptual metaphors, communicating a great deal of description as to the
nature of the status and function of Yahweh’s people. And in fact, even within the ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor are two separate concepts which have been linked together in order to
Brian Byron, ‘Priestly Metaphors in the New Testament,’ in Priesthood: The Hard Questions, Gerald P.
Gleeson, ed. (Newtown: Dwyer, 1993), 57–58: ‘The community addressed in 1 Peter is lauded with epithets
royal and priestly … The author is quoting Exodus (19:6) where Israel was described as “a kingdom of priests”
… I do not think anyone interprets such sacerdotal phrases literally. Just as in Israel the Exodus text did not take
away the prerogatives of the tribe of Levi, and did not attempt to imply that all were literally priests, so the
metaphor is reapplied in the Christian era … So the priesthood of the baptized is metaphorical.’
15
Lucien Cerfaux, ‘Regale sacerdotium,’ in Études d'Exégèse et d'Histoire Religieuse de Monseigneur Cerfaux,
Tome II, BETL (Leuven: Peeters, 1962), 285–286. Emphasis is mine.
16
Nijay K. Gupta, Worship that Makes Sense to Paul: A New Approach to the Theology and Ethics of Paul’s
Cultic Metaphors (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 2: ‘This kind of thinking about metaphor, in recent years, has led
to fruitful research on how to make meaning of metaphors by being attentive to both the theological webs–of–
meanings involved and also how these symbolic statements become a means for expressing the writer’s mind at
work in communicating to his or her readers.’
17
See discussion of multiple metaphor groupings (Jeremiah) in Andrea L. Weiss, ‘Making a Place for Metaphor
in Biblical Theology,’ in The Theology of the Hebrew Bible: Volume 1, Methodological Studies, Marvin A.
Sweeney, ed. (Atlanta: SBL, 2019), 132–137.
14
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convey an entirely new conceptualisation for Israel’s society, the target of the metaphor. 18 The
Exodus 19.6a metaphor is set within a rhetorical context (Yahweh’s speech act), consisting of
historical narrative, framed by a metaphorical structure, and as previously demonstrated,
designed to introduce the Sinai Covenant and the larger pericope of Exodus 19—24. Context,
as Moughtin–Mumby argues, is significant for interpreting such metaphors, guiding the reader
in framing the applicable concepts.19 The situational context20 (Exodus from Egypt, preamble
to covenant, Mt. Sinai location, Yahweh theophany, mediation of Moses, consecration
instructions, etc.) of Exodus 19.6a is therefore an important factor in conceptualising the
metaphor, just as are rhetorical, linguistic, and genre factors.21
5.3 Analysis of the Priestly Kingdom Metaphor in Exodus 19.6a
The Hebrew phrase יּו־לי מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כהֲנִ ִ֖ים
ִ֛ ִ ְוְ אַ ֶ ֶּ֧תם ִתה,‘and you will be to me a priestly kingdom,’ is an
ontological metaphor of reference,22 just as is the common Hebrew metaphorical phrase in the
OT, GOD IS KING. As Moore argues in her presentation of the metaphor GOD IS KING, ‘the
metaphor functions as a true metaphor; this means it has a range of expressions and meanings
which are produced by different interactions of the semantic meanings that are produced by the
different interactions of the semantic fields of God and kingship. Consistent with the creation
and the employment of all metaphors, there is a “common stock” of meaning.’23
Paraphrasing Lappin’s method for analysis of a metaphor, adjusted to the specificity of
the Exodus 19.6a example, a ‘question can be constructed of the form “According to the
[‘priestly kingdom’] metaphor, what property does O have?” Where O is an object [Israel],
denoted by a literally interpreted NP [‘priestly kingdom’]. Clearly, a question of this kind
imposes a specific topic–comment perspective on the [‘priestly kingdom’] metaphor. [Israel]
specified by the question is the topic of the metaphor, and the set of properties [constituting
‘priestliness’] described in the answer will constitute the metaphorical comment.’ 24 It is
precisely the delineation of the ‘set of properties’ that the ‘priestly’ term metaphorically
ascribes to the nation of Israel which has generated a great deal of the interpretive debate.

P. Van Hecke, ‘Metaphor and Conceptual Blending,’ in Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, P. Van Hecke, ed.
(Leuven: Leuven University, 2005), 219.
19
Sharon Moughtin–Mumby. Sexual and Marital Metaphors in Hosea, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel (Oxford:
Oxford University, 2008), 32. See also, Scheffler, Beyond the Letter, 95.
20
Moore, Moving Beyond, 47: ‘Context is pivotal for identifying metaphors; this includes both the linguistic
context, which is the surrounding text, and situational, which is the location of the discourse.’
21
Moore, Moving Beyond, 47.
22
Kürle, Exodus, 229–230: ‘Exod. 19:5–6, clearly, concerns Israel’s identity. It is a priestly identity which
denotes the modus of their being as different from all other peoples.’
23
Moore, Moving Beyond, 4. See also Brettler, God is King, 21: ‘This theory suggests that the metaphorical
statement makes the vehicle (in this case ‘king’) look more like the tenor (in this case ‘God’, cf. Black, 1962:43)
by focusing on a ‘system of associated commonplaces’ (40).’
24
Shalom Lappin, Sorts, Ontology, and Metaphor: The Semantics of Sortal Structure, Grundlagen der
Kommunikation (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1981), 123.
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In this respect, ‘Israel will be a priestly kingdom’ operates according to the various
interplays of the semantic fields of ‘Israel (nation)’ and ‘priestly kingdom.’ The Exodus 19.6a
metaphor is also an example of ‘metaphorical acquisition, [which] is the representation of a
social practice indirectly or metaphorically.’ 25 The twelve tribes of the Hebrews, constituted as
the nation of Israel, metaphorically acquire the social status and function associated with priests
or priesthood at the Sinai Event, as it is presented in Exodus 19.6a. The metaphor, as it has been
translated in the present work, operates within the interplay of semantic ranges and conceptions
of ‘priest,’ ‘priesthood,’ or ‘priestliness’ and that of ‘nationhood,’ ‘people,’ or ‘community.’
This is the dynamic way in which metaphors engender new meaning for their audience, in this
case, the people of Israel. 26 The Israelite readers (or audience) of this text would have
understood the metaphor according to their own cultural background, knowledge, and
experiences, just as someone reading Exodus 19.6a processes the metaphor in the 21st century.
Metaphors operate through the interaction of at least three primary elements, the source, the
target, and the audience (or reader). Each brings a range of concepts and meanings to ‘transact’
the metaphor.27 Kövecses observes that:
The cognitive linguistic view maintains that—in addition to objective, pre–existing similarity—
conceptual metaphors are based on a variety of human experience, including correlations in
experience, various kinds of non-objective similarity, biological and cultural roots shared by
the two concepts, and possibly others. All of these may provide sufficient motivation for the
selection of source B1 over B2 or B3 for the comprehension of target A. Given such motivation,
it makes sense to speakers of a language to use B1, rather than, say, B2 or B3, to comprehend
A. They consequently feel that the conceptual metaphors they use are somehow natural.28

5.4 The Conceptual Blending Theory of Metaphor and Exodus 19.6a
The way this conceptualisation works can be explained and diagrammed with the assistance of
the Conceptual Blending Theory of metaphor, and in a format such as Fauconnier and Turner
represent in The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities, as
well as those which Van Hecke has employed in his analysis of the pastoral metaphor in Hosea
4.16.29 The Conceptual Blending Theory provides much–needed elaborative development upon
earlier cognitive theory in characterising the dynamics of metaphorical function.30 This theory
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George, The Tabernacle, 41.
Lee, Breaking of Bread, 10: ‘The interaction between two disparate words within the conceptual structure of
one’s cognitive knowledge functions not only to map the metaphoric structure in the text and speech but also to
produce a new meaning of the metaphor.’
27
Moore, Moving Beyond, 39: ‘The meaning of a metaphor is not found in a simple literal statement; it is in the
interaction, “interillumination,” or cooperation between two systems of concepts or ideas associated with the
literal words.’
28
Zoltán Kövecses, Metaphor: A Practical Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University, 2010), 79.
29
Van Hecke, ‘Metaphor,’ 216–231.
30
Van Hecke, ‘Metaphor,’ 219.
26

110

is particularly useful in making sense of the complexity of ascribing ‘priestliness’ (including
the priestly status function set) to an entire people–group or nation.
The simple representation of the metaphor in Exodus 19.6a, ‘[Israel] will be a priestly
kingdom’ involves the concept of ‘priestly kingdom,’ which is the source, applied to describe
the twelve Hebrew tribes (Israel), which is the target or tenor.31 The source employed in this
metaphor is actually binary, in that the two concepts of ‘priest’ or ‘priestliness’ and ‘kingdom’
have been linked. This is also the case with respect to the other metaphor presented in Exodus
19.6a, that of ‘holy nation.’ It is possible to diagram all three of the metaphorical conceptions
in Exodus 19.5b–6a along the lines of the classical cognitive model, simply presenting the
relationships between the sources and their target. The metaphors for the collective Hebrew
tribes: ‘treasured people’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation,’ ‘provide three inputs projected
in parallel blends.’32 Based upon Fauconnier and Turner’s parameters, the tri–metaphor cluster
of Exodus 19.5b–6a can also be classified as a ‘multi–scope network,’33 as represented in the
mapping diagram (Figure 11):

Van Hecke, ‘Metaphor,’ 219. Van Hecke uses the term ‘non–related domain.’
Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden
Complexities (New York: Basic Books, 2003), 279.
33
Fauconnier and Turner, The Way We Think, 283.
31
32
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Due to the specific requirements of the present investigation, limited to the phrase
‘priestly kingdom’ in Exodus 19.6a, the remaining analysis and application of the conceptual
blending theory will be restricted to this metaphor. Although focused research and analysis of
the other two metaphors in Exodus 19.5b–6a would be of great benefit to the ongoing
interpretive debates, it is necessary to focus this assessment on the priestly aspects of the
metaphor, even though the concept of kingdom is extremely important and shares its own range
of contextual meanings in the metaphor’s final expression. It should also be noted that other
theories of mapping metaphors are available, such as the Cross–Domain Mapping approach
discussed by Hamer as part of his work with ‘marital imagery’ in Genesis 2.24, 34 or the
mapping structure developed by Dancygier and Sweetser (for analysis of the metaphorical
concept of ANGER AS HEAT/PRESSURE OF A LIQUID).35
The traditional understanding of metaphor as primarily the action of the source, which
in this case is the ‘priestly kingdom,’ acting upon the target, the tribes comprising Israel, has in
recent years been viewed as too simplistic or ‘incomplete.’ 36 Scholars now recognize that there
is a multi–layered conceptual exchange taking place—an interplay between the source and the
target—which results in the communication to the reader (audience) of a new conceptualisation
of the target. The reader’s understanding of the source may be enhanced as well, through this
exchange with the target. 37 In dealing with the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor of Exodus 19.6a,
conceptual relations can be identified, although it is also recognized that such a compilation
will vary from one interpreter or reader to another depending upon their own perceptions of
what constitutes the concepts of priestliness, priesthood, or the status function of priests. Such
priestly conceptions will generate framing for interpreting the metaphor, as shown in Figure
12: Israel Is Yahweh’s ‘Priestly Kingdom.’
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Colin Hamer, Marital Imagery in the Bible: An Exploration of Genesis 2:24 and its Significance for the
Understanding of New Testament Divorce and Remarriage Teaching (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2018), 32:
‘Masson points out that cross–mapping can be from a source domain to a new target domain (as in Psalm 23), or
that two existing conceptual domains can be mapped on to each other by means of the pair–wise metaphoric
statement; the consequent merging of the two domains giving rise to a third concept that leaves behind the
original two in a “tectonic reconfiguration.”’
35
Dancygier and Sweetser, Figurative Language, 74–75.
36
Van Hecke, ‘Metaphor,’ 220.
37
Jill Anne Middlemas, ‘The Prophets, the Priesthood, and the Image of God (Gen 1,26–27),’ in Biblica 97.3
(2016), 329: Describing interactions between ideas [such as ‘priestly’ or ‘priesthood’ and ‘people’] as
‘modelling similes, characterized by the interrelationship of two distinct ideas, often referred to as the tenor and
the vehicle, whereby the concept of the tenor is altered by the concept of the vehicle.’
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Figure 12: Israel Is Yahweh’s ‘Priestly Kingdom’38
Priestly (Priesthood–like): Source Domain
Relations
Called and Consecrated Sacral Specialists
Set–apart to Yahweh
Distinguished with Holy Status
Ordained to Priestly Status Function
Function in Temple (holy) Spaces
Draw Near to Yahweh
Offering of Sacrifices
Mediates Yahweh to the People
Distinctive Garments
Teach/Promulgate the Oracles of Yahweh
Advocate Justice and Mercy

Israel: Target Domain
Relations
Called and Consecrated Covenant Kingdom
Freed from Slavery, Brought to Yahweh
Declared Yahweh’s Holy People
Ordained to National Priesthood (Exodus 24.1–11)
Function in the Land of Promise (holy)
Access to Yahweh
Participate in Passover Sacrifice
Relate to Disadvantaged, Resident–Aliens, and Nations
Distinctive ‘blue fringe’
Know/Demonstrate/Teach the Law of Yahweh
Societally Practise Justice and Mercy

A metaphorical construction operates by taking full advantage of the conceptual
differences as well as the commonalities in play between the source and the target,39 a more
complex interplay of concepts than simply the commonplaces jointly held by the vehicle and
the tenor. ‘In The Way We Think, Fauconnier and Turner describe a process they call conceptual
blending in which the mind, often unconsciously, maps input from two different domains into
one new blended space.’ 40 Van Hecke describes the Conceptual Blending Theory, which is the
result of this much more nuanced understanding of how metaphors work:
According to this ‘blending’ approach, metaphor cannot fully be understood if regarded as a
simple mapping operation between two domains. Rather, in each metaphor, at least four spaces
are at work. The two central spaces roughly correspond to the source and target domain as
defined in the ‘classical’ cognitive theory. It is important to note that these ‘spaces’ are packets
of conceptual knowledge, which may contain much more information than what is explicitly
put into words in the metaphor … To these two spaces, two others should be added. On the one
hand, in each metaphor there is a generic space at work, which contains the (abstract) concepts
that the two central frames have in common … The true innovation of the Conceptual Blending
Theory, of which it derives its name, is the introduction of a fourth space, which is known as
the blend. Elements and relations from the two central spaces are projected into this space and
are subsequently blended, thus creating novel conceptual structure.41

The next diagram (Figure 13) includes the additional spaces described in the Conceptual
Blending Theory of Metaphor, specific to Exodus 19.6a, and involving only the first of the two
metaphors in the verse: ‘You [Israel] will be to me a priestly kingdom.’ With respect to the
generic space for this metaphor, both the source (‘priestly kingdom’) and the target (the tribes
comprising Israel) share in the commonalities of being set apart and also of possessing a holy
status with respect to Yahweh. Thus far the analysis, diagramming the source, the target, and
the generic space, still lies within classical theories of metaphor and certainly does not provide
enough input content to properly interpret the new concept generated through the Exodus 19.6a
38
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metaphoric mechanism. Greater depth of understanding is facilitated through two additional
layers of structure.
The key for the purposes of interpreting the metaphor in Exodus 19.6a is in the blended
space, which in the diagram includes two key components. The blended space involves
‘elements and relations from the two central spaces which are projected into this space and are
subsequently blended, thus creating novel conceptual structure.’ 42 Thus ‘Israel’ is brought over
from the target space while the relation ‘will be to me a priestly kingdom’ is brought over from
the source space. These blend together ‘in order to form a new conceptual structure:’ 43 ‘Israel
will serve and represent Yahweh.’ While no cognitive map is capable of fully detailing all of
the inputs that may factor into every potential reader’s or hearer’s conceptualisation of a
particular metaphor, Figure 13: Conceptual Blending Metaphor Diagram: ‘Priestly Kingdom’
(Exodus 19.6a) does provide the major concepts, open spaces, and generic spaces that would
be present as background for most interpreters of the metaphor.
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5.5 Preconceptions and Cultural Context Considerations for the ‘Priestly Kingdom’
Thus far the Conceptual Blending Theory–based analysis has not arrived at any interpretive
conclusions which are unique or substantially different from interpretations offered through
other means of analysis of Exodus 19.6a. Schools of thought previously discussed in the history
of interpretation have argued either that Israel is called a ‘priestly kingdom’ to convey primarily
its peculiar relationship and its worship toward Yahweh, or to communicate both its service
toward Yahweh and its image–functioning of Yahweh to the nations.
In order to further define the conceptual metaphor or Bildfeld

44

of priestliness as it is

applied to Israel in Exodus 19.6a, it is necessary to further pursue the underlying preconceptions
and cultural context from which the reader (audience) understands the metaphor’s meaning. As
Van Hecke observes:
The Blending Theory goes one step further still and stresses that the meaning of the metaphor
is not solely residing in the blend. Information from the blend can be projected back to the input
spaces, resulting in a renewed understanding of these spaces. It is this conceptual integration of
different spaces that ultimately constitutes the meaning of the utterance. This is typically the
case when, in a metaphor, the structure and information of the blend is projected back to the
target domain, reorganizing our understanding of that domain.45

In their understanding of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor, the Israelite audience’s
conception of ‘priestly’ would have been shaped by their particular familiarity with the status
and function of priests in the daily world in which they lived, and with whom they directly
interacted as they participated in the cultic activities. Thus, to comprehend what was being
communicated by designating the twelve Hebrew tribes as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ the reader must
have accessed his or her impressions of what it means to be ‘like a priest.’ The concepts
diagrammed as composing the blend, would then lead the reader to infer the new
conceptualization presented by the metaphor of a priestly kingdom. 46 It is at this end stage of
the conceptualisation process in which analogical elements are taken into account. 47
Individuals possessing priestly status function were relatively common in the ancient
world and non–priestly persons would have had occasion to interact with and to observe those
functioning as priests within their societies. It is likely from these interactions and observations
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that priestly impressions would be formed which then would give meaning to the Exodus 19.6a
metaphor, ‘priestly kingdom.’ This dynamic would be in operation whether the reader
(audience) encountered the metaphor in pre–monarchical, monarchical, exilic, or post–exilic
times. This is because individuals possessing the status and functions of a priest, portraying
‘priestliness,’ existed throughout the various stages of Israel’s history and within the
surrounding ancient Near Eastern cultures. At the same time, applying analogy as part of the
interpretation of the Exodus 19.6a priestly metaphor creates boundaries for framing potential
inferences of meaning. The Israelite reader (or for that matter a reader today) might understand
the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, not as a plain transference of all conceptions of a cultic
priesthood to the nation of Israel, but rather as presenting an analogy of the significant
conceptual overlaps between the status function of priesthood and the status function of
Yahweh’s covenant people.
For example, in ancient Egyptian culture the cultic priests ‘were involved in various
ritual activities and had to live according to strict purity rules. These purity rules apparently
also involved moral dimensions.’48 In terms of priestly function in the ancient Near East,
Klingbeil also references mediation, writing, and possibly teaching.’49 Awareness of these
functional categories on the part of Israelites, would have provided inputs into their conceptual
framing of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor. And certainly these sacerdotal and communal functions
associated with priestly conceptions in ancient Egypt also occur with respect to Israel’s OT
priesthood.
It is this cultural–contextual thought world which imparts meaning to the metaphor,
both for the author and for the audience. ‘The blended space calls for a further elaboration that
produces emergent implications that are not present in the source domains,’50 what Van Hecke
describes as ‘complex conceptual operations.’51 Priestly conceptual complexities would be
commonplace for Israelites exposed to not only Egyptian but also to Canaanite and other
neighbouring cultures’ cultic priests, in addition to their own sacral specialists. A highly
nuanced conceptualisation of what it means to be ‘priestly’ or to function with the status of a
priest would have significantly framed an ancient reader’s interpretation of Exodus 19.6a. And
in truth, similar cognitive dynamics continue in effect for those reading the text today.
With respect to the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor for Israel, there is a virtually endless
array of concepts and meanings associated with priestly status and function (let alone
‘kingdom,’ which is not addressed in detail here) which bear on the text’s interpretation.
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Significant priestly conceptions available to those engaging the metaphor are added to the
diagram with the label ‘open space’ (see Figure 13: Exodus 19.6a Conceptual Blending
Diagram) and these serve to further construct the blend.52 ‘Considering all the structural aspects
of how the blends emerge (vital relations, selective projection, running the blend, backward
projection) there is a more accurate view presented of two processes. On the one hand,
uncovering the structure of the inputs and partial nature of the projections allows us to better
understand the nature of the conceptual structures involved in the blending processes. On the
other hand, understanding the results of the process (new conceptualisations, new inferences,
reconstrual of the inputs) allows us to capture the nature of meaning emergence and of the
processes responsible for linguistic creativity.’ 53
Therefore, the proposed priestly conceptions provided in the open space diagram for
the Exodus 19.6a metaphor cannot be considered exhaustive or definitive, as in order to do so
they would have to account both for all the possible individual and communal variances in
conceptualizations of priestliness, as well as the ways these varied from one historical era to
another, up to the present time. The best that can be realistically managed is a summarisation
of likely conceptualisations of Israel’s ‘priestly kingdom’ as they emerged over the unfolding
of historical eras or stages. This will be presented in chapter 6.
It is nevertheless essential to account as reasonably as possible for these priestly
conceptions of status and function, which are input into the reader’s (audience’s)
comprehension of the metaphor’s meaning. From Hebrew tribesmen working as forced–
labourers in Egypt to Essenes of the 1 st century BCE there would have been commonly
understood and accepted perceptions, such as that priests performed sacrifices for the cult, that
they had privileged access to Yahweh (or other gods), that they engaged in prayer, and that
there were strict requirements of ritual purity for those possessing priestly status and function.
While priestly functions varied from culture to culture in the ancient Near East, the OT
adds to the above list of ‘Godward’ cultic activities those duties which are considered to be
necessary in their priestly role as representatives of Yahweh to Israel and to the other nations.
These functions included teaching Torah, pronouncing blessings, and distinguishing for the
people between the clean and the unclean. Israelite priests were also assigned their status in
order to function as models or exemplars for the priestly people to emulate. The ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor is re–employed in NT and early Christian literature as well, thus achieving
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what Kövecses describes as ‘intertextual coherence, achieved through inheriting and using a
particular conceptual metaphor at different historical periods.’54

5.6 Conclusions
Through intertextuality in the wider context of the OT, it is evident that Exodus 19.6a was not
designed to assign cultic priestly functions to the entire nation of Israel. As was previously
discussed, there were some persons specifically designated to serve in the status of cultic priests
prior to the Sinai Event, whether they were firstborns or others elevated to some early priestly
office. A hereditary cultic priesthood with its portable tent shrine is clearly described in Exodus
chapters 28—31 and continued as a prominent feature in the worship of Yahweh until the
destruction of the Herodian temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE. As Dozeman observes, ‘the ideal
vision of the Israelites in a priestly role to the nations does not eliminate the role of the
priesthood within the Israelite cult. Rather, it demands it.’55
It is made very clear in Numbers 16 and the rebellion, centred around Korah and 250
chiefs of the congregation, that there are strict boundaries set for cultic priestly status and
function in Israel. Neither the non–Aaronide Levites nor members from the other tribes are
permitted to assume the priestly office or its regular duties (see discussion in chapter 6). After
the return from Babylonian exile, the reconstituted temple and religious rituals in the Jewish
province of Yehud again required the status function of a hereditary cultic priesthood.
This again raises the question as to what priestly conceptions are transferred in the
Exodus 19.6a metaphor to the nation of Israel as a communal entity. Kürle argues that at least
some of the functions an Israelite would have identified with the cultic priesthood would be
conveyed through the metaphor to the nation of Israel:
Up until now, I have discussed the contribution of the metaphor  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖יםto the status of the
people only. Steins, expressly, limits the semantic value of this metaphor to just this: the
statement of Israel’s privileged proximity to YHWH. The functional component of the
expression—i.e. the answer to the question ‘What has Israel been called out for?’—would only
be a later development, found in Isa. 60–62 … In the context of Exodus, however, I propose
that the implied reader should, also, be pointed to the functional aspects of Israel’s priestly
identity. I have shown in a number of places that the author of Exodus presupposed a good deal
of previous knowledge on the part of the implied reader … Given this contextual background
and also the common understanding of the roles and functions of priests in the reader’s cultural
context, it is difficult to limit the metaphor to, merely, the close connection with the divine sphere
that the priesthood enjoyed.56
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Intertextual analysis leaves no doubt that a hereditary cultic priesthood was considered
essential to maintaining the proper worship of Yahweh, in accordance with the rituals and
sacrifices described in Leviticus 1—7 and elsewhere. Attempts to ‘democratise’ the cultic
status function, or to apply entirely the full range of priestly functions to Israel as a nation were
strongly refuted throughout the OT record. These factors, which affect the priestly metaphor
through the open space, adjusting or framing conceptions about what it means to be God’s
priestly people, rule out priestly ritual functions. However, as Kürle further argues, priestly
functions associated with representing Yahweh, rather than representing the people before
Yahweh are quite likely conveyed in the Exodus 19.6a metaphor:
Thus, I conclude that the priestly defined holiness promised to the people also includes their
investiture with this job. “God’s universal rule is the setting in which the holiness of the nation
is meant to function. The people of God must take on the role of priests in the entire world.”
The innovation in this concept of the people’s responsibility can be described as the
democratization and extension of the duties which were usually limited to a professional
priesthood. Obviously, I do not assert that all Israelites were priests in the technical sense of
cult officials—this should have been sufficiently communicated by the designation of the phrase
as a metaphor—but they all should attempt to mediate God’s benevolent presence to the nations
around them and thus bring blessing into their world.57

While the Exodus 19.6a priestly metaphor was understood differently at various stages
in Jewish history, the essential conceptions within the blended space (Israel will serve Yahweh
and Israel will represent Yahweh) remained constant. However, Israel’s conformity to their
metaphorical priestly status function varied significantly, as is evidenced in the prophetic
literature of critique. And in the post–exilic era to the late 1st century, the re-established priestly
people of Yahweh continued to support and look to their cultic priests as their paradigm, as
their representatives before Yahweh, and for the required performance of the rituals and
sacrifices. Even the Qumran community, who constantly critiqued and rejected the existing
cultic priesthood for its failure to serve as a holy paradigm for Yahweh’s treasured people,
longed for the restoration of a righteous and zealous priest to lead the people. Israel’s
metaphorical priestly status function was conceptualised alongside the existence of a
paradigmatic, clearly defined, and set–apart cultic priesthood.
Returning to the blended spaces with respect to the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, the
two primary concepts, Israel will serve Yahweh (vertical axis orientation) and Israel will
represent Yahweh (horizontal axis orientation), it must be remembered that these would be
interpreted by varying concepts in the open spaces and by the various background inputs
brought to the metaphor by each reader/hearer. As the strictly cultic functions of sacrifice and
representing the people before Yahweh were limited to those holding the status of the hereditary
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priesthood, the conceivable priestly functions which remained open to the community of the
Sinai Covenant and the eras following were those involving participation in worship (reflecting
the priestly conception of holiness), teaching Torah, and functioning in the priestly conceptions
of justice and mercy while representing Yahweh before the nations. These are the functions
which must be assessed appropriately through a social science approach to priestly status
function. A sociological approach is applied to the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor in chapter 7.
Before a social scientific assessment of Exodus 19.6a is presented, chapter 6 engages
other texts bearing upon the ‘priestly kingdom.’ Intertextuality, what is also described as the
macro–context, can provide important evidence as to how Exodus 19.6a was reconceptualised
over the time periods of Israel’s history. This is precisely why it is methodologically necessary
for this research to employ a synchronic approach to the primary Exodus 19.3b—24.11 text,
while at the same time cognitively mapping the ‘priestly kingdom’s’ conceptual emergence,
which is a diachronic process, through the record of the other texts (intertextuality) that seem
to draw from this important identity–shaping metaphor.
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Chapter 6
FURTHER AFIELD: EMERGENCE, INPUTS, AND INTERTEXTUALITY
OF EXODUS 19.6a

6.1 Introduction
Chapters 1 through 5 focused upon the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor of Exodus 19.6a in a
synchronic manner. That is, the metaphor was assessed in the final form of the text as part of
the narrative micro–context of Exodus 19.3b–15, and its near–context comprising the Sinai
Pericope (Exodus 19.3b—24.11). Chapter 4 added an intertextual element from outside the
Sinai Pericope, working with the marked similarities in the consecration rituals for the Hebrew
tribes at Sinai (Exodus 19 and 24) and for the Aaronic, hereditary priesthood (Exodus 29; cf.
Leviticus 8). The cognitive assessment and conceptual mapping in chapter 5 demonstrated that
when dealing with metaphors such as the ‘priestly kingdom’ of Exodus 19.6a, analysis and
comparison of the wider spectrum of related texts, what Holt refers to as ‘the intertextual
network,’58 is helpful in framing the conceptualisations which have historically appeared with
respect to ‘Israel as priestly kingdom.’ Thus the mapping presented in chapter 5 for Exodus
19.6a with its various blends cannot be treated as a static and certainly not an exhaustive
representation, for differing maps could be designed through the conceptualisations of each
interpreter and the various experiential and cultural inputs they bring as background. While the
Sinai Pericope containing Exodus 19.6a reached a canonical, or final (synchronic) form at some
point, cognitive understandings of its importance evolved over the course of time (diachronic).
These emerging conceptualisations of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ are preserved in
narrative, poetic, and prophetic OT texts. It is these texts of national priestly conceptual
emergence and a more diachronic approach that must occupy our attention in chapter 6.
The significance of Israel’s national priestly identity in Exodus 19.6a and its immediate
context have been translated, interpreted, and conceptualised within the biblical corpus and in
other early Jewish and Christian literature. Kövecses observes that ‘it is common practice that a
particular metaphor in one dominant form of discourse is recycled in other discourses.’ 59 Of
course, opinions among scholars are by no means unanimous as to how the Sinai Pericope was
understood or interpreted in post–exilic and Second Temple eras.
The ‘Israel as priestly kingdom’ metaphor serves as a cultural model for Israel’s society
—its self–understanding and its functional operation. Yet conceptualisation of this priestly
Holt, ‘Living Water,’ 112.
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metaphor underwent transition during the various eras of Israel’s existence. Kövecses describes
a process of the gradual conceptual development of metaphorical expressions.60 This concept
is significant because it addresses the debate over whether or not metaphors simply reflect pre–
existing concepts, or instead function to create them.61 Kövecses argues ‘that a number of
abstract concepts can only emerge metaphorically: via either Internally Grounded Metaphorical
Emergence or Externally Grounded Metaphorical Emergence.’ 62 The Exodus 19.6a ‘Israel is a
priestly kingdom’ metaphor employs the standard, grounded conceptions 63 of the status and
function of an ancient Near Eastern cultic priest (source) and through the vehicle of metaphor
causes the abstract concept of a national priesthood (target) to emerge.
The ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor’s conceptualisation over the progression of time can
be diagrammed along the lines of Externally Grounded Metaphorical Emergence. This is the
case because, while the metaphor in its immediate context conveys the ‘abstract properties’ 64
of the original source (priestly worship, holiness, justice, mercy, set–apartness, teaching, and
integration), it does not emerge as a completely closed conceptualisation. The conceptualisation
is shaped by what Kövecses describes as ‘basic experience.’ 65 These basic experiences,66 what
are sometimes described as backgrounds or inputs, affected the way the metaphor was
understood when received by its first audience. They also shaped and continue to shape the
ongoing conceptualisation of this societal metaphor, and in this process, the priestly metaphor’s
interpretation underwent change over time to both greater and lesser degrees.
This developmental or diachronic process is represented in the map below, Figure 14:
Metaphorical Emergence and Recycling of Exodus 19.6a. It must also be noted that this
particular emergence map is constructed according to a probable cognitive perspective of a
reader who brings Christian inputs, or at least an awareness of early Christian literature that
recycles the Exodus 19.6a ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor. What follows immediately after Figure
14 is an examination, through intertextual examples, of how Israel, and then the Christian
movement, conceptualised their status function as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ The schema
of the chronology below follows the self–representation of the text without prejudice toward
critical views regarding proposed chronology:
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6.2 Intertextual Reconceptions: The Creation of Israel’s Cultic Priesthood
In chapter 4, Exodus 28—29 and Leviticus 8 were assessed in light of the relationship of the
priestly ordination ritual’s commonalities and shared concepts with the consecration and
covenant ceremony associated with Israel’s national priesthood. While these texts
demonstrated that Israel as a nation did undergo some sort of priestly ordination as a society,
Exodus 28–29 and Leviticus 8 also served to provide background experiences, conceptual
inputs, which limited or more precisely framed potential interpretations of Israel’s priestly
status function. After all, if Israel had established a hereditary cultic priestly class, then
effectively the metaphorical national priestly functions would not include performing the tent
or later temple rituals.
An extremely significant background experience is added to the conceptual framing of
Exodus 19.6a with the narrative of the attempted usurpation of cultic priestly functions by
Korah and a group of outspoken leaders from Israelite society. The intertextual strengthening
which takes place when Exodus 28—29, Leviticus 8, and Numbers 16 are considered together
effectively eliminates the institutional sacerdotal functions from conceptual consideration with
respect to the entire nation of Israel.

6.2.1 Numbers 16
The incident narrated in Numbers 16 is an important consideration for the present research for
two reasons. On the one hand, Korah and his fellow rebels’ actions indicate an interpretation
by prominent members of Israelite society of Exodus 19.6a that applies priestliness to the whole
nation of Israel.67 But on the other hand, the manner in which Yahweh deals with the rebels in
such a determinative judgment and with additional instructions to safeguard the cultic
priesthood would, on the face of it, appear to deny any assumption of a national priesthood or
‘priestly kingdom.’
According to Numbers 16.1–3, a significant group of Israelites, primarily from the
tribes of Levi and of Reuben, led by Korah, Dathan, Abiram, and On, fomented a revolt against
the leadership of Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. This was no small rebellion, as verse 2
indicates that ‘250 chiefs of the congregation, chosen from the assembly, well–known men,’
were involved.68 What is instructive is the justification that this discontented group employ in
67
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their revolt against Moses’ and Aaron’s leadership. At the confrontational meeting, the rebels
declare, according to verse 3, ‘You have gone too far! 69 For all the congregation are holy, every
one of them,70 and the Lord is among them (דֹּׁשים ובְ תֹּוכָּ ִ֖ם יְ הוָּ ֹ֑ה
ֹ֔ ְָּל־העֵּדָּ ה כֻלָּ ֹ֣ ם ק
ֵֽ ָּ )כי כ.
ֹּ֤ 71 Why then do
you exalt yourselves before the assembly of the Lord?’ And, as George explains, they do have
some argument from which to state their case:
Korah, Dathan, and Abiram challenge that order [social order and special logic;
Numbers 14] in Numbers 16. They claim that the entire congregation is holy (16:3), and
therefore the social distinction between the congregation and Moses and Aaron is
invalid. If all are holy, all should be able to approach the deity, not only the priests
(16:5–11). Their claim is logical, according to tabernacle socio–spatial logic, and
analogous to the claims of Aaron and Miriam in Num 12. The congregation has access
to court space, a sign of their holy status as the people of YHWH, and the people are a
priestly and holy nation (Exod 19:6). 72
The text of Numbers 16.3 supports the concept that many of those among the Israelites
understood Yahweh’s statement in Exodus 19.6a, ‘you will be to me a priestly kingdom and a
holy nation,’ as applying to everyone, all of the tribes of Israel. Now, while it might be argued
that of course, Korah and his fellow conspirators are stating the obvious—Yahweh clearly
declared all of Israel to be ‘a holy nation’ (and this is generally agreed by most interpreters)73
—the issue presented has to do with sacerdotal function. For although the rebels appeal to the
national ‘holy status’ of Israel, they are clearly challenging the exclusive priestly (cultic)
functions of Aaron and his sons.74 This is borne out by the rest of the narrative, as the test
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devised by Moses placed these rebels beside Aaron at the tent of meeting, all of them carrying
bronze censors and instructed to burn incense (a function the Aaronic priests had been assigned
to perform in the tabernacle).75 The nature of the test before Yahweh indicates that Korah and
his significant number of followers were claiming the right to perform cultic priestly functions.
The text also indicates that this was more than a Levitical challenge, because three of the
primary leaders were from another tribe entirely, that of Reuben. 76 Perhaps this conception was
derived from the national priestly ordination of Exodus 19.3b—24.11. This is certainly the
conclusion reached by Davies:
The narrative of the rebellion of Korah in Numbers 16 is a carefully crafted narrative which
makes little sense if the collective priesthood of Israel is not assumed as part of the
presupposition pool of the dramatis personae, the author and the reader. By bringing the
semantic domains of  כהןand  קדׁשinto close relationship with each other and applying at least
the latter (and by inference the former) to the whole congregation of Israel, the writer would
appear to be echoing the use of these roots in Exod. 19.6. Through subtle narrative artistry, the
tensions which are potentially inherent in holding together the notion of the royal priesthood
of all Israel and the dedicated Aaronic priesthood are played out.77

Yahweh utterly rejected this serious challenge to Aaron’s cultic, priestly, status function
and affirmed the institutional and paradigmatic priesthood, with its carefully delineated and
graded holiness spaces. 78 ‘The social organization of Israel expressed in tabernacle space will
not be changed or altered. It has divine sanction, and the deity will defend it.’ 79 Korah, Dathan,
and Abiram are completely destroyed, along with all of their households (Numbers 16.25–34)
in Yahweh’s rejection of their claims to cultic priestly status and function. This judgment upon
the rebels also included the fiery consumption of the 250 men attempting to make an incense
offering before the tent of meeting (Numbers 16.35). 80 In doing this, God affirmed the Aaronic,
institutional, priestly status function conception, which was the paradigm, or symbolic model
75
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for the ‘priestly kingdom,’ yet operated as a more narrowly defined priesthood and high
priesthood for the sacerdotal functions necessary for the tabernacle. 81
Based upon the incident narrated in Numbers 16, it is evident that any priestly status
function assigned to the whole nation of Israel had nothing to do with the administration of the
cultic apparatus.82 Korah and the other rebels attempted to function according to a role set that
they did not possess and were eliminated for violating the institutional cultic priesthood status
function.83 The hereditary priesthood and high priesthood were established to perpetuate the
cult’s rituals, sacrifices, and religious statutes on behalf of the people and to insure that the
holiness of Yahweh and of his sanctuary was honoured and proclaimed. They were also to
function as a paradigmatic subgroup within the society for Israel to emulate in their daily lives.
Levites were assigned as servants furthering the cultic apparatus (so Olyan who identifies a
cultic hierarchy).84
There are additional intertextual frames that further support a noncultic understanding
of Israel’s national priestly function and that emphasize the exclusivity of cultic function to the
hereditary priesthood alone. The following texts also critique hereditary priestly dysfunction:
1 Samuel 2.12–17, 22–25, 27–36;85 1 Samuel 13.8–14; 2 Chronicles 26.16–21;86 Nehemiah
13.4–9,87 13.28–29; Hosea 4.4–9;88 Isaiah 24.2, 28.7; Jeremiah 2.8–9; Lamentations 2.6, 4.13–

Susan Zeelander, ‘The End of Korah and Others: Closure Conventions in Priestly Narratives of Numbers’ in
Current Issues in Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, Roy E. Gane and
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16; Ezekiel 22.23–29; Zephaniah 3.4b ; and Malachi 1.6–2.9. Thus, characterizing all of Israel
as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ as this study is attempting to do, must not involve the functional
performance of the cultic priestly rituals of the tabernacle or the temple. Rather, as will later be
addressed in chapter 7, Israel’s national priestly status is functionally more oriented
horizontally, practising justice and mercy, teaching Torah, and mediating Yahweh with respect
to the nations.89

6.3 Intertextual Reconceptions: The Pre–Exilic Era
One of the challenges in tracing a pre–Christian interpretive history (Geschichte der
Interpretation) of Exodus 19.6a is the lack of precise OT citations or allusions to the key
figurative expression, ‘priestly kingdom’ ()מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים. This is the difficulty within the
Pentateuchal material and further afield in the historical, poetic, and prophetic books. Yet with
respect to Israel’s priestly status, its holy designation, and its treasured place among Yahweh’s
nations (Exodus 19.5b–6a), there are texts that convey each of these metaphorical concepts
using similar if not identical language. The task is to map the reconceptualisations of these
Sinai metaphors for Israel over time. This task is further complicated by the wide–ranging and
ongoing debates concerning the dating of various texts, especially Isaiah. 90
The intention is to investigate whether or not cognitive, developmental trends may be
charted in Israel’s self–identification as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ over the passage of time.
For the purposes of creating a sort of time–line of reconceptualisations of the Sinai metaphors,
the decision was made (in keeping with a canonical approach) to place the texts within the
historical periods of time in which they represent themselves to the implied reader to be set.
The development of a metaphor emergence timeline, however, is a diachronic exercise. It is
understood that these are constructs which rely upon each text’s self–presentation rather than
particular compositional proposals in the scholarly literature. As such, it is also understood that
some biblical scholars would choose to organize the conceptual emergence of the ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor differently than presented here. However, the historical self-presentation
of these texts can be used helpfully to reflect the putative social understandings of the
priesthood and the ‘priestly kingdom’ in the eras implied, and with increasing reliability from

Spottiswoode, 1894), 337: ‘We have here a peculiar use of the Hebrew verb, which finds its explanation only in
the promise given to Israel at Sinai as recorded in Exod. 19.6, “And ye shall be to Me a kingdom of priests.”’
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Himmelfarb, Kingdom of Priests, 2: ‘A different way to read “a kingdom of priests” that at first appears to
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other nations.’
90
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introductions of John D. W. Watts, Isaiah 1–33, WBC 24 (Waco: Word, 1985), xxiii–xxxiv; J. Alec Motyer, The
Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 23–34, or John N.
Oswalt’s, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40—66, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 23–28.
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the post–Exilic period through the first century CE. Much of the textual material that follows
from these later eras present less chronological difficulty.

6.3.1 Deuteronomy 7.6; 14.2; 26.18–19
There are a number of additional references for ‘treasured’ and ‘holy’ people in describing
Israel. These include three examples (7.6; 14.2; 26.18–19) in Deuteronomy involving Israel as
Yahweh’s ‘treasured people’, recalling Exodus 19.5b–6a. Yet in these cases the precise phrase
found in Exodus 19.6a (‘holy nation’,  )וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁשis not used. Nevertheless, the allusion to the
Mount Sinai theophany and Yahweh’s designation for Israel is unmistakable. Block observes
that, ‘The linkage of Israel’s status to that of the high priest is reinforced by the clarification
that follows in almost identical style in 7:6 and 14:2 respectively:
בְ ָך בָּ חַ ר יְהוָּה אֱֹלהֶ יָך להְ יֹות לֹו לְ עַם ְסגֻלָּה

You YHWH your God has chosen to
become his own treasured people,

מכֹּל הָּ עַמים אֲׁשֶ ר עַל־פְ נֵּי הָּ אֲדָּ מָּ ה

[chosen] from all the peoples who are on
the surface of the earth.

ובְ ָך בָּ חַ ר יְהוָּה להְ יֹות לֹו לְ עַם ְסגֻלָּה

And you YHWH has chosen to become
his treasured people,

מכֹּל הָּ עַמים אֲׁשֶ ר עַל־פְ ֵּני הָּ אֲדָּ מָּ ה

[chosen] from all the peoples who are on
the surface of the earth.’91

These texts describe Israel as uniquely chosen by Yahweh to be his particular people, a
people treasured, and a people who enjoy a holy status. Both texts (as well as Deuteronomy
26.18–19) again seem to recall the theophany at Sinai. 92 As such, the nation of Israel was set
apart at Sinai to Yahweh as holy and belong to him. One cannot miss the similarities between
this setting apart of Israel from among the nations and that of the setting apart of Aaron and his
sons as ‘holy to Yahweh’ in the priestly consecration ritual. It has also been pointed out that
while the status–function language in Exodus 19.5–6a has a very conditional tone, the language
in Deuteronomy 14.1–21 describes Israel’s particular status–function as actualised.93
6.3.2 Deuteronomy 14.21
Do not eat anything that has died naturally. You can give it to the resident-alien94 within
your city gates so that he may eat it. Or you may sell it to a foreigner95 because you are
91

Daniel I. Block, The Gospel according to Moses: Theological and Ethical Reflections on the Book of
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J. G. McConville, Deuteronomy, AOTC 5 (Leicester: Apollos, 2002), 155.
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holy people to Yahweh your God. Do not boil a young goat in his mother’s milk.

In this example, it is clearly the burden of the text to emphasize the unique and set-apart
status that Israel enjoys as a treasured and holy people. While resident–aliens and even
foreigners (or strangers) are mentioned, it is with a distance or separation marked by the dietary
laws Yahweh requires of his priestly people. 96 Even in exercising the simple function of eating
(or not eating), Israel projects the character of their God, as well as their priestly and holy status
to people from other nations. As has been previously noted, some of the dietary restrictions
placed upon the entire nation are also prohibited for the hereditary priests. Block observes in
this text a referent to Exodus 19.5–6 and horizontal priestly function of Israel’s ‘priestly
kingdom.’
The present text does not explain what it means to be a holy people. However, as in verse 18
the added clause  ַכאֲׁשֶ ר דבֵּ ר, “as he has promised,” recalls Exod 19:5–6, where YHWH promised
Israel that if they will keep his covenant and listen to his voice, they would be YHWH’s special
treasure among all the peoples, his kingdom of priests, and his “holy nation.”
This statement of Israel’s holy status has great significance for understanding Israel’s
missionary role. God did not separate Israel from the nations so that he might merely lavish his
attention on her as if she were a pet kitten or a china dish on a shelf. Just as the Levitical priests
were set apart to serve as YHWH’s agents of grace between him and Israel, so Israel collectively
was to serve as a link between God and the world. The need for mediation was created by the
estrangement of the world from its Creator. As YHWH’s priests, Israel was to declare the light
of his revelation to the nations and to intercede on their behalf before Him.97

6.3.3 Deuteronomy 26.18–19
The same concept of the nation of Israel as Yahweh’s treasured and holy people is reiterated in
Deuteronomy 26.18–19, a unique status setting it apart from all the other nations or peoples
which belong to God:
And Yahweh has declared to you this day that you are a people for his treasure98, as he
has promised you, and that you should keep all his commandments, and to make you high
above all the nations he has made in fame, praise, and honour. And you will be a holy
people to Yahweh your God as he has spoken.

Israel is described as ‘a people for his treasure’ ( )לְ עַ ֹ֣ם ְסגֻ ָֹּ֔להin connection with ‘holy
people’ ( )עַם־קָּ דִֹּ֛ ׁשin Deuteronomy 26.18–19, normally understood to be a deliberate reference
to Exodus 19.5–6.99 In this context, as well as in Deuteronomy 7.6 and 14.2, although the phrase
Block, ‘Privilege of Calling’, 156. ‘On three previous occasions Moses referred to Israel as a holy people
belonging to YHWH their God. In both 7:6 and 14:2 her status as an “( עַם קָּ דֹוׁשholy people”) was associated
with YHWH’s election of her to be his treasured possession ()סְ גֻלָּה.’
97
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Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2016), 144: Exodus 19 and Deuteronomy 26, ‘provide the most inclusive frame for the Law
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concerning Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom’ is missing, there is a description with reference to
Israel in the context of the other nations. In Deuteronomy 26.19, what is stressed is Israel’s
‘fame and honour high above the nations.’ These and other factors lead Block to conclude:
The characterization of Israel as עַם קָּ דֹוׁש, “a holy people,” links these statements to Exod 19:5–
6, where YHWH declared Israel to be his priestly kingdom ( )מַ ְמ ֶלכֶת ֹּכהֲניםand a “holy nation”
()גֹוי קָּ דֹוש. Through the rituals of covenant making at Sinai (Exod 19–24) and covenant renewal
on the plains of Moab, Israel claimed YHWH as their God and they signed themselves over to
him to be his vassal priests (cf. Deut 27:9; 29:9–12 [Eng 10–13]). Like the high priest, Israel
was holy, consecrated to YHWH for divine service to the nations, and like the high priest, Israel
bore the stamp of his name. YHWH had placed them above the nations that his name might be
proclaimed throughout the world, and that their ethical and cultic performance might bring
praise to his name. Moses concretized this missional role of the covenant people in Deut 28:1–
14.100

The concept of Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’ representing Yahweh to the other nations is
not simply an inference derived from Israel’s divinely appointed status in Exodus 19.6a. Israel’s
priestly horizontal function with respect to other people groups of the earth occurs multiple
times within Deuteronomy as well as other places in the OT. The status and function of the
paradigmatic hereditary high priesthood was to be emulated by the entire ‘priestly kingdom.’
Its national reflection of priestliness would not be from performing cultic rituals and sacrifices,
but through holy, compassionate, and blameless engagement with the rest of the world. ‘Israel,
remaining faithful to the covenant God, would be renowned among other nations, not because
of inherent merit, but because the covenant community would reflect the glory of the covenant
God in its national life.’101
Deuteronomy 26.19 clearly recalls the dramatic covenantal event at Mount Sinai. As a
constituent of the Pentateuch, it reports a covenant renewal ceremony just prior to the death of
Moses and the entry of the second generation of Israel into the Land of Promise under Joshua’s
leadership. The description of the nation as famous, honourable, and holy to Yahweh, as well
as calling Israel in the previous verse ‘his treasured people,’ all connect Mount Ebal to Mount
Sinai. All of this comes immediately on the heels of an extensive renewal presentation of the
laws and statutes of the covenant of Yahweh.

… Exodus 19 initiates the covenant–making narrative at Sinai. Deuteronomy 26 concludes Moses’ exposition
of the Law in Moab 40 years later in ways that echo Exod 19 … It is a conspicuous fact that the terms “special
treasure” ( )סְ גֻ ָֹּ֔להand “holy nation” ( )וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁשreappear together in the last two verses of Deut 26, with the
exception that “holy nation” is changed to “holy people” ()עַם־קָּ דִֹּ֛ ׁש.’
100
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101
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6.3.4 Psalm 114.2102
Judah became his holy place,
Israel his dominion.

The parallelism of Psalm 114.2 conveys something of the closeness that Israel enjoys
with respect to Yahweh. In doing so, the text depicts ‘Israel’ as serving as God’s kingdom
(‘dominion’), while the interchangeable term ‘Judah’ is employed in describing the nation as
God’s sanctuary (or ‘temple’). Psalm 114.2 is not the first metaphorical application of ‘holy
space/place’ or ‘sanctuary’ to the geographic place which Yahweh prepared for the nation of
Israel to dwell. It occurs in Exodus 15.17 ()מקְ ָ֕ ָדש
ִ in reference to Yahweh’s mountain abode, the
place where he will plany Israel. The term  )קֹּ דֶ ׁש( לְ קָּ ְדׁשֹֹּ֑ וis associated with depicting a ‘holy area’
or ‘sanctuary’ (as in Leviticus 10.18) and ‘a similar term is used three times in Exodus 28.29,
35, 43 with reference to the ‘holy place’ in the tabernacle.’ 103 Kraus explains:
Through the event of the exodus Israel became Yahweh’s “sanctuary” ( )קדשand “dominion”
()ממשלות. This statement in Ps. 114:2 is to be understood in reference to synonymous
parallelism. The Holy One of Israel … destined Israel to be a sanctuary, a holy people (Bächli,
1962, p. 141; Kraus, 1972b, pp. 37–49). The holy people is the people to whom the holy God
has laid claim, whom he has taken out of the context of their natural and historical life and
separated and distinguished, just as a sanctuary represents an exceptional district that has been
consecrated to and reserved for the exclusive claims and service of the deity. As “Yahweh’s
sanctuary” the people of God are the context in which God reveals himself and where his people
give him their willing, obedient service in time and space.104

It is also significant that the author of Psalm 114 places the composition within the
events of the Exodus (v. 1), ‘When Israel went out from Egypt, the house of Jacob from a
people of strange language.’ Thus, the psalmist reflects upon the deliverance from slavery in
Egypt and the theophany and covenant events at Mount Sinai, summarizing Israel’s
consecration in Exodus 19–24 as giving the nation the status of Yahweh’s holy place and his
particular kingdom. Considering that the Hebrew term used in Psalm 114.2 is typically applied
to sacred spaces in which only those of priestly status could function, it is significant that it
occurs here with reference to the whole nation of Israel.105
In the reconceptualisation of Exodus 19.6a within Psalm 114, the psalmist conceives of
the entire nation as Yahweh’s temple and the entire society as constitutive of his priesthood.
102
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This is a very significant interpretation of the metaphor, as it is representative of a perspective
that was contemporaneous with an era in which Israel possessed an established cultic
priesthood. As with Exodus 19.6a, Psalm 114.2 employs metaphorical language, equating the
more concrete concept of sanctuary (sacred space) with its associated abstract concepts to the
covenantal community of Israel.

6.3.5 Psalm 135.4
For Yahweh has chosen Jacob as his own, Israel for his treasured people.

In Psalm 135.4, the referent seems to be Exodus 19.5, with its mention of Yahweh’s
choosing of Israel for his ‘treasured people’ (segullâ, )ל ְסגֻלָּתֵֹּֽ ו. This is undoubtedly a psalm of
praise. Yet it is full of language reminding its readers of God’s mighty acts in delivering his
people from Egypt and from the mighty kings of the wilderness and Canaan. Psalm 135
recounts the faithfulness of Yahweh to Israel, his chosen people:
Verse 4 offers a historical-theological reason for the praise. Adopting typical Deuteronomic
theologoumena (Deut 7:6*; 14:2*; 26:18*; cf. also Exod 19:5*), it characterizes Yhwh’s
specific relationship to his people, described with the double name “Jacob” and “Israel,” as
“election” (out of love: cf. Deuteronomy 7) and as being the “special possession” or “crown
possession, crown jewel” of Yhwh the king—which implies the kind of legal protection and
obligation to care that are then described in vv. 8–14*.106

This Psalm acts as an extended development of the Exodus Event, in reciting the various
stages of Yahweh’s deliverance of his people. In the poetic presentation of God’s salvific
exertions and his covenantal faithfulness, the author of Psalm 135 reminds the temple
worshipers of the benefits of being Yahweh’s treasured people from among all the other nations
on the earth. Thus it calls upon his treasured and priestly people to worship him—the God who
defeated all of the idols of the other nations.
Of further interest in the psalm is the way it concludes. Prior to the last verse, which
repeats the opening, ‘Praise the Lord!’ verses 19 and 20 contain a tripartite call for a blessing
of the Lord. The house of Israel ()בֹ֣ית ִ֭י ְש ָּראֵּ ל,
ֵּ the house of Aaron ()בֶ֥ית אִַ֝ הֲרָֹּּ֗ ן,
ֵּ and the house of
Levi ()בֹ֣ית ִ֭הַ לֵּוי
ֵּ are mentioned together. ‘Each sector of the religious community is urged to
make its own contribution to the service of worship and thus to create a harmony of utmost
praise.’107 The worship setting presented in the Psalm is one in which cultic priests, Levites and
the entire priestly people of Israel share in blessing the Lord. It is in the sense of the entire
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nation’s priestly function of worship that this passage provides additional input to
conceptualising ‘Israel as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom.’
6.3.6 Isaiah 61.6108
There is in the larger OT another reference to the functioning of the nation of Israel as ‘priestly
kingdom.’109 While it uses a somewhat different Hebrew phrase, the range of meaning is the
same.110 It is applied in an idealized way with an eschatological locus, rather than in an
historical or a contemporaneous context. 111 This example is found in Isaiah 61.6:
But you will be named priests of Yahweh ( ;) ֹּכהֲנֵּ ֹּ֤י יְהוָּה112 they will declare you ministers of our
God (ֱֹלהינו
ֵּ ֹ֔ )מׁשָּ ְר ֵּ ֹ֣תי א.
ְ The riches of the nations you will eat and in their glory you will boast.

This significant verse occurs in the middle of the well-known Isaiah text associated with
the year of the Yahweh’s favour (ַת־רצֹּון ַ ֵֽליה ֹ֔ ָּוה
ָּ )ׁשנ.
ְ The prophet describes in chapter 61 a time of
immense renewal for the people of Israel under the hand of Yahweh’s abundant blessing. Much
of the language is concerned with restoring the lives and fortunes of the poor, the downtrodden,
and the captives, as well as the rebuilding of once devastated cities. As with the Book of the
Covenant of Exodus 20.22—23.33, resident–aliens or ‘strangers’ (ז ָֹּ֔רים,  ) ֵּנ ָֹּ֔כרare again in view.
They are described in Isaiah 61.5 as living and working within the renewed Promised Land as
shepherds of flocks and farm labourers for the people of Israel. Motyer explains, ‘The picture
is not of a slave–state or of second–class citizenship but of glad co–operation, of former aliens

108

It is widely argued since the 19th century that Isaiah 40–66 is a post–exilic text. See for example Klaus
Baltzer, ‘The Book of Isaiah,’ in Harvard Theological Review (January 2010), 261–270. Also, Shalom M. Paul,
Isaiah 40–66: Translation and Commentary, ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 1–11. The most thorough
compilation of works on Isaiah, provided in Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 28–39, CCS (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002),
743–744, also demonstrates the scholarly weight of opinion for post–exilic composition. But it should also be
noted that Isaiah’s latter chapters present an eschatological orientation, not a contemporaneous conceptualization
of Israel. And in addition to those who take a canonical approach to the text (i.e. Childs, see chapter 1), there are
also scholars who argue for an early dating of this section. For example, Motyer, Isaiah, 24–33; Mark F. Rooker,
“Dating Isaiah 40–66: What Does the Linguistic Evidence Say?’ in WTJ 58 (1996), 303–312; also John N.
Oswalt, ‘Who Were the Addressees of Isaiah 40–66?’ in BSac 169 (January–March 2012), 33–47; and Seth
Erlandsson, ‘Isaiah 1–66 in Its Historical Setting,’ in Logia 25.1 (January 2016), 39–42. Regardless of the merits
of these arguments for later or earlier composition, the whole book of Isaiah presents itself as an eighth–century
BCE prophecy, indicating, therefore, a perspective appropriate to a pre–exilic view of an eschatological hope of
restoration.
109
Harper, The Priestly Element, 36: ‘The occupation of the priests was gone, in so far as it was dependent upon
the temple. The book of Ezekiel furnishes an illustration of one phase of priestly activity during these days. The
thought of Israel as a nation of priests appears.’
110
Steven D. Mason, ‘Getting a “handle” on holistic Christian mission: the contribution of Isaiah 61 as a discrete
Old Testament voice,’ in Missiology 40.3 (2012), 304: ‘Serving as kingly [Isaiah 61] priests and ministers to the
nations is a call upon righteous Israel from the time of the Exodus (Ex. 19:5–6). The Isaianic context is very
similar. Salvation from bondage enables Israel to serve as priests to the entire earth. Keeping God’s covenant is
the prerequisite.’
111
Thomas R. Schreiner, ‘Revelation,’ in Hebrews—Revelation, ESVEC, XII, Iain M. Duguid, James M.
Hamilton, Jr., and Jay Sklar, eds. (Wheaton: Crossway, 2018), 555: ‘God’s people will be his “priests” (Isa.
61:6), conveying his blessing to the world.’
112
Motyer, Isaiah, 502. ‘Priests refers to the hitherto unrealized ideal of Exodus 19:6.’

135

taking their place in the life of the people (as the use of foreigners/‘sons of the stranger’ in
60:10 shows).’113
It is in this eschatological year of Yahweh’s renewal and blessing that Isaiah describes
the people of Israel as ‘priests of Yahweh’ ()כֹּ הֲנֵּ ֹּ֤י יְ הוָּה. Obviously, the phrase used here in the
text of Isaiah 61:6 is not identical to the Hebrew expression applied to Israel in Exodus 19:6a,
‘priestly kingdom’ ()מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים. However, it seems reasonable to compare these two
occurrences, based upon the fact that in both cases the referent is the people of Israel and the
status that of priesthood. 114 The Isaiah text’s priestly expression also seems to take as its
antecedent Exodus 19:6a.115 While the expressions ‘holy nation,’ and ‘treasured people’ do not
appear in the verse, both the concepts of Israel as a nation of priests and as favoured among the
other nations occur unambiguously. Here as in Exodus 19 Israel is a segullâ ‘out of the nations.’
Isaiah 61:6 clarifies further the concept of Israel as Yahweh’s priests to a wider world
employing the heightened expression, ‘ministers of our God’ ()מׁשָּ ְר ֵּ ֹ֣תי אֱֹלהֵֹּ֔ ינו.
ְ 116 ‘The individual
servant–priest creates a community of priests.’ 117
The same term for ‘minister’ (with reference to cultic activity) is used in Exodus 28.35,
43 and in Exodus 29.30 with reference to either Aaron or Aaron and his sons serving in the tent
of meeting. Thus, there is in Isaiah 61.6 an understanding that the status function of the
paradigmatic Aaronic priesthood will at some point in the future be trademarks of the entire
‘priestly kingdom’ of Israel. The added reference at the end of the verse to ‘nations’ ( )גֹּוים
further connects this passage to Exodus 19.6a in which the same term in the singular ( )וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגויis
used to describe Israel as a ‘holy nation’ ()וְ ֹ֣ ֹּגוי קָּ דֹֹּ֑ וׁש.
Isaiah brings the priestly status function of Israel full circle, back to its first expression
in Exodus 19.6a.118 The prophet’s conception of Israel’s future under the hand of Yahweh’s
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blessing is the full realization of the status function granted to the tribes huddled and trembling
at the foot of Mount Sinai. 119 In that prophetic future, the success of Israel as a functioning
‘priestly kingdom’ is declared by those from other nations, who will at the time be incorporated
into Israel.120 As Motyer explains:
The parallel thought of recognition among the nations (9ab) requires that those who speak in
you will be called…named are the aliens and ‘sons of the stranger’. The existing people of God
have ministered his truth to these foreigners, introduced them to the Lord and brought them into
the community of faith. They in turn recognize the special privileged position of those through
whom they have been blessed and regard them as priests mediating divine blessings and
ministers (m‘šārēt; the typical verb of levitical service) acting on their behalf in the things of
God as true Levites (Nu. 8:5ff.).121

The future of Israel as a nation belonging to Yahweh is marked by the treasured and
holy people exercising their priestly function for the benefit of those drawn into Israel from the
nations, according to Isaiah 61.6, 9. ‘Through Israel, God’s glory will extend to those nations
who respond to Yhwh, who come and seek him at Zion.’122 The prophetic critique argues that
Israel has repeatedly failed in this regard and is in violation of the covenant. Yet Isaiah 61 is
replete with the achievement of the ‘priestly kingdom’ ideal in a time yet to come. What was
birthed between Yahweh and the tribes at the foot of the mountain with Moses in between will
reach its fullness in the coming year of Yahweh’s favour. ‘Thus the Israelites receive the status
that was limited to Aaronides in Numbers 18. Similarly, the nations play a role parallel to one
the Israelites had in Numbers 18: they bring food to the Israelites/priests.’123
In the eschatological future, according to Isaiah, Israel will make God’s glory, holiness,
mercy, and justice known to the nations as they carry out their priestly functions as his holy
people. As a consequence of Israel’s proper exercise of its priestly functions, God blesses his
holy people with wealth from the other nations. 124 In the text of Isaiah, the priestly status of
Israel to the nations is taken as a given. However, the prophet’s critique concerns Israel’s
priestly dysfunction, for in terms of upholding their priestly status, they have failed. Only when
Jacob, Theology, 250: ‘But before drawing all these conclusions from the High Priest’s supremacy the people
of Israel had already found in the priest’s function the expression of its ideal and the model of its vocation:
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Israel functions according to its Yahweh–granted status will the eschatological vision of Isaiah
61 be realized. This future–oriented achivement of priestly function, alongside transferral of
Sinaitic traditions to the other nations, is also evident in Isaiah 2.2–4, 25.6–8, and Isaiah 66.20–
21 (a text that goes further in integrating some foreigners into priestly service).
Isaiah 2.2–4 and 25.6–8 conceptualise an idyllic future in which Mount Zion becomes
a sort of enlarged Mount Sinai. 125 The Isaianic vision is of the nations drawn to Jerusalem, to
the ‘house of the God of Jacob,’ participating in the blessings of living under the covenant of
Yahweh. Isaiah 25.6 describes a lavish covenant fellowship meal reminiscent of the Sinaitic
meal between Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, the elders of Israel and Yahweh in Exodus 24.9–
11. This eschatological feast incorporates ‘all peoples’ into its Yahwistic fellowship. Such
universalist conceptualisations of Israel centripetally drawing the nations into its society and
covenantal patterns of worship and living are also implied in Isaiah 55.5 and certainly in 66.20–
21. Yet even as this eschatological arc toward full integration of the other nations develops in
parts of Isaiah, the necessity of Israel’s distinctiveness remains in view:
It is possible to maintain the uniqueness and identity of Israel on the one hand while holding to
the universal inclusion of all nations under the canopy of God’s grace on the other. This “fruitful
paradox” is given expression in Isa. 2.2f. and 55.5, and is essential for Paul’s presentation of a
universal gospel which at the same time insists on the particularity and priority of Israel.126

As previously noted, Isaiah 61 is full of references to justice, mercy, teaching, and renewal in
an as yet unrealized future. Yet there is also the emphasis upon Yahweh’s holy character as
well. The glory of God (v. 3) is in view, as well as the threefold repetition of his righteousness
(vv. 3, 10, and 11), either as a personal attribute or as his righteousness represented in his
restored people. The ‘priestly kingdom’ is intended to reflect the holiness of God to the nations.
This is for Wells the primary emphasis of the passage.127 However, what is also evident from
the Isaianic vision is the focus upon societal priestly function in such a way that foreigners can
observe Yahweh’s holy character dynamically among the people of Israel. Isaiah 61.5, after all,
envisions foreigners laboring among Yahweh’s priestly people on the land, perfectly positioned
to observe priestly holiness, justice, mercy, and teaching lived–out functionally in the
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eschatological society. Brett interprets Isaiah 61.5–6 as the heart of a chiasm, ‘foreigners in
secular service,’128 heightening the cognitive framing of this part of Isaiah as integrative vision.
Davies sees the royal–priestly image of the realized ‘priestly kingdom’ continuing from
Isaiah 61 into the following chapter, ‘in 62:3: “You (feminine singular) will be a crown of
splendour ( )עטרת תפארתin Yhwh’s hand, a royal diadem ([ מלוכהqere  )צנוף ]צניףin the hand of
your God.” Both expressions used to describe Zion have priestly as well as royal overtones, as
a priest is said to wear “crowns” (עטרות, Zech. 6:11), while the roots  פארand צנף, as noted
earlier, are both associated with the priestly headdress.’ 129 This interpretation also seems to
emphasize the nation’s priestly status, rather than its priestly functions.
The crux of the question in assessing this text in connection with Exodus 19:6a is not
so much the application of priestly status to a fully restored nation of Israel in the eschatological
year of the Lord’s favour, but rather whether or not priestly function is involved as well. Davies,
who allows that the priestly designation of Exodus 19.6 is indeed a national status (rather than
a subgroup of hierarchical and hereditary priests), nevertheless maintains that both Exodus 19.6
and Isaiah 61.6 do not address or involve a national priestly function:
Having set Isa. 61:6 in its general cotext, we turn to consider more closely the referent and
significance of the phrases  כהני יהוהand משרתי יהוה. These are clearly intended to be honorific
designations, as the whole cotext demonstrates. They call to mind the Levitical priesthood (1
Sam. 22:17, 21; Jer. 33:21; Joel 1:13; 1 Chron. 16:4; 2 Chron. 13:9; 23:6; Ezra 8:17), or their
counterpart in the unseen heavenly host (Ps. 103:21; cf. Ps. 104:4 where  משרתיוis parallel with
מלאכיו, ‘messengers, angels’). While  משרתalone may refer to other non-cultic attendants (such
as Joshua: Exod. 24:13; 33:11) the use of the words  כהןand  משרתtogether is only otherwise
associated with cultic contexts, and some extended cultic metaphor seems unavoidable. That is,
Zion as a whole occupies in some idealized sense, or will come to occupy, an analogous
relationship to Yhwh to that enjoyed by the Levitical priests. The emphasis, however, is not on
that which they might do by way of actual cultic service ()שרת, for the term has become
somewhat fossilized as Haran notes.130

Davies and others seek to separate Israel’s national priestly status (which they readily
support), from the concept of Israel exercising a national priestly function, which they largely
dismiss, with respect to Exodus 19—24 and Isaiah 61—62. This is a crucial question that must
be assessed and answered. At least with respect to Isaiah 61, the key difference between Israel’s
failure as ‘priestly kingdom’ to the other nations and its anticipated eschatological success
involves covenantal faithfulness and the exercise of the priestly attributes of holiness, justice,
mercy, and compassion toward one another within the society, and significantly, on behalf of
those who come from outside, from the other nations, and who are now integrated into God’s
Brett, ‘Imperial Imagination,’ 169. See also Achenbach, ‘gêr – nåkhrî – tôshav – zâr,’ 43: ‘It is only with the
voice of the scribes who transmit the Isaianic Scroll, that we find the vote for a positive integration of the benê
nekhar into the community of the covenant. Here we find also the concept of proselytism (Isa 66:18b–21).’
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‘priestly kingdom.’ These are in fact functional (or in sociological analysis: role categories). A
sociological analysis of the proper relationship of priestly status and function will be
undertaken in the next chapter.

6.3.7 Isaiah 62.12
And they shall be called The Holy People, Redeemed of Yahweh. And you shall be called
Sought After, A City Not Forsaken.131

Isaiah 62 presents a restored and renewed people of God, inhabiting once again the city
of Jerusalem. Yet even as they flourish under Yahweh’s hand of blessing and rejoice in God’s
salvation, according to verse 12, they will also once again be known among the other nations
by their status as Yahweh’s ‘Holy People ()עַם־הַ קִֹּ֖ דֶ ׁש, The Redeemed of the Lord’()גְ אולֵּ ֹ֣י יְ הוָּ ֹ֑ה.
Where they were once a byword among the nations for being a forsaken people and city, in
Isaiah’s restorative future vision, they will instead be known as ‘Sought Out, A City Not
Forsaken’ ()דרוׁשָֹּ֔ ה ִ֖עיר ֶ֥ל ֹּא ֶנע ֱָּזֵֽבָּה.
ְ The themes of deliverance from captivity into priestly and holy
status before Yahweh and in the sight of the other nations are obviously not unique to Isaiah
62, for it is conceptually rooted in the themes of Exodus 19.5b–6a and Leviticus 22.31–33.132
Here again, status is depicted with reference to function, as Oswalt observes: ‘The servants of
God are called to be a holy people, doing justice and righteousness in their behaviour before
the world (56:1; cf. also 4:3–4).’133
The ‘basic experience’ or background that Isaiah 61—62 brings to the conceptualisation
of the ‘Israel is a priestly kingdom’ metaphor is that the nation had previously failed to function
in terms of the abstract priestly concepts of holiness, justice, and mercy, and yet that there was
a future in which Israel would experience restoration and would function in accordance with
its priestly status. Its Godward (vertical) priestly role, properly functioning in the eschaton,
would invigorate its practice of priestly functions (horizontal) to everyone in the social
structure, including the influx of resident–aliens (gêrīm). Reconceptualisation of the Exodus
19.6a metaphor in Isaiah 61 displays an increased awareness of Israel’s responsibility for
priestly practice of justice and mercy as a kingdom whose citizenry is comprised of priests.
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6.3.8 Isaiah 66.20–21
And they will bring all your brothers out from all the nations as a tribute offering134 to
Yahweh, on horses and in chariots and in wagons135 and on mules and on camels, to my
holy mountain, Jerusalem, says Yahweh, just as the sons of Israel bring an offering in a
clean vessel to the House of Yahweh. And from them as well I will take some for priests
and Levites,136 says Yahweh.
Isaiah 66.20–21 presents a more nuanced dynamic to the reader, with respect to the priestly
integrating tendencies conceptualized elsewhere in the OT. While other examples assessed so
far depict the ‘priestly kingdom’ centripetally enfolding resident–aliens and even foreigners
into the priestly society, this text conceptually approaches integration using a more
centrifugal manner. As Routledge observes with respect to this text, ‘Israel’s role in the
winning of the nations here is not merely passive and in the closing verses of the book we see
God’s people performing the somewhat unfamiliar task of going to the nations in order to
bring them back to worship God in Jerusalem.’ 137
Another change in the integrative trajectory conceptualized in Isaiah 66.20–21 is the
idea that foreigners will not only be brought into Jerusalem to worship Yahweh, but will in
some cases be elevated to priestly or Levitical status. This is quite a shocking eschatological
vision from the perspective of much of the OT textual record. 138 Brett’s modification of
Goldingay’s analysis of ‘the chiastic structure’ of Isaiah 56—66 emphasizes this
eschatological vision in which persons outside of the covenantal and priestly people may join
in sacral functions associated with Yahweh’s worship.139 Goldingay identifies Isaiah 56.1–8
and 66.18–24 as the Preface and Postscript for the book, sharing the theme of ‘foreigners in
the service of YHWH.’140 Isaiah’s eschatological trajectory broadens the once exclusivist
nature of the Sinai event, inviting the constituents of non–Jewish societies to join Yahweh’s
priestly people.
What must now be pointed out, in considering the emergence of the Exodus 19.6a
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, is that the penultimate eschatological vision of Isaiah 66 attains
a priestly and universalistic conceptualisation of Israel, involving both centripetal and
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centrifugal patterns of integration. It is in its breath–taking scope a thematic transition text
perspectivally between the OT and the NT. Isaiah 66.20–21 anticipates in many ways the
theological and priestly conceptions of 1 Peter 2.5, 9, Revelation 1.7, and Revelation 5.9–10 in
which the acquisition of status function as Yahweh’s priest is open to Jews and Gentiles alike.

6.4 Intertextual Reconceptions: The Exilic Event
The removal of the royal, priestly, and scribal classes from the city of Jerusalem in a number
of events, likely beginning in 597 BCE and continuing until the city’s destruction in 587 BCE,
created a situational exilic experience which significantly reconceptualised Israel’s status
function as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ The social structure was shattered and they were no
longer living as a national community in the land with Yahweh’s Solomonic temple in their
midst. Much of the literature reflecting the exilic event reflects efforts to understand what had
gone wrong and why the priestly nation had been scattered across the Babylonian Empire.
Exodus 19.6a was again reinterpreted according to this exilic change of circumstances.
6.4.1 Ezekiel 20.41b141
And I will display my holiness through you in view of the nations. 142

The text of Ezekiel is full of critique in addressing the many violations of the Book of
the Covenant by the people of Israel. This is the rationale repeated in the text for the period of
exilic sojourn that is the backstory behind Ezekiel’s message. The language of Yahweh’s
judgment fills many of the book’s chapters with vivid descriptions of the consequences of
violating covenant with a righteous and holy God. In Ezekiel 36.19–21, for example, Israel is
scattered among the nations. But rather than image the holiness of Yahweh among the peoples
where they were placed, verses 20–21 declare that:
… wherever they went, they profaned my holy name; so [those nations] said concerning them,
‘These are Yahweh’s people, yet they have gone out from his land.’ But I had concern for my
holy name, which the house of Israel had profaned among the nations where they had gone.143

In Ezekiel 36, Israel has failed, even as its people have been scattered among the nations
in the great Diaspora. The nations to which they have been sent still regard the exiles of Israel
as bearing the status of Yahweh’s priestly and holy people. However, their functional
expression of this status in effect negates their status, as the onlooking nations into which they
141
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have been placed see nothing of the holiness, justice, or mercy of Yahweh, whom they are
supposed to represent. It must also be admitted, as Block observes, that the mere fact of Israel’s
expulsion from the land, raises doubts in the sight of the other nations, about Yahweh’s
reputation, not to mention his absolute claim to power and dominion. This is the problem
according to Krüger:
In chapter 36 Yahweh’s reputation is put at risk among the nations because his actions do not
comply with people’s expectations from a deity. A god has to protect his people in their land.
If the people are deported from their land, their god has obviously been unable to protect
them.144

Yet the text of Ezekiel also holds out the promise of an eventual restoration of a remnant
from the Babylonian exile. Even in the midst of the prophetic critique of Israel, in chapter
20.33–44, the text describes the people’s return and their future, faithful worship of Yahweh.
Through their status and function as the holy and priestly people of God, the other nations will
see the righteous character of Yahweh. 145 This is a repeated feature in the text of Ezekiel.146
When the Sinai Covenant was established in Exodus 19—24, the Israelites were
declared to be a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation.’ At that time, the people took a solemn
vow to Yahweh in response to his declaration, ‘if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my
covenant,’ declaring, ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do.’ This vow of covenant
obedience also represented a corporate priestly vow in conjunction with the nation’s ordination
to priestly status function. In effect the whole society promised to keep the covenant code
enshrined in Exodus 20—23, a national code of priestly conduct (function). As Israel flagrantly
violated the vertical and horizontal functions of its priesthood, it lost Yahweh’s blessing and
received the promised curses in the covenant. All of this took place at the end of the 7th century
BCE and

early in the 6th century BCE in Judah and Jerusalem. The message concerning Israel’s

priestly dysfunction and exile sent to the surrounding nations invalidated their status and cast
doubts upon Yahweh. Israel became, in the years prior to the exile, Yahweh’s national anti–
priest.
Ezekiel’s conceptualisation of ‘Israel as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom’ continues in step
with the text of Isaiah in evaluating the nation as a dysfunctional priestly failure with respect
to its vertical and horizontal functions, functions which should have expressed the concepts of
holiness, justice, and mercy. Instead the people were expelled from the land of promise and
returned to the state of dwelling within a foreign power as the expelled and failed priestly
Thomas Krüger, ‘Transformation of History in Ezekiel 20,’ in Transforming Visions: Transformations of
Text, Tradition, and Theology in Ezekiel, William Tooman and Michael Lyons, eds. (Cambridge: James Clarke,
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people. Yet Ezekiel, like Isaiah, did hold forth a future expectation that a remnant would return,
a remnant given anew the ‘priestly kingdom’ privilege to serve Yahweh and to mediate his
holiness, justice, and mercy within their society and to the nations.

6.5 Intertextual Reconceptions: The Post–Exilic/Restoration Era
In 539 BCE, as part of a broad declaration of clemency toward exilic peoples resettled in
Babylonian territory, the new Persian ruler, Cyrus, decreed that the Jews would be permitted
to return to their former land (Yehud) and would receive help with the reconstruction of
Yahweh’s temple. This post–exilic event further caused a reconceptualisation of Israel’s status
and function as a ‘priestly kingdom.’ Although the priestly people returned and managed to
complete a more modest version of the previously grand temple, the textual record indicates
both a deepening of emphasis on Israel’s ‘treasured’ status and the priestly functions associated
with holiness (Yahweh worship). At the same time, perhaps influenced by their exilic sojourn,
the new readers of Exodus 19.6a at the time also conceived of priestly function horizontally in
the exercise of justice and mercy toward the disadvantaged and the resident–alien. This was a
period of conceptual discordance in emphases between a vertical exclusivism trajectory on the
one hand and a horizontal inclusivism trajectory on the other.

6.5.1 Malachi 3.17
And they will be mine,147 declares Yahweh of hosts, on the day when I assemble my treasured
people.148 And I will spare them as a man spares his own son who serves him.

The text of Malachi is identified with the early post–exilic period. In chapter 2, a
predominant theme is rebuke from God concerning the hereditary priests in their failure to
properly exercise the functions which are consistent with their status (see discussion in chapter
7). Yet the chapter concludes with a critique of the men who have returned for their
intermarriages with foreign women. This theme of rebuke is heightened in the threatened
coming judgment of Yahweh in chapter 3. However, hope is held out as those who remain
faithful to Yahweh write a ‘book of remembrance.’ It is ultimately the fear of the Lord that in
Malachi 3.17 leads to deliverance from judgment for God’s ‘treasured possession’ (or
Douglas K. Stuart, ‘Malachi,’ in The Minor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository Commentary, Thomas
Edward McComiskey, ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009), 1383: ‘ ( וְ הָּ ֹ֣יו ָּ֗ליthey will be mine): This wording (verb
of being, expressed or understood, plus  )לis the standard construction for ownership or possession in biblical
Hebrew.’
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‘people’). In ‘Malachi, YHWH will spare those who fear him on the coming day of punishment.
The verse concerns the fate of those fearing YHWH, not the contents of the book. The subject
“they” refers back to the YHWH fearers 149… and 3:17 implies that YHWH will spare those
serving God on the impending day of judgment.’150
The high privilege God will bestow is to make these believers his own possession; mine is
emphatic in the Hebrew, and my special possession further endorses the point. These words,
quoted from the covenant inauguration (Exod. 19:5) and later referred to in that connection
(Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Ps. 135:4), draw attention to the original election of Israel. The purpose
which God had in first choosing a people is shown in the last of the prophets to be about to be
fulfilled. The father–son simile emphasizes God’s compassion for his less than worthy servants
(cf. 1:6).151

The distinction made in the very next verse in the text is ‘between the righteous and the
wicked’ and these two categories of persons are immediately identified according to their
faithfulness or unfaithfulness with respect to function (behaviour), ‘between one who serves
( )עֹּ ֵּבֹ֣דGod and one who does not serve ( ) ֶ֥ל ֹּא עֲבָּ דֵֹּֽ וhim.’ The meaning of the term as it is employed
here is to serve Yahweh in the cult, to honour him through the practice of worship. This points
to the vertical, Godward aspect of Israel’s priestly function.
In Malachi 2, the hereditary priests are condemned for leading the people away from
Yahweh in their failure to function as priests (see next chapter, 7.4). For many among the postexilic priestly nation, the cultic priesthood’s failure to lead in serving has resulted in their own
failure to serve and worship Yahweh. This theme of the priestly people’s failed function is
demonstrated in the text in various ways in Malachi 2 and 3, as for example in 3.7: ‘From the
days of your fathers you have turned aside from my statutes and have not kept them.’ Yahweh’s
covenant promises of status and function to Israel back in Exodus 19.5–6 were conditional, and
thus the manner in which his priestly people functioned was important.152
Despite the failure of some ‘priestly kingdom’ people to function in service to Yahweh,
Malachi 3.17 does provide a futuristic promise of deliverance from Yahweh’s ‘great and
awesome day.’ As Duguid writes, ‘To be kept as a special treasure suggests that the faithful
remnant of those who fear the Lord will constitute the new Israel on the Day of the Lord. This
coming day is described as ‘the day when I act’, because that day will decisively disprove the
sceptics’ assertion that serving the Lord is useless.’ 153 This theme of deliverance is heightened
in the concluding chapter with yet another promise from Yahweh that Elijah will return and
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bring about a transformation among the people of that day, so that they become a functioning
priestly people. Merrill looks at Malachi 3–4 as presenting a futuristic promise of a new ‘exodus
and covenant’ which reference the themes and language of the previous deliverance from
Egypt:
Malachi is clearly looking to an eschatological day of new covenant, as both the term
“possession” and the phrase “in the day” (3:17) or “the day comes” (3:19 [EB 4:1]) attest …
YHWH had referred to Israel in the Egyptian bondage as His son (Ex. 4:22–33) and had
instructed Moses to command Pharaoh to let the people go that they might serve Him (cf. Ex.
7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 11, 24). When Pharaoh refused to the end, his land and family
suffered the death of the first-born sons. Only the sons of Israel, covered by the Passover blood,
were “spared” (Ex. 12:23–27). Though the verb employed in Malachi (חָּ מַ ל, ḥāmal) is not used
in the Passover account, the effect is the same. So also in the future Day of YHWH He will
spare His own choice possession just as one spares his own son who serves him; indeed, just as
He Himself spared Israel His son who was redeemed to serve Him.154

Malachi 3 continues from the pre–exilic and exilic texts the emphatic condemnation of
Israel’s priestly dysfunction. The critique concerning this functional failure recurs in Malachi
3.5, which covers both the vertical and the horizontal axes. The verse begins and ends on the
Godward, holiness axis with its condemnation against sorcerers and its warning of judgment
upon those who do not fear ‘the LORD of hosts. Much like the words of the Decalogue and the
case law of Exodus 20—23, which address more attention to the horizontal dimension, Malachi
3.5 focuses upon interpersonal priestly failure, including those engaged in adultery, false
testimony, employee oppressors, those who are cruel toward the widow and the orphan, and
significantly, those who ‘thrust aside the sojourner (גֵּר, gêr, resident–alien).’ Despite the
tendency in some of the post–exilic materials toward separation from people of other
nationalities/cultures, emphasizing the Godward dimension of priestly status function, there
also exists a marked concern that Israel fulfill its horizontal priestly function toward the
disadvantaged within the social framework and in the inclusion or incorporation of resident–
aliens into the society. Achenbach’s recent work with Israel’s conceptions regarding the gêr
demonstrates an increasingly inclusive or integrative societal approach, the textual examples
transitioning from an earlier emphasis upon ‘protection,’ reaching finally the goal of ‘religious
integration, in late postexilic’155 times.
Another set of reconceptualisations for the ‘Israel is a priestly kingdom’ metaphor
occurred during the time of the Second Temple. The backgrounds or perspectives of those who
interpreted the significance of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor were shaped not only by the return
from exile and the resettling of the land, which to them already constituted past history, but
also by the Maccabean revolt and then afterward the rise of the Essene separatist movement
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and the community of Qumran. This period is a time of increasing Roman involvement in
Jewish political, cultural, and religious dynamics. A growing disillusionment with the cultic
priesthood in Jerusalem and a heightened messianic expectation also constitute the
backgrounding for the following texts and their engagement with ‘Israel as Yahweh’s priestly
kingdom.’
6.5.2 Jubilees
The book of Jubilees has been dated (since discovery of portions of the book at Qumran) to
various decades of the middle of the 2nd century BCE. With respect to the Exodus 19.6 text and
its immediate pericope, Jubilees removes Yahweh’s dialogue concerning the people of Israel
from a Mount Sinai setting to a much older context associated with the book of Genesis.156
Despite this repositioning of the narrative dialogue, Jubilees’ quotation and discussion around
this text provides another perspective on Second Temple understanding of Exodus 19.6. It is
also significant that Jubilees was of some importance to the Qumran community. Himmelfarb
reports that at Qumran, ‘there are more copies of Jubilees—fourteen or fifteen—than of any
other work except the most popular biblical books: Psalms (thirty-six), Deuteronomy (twenty–
nine), Isaiah (twenty–one), Exodus (seventeen), and Genesis (fifteen).’ 157
There are several examples from Jubilees that include allusions or direct references to
Exodus 19—24.11. As Halpern–Amaru observes, ‘they are exported across the illusory
boundary between biblical books and rearranged to reworked Genesis contexts that turn the
plain sense of the Exodus material on its head.’ 158 Among these references are two of particular
relevance to the present work. Both the linguistics and the context for these two examples are
significant:
…one of Isaac’s sons would become a holy progeny…his descendants would become a people
whom the Lord possesses out of all the nations and they would become a kingdom, a priesthood,
and a holy people (Jub. 16:18).159
No sin is greater than the sexual impurity which they commit on the earth because Israel is a
holy people for the Lord its God. It is the nation which he possesses; it is a priestly nation; it is
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a priestly kingdom;160 it is what he owns.161 No such impurity will be seen among the holy
people (Jub. 33:20).162

In the first example above, from Jubilees 16.8, there is a tripartite interpretation of the
terms for Israel found in Exodus 19.6a.163 Thus the descendants of Isaac who became the people
of Israel are described as a ‘kingdom’ and as a ‘priesthood’, and a ‘holy people.’ 164 It can
therefore be concluded that at least one tradition within Judaism by the 2 nd century BCE
interpreted Exodus 19.6 as using three substantives to describe the status and function of Israel.
In this regard, Sigal writes:
This tradition, however, that at Sinai Israel was blessed with two special gifts, that of being the
cosmic priest and a holy people was not the only interpretation placed upon the call at Sinai.
We read in Jubilees that Abraham is told that from his son Isaac will come one son who will
not be of the Gentiles (16:17), but that his son will be the “portion of the Most High and all his
progeny fall into the possession of God, that it should be unto the Lord a people for his
possession above all nations and that it should become a kingdom and priests and a holy people”
(16:18). Later on in Jubilees Israel is called a holy, priestly and royal people (33:20). In other
words, there is a tradition that in the covenantal promise three gifts were bestowed upon Israel:
royalty, priesthood and holiness.165

In the second example, from Jubilees 33.20, the text indicates something of how the
scope of the substantives in Exodus 19.6a were understood to apply. ‘In an excursus appended
to the narrative of Reuben and Bilhah,’166 there is expressed a concern for the people of God to
demonstrate purity ‘because Israel is a holy people.’ The text goes on to describe the nation in
the terms of Exodus 19.6a, except that in this case, the priestly aspect is repeated (‘priestly
nation,’ ‘priestly kingdom’). The final comment, ‘No such impurity will be seen among the
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holy people,’ adds to the impression that this excursus is calling for purity among the Jewish
people, precisely because they are a priestly and a holy people.
Jubilees 33.20 presents priestly status as in some way ascribed to all the Jewish
community, not limited in scope to a hierarchical priestly class any more than that of the holy
status. In describing Israel not once, but twice in the same sentence as ‘priestly’ in conjunction
with the terms ‘nation’ and ‘kingdom,’ a national priestly status is indicated. 167 This status
demands that the priestly and holy nation function in purity.168 In this text, a national priestly
conception of Israel’s status and function as a chosen people belonging to Yahweh is
emphasized.169 Jubilees’ reconceptualisation of Exodus 19.6a is more concerned with the
holiness aspects of the nation’s priestly status function.

6.5.3 Septuagint Version of Exodus 19.5–6
It is useful to examine the Septuagint’s translation of Exodus 19:5–6, as the translator
makes decisions conveying meaning from one language to another. Considering the antiquity
of the Septuagint version of the OT, its translators’ decisions may yield insight as to various
Jewish understandings of Exodus 19.5–6, especially the phrase ‘priestly kingdom,’ in
approximately the 2nd century BCE. In Wevers’ analysis of the Greek text of Exodus, he finds
warrant for the application of both phrases in Exodus 19.6a to the entire nation of Israel:
The covenantal promise to Israel is that it will be to God a royal priesthood and a holy nation.
The phrase βασίλειον ἱεράτευμα is an unusual pattern in Exod, i.e. an unarticulated noun phrase
consisting of adjective + noun, the reverse of the second phrase which is noun + adjective, thus
a chiastic construction. It is a rendering of MT’s  ;מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖יםthis phrase was variously
understood in antiquity. In Exod  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶתis interpreted as descriptive of the body of priests,
whereas Tar translate as though the words were in apposition “kings (+ and TarP) priests,”
whereas Pesh has “kingdom and priests,” and Vulg takes  ֹּכהֲנִ֖יםas descriptive of  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶתwith its
in regnum sacerdotale. Exod’s “royal priesthood” represents an ideal in which the priesthood
is of kingly stock, and in which all Israel constitutes such an ideal. The other term, ἔθνος ἅγιον,
also emphasizes that Israel is a λαὸς περιούσιος, a nation set aside, a sacral people especially
devoted to God.170

van der Kooij interacts with Wevers’ work, but argues a very different conclusion
concerning the referent for Exodus 19.6a. In his article, van der Kooij presents the translation
used in the Aquila version of the Septuagint: βασίλεία ἱερέων, and argues that it is a ‘more
literal alternative’171 for rendering the Hebrew. While accepting Wevers’ textual analysis of the
Himmelfarb, Kingdom of Priests, 53: ‘Of all the works of the Second Temple period, Jubilees tries the
hardest to show that the people of Israel is indeed a kingdom of priests, a phrase it echoes twice (Jub. 16;18,
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Greek rendering of the Hebrew as ‘royal priesthood,’ van der Kooij prefers to evaluate Exodus
19.6a based upon the ancient Jewish conceptualisations surviving through the texts of the
Targumim.172 He points out that Targum Onkelos, Targum Neofiti, and Targum Pseudo–
Jonathan all render the first Hebrew descriptive phrase of Exodus 19.6 as two substantives.
Thus:
‘Targ Onk:
Targ Neof. 1:
Targ PsJon:

‘kings, priests’
‘kings and priests’
‘kings adorned with the crown, ministering priests.’173

Based upon the work of Schwartz, van der Kooij declares that the Targumim ‘attest an
interpretation according to which the Hebrew words have been understood as referring to the
leaders of the people, and not to the people as a whole.’174 He then argues ‘that this also applies
to the use of the Greek version of Exod. 19:6a in 2 Macc. 2:17 (τὸ βασίλειον καὶ τὸ ἱεράτευμα)
where the terms βασίλειον and ἱεράτευμα – presented as two substantives (cf. Targumim) – do
not refer to the people as a whole.’175 Turning back again to the Septuagint and its Greek
translation of Exodus 19.6, van der Kooij concludes:
Read this way, the text of LXX Exod. 19:6 makes perfect sense: It first refers to the form of
government of the people, the priesthood, with royal status, and then to the nation. We have to
do here with the polity of a temple state: the Jewish nation (ἔθνος) as ruled by priests,
presumably those functioning in the temple of Jerusalem (cf. PsJon; see also Ben Sira 50:12–
13), under the supreme direction of a high priest.176

While the arguments are compelling to regard the Septuagint’s translation, as well as
that of the Targumim, 2 Maccabees, and even the NT renderings (see below) as three
substantives in Exodus 19.6a, concerning ‘kingdom’ or ‘kings’, ‘priests’ or ‘priesthood’, and
‘holy nation’, this is insufficient evidence upon which to conclude whether it applies to specific
individuals or to the whole nation of Israel. Clearly, even in these forms, the terms apply to
multiple persons, or groups of people sharing in these statuses. Whether the terms, as
understood from Exodus 19.6a, are two or three in number has no bearing on whether privileged
individuals or the entire society is in view. The Hebraic structure of the Exodus 19.5–6a text
lends itself to a corporate society–encompassing understanding of all three metaphoric
expressions.
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As the Septuagint, 2 Maccabees, and the Targums have been introduced into this history
of interpretation, a more detailed analysis of 2 Maccabees and each of the three Targumim will
now be attempted. It should be noted at this point, that with respect to Second Temple Judaism,
Schwartz argues that, ‘the promise or demand that the Jewish people be a “kingdom of priests”
does not appear to have interested Palestinian Judaism of the Second Temple or rabbinic
periods.’177 Yet Schwartz admits that with respect to ‘Isaiah 61.6, Jubilees 16:18 and Philo, the
verse is applied to the relationship of Israel as a priest in comparison with the rest of the
world.’178 Schwartz objects to the interpretation that would lead to every Israelite (or Jew) being
qualified to perform the priestly functions specifically associated with the Aaronic priesthood.
Indeed, the metaphorical use of priestly terminology and function with respect to Israel versus
the cultic use of the term in reference to the Levitical priesthood will be assessed further in the
next chapter (chapter 7).

6.5.4 2 Maccabees 2.17
It is God who has saved all his people, and has returned the inheritance to all, and the kingship
and the priesthood and the consecration,179

The text of 2 Maccabees has been variously dated from the 2nd century BCE through the
middle of the 1st century CE. However, Doran makes a strong argument, based upon the mention
of ‘the diplomatic activity of Eupolemos’ (a person mentioned in Eusebius of Caesarea’s
Praeparatio evangelica), that the work ‘would appear to be 158/157 B.C.E.’180 As previously
noted, 2 Maccabees 2.17 renders Exodus 19.6a as containing three substantives: τὸ βασίλειον,
τὸ ἱεράτευμα, and τὸν ἁγιασμόν. If Doran is correct in his dating for the origination of the text,
then the Greek translation provides one example of how the Mount Sinai text was understood
in Second Temple Judaism:
The mention of “kingdom, priesthood, and sanctification” echoes LXX Exod 19:6: “you shall
be to me a kingly priesthood and a holy nation [βασίλειον ἱεράτευμα καὶ ἔθνος ἅγιον].” The
same phrase is inserted in LXX Exod 23:22181, where God promises the Israelites that they will
conquer Canaan and that he will bring them to the land he prepared for them. Second Maccabees
2:17 separates the terms, as does the Syriac translation of Exod 19:6: “kingdom and priests and
a holy people.”182
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As Doran further explains, the terms the author of 2 Maccabees used in quoting Exodus
19.6 do not necessarily require that they be interpreted to represent the institutional offices of
a ruling elite and an elevated priestly class. That is, βασίλειον and ἱεράτευμα are not required
to stand in precisely for an Israelite king and a hereditary high priesthood who govern the
nation. Certainly, these terms are not indicative of the specific politically–charged times from
which 2 Maccabees likely emerged.183
In other words, the interpretive concern for the author of 2 Maccabees with respect to
Exodus 19.6a was to employ its fundamental, and uniquely to Israel, national identifiers, in
order to urge the Jewish people to greater solidarity and cooperation at a time when such
coordination was absolutely essential. This manifests itself in a call for celebration, which
according to Doran is also ‘a call for the Jewish people to return to the Lord’ 184 and to be
regathered into the land. Understood in this way, 2 Maccabees 2:17 represents an idealistic, as
well as a sort of ‘national rallying cry’ for the renewal of the Jewish people. The engagement
of the people at Mount Sinai with the theophany of Yahweh is used as the basis for a coming
together of ‘Israel’ under the covenant and through the worship of the God of Sinai. 185
The Second Temple period may represent a perspectival turning point for interpreters
reading and reconceptualising the Exodus 19.6a metaphor of Israel. This was a transition period
for the Jewish people, as they had no sooner earned a sort of independence from the Hellenist
oppressors when they found themselves a client state of the increasingly powerful Roman State.
The rise of corruption surrounding the cultic priesthood in Jerusalem was alarming to those
who longed for holiness and purity in the worship and the life of Jewish society. These cultural
and era–specific experiences carried into the blends these interpreters cognitively relied upon
in order to conceptualise ‘Israel as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom.’

6.5.5 Qumran Sectarian Documents
The discovery of so many biblical and para-biblical texts in the Dead Sea caves associated with
Qumran have proved to be a treasure of evidence for the transmission and the interpretation of
much of the OT. Scientific dating techniques, although yielding wide ranges of possible dates
for these materials (roughly 393 BCE – 210 CE), generally agree with a 2nd century BCE to 68
CE

dating. Exodus was of particular importance to the Qumran community and thus many
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copies, in various states of preservation have been identified and catalogued. Unfortunately for
the present analysis of Exodus 19.6a, and even the immediate pericope of Exodus 19.3b–6, the
surviving scrolls and fragments are lacking these verses.
However, there are examples within the fragments in which phrases using the two terms
priest and king occur in relationship to one another with reference to Israel. Due to the
incompleteness of these parchments, differences arise with regard to appropriate translation
and the definition of MT or LXX allusions.

1Q Testament of Levi—1QTLevi ar (1Q21)
Frag. 1
1. [ ]from (the time) that they will become triple [casts]
2. [will cause] you [to inherit (?)]a priestly kingdom, greater than [his] kingdom
[there will be none]
3. [ ]to [God most H]i[gh ]186

Davila notes that ‘1Q21 (1QLevi ar) is a late Hasmonean manuscript that survives in
sixty small fragments, two or three of which overlap with the Geniza manuscript.’ 187 It is
fragment 1 that is of interest to the present study, as it contains in its surviving lexicography
the phrase מלכות כהנותא, rendered as ‘priestly kingdom’ or perhaps as ‘sovereignty’ or ‘kingdom
of priesthood’.
4QAramaic Levia 4Q213 (4QLevia ar) 188
12 … […] also in the books
13 read (?) [… you sh]all be chiefs and judges
14 and … […] and servants
15 […] also priests and kings
16 … […] your kingdom
17 will be […] and will have no end
18 … […] will [not] pass from you until all
19 ge[nerations …] with great glory189

This interesting text preserves parts of an apocryphal account of the patriarch Levi
instructing his children concerning the inheritance of Israel. Included in line 15 of the surviving
fragment 1 col. II, are the words  כהנין ומלכיןwhich are translated as ‘priests and kings,’ the word
order the inverse of the Hebrew text of Exodus 19.6 MT. Also, and this is difficult to say with
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absolute certainty, due to the fragmentary nature of the text, the thrust of the argument seems
to be that all of those recorded in the books (or at least Levi’s descendants) will be ‘chiefs and
judges,’ ‘servants,’ ‘priests and kings.’ These terms are being applied in a general fashion to an
entire group of people, and four of the terms are presented as poetic parallels. Of the current
fragments under examination with respect to Exodus 19.6a, this is the example that most
appears to apply the titles of ‘kings’ and ‘priests’ to specific functions, as these substantives are
included within a list of five functions (chiefs, judges, servants, kings, and priests). The
usefulness of this text is limited for the purposes of interpreting Exodus 19.6a, for while the
titles ‘kings and priests’ are broadly applied to Israel, so are the other functions. And as this
text is represented as an oracle from the patriarch Levi, given its fragmentary nature, the status
function of kings and priests may be more narrowly associated with the tribes of Judah and
Levi.

4Q504 4.10 Words of the Luminaries
8 […] your [prece]pts, the law which [you] comman[ded] through the hand of Mose[s …]
9 […] which … […] in a[l]l […]
10 [… a kingdom of] priests and a holy people […]
11 [… wh]ich you chose. Circumcise the foreskin of [our heart …]190

The Words of the Luminaries text reads like a prayer offered up to Yahweh, yet its
language beautifully reflects the events and language of the Exodus. Earlier portions mention
Yahweh carrying his people through the desert on eagles’ wings, the column of fire and the
cloud, God’s glory, Moses, and importance of ‘living by them’ (presumably the laws and
statutes of Yahweh in the Book of the Covenant). It is soon after, that in Frag. 4 col. III, ‘a
kingdom of priests and a holy people’ ( )]ממלכת] כוהנים וגוי קדושoccurs. The word for ‘kingdom’
is missing in the surviving piece, yet the space and context, as well as Exodus–Sinai content all
but require the absent term to be read as such. Especially since the word for ‘priests’ is present,
in conjunction with ‘holy people.’

CD–A III. 19—IV. 3 (4Q269 2, 6Q15 1) The Damascus Document
A portion of The Damascus Document is interesting in tracing the interpretation of the
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor. This late 1st century BCE191 text neither quotes from nor provides
direct commentary on the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor. What it does contribute to the present
research is a potential window on how the Qumran community understood ‘priestliness’ in a

190
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communal way, apart from the cultic priesthood. Of particular value for conceptualising a
communal priesthood are the following verses:
Col. III (= 4Q269 2)
19 And he built for them a safe home in Israel, such as there has not been since ancient times,
not even till
20 now. Those who remained steadfast in it will acquire eternal life, and all the glory of Adam
is for them. As
21 God swore to them by means of Ezekiel the prophet, saying: Ez 44:15 «The priests and the
levites and the sons of
Col. iv (= 6Q15 1)
1 Zadok who maintained the service of my temple when the children of Israel strayed
2 far away from me; they shall offer me the fat and the blood». Blank The priests are the converts
of Israel
3 who left the land of Judah; and «the levites are» those who joined them; Blank and the sons
of Zadok are the chosen of
4 Israel, the men of renown, who stand (to serve) at the end of days.192

Gärtner has developed a plausible theory that the participants in the Qumran community
saw themselves as prefiguring the eschatological prophecies of Ezekiel concerning ‘the
priesthood and temple of the future.193 This effort on the part of the Qumran community to
establish a priestly community may indicate that the priestly conceptions from the ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor of Exodus 19.6a applied to Israel and eschatologically envisioned in Isaiah
61 were understood to encompass everyone among their members in priestly status function. 194
In this respect Vanderkam argues that another Qumran manuscript (which again does not
directly interpret Exodus 19.6a), The Community Rule, presents a ‘communal self–portrait
whose principal source is the Sinai Pericope.’195
6.5.6 Philo (1st century CE)
The Jewish–Greek philosopher Philo, known for bridging the Greco–Roman conceptual world
with that of Jewish religion, provides another example of how Exodus was interpreted with
respect to Israel’s national priesthood. Of course, Philo’s perspective, as a Hellenistic Jew
specializing in philosophical pursuits, represents only one facet of Jewish thinking on the
national priesthood of Israel early in the 1st century.
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The first indication of Philo’s interpretation is apparent in his work On Abraham (De
Abrahamo 56–57a). While this Hellenistic, Jewish philosopher applies the metaphors used in
Exodus 19.6a to the entire nation (‘species’) of Israel, note that he also treats the referent using
three, not two, substantives –‘royal,’ ‘priesthood,’ and ‘holy nation.’196 As will be evident
through further selections from Philo’s corpus, he read Exodus 19.6a as applying to Israel the
three statuses of royalty (or kingship), priesthood, and holy nation. This interpretation of
Exodus 19.6a is represented in a significant part of the literature examined thus far from the
Second Temple period. And it is this interpretive tripartite tradition that influences the early
Christian texts of 1 Peter and Revelation of the 1st century CE
A further example, Philo’s On Sobriety, includes this remark: ‘Once more Jacob is the
source of the twelve tribes, of whom the oracles say that they are “the palace and priesthood of
God” (Exod. xix. 6).’197 It is again clear in this statement that Philo understands Exodus 19.6a
to refer to the entirety of the nation of Israel, albeit that the Hebrew tribes descended from Jacob
are ‘kings’ as well as ‘priests.’ As with his comments in On Abraham, Philo understands there
to be in fact three substantives, rather than two, applied to Israel as God’s ‘treasured people.’
Another of Philo’s works, entitled, Questions and Answers on Exodus, addresses the
priestly status of all Israel while answering a question related to Exodus 12.6b: ‘And all the
multitude shall sacrifice.’ In discussing the fact that normally in Jewish religion ‘the daily
priests (chosen) from the people … performed the sacrifices,’ 198 Philo remarks that at the
Passover of Exodus 12, ‘the whole people is honoured with the priesthood.’ 199 This line of
reasoning continues throughout his extended answer and becomes more relevant to the present
investigation when he writes that:
In the fourth place, He thought it fitting that before choosing the particular priests He should
grant priesthood to the whole nation in order that the part might be adorned through the whole,
and not the whole through a part – above all the popular element … And also that the nation
might be an archetypal example to the temple–wardens and priests and those who exercise the
high–priesthood in carrying out the sacred rites.200

In Philo’s interpretation of the Exodus text, Yahweh grants a sort of priestly status to
the whole nation of Israel. Philo’s conclusion is argued from the first Passover sacrifice
instructions in Exodus 12,201 and also from the sacrifices of the young men in Exodus 24, rather
Philo, On Abraham, LCL, F. H. Colson, tr. (Cambridge: Harvard, 1984), 32–33: ‘ … that race, which
species is called “royal” and “priesthood” and “holy nation.” Its high position is shewn by the name;
for the nation is called in the Hebrew tongue Israel, which, being interpreted, is “He who sees God.”’
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than making direct reference to Exodus 19.6a. It is rather in the conceptualization of the whole
nation of Israel as possessing a priestly status that Philo’s comments are pertinent to the present
work. It is of further note that he describes the division of the blood used in Exodus 24.6–7 as
‘a sacred unction [χρίσμα] in place of oil for sanctity and perfect purity.’ 202
Of additional import is the way in which Philo describes, not the hereditary priesthood
as adorning the whole nation, but in fact the other way around. For Philo the professional
priesthood was not the paradigm for the priestly nation to follow, but rather the priestly nation
was the ideal exemplar for those individuals exercising the hierarchical priestly functions.
There is no doubt, with respect to the ancient Armenian version of the original Greek text as it
is presently known to exist, that Philo interpreted Israel’s status as one of national priesthood,
demonstrated through the sacrificial rites she was instructed to perform and because Israel in
its entirety enjoyed a degree of proximity to the holy Yahweh. The national priesthood was to
serve as the role model for the hereditary priesthood which would soon be established. The
Exodus 19.6a tradition was interpreted by Philo to mean that the nation of Israel as a whole was
kingly, priestly, and holy unto Yahweh as his covenant people. In his On the Special Laws 1–
4 (162–163a), Philo develops the relationship between the national priesthood and the cultic
priesthood:
But within the feast there is another feast following directly after the first day. This is called
“the sheaf,” a name given to it from the ceremony which consists in bringing to the altar a sheaf
as a firstfruit, both of the land, which has been given to the nation to dwell in, and of the whole
earth, so that it serves that purpose both to the nation and for the whole human race in general.
The reason of this is that the Jewish nation is to the whole inhabited world what the priest is to
the state.203

6.5.7 The Syriac Peshitta
‘With regard to the Peshitta, Jews rendered the Book of Exodus from Hebrew into Syriac about
150 CE in the environs of Edessa, though Christians preserved the translation as their own.’ 204
This 2nd century translation of Exodus, ‘consistently distinguishes between a non–Israelite
priest for which it uses ( ܟܘܡܪܐExod 2:16; 3:1; 18:1) and an Israelite priest for which it uses
̈ (Exod 19:6, 22, 24; 29:30; 31:10; 35:19; 38:21; 39:41).’ 205 Thus the translators chose to
ܟܗܢܐ
use the corresponding Syriac equivalent term for an Israelite priest in order to render the
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Hebrew term  כהןas applied to the nation of Israel in Exodus 19.6a. In the ‘Peshitta, mlkwt’
wkhn’, translated as ‘a kingdom and priests.’ 206 Therefore, from a linguistic point of view, the
terminology in the Peshitta is consistent (as is the Hebrew) in using the same root both for
Israel as ‘priest’ and for the cultic priesthood.
6.5.8 Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael
‘The Mekilta of Rabbi Ishmael elaborates on Israel’s distinctive status as detailed in Exod.
19:1–6.’207 According to rabbinic exegesis, Israel at Sinai was a perfect community.’ 208 This
much later (perhaps 8th century)209 Jewish halakic work, which may preserve a significantly
earlier rabbinic tradition,210 interprets Exodus 19.6a as indicating that the entire nation of Israel
was consecrated as ‘priestly kingdom’ at Mount Sinai, and therefore ‘entitled to enter into direct
contact with YHWH.’211 This work then posits that they soon lost their status as the result of
the golden calf incident. Thus their holy status was revoked and limited to the Aaronic
priesthood:
It says, however: “A kingdom.” But “king” might mean one who goes around making
conquests? It says, however: “And priests.” But “priests” might mean non-functioning priests,
as when it says: “And David’s sons were (Kohanim) priests []כהנים212” (2 Sam. 8:18)? Therefore
Scripture says: “And a holy nation.” Hence, the sages said: The Israelites before they made the
Golden Calf were eligible to eat of the holy things. But after they made the Golden Calf these
holy things were taken from them and given to the priests exclusively.213

In this explanation, it is evident that the interpreter (or the older tradition behind the
work) understood Exodus 19.6a to include three separate designations for the people of Israel
– kingdom, priests, and holy nation. More precisely, the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael considers
Israel to be comprised of those who would exercise the offices of king and priest as they
function as Yahweh’s holy nation. 214 However, this was for but a brief time until the rebellion
of the Israelites, occasioned by their idolatry, resulted in the priestly and holy statuses and
functions being circumscribed to the Aaronic priests alone.
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6.5.9 Targums
While there are disagreements over the precise antiquity of the Jewish Targums in their
received form, scholars such as McNamara are willing to treat them as at least indications of
Jewish translation work and interpretation during the Second Temple period. 215 van der Kooij
references these Targumim in his analysis of the historical interpretation of Exodus 19.6, with
both Schwartz and van der Kooij assuming that those who argue for a priestly national
application of Exodus 19.6 do so with a view to priestly function expressing itself in the nation
in the same ways as it functions for the hereditary priests involved in the cult. Yet this is not
the position taken in the present research. The distinction between these two sociological
priestly conceptions will be developed in the next chapter.
Targum Onqelos216
And you will be to Me kings, priests, and a holy nation; these are the words which you shall
speak to the Israelites.” 217

In what is considered to be the oldest of the available Targums, Targum Onqelos renders
Exodus 19.6a  מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖יםwith the Aramaic מַ לכין כָּהְ נין. While the terms are virtually
interchangeable for ‘priests,’ the Aramaic used here for kingdom (or kings) is believed to have
a more active sense, as in ‘to rule as king.’ 218 Thus Targum Onqelos seems to be treating the
two terms from Exodus 19.6a as separate substantives, rather than with one of the terms
performing an adjectival function (i.e. ‘priestly kingdom’). Otherwise, Onqelos does not
substantially differ from the LXX.
It is in this three–substantive translation of Exodus 19.6a that van der Kooij posits a
three–fold or tripartite representation of the character of Israel. But rather than describing a
separate king, priestly class, and nation, van der Kooij declares, ‘We have to do here with the
polity of a temple state: the Jewish nation (ἔθνος) as ruled by priests, presumably those
functioning in the temple of Jerusalem, under the supreme direction of a high priest.’ 219 This
argument seems rather circular, however, as again the question remains, whether there are two
substantives in parallel or three substantives in some relationship (parallel or subordinate), as
to how broadly or how particularly they describe Israel as Yahweh’s ‘treasured people.’
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Targum Neofiti
And you shall be to my name kings and priests and a holy nation. These are the words you
shall speak with the children of Israel.220

Targum Neofiti differs little from Onqelos with respect to its translation of Exodus
19.6a. A case can be made that there are again two substantives ( )מלכין וכהניןoccurring in plural
forms, instead of a substantive with another term performing an adjectival function. So again,
the English translation reads, ‘kings and priests,’ rather than ‘priestly kingdom’ or ‘kingdom of
priests.’ However, without midrashic or other commentary included with the translation, it
remains just as reasonable to interpret the phrase as applying to the whole nation of Israel, as it
is to separate the descriptions into a priestly–political expression of institutional organization.
Targum Pseudo–Jonathan to the Pentateuch (Jerusalem Targum I)221
And before Me you shall be crowned kings, and sanctified priests, and a holy people.222

There are insufficient clues in the text of Pseudo–Jonathan to provide further clarity on
Jewish understanding of Exodus 19.6a. Even van der Kooij’s more nuanced translation, ‘kings
adorned with the crown, ministering priests,’ 223 fails to provide any specificity as to the
individuals or the group to which these plural substantives are understood to apply. Allowing
that his translation is accurate regarding the kings being adorned with ‘the crown’ (which might
have some linguistic weight in the argument), again there is nothing whatsoever to suggest the
referent for the term ‘priests,’ be they ‘ministering’ priests or ‘sanctified’ priests. However, the
structure and the trifold descriptive phrases certainly reflect Exodus 19.6a.

Genizah Manuscripts of Palestinian Targum (fragments)
MS F (Festival–Liturgical Collection, 9/10th—11th century CE) 224
And you shall be unto My name, kings and priests and a holy nation. These are the words that
you, Moses, shall speak to the Is[raelites].
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20:23/26.’ [Oxford Bodleian Ms. Heb. e 43, folio 61.] The translation is Klein’s.
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MS J (Festival–Liturgical or fragment–targum, 11th—14th century CE)225
And you shall be unto My name, kings and priests and a holy nation. These are the words that
you shall speak to the Israelites.

Both of these Targums, dated by Arié to between the 9th/10th and 14th centuries, which
preserve much more ancient rabbinic tradition, also express Exodus 19.6a as describing Israel
using three substantives: kings, priests, and holy nation.226
The surviving Targums dealing with Exodus 19.6a do not provide enough indication in
their translation decisions to answer the primary question as to the applicability of the priestly
status and function to the whole nation of Israel. What they do disclose is that at some stage
Jewish interpretation of Exodus 19.6a regarded the epithets in the verse as being three in
number, roughly equal to ‘kings,’ priests,’ and a ‘holy nation’ (or ‘people’). Whether Exodus
19.6a contains a total of two substantives or three, interpreters could just as easily apply them
to the nation as a whole, or divide them according to some sort of theocratic administrative
system.

6.6 Intertextual Reconceptions: The Christ Event
The NT corpus provides five examples of interpretive texts derived from reference or allusion
to Exodus 19.6a. These texts are 1 Peter 2.5, 9–10, Revelation 1.6, 5.9–10, and 20.6.
Considering the wide range of theories as to the dating of these two later NT works, it is
reasonable to locate them within the range of 62 to 96 CE. Thus, these texts convey
interpretations of the priestly metaphor consistent with the second half of the 1 st century. Both
1 Peter and Revelation also derive from the Christ event and the development of the early
Christian community, with its struggles and unique challenges in operating as a minor, nascent
religious movement facing hostility and, at times, severe persecution. Both works conceptually
rely heavily, however, on Jewish religious traditions and texts, including Exodus 19.6a and also
the wider tradition of Exodus 19.3b—24.11. Early ‘Christians affirmed themselves as the
priestly kingdom and holy nation of Exod. 19:6a (1 Pet. 2:9; Rev. 1:6).’227
Biblical scholars often ‘will be confronted with the fact that metaphors from the OT are
not only repeated in the NT, they are also used in new ways.’228 Although Israel as ‘priestly
kingdom’ occurs only in Exodus 19.6a, it is repurposed as a metaphorical conceptualisation
225
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multiple times for the Christian community in the middle to late 1 st century texts of the NT. As
with many of the pre–Christian conceptualisations of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, both
vertical and horizontal axes of priestly function are present. A cognitive mapping of how the
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor was reconceptualised and repurposed in NT literature is presented
below (Figure 15). The Christ Event cognitive framing has been overlayed atop the prior OT
textual framings in order to give a sense of the continued emergence of the metaphor.
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6.6.1 1 Peter 2
The text known as 1 Peter represents an early Christian epistolary form, designed to
communicate encouragement and doctrinal faithfulness to members of the new movement. The
work is largely dated by scholars from 75–95 CE, not unlike the preferred range of dates for
Revelation. Jobes has argued for authorship during the Apostle Peter’s lifetime, in part based
upon the mention separately of Galatia and Cappadocia, which were ‘combined into one
military command marked by a change of terminology’ in the inscriptions in the year 72. 229
In chapter 2 of this letter, the author urges the recipients to ‘put away’ impure and
unholy behaviour toward others and to seek ‘to grow up to salvation.’ In the context of the first
half of this chapter, as part of the author’s urging to carry on in Christian living, two statements
are made concerning the identity of those who, through faith in Jesus, have become a part of
the chosen people of God. In these identity claims, early Christians are identified with Israel
and with the designations which the tribes at Mount Sinai received in Exodus 19.5–6.230
1 Peter 2.5
you yourselves like living stones are being built [into] a spiritual temple,231 for holy
priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

1 Peter 2 brings together the imagery of sacred space and sacred (holy) people. The
author has transferred the physical temple into a conception of a people group which comprise
a spiritual house (temple). The transferral has also been made with respect to the priestly nation,
as ‘it is clear that the rare word ἱεράτευμα is a noun, and is used in a collective sense here to
refer to the Christian community, as it referred to Israel in Exodus.’232
The community of the early Christians comprises ‘not only the stones that form the
house, but also the priesthood that serves in it. As they resemble the priests in their consecration,
so they resemble them also in their work.’233 The term for “priesthood” is found in the NT only
here and in 2:9. ‘The latter reference shows clearly that Peter sees the church in terms of Israel’s
priestly function for it alludes to Exod. 19:6.’ 234 Thus, in 1 Peter 2, the members of the nascent
229
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Christian movement are identified as a form of priesthood, building and serving in the sacred
temple space. They function as priests but also constitute the receptacle of holy presence. This
presentation fuses together the concepts of sacred space, sacred status, and sacred persons
engaged in the performance of sacred functions (spiritual sacrifices, πνευματικὰς θυσίας). The
language expresses a sort of collective holiness and priestly function, as Jobes declares, ‘The
identity of Christian believers as collectively constituting a priesthood is the controlling image
from 1 Pet. 2:4–5.’235
While Gärtner emphasizes here the conditional basis of the Exodus 19.5–6 covenant,
there is nevertheless also an expectation expressed in 1 Peter 2, that those who enjoy the priestly
status as God’s people through Jesus Christ will also function as God’s priests, and in that way
God will be glorified. Here the author of 1 Peter expands the OT priestly conception of the
nation of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’236 Rather than preserving the traditional
distinction in function between the cultic priesthood and the priestly people which was so
pronounced in the OT and in Second Temple Judaism, 1 Peter merges the two conceptions.
Thus, the ‘new Israel,’ the new Christian movement, has become both the priestly people and
the cultic priesthood, serving in a much–expanded ‘temple’ without physical walls. This is
suggestive of Protestantism’s ‘priesthood of all believers.’ It should be noted, however, that
‘Catholic theologians respond that this does not preclude the existence of a specially ordained
priesthood exercised by “elders” (presbyteroi) charged with “tending the flock” in imitation of
Jesus, the priest–king, “the chief shepherd” (5:1–4; cf. 2:25).’237 1 Peter 2.5 emphasizes the
Godward, vertical functions of priestly status. Meanwhile, the next text a few verses removed
from 2.5, adds the priestly horizontal functions to its reconception of ‘priestly kingdom.’
1 Peter 2.9–10
But you are a chosen race, a priestly kingdom,238 a holy nation, [God’s] treasured people,239 that
you may proclaim the glories of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.
Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you lacked [his] mercy, but
now you have [his] mercy.
a plethora of traditional images to characterize the elect and holy ones as the covenant people of G*d (Exod.
19.6).’
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With 1 Peter 2.9–10, there is clearly a reference to Exodus 19.5–6a, with the emphasis
in the Greek rewording falling upon the priestliness and the holiness of God’s people. Davids
sees these verses as ‘indicating a long period of meditation on and use of these texts in the
church.’ Martin interprets the ‘royal priesthood’ as part of a metaphor cluster (‘The Oἶκος–
Cluster, The Elect Household of God’), 240 furthering the conceptualisation of ‘living stones
forming a new temple: Allow yourselves to be built.’241 Just as the Exodus 19.6a metaphor
‘priestly kingdom’ was applied communally to the nation of Israel, so also 1 Peter 2.9 conceives
a priestly metaphor for the collective community of the church. 242
As with 1 Peter 2:5, there is a clear allusion to Exodus 19.6a, stating the new priestly
status the Christian community enjoys as the people of God. At the same time, there is also a
clear statement that this priestly status was given in order to perform a priestly function, ‘that
you may proclaim (ἐξαγγείλητε) the glories of him who called you out of darkness into his
wonderful light.’ There is a continuous connection throughout 1 Peter 2 (and much of the NT
material) between priestly status and priestly function. These categories and concepts were
transferred by Christianized Jews from application to the nation of Israel to the newly
established community of followers of Jesus Christ.
Forbes emphasizes what he identifies as the functional importance of this text, which
derives from priestly status: ‘As a royal priesthood, believers are representing the King, and
this priesthood is to be understood as ambassadorial, of mediating God’s presence to the world,
not in the sense of the priesthood of all believers (i.e. access to God) as in Hebrews.’ 243 1 Peter
2.9–10 appears to derive from a Hebrew textual tradition, rather than a reliance upon the
Septuagint (or some other sources), as it presents Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom,’ rather than
interpreting the phrase as two substantives; ‘kings and priests.’ This is a very different priestly
conception applied to the new Israel. 244 While it speaks of priestly access to God, at the same
time, it also urges an outward–looking, even centrifugal, priestly function toward the nations. 245
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This is what McKnight describes as ‘serving as mediators between God and his people.’ 246
These two references in 1 Peter 2 offer an expanded framing for the Exodus 19.6a metaphor.
In the first place, they reconceptualise the target of the metaphor from the nation of Israel to
the nascent network of churches (the body of Christ). And in the second place, the horizontal
axis of priestly function is expanded, from a largely inclusive (integrative), centripetal
orientation toward a more centrifugal, outward expression.

6.6.2 Revelation
Perhaps the latest of the NT texts and also known as the Apocalypse, Revelation is variously
dated between 65 and 96 CE, with a preponderance of scholars advocating for a post–70 CE
date, and most of those opting for the 9th decade of the 1st century. The work has occasioned
much controversy and debate as to authorship and interpretation. Its reliance upon OT
apocalyptic (cf. Daniel 7) and prophetical (cf. Ezekiel 40–47) forms is well known.
Correspondences with the plague narratives of Exodus 7–12 also occur in Revelation 8–9. For
the purposes of the present work, Revelation contains three significant allusions or references
to Exodus 19.6, the most extensive and direct occurring in chapter 5.9–10. The first reference
is found in chapter 1:
Revelation 1.5b–6
To him who loves us and has unchained247 us from our sins by his blood, and made us a kingdom
and priests248 to his God and Father, to him be glory and power forever and ever. Amen.’

Revelation 1.5b–6 appears as part of the formal opening of this letter to seven GrecoRoman churches in Asia Minor. Malina and Pilch note that verses 4–6 ‘have the literary
structure of a formal letter opening which is Hellenistic in its features.’ They liken it to ‘the
letters of Paul, consisting of the name of the sender (4a), followed by the addressees (4b), a
greeting (4c–5a), and a thanksgiving or blessing directed to God (5b–6).’249 While these verses
serve as a customary opening formula, they are also deeply grounded in the milieu of Exodus
19.6.250
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It has already been demonstrated that there are examples from Second Temple Judaism
in which three of the four terms in Exodus 19.6a are treated as substantives. Thus the terms
‘kingdom’ or ‘kings,’ ‘priesthood,’ or ‘priests,’ and ‘nation’ or ‘people’ (modified by ‘holy’)
are used. Certainly, the author of Revelation was aware of these earlier materials in Jewish
tradition and through Greco–Jewish translations. What is evident from the application of
Exodus 19.6a as part of the opening doxology in Revelation 1.6 is that the author interpreted
the substantives of ‘kingdom’ (βασιλείαν) and ‘priests’ (ἱερεῖς) as referencing the status and
function of the nation of Israel. This is clear because the writer of the Apocalypse not only
equates ‘kingdom’ and ‘priests’ as complementary statuses, but also transfers the usage of these
terms from Israel the nation to the new Christian community scattered throughout the Roman
provinces (a metaphorical emergence pattern which also occured in 1 Peter 2) :
The expression from Exodus is a summary of God’s purpose for Israel. This primarily meant
that they were to be a kingly and priestly nation mediating Yahweh’s light of salvific revelation
by witnessing to the Gentiles (e.g., Isa. 43:10–13), a purpose that the OT prophets repeatedly
observed went unfulfilled by Israel (e.g., Isa. 40—55). The priestly nature of the whole nation
of Israel was also shown by the fact that Moses consecrates them in precisely the same manner
as Aaron and his sons, by the sprinkling of sacrificial blood (cf. Exod. 29:10–21 with Exod.
24:4–8). The appointing of all the saints to be priests in 1:6 probably draws from this
background.251

The author of Revelation conceives of the early Christian movement, launched by Jesus
of Nazareth, as the beginning of the eschatological fulfilment of Exodus 19.6a and the
prophecies of Isaiah 40—62. The priestly status and function which Israel had failed to
demonstrate as Yahweh’s chosen and representative people to the other nations was now
evidenced in the 1st century Christian communities through the ‘Passover blood’ of Jesus. 252 In
this introductory portion of Revelation, the emphasis is on the early church as the embodiment
of God’s kingdom and a community of priestly service. The concept of ‘kingship’ in the sense
of royal authority and function is made more emphatic in Revelation 5. As noted by Beale, in
Revelation 1, the conceptions of kingdom and priesthood are more closely associated, along
the lines of ‘a kingdom of priests’ (or a ‘priestly kingdom’):
βασιλείαν, ἱερεῖς (“kingdom, priests”) is based upon the similar phrase in Exod. 19:6 (βασίλειον
ἱεράτευμα; cf. MT). There is some ambiguity whether this phrase in Exodus is to be understood
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as a “royal priesthood” or as a “priestly kingdom,” but the difference is not significant since
both can include reference to kingly and priestly elements.253

The next allusion to Exodus 19.6a in Revelation occurs in 5.10 and is located within an
extensive and exalted description of the heavenly court and the continuous worship of God and
the Lamb (Revelation 4—5). Chapter 4 presents a scene reminiscent of Isaiah 6 and descriptions
in Ezekiel of the angelic and other beings honouring God as sovereign of the universe.
However, there is an additional focus for the celestial praise in chapter 5, as a lamb, looking as
though it had been slain, is presented at centre stage in the sacred court space.

Revelation 5.9–10
And they sang a new song, declaring: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals,
for you were sacrificed,254 and through your blood you purchased people for God from every
tribe and language and people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to
our God, and they shall reign on the earth.’

Aside from the tendency already described in Revelation, taking the appellations of
status and function of the nation of Israel and transferring those to the early Christian
community, there is also in Revelation 5.10 a greater emphasis upon function.255 However, in
this example the primary function described is royal authority (the wielding of some form of
kingly power). This is sharpened with the likely dependence of this text upon Daniel 7.
Revelation 5.9–10 brings together both Exodus 19.6a and the kingdom vision of Daniel 7, as
described by Beale:
In 5:10 the influence of Exod. 19:6 (“a kingly priesthood”) is also present in the phrase “a
kingdom and priests.” In this regard, Rev. 5:9b–10 is also a reworking of Rev. 1:5c–6a in the
light of Exod. 19:6 and the Passover idea of the slain lamb. This means that the Exodus idea of
the kingdom and priesthood have been universalized and woven in with the concept of the
saints’ universal kingdom of Daniel 7. Strikingly, Israel was chosen “from all the nations”
(Exod. 19:5) to become “a kingdom and priests” (Exod. 19:6); in Rev. 5:9 Israel’s election
“from all the nations” (ἀπὸ πάντων τῶν ἐθνῶν) has been widened, via an interweaving of the
Daniel 7 formula of universality, to include people “from every tribe, tongue, people, and
nation.”256
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While Revelation 5.9–10 follows a similar ‘investiture pattern’ for the Lamb, to that of
Daniel 7 (particularly Daniel 7:14 and 18) 257 with respect to the Son of Man, and also shares a
parallelism in structure with 1 Peter 1.18, 258 of particular import for the present study is the
phrase, ‘καὶ ἐποίησας αὐτοὺς τῷ θεῷ ἡμῶν βασιλείαν καὶ ἱερεῖς, and made them for our God /
a kingdom and priests.’259
‘Here it is clear that the people of God possess two privileges: they constitute a
kingdom, and they are priests.’ 260 Yet the book of Revelation, while frequently assigning
favoured statuses to the people of God, rarely does so devoid of associated functions. These
two specific privileges, or statuses (royalty and priestliness), come with expectations. As
Smalley puts it, ‘the mode is active: as a royal house they reign, and as priests they serve.’ 261
Yet it bears repeating that the predominant function unambiguously identified in the text is that
of exercising royal authority—‘and they shall reign on the earth.’
In a quite different interpretation of Revelation 5.10, Malina and Pilch argue that the
text is so connected to its OT referent, with its priestly and kingly emphasis that it must in fact,
like Exodus 19.6, refer to people of Israel.262 This reading of the text is difficult to sustain given
that while Revelation 5:9–10 includes likely allusion to Exodus 19.6 (and its Exodus Event
referent),263 its further reference to Daniel 7 and the eschatological kingdom vision, not to
mention the description of ‘people from every tribe and language and people and nation,’ argues
not for an exclusively Israelite (i.e. Jewish) kingdom and priests but rather something on the
order of an amalgamation of individuals from all sorts of people groups who share in common
an association with the purchase in blood of the Lamb. Revelation 5:10 declares that, ‘The role
appointed for Israel (Ex. 19:6; Isa. 61:6; cf. Isa. 66:21) has been granted to the church of Jesus
Christ, composed of both Jews and Gentiles.’ 264

Revelation 20.6
Blessed and holy are those who experience the first resurrection. The second death is powerless
over such as these, but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with him a
thousand years.

As Revelation narratively accelerates toward the final chapters of eschatological
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fulfilment, the prospect of Christians possessing both priestly and kingly status recurs in 20.6.
In this text the first status applied to the community is that of priesthood. As with Revelation
5:9–10, however, the functional emphasis is weighted toward kingly reign:
The background for the dual office of priesthood and kingship is based not only on Exod. 19:6
but also on Isa. 61:6, which refers to the end–time restoration of God’s people, when the entire
nation “will be called the priests of the Lord.” The Targumic version of Isa. 61:3–6 adds that
the whole nation will be not only priests but also “true princes” wearing “diadems.”265

The question remains at to whether priestly function for these ‘new’ people of God is
conveyed in the texts of Revelation surveyed thus far. Certainly the language in each example
as to priestly status is not as demonstrably functional as for example in 1 Peter 2. However, the
community which has been purchased by the blood of the slain lamb is presented frequently in
Revelation engaged in ritual acts of worship. In Revelation, the priestly status and function of
the new Israel is conceived and presented as proceeding in a vertical or Godward fashion and
thus has centripetal dynamics. ‘To this international assembly the Lamb has given titles that
formerly were Israel’s: “You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God,” sharing
by grace the Lamb’s priestly right to approach the enthroned One and his royal right to rule
(Rev. 5:9–10; cf. 1:6; 20:7).’266 The kingly status, on the other hand, is described as expressing
centrifugal function, the exercise of royal authority as Yahweh’s vice–regents in the world.
Through the Christ Event, the original Exodus 19.6a metaphor has been so entirely
reconceptualised as to almost render it an entirely new metaphor—that in Jesus Christ and the
community of his followers the target of the metaphor has been expanded from Israel, to
‘people from every tribe and language and people and nation.’
6.7 Conclusion
Based upon this summary of ancient texts containing translations or allusions to Exodus 19.5–
6a, it is clear that two primary translation strategies emerged during the post-exilic period. By
the 1st century CE, Israel is described as either a ‘priestly kingdom’ (‘kingdom of priests’), or
as ‘kings and priests’ (‘kingdom and priests’). Thus, the initial Hebrew construction מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת כֹּ הֲנִ֖ים
of Exodus 19.6a is treated either as a substantive with another functioning adjectivally, or as
both terms functioning as substantives.
As to the historical interpretation of Exodus 19.6a in ancient literature, the survey has
shown that at times it can be difficult to reconstruct Second Temple and early Jewish rabbinical
views from the evidence presently available. Some example texts are simply restatements of
Exodus 19.6a, leaving little with which to assess how ‘priestly kingdom’ or ‘kingdom and
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priests’ would have been understood at the time. There are also challenges with the Qumran
texts with respect to Exodus 19, as they are few and fragmentary.
The survey has shown that there are some texts which clearly incline toward one
interpretive approach or another. There are a few in which this study has adopted an assessment
that is debated in the scholarly literature. What can be demonstrated, using the works of
antiquity which offer more detailed context from which to investigate, is that by the 1 st century
CE,

there was an interpretive conceptualisation of Israel’s identity, derived from the Exodus

19.6a metaphor, in which it was given a national priestly status and function by Yahweh at
Mount Sinai. This likely was not the only ancient reading of the text, but it was one of the key
interpretations already in place by the time the NT writers used it in order to apply Exodus
19.6a to the ‘new people of God.’
Figure 16: Comparison of Historical Interpretations of Exodus 19.6 (Up to ca 100 CE)
מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים
Represents All
Israel as ‘Priestly
Kingdom’

מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים
Represents All Israel
as Kings (kingdom)
and Priests

Isaiah 61.6
(Eschatologically
applied)

Jubilees 16.18

Jubilees 33.20

2 Maccabees 2.17

Septuagint

Aquila

מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים
Represents Israel
as Ruled by
Priests

מַ ְמלֶ ֶ֥ כֶת ֹּכהֲנִ֖ים
Represents Israel
as Ruled by King
and Priests
4Q213 4Q Aramaic
Levi

1Q21 Testament of Targum Onqelos
Levi
4Q504 Words of the
Luminaries

Targum Neofiti

CD–A III. 19—IV. 3
(4Q269 2, 6Q15 1)
The Damascus
Document

Philo On Abraham

Latin Vulgate

Philo On Sobriety
Philo Questions and
Answers on Exodus
Mekhilta de-Rabbi
Ishmael
(Priestly status lost
with golden calf
rebellion)
1 Peter 2.5, 9–10
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Revelation 1.5b–6
Revelation 5.9–10
Revelation 20.6

What is also evident from this review of texts related to the Sinai Event and Israel’s
‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor, is that at times in the history of interpretation (or
reconceptualisation) the Godward priestly functions and the concept of holiness have
predominated, while at other times the horizontal functions, characterised by justice and mercy
have been in ascendance. As Achenbach, Firth, Hoffmeier, Albertz, and others have argued,
the concern for those on the fringes of Israel’s society, those most vulnerable (widows, orphans,
the resident–aliens) may have grown over the course of the various centuries.
At this stage it has been demonstrated that the Exodus 19.6a metaphor ‘Israel is a
priestly kingdom,’ applied the more concrete cultic priestly concepts in a figurative way to the
nation of Israel, creating a cultural or societal metaphor. This priestly metaphor conveyed to
the people of Israel as an organized society the status and function of priests. However, Israel’s
status could only continue to the degree that it functioned as Yahweh’s priests (both in the
vertical and horizontal axes) and honoured the stipulations of the Sinai Covenant. The
functional demonstration, not of cultic practitioning, but of religious and societal living within
the holiness, justice, teaching, and mercy priestly conceptions, was essential to Israel’s national
identity.
As an attempt to summarize the continual reconceptualisation process of Exodus 19.6a
that took place over the course of Israel’s history, the intertextual record was assessed in this
chapter with a view to the wider societal, political, and religious contextual factors. These
background inputs shaped each new generation of reader or interpreter and the background they
brought to understanding what it meant that Israel was Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ No
sequential reconstruction of conceptually impactful events could achieve a truly comprehensive
treatment. Nor is it possible to precisely locate diachronically each of the intertextual examples
associated with Exodus 19.6a with respect to the metaphor’s emergence. As previously stated,
Psalm 114, Isaiah, and Ezekiel would be located in a variety of sequences by other biblical
scholars. Yet what follows is an attempt based upon all of the texts’ self–attestations to
summarize the conceptualisations of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ through the various
historical eras:
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The Sinai Event
The original audience for the Exodus 19.6a metaphor would have conceptualised its meaning
and its importance to their society based upon the shared concepts of what priestliness entailed.
The first hearers would also have brought into the blend and cognitive process their own
individual backgrounds (i.e. their prior experiences with priests and priestliness). While there
is insufficient evidence at hand upon which to construct a detailed proposal, it is quite likely
that the earliest generations to encounter this metaphor would have brought conceptions with
them of Egyptian, Canaanite or other ancient Near Eastern priestly practices. During this short
pre-levitical period, Israelites would have also had conceptual recourse to direct involvement
in sacrifices by heads of households, as well as Moses’ use of young men from the Hebrew
tribes to assist with the cultic rites. The Korah revolt of Numbers 16, although situated after the
establishment of the Aaronic cultic priesthood, may also preserve an older, more egalitarian
conception of every Israelite possessing some cultic priestly functions.

The Cultic Priesthood Event
The Exodus narrative presents a priestly progression in which the broad, national character of
‘Israel as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom’ is threatened by the nation’s priestly dysfunction
involving the golden calf (Exodus 32). The event is situated in proximity to the creation of the
Aaronic, hereditary cultic priesthood. The priestly failure of the nation, coupled with the
development of a dedicated priestly class with specifically assigned functions, required a
reconceptualisation of what the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor entailed for Israel. While the
cultic priesthood served as a living paradigm for the nation to observe and in some sense
emulate (i.e. worship in holiness, teaching the law, practising justice and mercy), purely
sacerdotal functions were vouchsafed to those consecrated to priestly office under the auspices
of Exodus 28—29 and Leviticus 8. The period between the creation of the cultic priesthood
and the fall of Jerusalem served as the core conceptualising period for ‘Israel as priestly
kingdom.’ All reconceptualisations of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor in the eras to follow are
trajectories, although adding new contextual inputs, dependent upon the metaphor’s earlier
conceptualisation through the Exodus—Leviticus material.

The Exilic Event
The series of conflicts between Judah and the Babylonian Empire which culminated in the
deportation of the most educated and most powerful classes of Israelites brought about new
foci for conceptualising what it meant to be part of Yaweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ The Solomonic
Temple and its cultic cycle lay in ruins and the centralised priestly functions had ceased. This
loss of an observable, constant priestly paradigm would have resulted in a de–emphasis on
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cultic functions, with a heightened attention to teaching the law, and the practice of justice and
mercy along the horizontal axis, while at the same time continuing the vertical priestly
conception of worship in holiness. For example, the text of Ezekiel presents to the reader a
critique of cultic priestly dysfunction (as it operated in Jerusalem before the temple’s
destruction)267 while at the same time indicting all the people (including its civil leadership) for
their own priestly dysfunction (often characterised as failure to practise justice and mercy
toward the vulnerable in their society). 268 The elimination of the remaining political nation–
state, the southern kingdom of Israel, may also have tended to force a reconceptualisation of
what it meant to be not only ‘priestly,’ but also a ‘kingdom.’ The ‘priestly kingdom,’ as well
as the cultic priesthood, had been widely dispersed. Such events would lead to a less
‘concretised’ and more ‘idealised’ conception of priestliness.

The Restoration/Post–Exilic Event
The initial period of the restoration from exile presents a bi-focal emphasis concerning Israel’s
(Yehud’s) self–understanding. That is, a tendency to focus in some eras upon their vertical
priestly expressions of holiness through worship (and their ‘set–apart’ and holy priestly status),
and at other times to emphasize horizontal functions associated with justice, mercy, and the
inclusion of foreigners.269 Finding themselves surrounded by sometimes hostile foreigners, the
texts of Ezra and Nehemiah exhibit a conceptual trend toward separation and priestly holiness
expressed through worship toward Yahweh. At the same time, however, their recent exposure
to the rigours and vulnerability of living among a foreign people also heightened cognition of
concern, of justice and mercy as necessary in dealing with the poor, the widow, the orphan, and
even the resident–alien. The decentralisation of the worship, its ‘democratisation’ and
geographically dispersed understanding of worship through the developing synagogue system,
would all have factored into reconceptualising the Exodus 19.6a metaphor. The text of Acts
indicates the presence of Gentile converts (proselytes and God fearers) incorporated into the
Diaspora synagogues. Thus, the trajectory of inclusivism also operated situationally in local
Jewish community enclaves outside of Judea. The primary trajectory, as will be argued in
chapter 7, is an increasing emphasis upon holiness in worship, teaching the law, and tending to
the needs of the disadvantaged and resident–alien through interpersonal and societal functions
demonstrating justice and mercy.
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The Christ Event
The events associated with Jesus of Nazareth and the resulting development of the Christian
movement in the 1st century CE produced an even more significant expansion of ‘priestly
kingdom’ conception, because the NT textual ‘recycling’ of the metaphor inputs a much fuller
cognition of the priestly representative function vis-à-vis the nations. From what appears to be
a centripetal inclusion model of priestliness prior to the Christ Event, there develops a much
more centrifugal conceptualisation and reinterpretation of the metaphor. As was shown on the
Christ Event cognitive map (see p 164 above), the early Christians altered the target of ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor from its original ‘Israel’ to the cluster of communities of people who had
identified themselves with Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah, whether they happened to be
Jewish or Gentile by birth. This is evident through the examination in this chapter of the texts
of 1 Peter 2.5, 9, as well as Revelation 1.6, 5.9–10, and 20.6. Since the Christ Event and the
adjustment of the target of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor to include potentially anyone who
identified with Jesus and the Christian movement, the functional aspects of holding the status
of a holy and royal priesthood have been conceptualised, both vertically and horizontally, with
readers and interpreters emphasising either spiritual or societal aspects. This tendency reflects
a similar conceptual back–and–forth in emphases in the exilic and post–exilic event horizons.

Ongoing Reconceptualisation Events
With each new generation, and certainly with the input of substantial cultural or historical
events (Exile, Restoration, Christ Event, etc), the original metaphor of ‘Israel as priestly
kingdom’ would have been reconceptualised. That is, the interpretation of the importance of
the metaphor would undergo some transformation. At the same time, the emphasis on either
status or function might be adjusted. In other situations, the precise nature of what was
conveyed, in terms of priestly function, either Godward or manward, underwent reassessment.
This process continues right up to the present day and no doubt will continue to do so.
It lies outside the immediate scope of this project to elaborate extensively on the matter.
However, it is important at this juncture to point out that a series of reconceptualising events
have taken place since the events which shaped the interpretation of the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor between Sinai and Christ. Thus, to the previous list discussed and mapped in this
chapter could be added: The Legalisation of Christianity Event, The Reformation Event, the
Modern Missionary Movement Event, and, at the present time, The Immigration Crisis Event
(which creates a heightened priestly conception of justice and mercy functionally expressed).
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It would be an impossible task to create an analysis (and certainly an accurate mapping) capable
of addressing all of the event inputs that any reader might bring to interpret Exodus 19.6a.270
Thus far, much has been said about Israel’s status function as Yahweh’s priestly people.
What is needed is an analysis of status function with respect to social systems and a closer
consideration of what Israel’s priestly functions might have entailed along the trajectory of its
societal stages. It has been shown that various OT texts served to intertextually exclude cultic
priestly functions from the available functions that Israel as a nation might exercise. In chapter
7, sociological, textual, and cognitive linguistic methods will be conjoined to arrive at a
proposal for Israel’s national priestly functions.
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It can also be argued that events such as the Maccabean revolt, the creation of the Roman Empire (redefining
conceptualisations of king/kingdom), and the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE, would also have significantly
added to the inputs brought by readers of the metaphor to generate their interpretation of its importance in their
era.
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Chapter 7
THE NATURE OF PRIESTLY STATUS FUNCTION AND ISRAELITE SOCIETY:
CULTIC PRIESTS AND PRIESTLY PEOPLE
7.1 Introduction
It has already been argued that context (both micro/near and macro/far) and intertextuality are
essential elements in pursuit of an accurate interpretation of Exodus 19.6a. Metaphorical
expressions are inevitably situational and framed by a tremendous amount of inputs, including
setting, culture, background history, and so on. Thus chapters 1–4 and 6 examined the history
of interpretation, the syntax, linguistics, structure, and the various textual contexts associated
with Exodus 19.6a. There is beyond these considerations the added complexity of the various
backgrounds brought to the interpretation of any given metaphor by its audience at any given
time. Macky argues that ‘the reader must “reconstruct” the speaker’s [author’s] metaphorical
meaning, using similar imaginative and critical skills and similar background experiences,
memories and assumptions.’1 Boase–Beier has also demonstrated the importance of analysis
involving the various contextual factors for translation and interpretation.2
Chapter 5 dealt with this aspect of metaphorical expression through analysis and
conceptual mapping of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor. This analysis made a good case for
the application of priestly concepts to the corporate entity known as Israel. Yet the progress of
work through 6 chapters is not yet complete enough to arrive at meaningful interpretive
conclusions. This is because the extent to which functions understood to be priestly may be
identified with Israel as a nation according to Exodus 19.6a remains to be settled. The metaphor
‘priestly kingdom’ does not exhibit extensive framing in the immediate context of Exodus
19.3b–6a. In order to frame more precisely possible priestly conceptualisations which the
metaphor confers upon Israel, it is necessary to explore sociological or cultural factors
associated with the status function of priests, both the Aaronic cultic priesthood specific to
Israel, and priesthood as it was understood to exist in surrounding ancient Near Eastern cultures.
It is also important to assess how the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor is conceptually framed by
the wider context and intertextually, because these associated texts provide insight into how
Israelite and later post–exilic Jews interpreted the metaphor as a status function identifier for
their community.
Normatively, the status or role of priest is described in terms of function. Status holders
in the ancient world, be they prophets, priests, kings, or for that matter temple servants and
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tradespeople, are identified and evaluated according to what they do as well as who they happen
to be. The status they possess is reflective of the role they play within their community or
society. Such roles as prophet or priest and their associated functions were well understood in
the 1st millenium BCE and conceptualised by members of the social organism within which they
were an important part. The conceptual and systematic basis of the status function of priests in
Israel was so pronounced in its rituals and its literature that everyone participating in the wider
society was aware and was affected in some way, particularly through involvement in the
pervasive sacrificial system.3
James’ The Nature and Function of Priesthood provides a good example of the effort
undertaken in the second half of the 20th century to use anthropological methods and
comparative studies to develop a detailed description of priestly status function. As he was
conducting research on the topic of sacrifice, he remarked that ‘it came as a surprise … that no
attempt had been made to pursue an objective inquiry into the nature and function of the
institution [priesthood] as an integral element in social structure.’ 4 Such efforts through
comparative methods were later attempted by others (Ringgren5 for example), but with more
focus on the development of the institution through time, rather than seeking to identify general,
conceptual, and cultic features.
While some underlying assumptions of social science and anthropological scholars like
James have now been called into question, sociological inquiry and study of Israel’s ‘social
history’ (cf. Kessler)6 remain fruitful avenues for understanding and interpreting biblical texts. 7
Insights into societal role–sets or status function coherences described in biblical texts are
enriched through the application of ‘sociological techniques.’8 These techniques are useful
tools for helping to identify and describe institutional structures and the functions expected
from persons possessing certain kinds of roles or status operating within the social system. 9
A primary objective of the present research as it pertains to the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor in Exodus 19.6a and its near context is to employ sociological models for Israel’s
societal structures at various points in its development and thereby achieve ‘a more precise
exegesis of biblical texts.’ 10 In this case, achieving more precision exegetically involves the
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immediate context and the wider context, comprising texts that are involved in the conceptual
emergence of the original metaphor over time. As Haydock explains, ‘the purpose here is not
to reconstruct Israelite society from a particular moment in their history, but rather to consider
the ideological presentation of Israelite society, which is carried throughout the canon.’ 11
Conceptualisations of priestly status function in Israel have undergone change and
development over time (as was demonstrated in chapter 6). The various OT evidences
concerning priestly matters are comprised of works written in different centuries and during
very different circumstances for Israelite culture. This thesis, while relying upon the final form
of textual records, nevertheless must deal with the diachronic nature of both the wider textual
and historical–circumstantial contexts, the particular interest in this case being directed not only
toward the hereditary cultic priesthood, but also to facilitate the framing of the nation of Israel
as a ‘metaphorically’ priestly people.12 The challenge with respect to Exodus 19.6a and its
priestly cognitive metaphor is that any interpretation of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’
in practice is significantly framed by the readers’ own inputs. Reconceptualisation of the
metaphor (emergence) has been ongoing for more than 2,500 years.
It is often the case among those who interpret the metaphorical phrase in Exodus 19.6a,
‘priestly kingdom’ (or ‘kingdom of priests’), as applying to the entire nation of Israel, that they
emphasize the nation’s priestly and holy status while minimizing any potential associated
functions. This would seem, at first glance, to be a convenient separation of categories, which
recognizes that, according to the biblical narrative, Israelite society established a hereditary,
professional cultic priesthood, whose status obviously required priestly sacerdotal functions.
As these hereditary priestly status holders clearly managed all the functions of the tabernacle
and later the temple, surely the concept of ‘priestly function’ must have been primarily vested
in the Aaronic, Zadokite, and Levitical priests. Other than a concern for maintaining holy status,
how could scholars describe the nation of Israel as priestly in function, as well as in status? As
metaphorically applied to the entire nation in Exodus 19.6a, is ‘priestly kingdom’ conceptually
an ‘honorary’ or perhaps functionally unidirectional status function (i.e. Godward only)?
The primary argument of this research is that the questions ought to be redirected when
attempting to interpret Exodus 19.6a: How could readers conceptually separate Israel’s
“priestly kingdom” status from legitimate priestly function? Why is it that Israel’s kings,
Haydock, Levitical Priesthood, 2. This approach shares a ‘big picture’ or synchronic conception of societies,
much as is the case within the structural–functional tradition. Charles E. Carter, ‘A Discipline in Transition: The
Contributions of the Social Sciences to the Study of the Hebrew Bible,’ in Community, Identity, and Ideology:
Social Science Approaches to the Hebrew Bible, Charles E. Carter and Carol Meyers, eds. (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1996), 9, describes ‘the structural–functional tradition as one which emphasizes the essential unity
of societies, a unity that emerges as different groups arrive at a sense of balance through consensus.’
12
A. Craig Troxel, What Is the Priesthood of Believers? BFS (Phillipsburg: P&R, 2019), 21: ‘in the old
covenant there was a twofold priesthood: the ritual priesthood, which was conferred only on the tribe of Levi,
and the royal priesthood, which belonged to the whole nation of Israelites.’
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prophets, and cultic priests are assessed according to both status and function and yet the
priestly people are treated as status–holders without real functionality in the role? If the priestly
people status conferred according to Exodus 19.6a was merely honorary, then why does the OT
criticize and prosecute Israel’s priestly people for functional failures? 13 It has already been
demonstrated that metaphors genuinely convey conceptualisations and insights with respect to
the target (the nation of Israel). A consistent framework for assessing this ‘priestly kingdom’
question as it is raised by the existence of the metaphor seems inevitably to raise questions of
practice as well as status. Plastaras insightfully observed that ‘Exodus 19:5b–6 describes the
covenant blessings in terms of a call to further service rather than in terms of privilege and
prosperity.’14 And Kaiser observes concerning Exodus 19.5–6:
A second role that Israel was to play was that of being a “kingdom of priests” to God. This
phrase is best translated as “kings and priests,” or royal priests to God. Here is where Israel’s
role and function on behalf of the kingdom of God is made explicit if it was ambiguous
previously. Her role as a nation was a mediatorial role as they related to the nations and people
groups around them.15

The framework proposed for analysing Israel’s ‘priestly kingdom’ is derived both from
Social Science and from Searle’s descriptions of social reality. There have been numerous
efforts to apply sociological categories and theories to the analysis of biblical institutions,
including the cultic priesthood. One recent example is Haydock’s, The Theology of the Levitical
Priesthood. In his first chapter, ‘Locating the Priesthood within the Community,’ Haydock
relies upon the ‘grid and group model’ 16 pioneered by Mary Douglas. ‘Douglas argues that
Israel as a whole was an enclavist society, within which the priesthood functioned as minority
hierarchist group.’17 Thus, much of the narrative material and the regulations in the texts
elucidate how it is that these two groups function and interact within the larger structure of
Israelite society. Describing Israel as functioning as an enclavist society also explains its
‘priestly kingdom’ tendencies toward centripetal, rather than centrifugal, patterns of interaction
with persons originating from outside the society.
This distinction between the larger priestly people group and the much more limited
hereditary cultic priesthood is also helpful in that it provides a framework for describing the
functioning and interrelationships between the two inner–cultural social structures, with the
hierarchist cultic priesthood serving as a sort of paradigm for the enclavist priestly nation. This
Bills, Exodus, 259: ‘For Israel not to pray, remember, work for, and if called on, suffer for a community where
the poor are heard, delivered, and dignified would be for Israel to deny their very identity.’
14
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15
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16
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paradigmatic purpose for the hereditary priesthood is supported by HB texts such as
Deuteronomy 33.10 and Malachi 2.6–7, which will be assessed later in this chapter. As
Haydock observes:
That the Levites function as a minority hierarchist group in the midst of an enclavist society is
of great significance for researching the relationship between the priesthood and the rest of
Israel. With regard to the point that hierarchist societies are more concerned with the outward
forms of worship, it seems likely that the Levitical priesthood were meant to be an outward
symbol of an inner reality grasped by the whole of Israel.18

While this sociologically derived framework is of great benefit in locating these two
social systems within the received OT narrative, there is no answer provided to the question of
Israel’s priestly function and what form that function might take. Thus far Douglas’ and
Haydock’s sociological framework explains the reason for the existence of the paradigmatic
Aaronic priesthood as symbol for Israel to follow. But for the precision needed to determine
Israel’s potential priestly function (that is, to frame the priestly conceptualisations presented by
the metaphor), another sociological and philosophical tool must be bought into the present
discussion.
7.2 Functionalism and Israel’s ‘Priestly Kingdom’ Status Function
Both Merton and Sztompka have published extensively on functionalism as it relates to the
field of sociology and sociological inquiry. Merton proposes ‘A Paradigm for Functional
Analysis in Sociology’ in which he argues that:
The entire range of sociological data can be, and much of it has been, subjected to functional
analysis. The basic requirement is that the object of analysis represents a standardized (i.e.,
patterned and repetitive) item, such as social roles, institutional patterns, social processes,
cultural patterns, culturally patterned emotions, social norms, group organization, social
structure, mechanisms of social control, etc.19

Despite the concerns raised by Cohen, Turner, Maryanski,20 and others, functional
analysis is a valid framework from which to assess the social roles and institutional patterns of
ancient Israel as presented in the OT materials and related ancient literature. Social roles with
respect to ancient Israel would include kings, priests, prophets, scribes, and so on. This project
seeks to include the people comprising the ‘priestly kingdom’ role or status function. Also, the
biblical texts concerning Israel, as well as other surviving ancient examples, together meet
another of Merton’s necessary criteria for functional analysis, which has to do with ‘social
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mechanisms (e.g., role–segmentation, insulation of institutional demands, hierarchic ordering
of values, social division of labour, ritual and ceremonial enactments, etc.).’21
Merton emphasizes the role–set model as ‘a basic feature of social structure.’ The term
role–set refers to ‘that complement of role–relationships in which persons are involved by
virtue of occupying a particular social status.’22 However, due to the manifest complexity of
social structures, Merton insists that each participant in an organized human society possess
not one, but a collection of statuses (status–set).23 Blenkinsopp uses the alternate term, ‘role
set to describe the diverse expectations of different segments of society that have come to
converge on a particular position or function.’ 24 Obviously, the kings, priests, prophets, and
people comprising the ‘priestly kingdom’ of Israel possessed differing, yet overlapping status–
sets. These status–sets may be identified, at least in terms of the descriptions provided in their
textual forms. Inquiry and analysis in this particular case excludes field work, as the objective
society in question no longer exists outside the textual and archaeological record.
Of particular interest in assessing Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’ (Exodus 19.6a), in which
there was also a subgroup of persons imbued with cultic priestly status (Exodus 29, Leviticus
8, etc.), is to what degree the priestly people and the cultic priesthood enjoyed shared status, or
on the other hand, mutually exclusive statuses. Analysis should seek to clarify these status
values with respect to the ‘priestly kingdom’ and its cultic priesthood, while also assessing the
related social institution of Israel’s religious system. The argument of this research is that
priestly status is ultimately inseparable from priestly function. The theoretical justification and
method supporting this view of status function as a system has been extensively promulgated
by Searle.
Searle is particularly interested in how groups of people construct their social reality.
He believes that his social framework accurately describes all the institutional elements within
an organized society, whether the elements are people or objects. While this chapter will rely
upon Searle’s approach to a large extent, and Merton’s to a lesser degree, it is also important
to note that earlier sociological studies of ancient Israel tended to apply similar nomenclature
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and categories in describing the societal institutions of kings, priests, and prophets. Here the
emphasis will be upon defining the status functions of Israel as a priestly people and of Israel’s
cultic priesthood as presented in the OT. The final element necessary for assessment of the
Exodus 19.6a priestly metaphor consists of intertextual references which frame or identify
which priestly functions are included in the metaphor’s conceptualisation.
Fox’s In the Service of the King: Officialdom in Ancient Israel and Judah, provides an
in–depth assessment of titles assigned to persons within the royal administrations of Israel’s
kings. Although Fox does not address the religious complex and associated priestly titles or
cultic offices, she does set forth the premise that, ‘In antiquity, as in modernity, titles were
conferred on persons both as identifying markers of their function–related roles in society and
as honorary epithets assigning specific status.’ 25 While using somewhat different nomenclature,
Fox approaches Israel’s royal–administrative social structure from a status function framework:
‘Function–related titles—the largest category—specify positions in the structure of the state
whose status is not dependent on the personal status of office–holders.’26 It is this functional
understanding, associated with status, which is of primary interest for the present study.
Searle writes with respect to function in society that, ‘humans have the capacity to
impose functions on objects and people where the objects and the people cannot perform the
functions solely in virtue of their physical structure.’27 The societally–imposed functions are,
according to Searle’s construct, derived from an associated status: ‘The performance of the
function requires that there be a collectively recognized status that the person or object has, and
it is only in virtue of that status that the person or object can perform the function in question.’ 28
Thus far, it can be stated that societies are organized in such a way that their members
collectively impose functions, associated with specific statuses, through ‘collective
intentionality.’29 These socially–imposed status functions carry what Searle calls ‘deontic
powers,’ which include, among other things, ‘rights, duties, obligations, and requirements.’30
But how do societies, through collective intentionality, establish structures of status function?
Searle’s theoretical proposal is that, ‘All institutional facts, and therefore all status functions,
are created by speech acts,’31 referred to as ‘declarations.’32 All of social reality, therefore, is
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constructed by collective agreement according to structures of various and interrelated status–
functions, which are created through Status Function Declarations. This understanding of how
societal reality is constructed sheds interpretive light on Yahweh’s speech act, metaphorically
declaring Israel as a collective society 33 his ‘priestly kingdom.’
Significant work has already been done with respect to identifying role–sets or status
function for Israel’s kings, prophets, and Aaronic or Zadokite priests. 34 Obviously, there are a
good deal of interpretive differences as to the institutionalized functions associated with each
of these socially structured statuses. This is partly due to the fact that within the OT, at various
times certain individuals are presented as functioning according to more than one status.
Among the many examples which could be cited are Moses (prophet, priest, ‘king’), Samuel
(prophet, priest, ‘king’), David (king, priest), and Melchizedek (king, priest). However, these
multi–status individuals are clearly the exceptions to Israel’s typical status function rules. As
will be demonstrated shortly in this chapter, more often those holders of a specific status are
criticized when they function in a way that is associated with a status which they do not possess.
As it has been demonstrated in the prior chapters that Exodus 19.6a metaphorically
applies in some way priestly status function to the nation of Israel, an attempt is made in the
next section to summarize specific functions associated with cultic priestly status function. At
the same time, it must always be borne in mind that when applied figuratively to Israel, much
of the intrinsically cultic functions do not apply—they are ‘framed out’ from application to the
wider Israelite community through the various intertextual layers, as discussed below.
7.3 Israel’s Cultic Priests’ Status Function
Extensive studies exist describing the role or status function of Israel’s cultic priesthood. The
activities of those imbued with priestly status are also presented in virtually every OT
introductory textbook,35 and within treatments of the Pentateuch written for an academic
readership. Figure 17 below represents several scholars and this researcher’s work concerning
the function of Israel’s hereditary priesthood. However, the organization format of the diagram
is originally the work of Chalmers.36
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Figure 17: Israel’s Cultic Priestly Functions
Priestly
Functions
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12—19, 23;
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Mal. 2.6–7
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Olyan observes that ‘a variety of texts suggest that ritual action in cultic and quasi–
cultic contexts shapes social configurations, inscribing status on participating individuals and
groups (such as priests, heads of household, dependents of household heads).’ 42 The cultic
functions performed regularly by the priests in Israel were the direct corollary to their priestly
status in the larger society, enshrined within the culture through the written instructions, such
as those recorded in Exodus 28—29 and Leviticus 1—9. Within the cultic sphere of the
tabernacle or the temple, their priestly status and function was of the highest significance:
In the context of the sanctuary, priests lay claim to holy foods and elite portions of offerings
shared with worshipers. They perform rites, such as blood manipulation or fat burning, that are
constructed as most prestigious and exclusively under their control. Their ritual actions and
their claim to elite offerings and sacrificial portions realize and signal their privileged rank visà-vis worshipers and other cultic servants.43

All of these culture–specific conceptualisations, and perhaps those priestly conceptions
observed from surrounding ancient Near Eastern societies, would have informed and framed
the way that an Israelite would have understood the status function of its hereditary priesthood
— those who possessed the rank of Aaronic or Zadokite priest and served the cultus of Yahweh.
These conceptual status function elements would therefore also be retained in some aspects
when ‘priestly kingdom’ was applied metaphorically to the entire nation of Israel. Israelites
encountering the Exodus 19.6a metaphor would have understood that in some way the
declaration of priestly status function applied to them as another constitutive element in their
own particular status–set (i.e. an adult male, married father, whose official societal role was to
function as a scribe, would conceive of his status–set in terms of husband, father, scribe, and in
some aspects as a priest—each of these statuses in his set bringing with it functional
expectations.)

7.4 Cultic Priestly Function as Paradigm for National Priestly Function
Before transitioning from discussion of cultic priestly function to analysis of priestly function
as metaphorically conceptualised for the nation of Israel, it is necessary to establish textual
support for the proposition that in fact the sacerdotal hereditary priesthood in Israel served as a
living paradigm for the ‘priestly kingdom’ to follow. One of the key horizontal ways in which
the sacerdotal priests were to function as paradigms for the priestly nation was in instructing

42
43

Olyan, Rites and Rank, 11.
Olyan, Rites and Rank, 11.

186

Israel in the law of God. Various texts then charge the priestly nation to also instruct their
familes, slaves, and resident–aliens in the law as well. This cultic priestly function of teaching
is brought out in Deuteronomy 33.9b–10.

Deuteronomy 33.9b–10—Priestly Teaching Function
This text is part of the blessing Moses pronounced upon the tribe of Levi, prior to his death.
Deuteronomy 33.9b, praises Levi for having ‘observed your [Yahweh’s] word and kept your
covenant.’ This conveys the idea of priestly functioning in terms of holiness or distinctiveness
in living, thus reflecting the character of God as a living paradigm in sight of the ‘priestly
kingdom.’ The priestly conception of service through sacerdotal administration on behalf of
the priestly people is described in verse 10b, in which the Deuteronomist declares that Levi
‘shall put incense before you and whole burnt offerings on your altar.’
Of particular interest in terms of textual support for cultic priestly horizontal
engagement with Yahweh’s priestly people is Deuteronomy 33.10a and its call for the Levitical
tribe to ‘teach Jacob your rules and Israel your law.’ Priestly function, conceptualised in the
21st century, is probably not typically thought of in terms of teaching. Its sacerdotal, ritualistic
requirements—what can be described as vertically oriented—are the functions that cognitively
occur to most people. But the OT includes teaching within the responsibilties of the hereditary
priesthood.44 As the sacerdotal priesthood functioned in effectively teaching God’s statutes to
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ the priestly nation was in turn able to instruct the up and coming
generations, slaves, and resident–aliens in the Torah as well (cf. Deuteronomy 4.10, 6.7, 11.19,
and 31.9–13). For further discussion, see 7.8.3 below.
The OT corpus evidences a tendency to equate the dysfunction of the nation of Israel
with the dysfunction of its kings, prophets, and priests (cf. Ezekiel 22.25–30). As the cultic
priesthood in Israel bore the responsibility for teaching the Torah to the nation, as well as
modelling conceptions of priestliness for the people, it is understandable at the societal level
that the failure of priestly teaching would produce a dysfunctional priestly society. While it is
an admittedly negative argument, neverthless it demonstrates the parallel connections within
the societal structure of Israel between its sacerdotal priesthood and its priestly people. A
significant text connecting priestly dysfunction with national priestly dysfunction is Hosea 4.

Craigie, Deuteronomy, 396: Craigie identifies ‘three principal duties’ in Deuteronomy 33.8–10, and with
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Hosea 4.1–9—Priestly Teaching Dysfunction
The text of Hosea chapter 4 opens with a condemnation of the priestly people (‘children of
Israel,’  )בְ נֵּ ֹ֣י י ְש ָּר ֵּ ֹ֑אלand charges them, among other things, with ‘no knowledge of God in the
land’ (ֱֹלהים בָּ ָּ ֵֽא ֶרץ
ִ֖ ין־דעַת א
ֶ֥ ַ )וְ ֵּ ֵֽא. Then soon after, in Hosea 4.4–9, God condemns the priests (and
again also the prophets), because due to their dysfunction, God’s ‘people are destroyed for lack
of knowledge; because you (the priest) have rejected knowledge … And since you have
forgotten the law of your God.’ The consequences for these priests are that God will reject them
‘from being a priest to me.’ And God adds, ‘I also will forget your children.’ Then, the text
equates very strongly the condition of the people with the condition of the priest (‘And it shall
be like people, like priest’, )וְ הָּ יָּ ֶ֥ה כָּעָּ ִ֖ם כַכֹּ ֵּהֹ֑ן, and promises that they will both be punished and
‘repaid for their deeds.’ Bearing in mind the instructions that Yahweh gave to his cultic
priesthood in Leviticus 10.10–11, this prophetic condemnation of the priestly dysfunction
concerning teaching (Hosea 4.6) is particularly significant. 45 Also significant is the constant
equating of the dysfunction of the cultic priesthood with the dysfunction of the priestly people. 46
Leviticus 10.11 (as Deuteronomy 33.10a above) states that the priests of Israel ‘are to
teach the people of Israel all the statutes that the Lord has spoken to them by Moses.’ This was
a fundamental horizontal function of the cultic priests. As previously stated, as the priests
properly fulfilled this teaching function the priestly people of God would also then teach their
children, their servants, and the resident–alien who lived within their household. Hosea records
an era in the life of the nation of Israel in which this dynamic was turned upon its head through
the dysfunction of the cultic priesthood. And as the priestly people were not properly instructed
in the things of Yahweh, so also they were dysfunctional in the priestly function of teaching
Torah to their children, servants, and the resident–alien.

Ezekiel 22.26—Priestly Teaching Dysfunction
This dysfunctional relationship between priests and priestly people is also described in Ezekiel
22.26: ‘Her priests have done violence to my law and have profaned my holy things. They have
made no distinction between the holy and the common, neither have they taught the difference
between the unclean and the clean, and they have disregarded my Sabbaths, so that I am
profaned among them.’47 The prophet then declares God’s judgment upon both the priests and
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the priestly people for together they have become dysfunctional priests. Clearly the text
connects cultic priestly dysfunction with national priestly dysfunction, and this serves to draw
attention to the paradigmatic nature of the Levitical priesthood with respect to the functioning
of Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’

Malachi 2.6–7—Looking Backward to Priestly Teaching Function
The mid–to–late 5th century48 prophecy of Malachi also conceptualises teaching as an essential
cultic priestly function. Yet it does so through a ‘nostalgic remembrance’ motif. The prophecy
speaks of ‘true instruction’49 as coming from the faithful priest. His priestly instruction in
former times concerning the ways of God ‘turned many from iniquity.’ The importance of the
priest in passing on the ways of the Lord and the necessity for the priestly people to seek out
the cultic priest for instruction are further emphasized with the text’s declaration of the Levitical
priest as ‘messenger of the Lord of hosts.’ In this respect, the sacerdotal priest is presented as
a mediator between Yahweh and his ‘priestly kingdom,’ not unlike the status function exercised
by Moses in the Sinai Pericope and thereafter. Mediation is conceptualised in the OT as
including the teaching function.
As in other OT descriptions of either proper priestly function or of priestly dysfunction,
teaching, holy living (holiness), and mediation are brought together as key elements
recognizable among those who possess priestly status. While O’Brien makes a differentiation
between ‘priestly functions’ and ‘proper instruction” (looking at Malachi 2.1–4, 8–9, as well
as 6–7),50 this seems to be an artificial separation or imposed categorisations which are not
indicated by the text, nor by other OT examples. Distinctions in priestly functions are more
properly made with respect to their particular trajectories or emphases, i.e. Godward (vertical)
or humanward (horizontal) in orientation. It is admittedly difficult if not impossible for all
modern scholars to interpret ancient priestly conceptions without reference to their own
cognitive framings, which are influenced by sacerdotal priests and pastors as they function in
the 21st century. These OT texts require a wider range of functions be attributable to priestly
status function.
The problem addressed in Malachi 2.1–9 (the micro–context in this example) echoes
the concerns raised in Hosea 4 and Ezekiel 22 with respect to the cultic priesthood. The priestly
status holders have failed to function according to the standard and in the vertical and horizontal
48
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measures which frame their purpose. And because they have become dysfunctional, the
‘priestly kingdom’ has also become dysfunctional and they themselves unable to properly teach
the law. The priestly people function or dysfunction societally as reflective of the functioning
or the dysfunctioning of their cultic priesthood.
While the texts reviewed in this section lend support to the concept that the hereditary
cultic priesthood served as a paradigm for the ‘priestly kingdom’ Israel to emulate, the
examination of Number 16 in chapter 6 6.2.1) demonstrated that the status function of the
sacerdotal priestly class was not identical to that of the priestly nation as a whole.
Administration of the cultic apparatus and the required rituals and sacrifices within the holiness
precincts were exclusively functions of the priests and high priest. These specialist duties were
framed out from priestly conceptions of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ In order to
identify and clarify what priestly functions are conveyed conceptually to Israel through the
Exodus 19.6a metaphor, it is necessary to further examine OT texts constituting the macro–
context.

7.5 Looking at Priestly Status Function at the Societal Level
While status function within institutionalized social structures is typically expressed in terms
of individuals occupying roles, it is also possible to assign and assess status function with
respect to large groupings of people. 51 Just as it is reasonable to analyse the status function of
an individual king, prophet, priest, or other role-set holder within Israelite social reality, so also
it is possible to assess kings, prophets, priests, or others collectively.
Therefore, it follows that status function may be assigned and described with respect to
Israel as a nation, composed of a multitude of persons, albeit in a figurative way. This is
precisely what Exodus 19.6a metaphorically presents to the reader, a collective of twelve
Hebrew tribes, comprised of many people, assigned a priestly national status function as
Yahweh’s holy people—Israel. This priestly status function is assigned by Yahweh to the
Israelites, as they agree to the conditions of the covenant, and are consecrated and ordained
through the sacrifices and the sprinkling of the sacrificial blood. Thus Israel becomes Yahweh’s
priestly and holy people by virtue of what Searle would describe as a ‘collective agreement’ (a
Status Function Declaration), what Exodus 19.3b—24.11 presents as a covenantal agreement.
By virtue of the finalization of this agreement, the nation of Israel is constituted to the
status function of Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ which entailed priestly status, but also some
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sort(s) of priestly function. The types of functions conceptualised through this agreement and
the associated metaphor of Exodus 19.6a are of prime interest. ‘Function is often used to refer
to the activities assigned to the incumbent of a social status, and more particularly to the
occupant of an office or a political position.’ 52 However, it should be noted at this point, that
‘function,’ as it is understood ‘in sociology and anthropology’ is employed more broadly, due
to ‘the fact that functions are performed not only by the occupants of designated positions, but
by a wide range of standardized activities, social processes, culture patterns, and belief–systems
found in a society.’53 As previously argued, status function may be understood and described
collectively as well as individually.
As one of the primary goals of this analysis is to arrive at a defensible proposal for the
extent of Israel’s priestly status function, the characteristics of individual intentions that may
be expressed through the text will have only a secondary importance. What is necessary is the
analysis of priestly function and priestly dysfunction as it is communicated through the
narrative of the biblical text. These priestly–themed texts serve to inform the background of the
readers of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor and thus frame its conceptualisation, which varies
through time. While the interpreter’s, or the reader’s background is important, the core
discussion here must involve the nature of priestly function. In this regard, the academic
approach resembles that of Merton’s emphasis upon function rather than motivation. 54
Inputs and framings shaping the interpretation of the Exodus 19.6a priestly metaphor
with respect to Israel’s functional expectations may be characterized as both positive
(broadening) and negative (limiting). How do these conceptual limitations or framing
limitations, applied to Israel’s national priestly functions, interpret the metaphor as the textual
record develops over the course of time? That is the question addressed in the next section.
In the previous chapters three texts were addressed, which intertextually in various ways
served to limit the framing of Israel’s priestly status function. Exodus 28—29 and Leviticus 8
record the establishment of a hereditary cultic priesthood. The perpetual system provided for
the worship, sacrifices, and other necessary rituals to honour God. The addition of this subgroup
within Israel’s social structure seemed to eliminate the sacerdotal functions for the nation’s
priestly portfolio. If there was any ambiguity or doubt that this was the case when Aaron and
his sons began their priestly work, the rebellion of Korah and other leaders in Numbers 16
quickly settled the matter. The outcome of the rebels’ attempt to establish an entirely
‘egalitarian’ society in which every Israelite could perform sacerdotal functions was
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conceptually and concretely crushed with the devastating annihilation which ensued. While
these three texts are determinative, it is instructive to review a couple more examples involving
priestly and priestly people critique, to demonstrate the functional boundaries established
between the cultic priests and the priestly people in the OT.

7.6 Intertextual Frames of National Priestly Conceptual Limitation
Some significant OT texts serve to negatively frame or restrict possible conceptualisations of
the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor in reference to the wider community of Israel (see for example
Numbers 16, discussed in the previous chapter).55 This is accomplished in the intertextual
milieu via critique of priestly as well as ‘priestly kingdom’ function. Even a cursory
examination indicates that periodically throughout Israel’s pre to post–exilic history, those
occupying priestly office were criticized. At times, especially in the exilic and post–exilic
periods, so also was Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ What will become readily apparent from
this survey of priestly critique, is that the criticisms levelled at those who enjoyed priestly
status, were brought about as a result of egregious failures with respect to priestly function.
That is, whether high priest, priests, or the priestly nation, failure to function in a priestly way—
failure to exhibit Yahweh’s priestliness paradigm—resulted in prophetic criticism or
condemnation and often significant consequences, even death itself.
Space does not permit the examination of other cases in the OT in which cultic priests
were dysfunctional or of examples when persons holding statuses other than that of a hereditary
priest are criticized or condemned for functioning outside their own status—typically, those
with kingly status and function attempting to perform the functions exclusively associated in
Israel with priestly status. 56 However such texts are instructive for supporting the concept that
status and function were closely linked in the institutional categories in Israel. The assessment
of anyone’s value within their status to the larger society, be they scribe, priest, prophet, or
king, was primarily based on their fulfilment of communally understood and institutionally
codified functions.
At the same time, because the primary text under examination (Exodus 19.6a) presents
a metaphor that conceptualises the entire society of Israel as ‘priestly kingdom,’ the voices of
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priestly critique in the following texts provide additional clarity for framing and interpreting
Israel’s status function. With respect to the value of these intertextual inputs, López observes:
If one begins to see disciplines as being traversed, and constituted by connections with other
domains, it becomes obvious that as social theorists we are drawing on already existing
conceptual networks; social theory is always intertextual and interdisciplinary. These networks,
however, should not be seen as containing the concepts themselves; they should be understood
as providing the basis for the production of concepts, theoretical effects as well as the
circulation and exchange of meanings.57

7.6.1 Exodus 32—Horizontal Dysfunction Toward God
The first recorded failure of cultic and national priestly status function occurs in reference to
both the first high priest, Aaron, brother of Moses, and Yahweh’s priestly people. It is an
especially ominous failure of priestly function as it is presented in the narrative, for it occurs
so immediately after the national priestly consecration and theophany of Exodus 19 and 24,58
instructions for the portable sacred space in Exodus 27, and consecration of the priests in
Exodus 29. 59
Although the text takes pains to point out Aaron’s culpability in the idolatrous violation,
there do not seem to be any immediate consequences for him personally, despite the fact that
he has enabled the ‘priestly kingdom’ to violate their most basic declared institutional function,
which is to glorify Yahweh alone and without the use of cultic images. 60 As goes the priest in
this episode of functional failure so goes the priestly people, who so soon revert to the idolatrous
and hedonistic form of worship they had no doubt seen repeatedly in Egypt. Yet although some
of the people, who have miserably failed in their priestly and holy status function are indeed
killed, it is Aaron who must ultimately (despite his protestations to the contrary) bear the
responsibility for the ‘priestly kingdom’s’ dysfunction, stemming from his own fundamental
failure as high priest of the cult of Yahweh. 61
Rather that bringing the priestly people closer and leading them to properly worship
Yahweh as he has specified, and in keeping with the holiness spectrum, Aaron has functioned
in a way that could be described as ‘anti–priestly,’at least in terms of Israel’s cultic structures
and rituals for worship.62 While the first high priest of Israel’s cult does not suffer the swift
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consequences of others of priestly status function who fail after him, the text is clear that he
has violated his proper function and the consequences have been severe, if not for him
personally, then certainly for the priestly people of God, of whom some 3,000 were killed
(Exodus 32.28) as the penalty for their violation of Yahweh’s holy worship requirements
through their idolatry with the golden calf. Perhaps it is true, as some have posited, that Aaron’s
failure was penalized differently because it occurred prior to the ordination ceremony and its
ritualistic separation stages which are recorded in Leviticus 8. 63
However, this idolatrous 64 priestly dysfunction is even more significant with respect to
the people than in connection with their cultic high priest, as it indicates a complete disregard
for key aspects of the instructions for proper worship of Yahweh.65 It is a failure to function in
holiness vertically with respect to God. The egregious covenant violation necessitates that the
broken covenant be ‘reconstituted (Exodus 33).’ 66 And this glaring failure on the part of God’s
priestly people has been interpreted by some scholars as negating any priestly status function
for Israel, which may have been imparted during the covenant–making and consecration of
Exodus 19 and 24.67 For example, Blum remarks that:
The establishment of a separate priesthood marked the end of Exodus 19.6 and 24.3ff for Israel’s
realized ‘general priesthood’! Israel lost its innocence in the ‘sinful fall’ with the ‘golden calf,’
it is no longer treated with the same status as before.68

Obviously, this interpretation assumes that the priestly people of Israel were endowed
with cultic priestly status function in Exodus 19—24, only to lose that specialized role after the
idolatrous making and worship of the golden calf. 69 Schrock, over the course of two recent
articles, does argue that the cultic priestly system developed over a series of stages, largely in
response to various kinds of national priestly dysfunction. This progressive institutionalisation
commenced, according to Schrock, with the golden calf priestly dysfunction by Yahweh’s
priestly people as narrated in Exodus 32. In an interesting conceptualisation of Israel as a
See also the interesting proposal of Geula Twersky, ‘An Examination of Aaron’s Role in the Sin of the Golden
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‘priestly kingdom,’ Schrock sees priesthood as a ‘fundamentally filial position.’ 70 Thus as a
result of the Exodus 32 event, ‘Yahweh replaced firstborn sons with Levites because of Israel’s
sin.’71
However the text narrates a different story for the reader, for the institutionalization of
the cultic priesthood of Aaronic stock is described in Exodus 28—29, prior to the events of
Exodus 32. The text conveys the concept that the cultic priesthood is established as a paradigm
and as a facilitating institution for the whole nation to follow. As Garrett notes: ‘the “royal
priesthood” of Exod. 19:5–6 does not contradict the presence of a specialized priesthood, and
the specialized priesthood does not cancel Israel’s status as a kingdom of priests.’72 Rather, ‘it
indicates that Israel, in contrast to the nations, enjoys a special relationship to God, a status that
could rightly be called a national priesthood.’ 73 Israel’s national priestly status, however, does
include noncultic functions as conceptualised intertextually and as interpreted by readers and
their inputs. As the Exodus 32 text makes clear, the priestly people of Yahweh are to function
in holiness and in worship of God (see section 7.8.1 below).
7.7 Summary of Critiques of Priestly Dysfunction
In the present study of Exodus 19—24, and with respect to ‘priestly kingdom’ function as well
as with respect to cultic priestly function, the use of the term dysfunction is limited to individual
or corporate failure to carry out the associated function(s) of specific social statuses. This is a
much more limited conceptualization of dysfunction, when compared to the way the term is
understood in structural functionalism. 74 However, the concern in the present analysis of
priestly status function is to assess function, and sometimes the assessment is enhanced through
close examination of texts which point out priestly status function holders failing to function
properly, thus characterized as dysfunction—the opposite of proper function.
This brief survey, including Numbers 16 in the previous chapter, of priestly critiques
and violations of the priestly status function demonstrates that while Exodus 19.6a
metaphorically assigns priestly status function to the entire nation of Israel, it does not envision
everyone within the society functioning as a sort of ubiquitous cultic priesthood. Status function
sets are quite clearly defined in the various texts, and members of the society from which these
texts originate conceived of specific functions for particular status holders (i.e. prophets,
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priests, kings, temple servants, tradespeople, etc.). There were societal function boundaries in
place integral to the dynamic structure of the society and these boundaries were not to be
ignored or discarded. Thus the holder of a particular status was typically deemed to be guilty
of dysfunction—not only for failure to perform their status’ proper function, but also for
attempting to assume the function(s) of a status which they did not possess. The efforts of non–
priestly Levites, as well as other non–Levitical Israelites, to assume the functions of the cultic
priesthood were severely condemned and rejected by Yahweh throughout the post–Sinai
record.
The Korah rebellion examined in chapter 6, and other examples discussed above serve
to frame the Exodus 19.6a ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor in such a way as to preclude conceptual
blends in which the whole society would be expected to function sacerdotally in the ways so
sharply defined and associated with the Aaronic cultic priesthood. The operation of the
sacrificial system and the immediate proximity to the cult’s sacred spaces remained the domain
of the hereditary priests alone. This strongly limiting input upon the Exodus 19.6a metaphor is
consistent throughout the intertextual record, thus removing the sphere of cultic functions from
metaphorical conceptions of Israel’s national priesthood. Yet other noncultic functions, also
typically associated with the priests’ status function, are not precluded in the functional
possibilities for the ‘priestly kingdom’ as a whole. Aaronic priestly status function was not
limited to the sacerdotal formalities and rituals of the holiness–boundaried spaces, as is
sometimes assumed, but was holistic, functioning in ways that were to be emulated by
Yahweh’s priestly nation.
It has already been argued above that the cultic priestly functions of worship (vertical
orientation) and holiness (vertical and horizontal orientation) were designed to operate
paradigmatically in demonstrating priestly conceptualisations for Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly
kingdom.’ Significant evidence for the priestly function of teaching the law of God as
pertaining to the status of both the cultic and the national priesthoods has also been presented
from the OT (see 7.4). In the next section, further positive or expanding framing inputs in the
macro–context are explored to further identify priestly national functions for Israel.

7.8 Intertextual Frames of National Priestly Conceptual Expansion—Holiness, Justice, Mercy,
Teaching, and Integration
It is sometimes proposed that the text of Exodus 19.6a assigns priestly status function to the
entire nation of Israel. The scope of that national status is that of being set apart and declared
holy to Yahweh as his treasured people. Its ‘priestliness’ consists in its status of nearness and
access to God as established by the Sinai Covenant. Israel’s priestly function, however, is
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described as limited to its relationship to Yahweh. Thus, for example, Goldingay writes of
Israel’s national priestly function:
As a nation Israel has a role in relation to other nations, though it would be misleading to call it
a mission. Throughout, the First Testament recognizes that Yhwh is concerned for the nations.
… In keeping with this intention and pattern, Israel has a priestly relationship with Yhwh (Ex
19:5–6). This does not mean it has a priestly responsibility to the world. It means it becomes a
microcosm of Yhwh’s rule in the world and of a nation’s close relationship with Yhwh. It is
designed to be a working model of what Yhwh intends for all the nations.75

This understanding of Israel’s priestly function with respect to the other nations echoes
that of the paradigmatic cultic priesthood and its purpose as the dramatic symbol for Israel to
emulate, except that the function of active engagement and teaching, which the cultic
priesthood provided to the nation, is missing from the description of Israel’s priestly role visà-vis the other nations. Also missing are added horizontal axis functions associated with priestly
conceptions of justice, mercy, and integration of resident–aliens into the covenant community.
In this scenario, making Yahweh, the God of Israel, known is through a sort of national
modelling. Other nations will presumably observe Israel as it relates to its God, and as it is
blessed, and then be drawn to want much the same. For Goldingay, then, the Exodus narrative:
Speaks of no kings but Yhwh and the Egyptian king, and never actually refers to Aaron’s being
a priest. Indeed, it describes the whole people as a kingship of priests (Ex 19:6), and in due
course the story will appeal to the people’s beginnings for evidence that Israel should not have
a monarchy. Insofar as Exodus sets a social vision before the later nation and its leaders, then,
that vision is one in which the nation is independent, but not one in which its independence
serves the interests of kings or priests.76

Yet there are also intertextual examples in which Israel’s priestly status function has a
more engaging aspect, perhaps what could be described as an integrative nuance. Christopher
Wright points to the significance of Genesis 12.1–3, as well as the related texts, Genesis 18.18;
22.18; 26.4–5; and 28.14, in which ‘Blessing for the nations is the bottom line, textually and
theologically, of God’s promise to Abraham.’ 77 Wright points out as well that ‘Gen 35:11 is
similar, though it does not use the precise language of all nations being blessed. It promises
rather that a “community of nations” will come from Jacob.’78 While these texts deal with the
progenitors of Israel as a nation, they nevertheless serve to contribute to the framing for
conceptualising the meaning of Israel as a ‘priestly kingdom.’ The vertical relationship
established covenantally between Yahweh and Abraham’s descendants also has horizontal
ramifications with respect to Israel’s priestly function in regard to people of other nations.
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The OT textual record enables the reader to conceptualise three primary ‘stages’ in the
functional relationship between Yahweh’s priestly people, the cultic priesthood, and the people
of foreign origin. The first stage is unveiled and framed through the Sinai Pericope (Exodus
19.3b—24.11) as the entire Israelite community is consecrated and ordained as Yahweh’s
priest–nation. It should also be noted that according to Exodus 12.38 (cf Numbers 11.4) there
were already a few non–Hebrews integrated into the priestly covenant community. 79 The
second stage provides further conceptual framing through the introduction of the cultic
priesthood, a priestly paradigm (aside from sacerdotal functions) that the priestly nation is
expected to emulate (Exodus 28–29, Leviticus 8). As the nation functions according to proper
priestly conceptions, it will make Yahweh known to persons from outside the covenant
community. The final stage is eschatological in character, derived largely from Isaiah 56—66,
and envisions a future in which all of restored Israel functions in a priestly fashion and not only
the resident–aliens, but people from all the nations are centripetally drawn to participate in
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ Cognitive visualisations for these three stages are provided
below (Figures 18.1, 18.2, and 18.3).
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7.8.1 National Priestly Conceptions of the Function of ‘Distinctiveness’ (Holiness)
Sometimes, intertextual frames for Exodus 19.6a have horizontal significance other than for
blessing, as for example Deuteronomy 28.9–10, ‘The Lord will establish you as a holy people
to himself, [just] as he has sworn to you, if you keep the commandments of Yahweh your God
and walk in his ways. And all the earth’s people will see that you are called by the name of
Yahweh, and they will fear you.’ In this example, the metaphorical meaning of Israel’s priestly
status function is partially framed as a paradigm or symbol to the other nations, designed to
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create a sense of recognition that Israel is unique, enjoying a particular nearness to Yahweh. 80
This input for the conceptualisation of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor conveys priestliness as
involving the national life as testimony to the character of Yahweh.

Leviticus 20.7–8, 26–27
If the necessity of holiness and of proper vertical orientation toward Yahweh through engaging
in sanctioned worship is not made conceptually clear through the Exodus 19.6a metaphors
‘priestly kingdom’ and ‘holy nation,’ 81 as well as the negative framing provided by Exodus 32,
then certainly the emphasis on national holiness throughout the book of Leviticus is further
proof. Among many exhortations in Leviticus 82 to the nation of Israel to function according to
the priestly conception of holiness are those found in Leviticus 20. In these examples, to ‘be
holy’ represents not simply a declaration of status (‘holy nation’) but rather a functional
directive to live according to that holy and priestly national status—to function in coherence
with the Sinaitic Covenant. In each example, the declarations of Leviticus 20 frame prohibitions
concerning various unholy societal behaviors. And in each example, the statements declare the
nation’s holy status as given by Yahweh in combination with functional requirements.
Leviticus 20.7–8 and 26–27 repeat Yahweh’s instruction to his ‘priestly kingdom’ to
function in coherence with their holy and priestly status. In 20.7 and 26, the refrain ‘be holy,
for I am the Lord’ frames a series of ‘unpriestly’ functional prohibitions. Verse 26 includes the
mention of Yahweh’s own holy character as justification for the functional expectation that the
nation will conduct itself in a holy manner. Verse 7 also calls upon the priestly people to
‘consecrate’ themselves, perhaps again recalling the events of Exodus 19.9b–15, 22.83 This is
accompanied in verse 8 with an entirely functional declaration: ‘Keep my statutes and do them.’
It is impossible in these examples to artificially compartmentalise function from status.
These texts, as well as others in Leviticus, which declare Israel’s status as ‘holy’ and
her function to ‘be holy,’ that is, to live as a holy society, are situated within a book that is
preoccupied with cultic rituals and cultic specialists—the Aaronic priests. There is therefore a
striking correlation in status function when it comes to the priests and the ‘priestly kingdom.’
This tendency continues in Deuteronomy, where as Wells notes: ‘It relativizes what has gone
before, in particular the Priestly material, by relating the priests’ identity to that of the whole
people of God. The priest is, for the people, a way of understanding their own special
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relationship with God. All are “holy to Yhwh.”’84 This too supports a paradigmatic
conceptualisation of the hereditary priesthood vis-à-vis the priestly nation of Israel.

7.8.2 National Priestly Conceptions of the Function of Justice and Mercy
The priestly conceptions of justice and mercy occur at the beginning of Yahweh’s ‘priestly
kingdom,’ as part of the Book of the Covenant (Exodus 21—23). The importance of these two
priestly functions was demonstrated in chapter 3 of this thesis through the exegetical work in
various texts from Exodus 23 (3.7–8) pertaining to the resident–alien (see also below 7.9).
However, there are additional significant texts in Exodus and Deuteronomy that bear a closer
examination with respect to justice and mercy functions in the ‘priestly kingdom.’

Exodus 23.1–9
Exodus 23.1–9 is preoccupied with priestly conceptions of justice and mercy expressed within
the society of Israel. In an alternating pattern, this pericope begins by addressing formal legal
proceedings (23.1–3) then shifts in emphasis to justice and mercy expressed in daily living
(23.4–5). The third section (23.6–8) returns to the theme of Israel’s justice system, while the
fourth and final theme addresses justice and mercy for the resident–alien (23.9). The purpose
conveyed by these texts is to shape the practice of priestly justice and mercy among Yahweh’s
priestly people. Using proscriptive language, this pericope seeks to cognitively frame national
priestly conceptions, promoting truthful testimony, truthful judgment, and merciful and
benficial engagement with fellow Israelites and resident–aliens.

Leviticus 25.35–43
Typically the book of Leviticus is thought of as a blueprint for the priestly, cultic service of
Yahweh, a presentation of priestly conceptions of holiness, and the cyclical calendar of
sacrifices and feasts for Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ However, in Leviticus 25.35–43, there
are instructions given to Israel requiring just and merciful treatment of Israelites who become
disadvantaged or marginalised economically in the land. Interestingly in these instructions, the
Hebrew term gêr (rendered in this thesis as ‘resident–alien’) is utilized along with the term
toshav ( )תושבto describe the vulnerable position of a native Israelite who has become poor. 85
It is not the cultic priest or a member of the elders of the society who is instructed to treat the
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poor Israelite with compassion. Rather it is the neighboring Israelite, the fellow ‘priestly
kingdom’ citizen who is directed to function as Yahweh’s priest in engaging with the
marginalized neighbor in just and merciful ways. While priestliness or priestly function is
typically not conceptualised in the 21st century as including just and merciful engagement with
the economically disadvantaged, the theme is recurrent in the OT.

Deuteronomy 16.18–19, 20; 24.17; 27.19
Even as the book of Deuteronomy urges priestly function in teaching, it also requires that
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ function in just and merciful ways. The basis for justice as a
priestly conception for the nation (just as it is for the justness required of priests and rulers) is
rooted in Yahweh’s own perfectly just character. In Deuteronomy, when God’s just character
is described, it is in terms of active justice, in terms of function. Thus, in Deuteronomy 10.18
he ‘executes justice,’ and in 32.4 ‘his ways are justice.’ It is upon the basis of God’s active
justice that his ‘priestly kingdom,’ in all its societal and international engagements, is to
function justly.
Deuteronomy 16.18–19 calls upon the emerging nation to select judges who will make
just decisions and who will not subvert justice in exchange for the payment of bribes. Verse 20
then applies this standard of absolute justness to everyone in the ‘priestly kingdom.’ This
priestly conception of just function is repeated in Deuteronomy 24.17 and 27.19, with respect
to situations involving resident–aliens, orphans, and widows. Much like the Exodus record, the
Deuteronomic materials envision a priestly society, governed and functioning according to
justice, with mercy extended to those who lack status and resources.
The macro context of the OT consistently invites the reader to conceptually interpret
priestly function along horizontal, as well as vertical axes—to comprehend through the above
textual examples the priestly portfolio of functions as including justice and mercy.

7.8.3 National Priestly Conceptions of the Function of Teaching
It has already been demonstrated that Israel’s cultic priesthood was charged with the function
of teaching the law of God to the nation. This is evident in Deuteronomy 33.10a, Hosea 4.1–9,
Exekiel 22.26, and Malachi 2.6–7 (see 7.4) as well as Leviticus 10.11. While it might seem
unusual to priestly conceptions held in the 21st century, the OT text repeatedly includes the
horizontal trajectory of the teaching function in the priestly portfolio of responsibilities.
Through the conceptualisation of the Levitical priesthood as paradigmatic for the ‘priestly
kingdom,’ it can be argued that the nation of Israel’s priestly functions also included teaching.
And in fact the priestly function of teaching is unambiguously extended from the Aaronic
priesthood to the national priesthood throughout the Deuteronomic material. It is in the textual
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examples below that the priestly teaching function argument transitions from paradigmatic and
negative examples toward specific and prescriptive support. The national priestly function of
teaching is extended to a cross–cultural or international level in Psalms 67 and 96.

Deuteronomy 4.10, 6.7, and 11.19
A repeated theme in Deuternomy is the requirement that the priestly people of Israel engage in
teaching their children. In Deuteronomy 4.10, this teaching function begins with the public
declaration of the words of Yahweh. Yet this initial instruction, whether spoken by Yahweh
(Exodus 20.1–17), taught by Moses (Exodus 24.7) or by someone from the cultic priesthood,
is to be continued by each head of household, carrying on the priestly function of teaching the
children—the up and coming priestly people in training. This priestly function assigned to the
people of Israel is made more emphatic in Deuteronomy 6.7 and 11.19, which envision the
‘priestly kingdom’ instructing their children constantly while going about the daily living of
their lives. This process, while not explicitly repeated from Deuteronomy 4.10, appears to also
be in view at the end of the book, in Deuteronomy 31.12–13.

Psalms 67 and 96
Psalm 67 begins with Israel’s priestly blessing, a call for Yahweh to bless his people, whose
pronouncement was assigned to the cultic priests in Numbers 6.23. Yet the remarkable
circumstance with respect to Psalm 67 is the pronouncement of this priestly blessing by the
assembly of the people, and the extension of the blessing beyond Israel to all people groups, 86
such that Yahweh’s ‘way may be known among the nations.’ Here the assembled ‘priestly
kingdom’ is conceptualised as declaring the priestly blessing of Yahweh in such a fashion as
to make God known beyond the society of Israel. 87 Archaeological evidence dating to the late
7th to early 6th century from Ketef Hinnom supports the concept that the Aaronic blessing of
Numbers 6.24–26 was in fact more broadly applied, at least through inscriptional use. 88
In verses 3 and 10 of Psalm 96, there are phrases exhorting the assembly of Yahweh’s
priestly people to engage in declaring God’s glory and his dominion ‘among the nations.’ As
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Grant points out, the psalm ‘is replete with missional themes.’ 89 In terms of Psalms 67 and 96,
this is perhaps the closest the OT textual record comes to a sort of centrifugal commission for
Yahweh’s priestly people. It may therefore be argued, as for example in Mascarenhas’ The
Missionary Function of Israel in Psalm 67, 96, and 117, that there is at least a limited and
narrowly–framed conceptual priestly function for Israel to teach people groups outside of their
own societal structure.90 Such an interpretation, however, must be balanced by the evident
original audience (Israelites and integrated resident–aliens) and its primary context (its use
within Israel as part of the liturgical worship of Yahweh).91 As such, these priestly blessing and
teaching functions exercised by Israel occurred largely within the geographic spaces occupied
by the ‘priestly kingdom’ over the course of its various historical iterations.

7.8.4 National Priestly Function Conceptual Expansion: Integration
Further conceptual framing for the significance of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ is
provided through Isaiah 61.5–6, in which the futuristic perspective envisions the nation of Israel
as a place in which strangers and foreigners have been integrated in some way into the society
and in which Israelites are referred to as ‘priests of the Lord’ ()כֹּ הֲנֵּ ֹּ֤י יְ הוָּה, and as ‘ministers of
our God’ ()מׁשָּ ְר ֵּ ֹ֣תי אֱֹלהֵֹּ֔ ינו.
ְ Again, this text conceptualises every Israelite as serving in some form
of priestly manner, although the possible functions are not delineated (see 6.3.6). What does
recur throughout the texts that have been examined in this project are the priestly themes of
holiness, justice, and mercy. As Israel functioned (or was eschatologically depicted as
functioning) as the priestly people of Yahweh according to these priestly conceptions, the
nation fulfilled its purpose with respect to people from other nations. The ‘priestly kingdom’
conception of the function of integration is examined in detail in the next section.
7.9 The Importance of the Gêr ( )גֵּרin Conceptualising Israel’s Priestly Status Function
Leviticus 19.33–34
When a resident–alien abides with you in your land, you must not oppress him. You must treat
the resident–alien abiding with you [just] as the native–born among you, and you must love him
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as [you love] yourself, for you were resident–aliens in the land of Egypt. I am Yahweh your
God.92

Indications that Israel was conceptually understood to be priestly in terms of function
as well as in status through the metaphor of Exodus 19.6a may also be found in the variety of
texts addressing how Israel’s society was to engage with resident–aliens (gêr). The record over
a lengthy time frame represents a priestly concern to include and ultimately to integrate people
from other societies into the worship and the community life of Israel. 93 This would simply be
an extension of priestly conceptions of justice, mercy, and holiness. The holiness conception
of course has to do with living according to the character of Yahweh and mediating him to
others so as to increase the number of persons who also serve and worship him. While this
tendency to inclusivism did not receive as much attention in the past from scholars as Israel’s
other tendency to separation from strangers, recent research has provided much helpful insight
into this centripetal dynamic of justice and mercy. Works of note in this regard include
Hoffmeier’s The Immigration Crisis: Immigrants, Aliens, and the Bible (2009),94 Baker’s Tight
Fists or Open Hands?: Wealth and Poverty in the Old Testament (2009),95 a collection of
articles in The Foreigner and the Law: Perspectives from the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient
Near East (2011),96 Firth’s Including the Stranger: Foreigners in the Former Prophets
(2019),97 and Salter’s Mission in Action: A Biblical Description of Missional Ethics (2019).98
Recall that this study began with the Sinaitic covenant event narrated in Exodus 19—
24. That foundational event, in which Israel metaphorically became Yahweh’s ‘priestly
kingdom,’ included the Decalogue and its associated case law (covenant obligations/priestly
functions), which began with a vertical priority and holiness but which described in even greater
breadth the functional application horizontally of the priestly concepts of justice and mercy.
While the resident–aliens are already included in that covenant code (Exodus 22.21; 23.9), the
pericope’s narrative does not reveal their direct participation (or non–participation) in the
covenant ceremony.
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It is highly instructive that when the covenant renewal is described in Deuteronomy 31,
‘in the verses immediately following the instruction about the septennial renewal, we are
explictly told who should be included in the ritual when “all Israel” gathers for the Feast of
Tabernacles.’99
Call together the people—men, women, and children, and the resident–aliens living within your
city gates—so that they can listen and learn to fear Yahweh your God and carefully live out all
the words of this law. And their children, who do not know [this law], may also hear it and learn
to fear Yahweh your God as long as you live in the land you are crossing over the Jordan to
possess. (Deut. 31:12–13)100

This covenant renewal ceremony, which was designed to repeat the Sinai Covenant
event, provides an added demographic profile to those who may enter into the covenant
community. The resident–alien is now included by name among those in Israel who may
participate in the religious and social life of Israel. Hoffmeier points out the multi–generational
aspect of the ceremony, both for Israelites and for resident–aliens. ‘The result is that their
children, including those of aliens, became further integrated into the faith of Israel.’ 101 Salter
observes that ‘the addition of “alien” is a “literary innovation” unique to Deuteronomy. Its
conspicuous presence indicates an intentional addition to the surrounding traditions.’102
The societal trajectory in Israel for ministering in priestly justice and mercy to the
resident–aliens in the land continued, and as Achenbach’s research revealed, ‘rules on social,
economic and legal protections and care for foreigners were reworked and expanded in the later
legal collections by the addition of further ethical and religious motivations and distinctions.’ 103
A pathway was established in Israel for displaced foreigners, foreign slaves, resident foreign
labourers or mercenaries, and others (including displaced Israelites) to be provided for and
incorporated into the local societal framework. Glanville, as well as Achenbach, has amply
demonstrated a significant theme of inclusivism, especially throughout the text of
Deuteronomy.104 Yet for Glanville the inclusivist trajectory in Israel involved incorporating
resident–aliens as members of the kinship system. ‘The persistent expectation that the
household and the clan care for the well–being of the gêr is a signal to us that Deuteronomy is
nourishing the gêr’s inclusion as kindred.’105 Mayes describes Gottwald’s assertion that Israel’s
primary social system was organized according to tribes,106 and at the same time, that the most
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immediate point of integration for the gêr was not at the tribal level. 107 There existed two
substructures: ‘the clan (mishpahah) and the “father’s house”(beth ab).’108 It would then be at
these immediate and then local levels where the resident–alien would first have to be integrated.
Olyan argues that ‘cultural mechanisms existed in Israel for alien incorporation,’109 and
with respect to resident–aliens, that circumcision is a primary mechanism. 110 If Olyan is correct
that Exodus 12.48 envisions situations in which a resident–alien might become attached to an
Israelite apart from joining in all of Israel’s religious obligations,111 this might further
demonstrate that there were in place in Israelite society several levels, stages, or degrees, from
initial participation to partial integration, and finally, through the rite of circumcision, complete
integration into the cultic system. 112
The conceptual picture that emerges over the passage of time, and through the creation
of layers of additional narrative and interpretive material, is that Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’
was to function as a Yahweh–centred, just and merciful, integrative community. In other words,
Israel gradually came to conceive of itself as a priestly nation in terms of seeking to incorporate
people from outside the community into its life and worship. ‘The alien received all of the legal
protections, social benefits, and religious inclusion offered by the Law.’113 This centripetal–
oriented dynamic leads to the conclusion that the term ‘priestly’ is a more comprehensive
description of Israel’s purpose than the more frequently used ‘missional.’ Much as the
paradigmatic cultic priesthood ministered to the wider community of the ‘priestly kingdom,’
drawing people to worship Yahweh and teaching them about him, so also the wider priestly
community of Israelites was supposed to draw resident–aliens into the social system to worship
Yahweh and also to teach the resident–aliens about him.
Ideally, as the priestly society of Israel functioned according to Yahweh’s law,
functioning toward God and toward others in holiness, justice, and mercy, the community
would act as a magnetic instrument with respect to people from other nations. This paradigmatic
and centripetal dynamic is encapsulated in Deuteronomy 4.5–8:
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With Moriah and Horeb in the background, Deuteronomy 4:5–8 gives a more specific form to
the call to bless the nations, and be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation … In addition to the
centripetal nature of Israel’s witness there is an implicit centrifugality to their vocation, and it
is enacted through living out YHWH’s Torah. Israel’s missio–ethical vocation is Torah–
morphic.114

This heightened conception of Israel’s horizontal priestly axis of justice and mercy and
inclusion toward the resident–alien is also significant in the eschatological socio–religious
vision of Isaiah 56.1–7. The first verse calls upon everyone to ‘keep justice, and do
righteousness’—clearly active directives to function as people who possess a holy status. Isaiah
56.2–3 ‘extends the invitation to the “foreigner” (ben–hannēkār), promising that if they too
observe the Sabbath, choose what pleases Yhwh and hold fast to his covenant they will be
welcomed and not excluded.’115 In Knight’s description the Sabbath (as it is observed) becomes
one of the avenues for redemptive integration. 116 This centripetal dynamic is consistent with
the texts already pointed out which provide for the integration of people from other cultures
into the Passover and the covenant renewal (provided they are circumcised). This trend toward
inclusion is seen in full expression through Isaiah’s eschatological ‘priestly kingdom’
conceptualisation as described in Isaiah 56.3–7 and Isaiah 61—62:
In 56:3–8 there is an insistence of a large inclusiveness in the community, presumably an
attempt to counter and resist any narrow exclusivism … The advocacy of both inclusiveness
and neighbourly needs is an important ethical passion for the future of YHWH’s people. The
desire for justice, mandated in Isaiah 56:1–2, is echoed in 58:8, 11, 14, 15. The faithful
community must be a just community.117

It is remarkable that the text of Isaiah 56.6–7 describes the foreigners (non–resident
aliens) as ‘ministering’ ()לְׁש ְרתֹֹּ֔ ו
ֹ֣ ָּ to Yahweh.118 While the usage of the term here is probably not
with reference to foreigners presiding over cultic rites (although the term can be used in that
way), it remains a striking example of an increased priestly view of incorporating people of
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other nations into Israelite society and the worship of Yahweh. Haarman, in contrasting the
‘Competing Views of Gentile Access to the Temple (Isa 56:1–8 and Ezek 44:6–9),’119 observes:
Possibly, the expression ( לְ ָּ ֹׁ֣ש ְרתֹֹּ֔ וv. 6) could even be understood as referring to cultic service on
the part of the admitted foreigners in question. However, in light of the anti–climactic position
of the term as well as from its context, it seems more plausible that the author of Isa 56:6 used
the verb  ׁשָּ ַרתin a more general sense: The focus of v. 6–7 is on Gentiles being described as
worshipers offering acceptable sacrifices, not as cultic functionaries.120

Members of this priestly community who conceptualised Israel’s priestly metaphor
typically did so while evaluating its functional successes or failures (dysfunction) associated
with this priestly status, as for example in the same textual pericope, Isaiah 56—59. And they
approached the Exodus 19.6a metaphor, bringing inputs from their own particular era, context,
and traditions. This reflects what Kövecses describes as ‘intertextual coherence, achieved
through inheriting and using a particular conceptual metaphor at different historical periods.’ 121
Thus their particular situation and cognitive inputs framed their understanding of the metaphor
and its application of priestly status and functions to their society. There is also, however, a
consistency of abstract priestly concepts which are involved in conceptualisations of a priestly
Israel—holiness, justice, and mercy. And as Isaiah 56 and 66 indicate, some interpreters within
the ‘priestly kingdom’ are able to reconceptualise Israel as inclusive toward foreigners.
Routledge sees the inclusion of foreigners ‘on the basis of their faithful obedience, represented
by keeping the Sabbath and holding fast to the covenant (56:6),’ and he also notes (66:19)
‘God’s glory being proclaimed among the nations,’ both of these passages suggesting to him
‘full inclusion of the nations in the worship of Yahweh, maybe even to the extent of serving as
priests (56:6; 66:19).’122
Insight into just how these reconceptualisations interpreted Israel as ‘priestly kingdom’
may be assisted by the work done by Achenbach, who has mapped a progression of increasing
levels of integration of alien residents into Israel with the passage of time. At least with respect
to the priestly attributes of justice and mercy, there is a deepening awareness in the intertextual
record of the nation’s priestly function toward the gêr and in the latter portion of Isaiah,
concerning even the ‘sons of the non–resident alien ()ובְ נֵּ ֹ֣י הַ ֵּנ ָָּּ֗כר.’123 Achenbach’s ‘diachronic
historical overview’ progresses from ‘Preexilic Tradition and Covenant Code’ all the way to
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‘Late PostExilic and Priestly Generations.’ 124 The integrative impulse toward the gêr steadily
intensifies in the various legal texts, starting with ‘Protection, proceeding through Protection
and Participation, to Partial Religious Integration, and finally, Religious Integration.’ 125
Alongside the more commonly recognized priestly polarity and functions associated
with holiness, over the course of its 1st millenium BCE history, the ‘priestly kingdom’
increasingly developed an added horizontal conceptualisation of their function. In addition to
the texts already presented in the present work, which conceptualise a priestly attention to the
resident–alien, Firth’s recent study points out those texts from the Former Prophets involving
the integration of foreigners into Israel. Examples cited include Rahab (Joshua 1—6)126 and
Caleb (Numbers 13—14, 32; Joshua 14).127 To these textual examples illustrating an
integrative pattern could be added the dynamics presented in the later narrative of Ruth, in
which a foreigner is drawn to Yahweh through the life and testimony of her Israelite mother–
in–law and is subsequently, over the course of several stages, integrated into the social
structure of the ‘priestly kingdom.’ Here the priestly exercise of justice and mercy displayed
by Boaz toward Ruth is also instructive. 128 Gane points out that while ‘concern for the poor,
widows, and the fatherless, as well as debtors and debt–servants, had a long history in the
ANE before Israel came on the scene, laws against oppressing resident–aliens, laws to
provide economic aid for them, and the remarkable divine command for citizens to love these
foreigners as themselves were unique to Israel.’ 129 This conceptual trajectory of centripetal
integration with the gêr is heightened in additional eschatologically oriented texts, such as
‘Ezekiel 47.22–23 and Isaiah 14.1:’130
In a future ‘golden age’ they will receive an inheritance together with natives of Israel … In
these texts the Israelites are no longer aliens but natives; and the resident aliens are foreigners
who have become integrated with Israel and are treated in many respects as members of the
covenant community.

Current international discussion revolving around the processes and the problems with
large population displacements and what some have labelled an ‘immigration crisis,’ has led to
analyses and studies categorized as ‘social exclusion/inclusion’ models. Some of the
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conceptualisations and trajectories identified in this emerging field are useful frames for
mapping the likely pathways followed by resident–aliens seeking inclusion in Israel’s social
structure. Assuming that Achenbach’s analysis of the written record is correct concerning the
increasing tendency to integrate the gêr into Israel’s social structure (particularly later in the
‘Priestly Generations’), then a proposed resident–alien integration development model may be
proposed, which depends in part on contact with Israelites who practise the priestly conceptions
of justice and mercy toward foreign residents.

7.9.1 Stages to Integration
At the core and beginning for some resident–aliens’ integration experiences among the Israelite
community, would have been his or her personal relationships with the priestly men and women
of Yahweh’s kingdom. An example of the foreigner willfully seeking inclusion is Rahab’s
interaction with the Israelite spies (Joshua 2.8–14). First contact between a foreigner and an
Israelite might also occur outside of Israel’s homeland (i.e. Ruth’s contact with Naomi), or
might happen as aliens developed business or military service arrangements (i.e. Uriah the
Hittite: 2 Samuel 23.39131) with Israelites. At this first stage, the foreigner, of their own
decision,132 or under some duress through circumstances ‘of hardship—famine or plague,
oppression or war,’133 became a foreigner living permanently in Israel. Many early stage
resident–aliens ‘will have faced further problems such as learning a new language, cultural
adjustment, and finding ways of making a living.’134
Resident–aliens in some cases, perhaps drawn by the ‘priestliness’ of their contact with
an Israelite, would choose to relocate to Israel (or stay long term if already in–country). It must
also be pointed out (in distinction from immigrant integration models currently promulgated,
which encourage an acceptance of the immigrant’s prior cultural commitments) that in
choosing the path to integration into Israelite society, adoption of the social standards and
eventually the worship of Yahweh was required, replacing the resident–alien’s prior religious
background.
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The next stage of the resident–alien’s integration would be his or her partial integration
into the local community into which they settled for farming, business, or involvement with
royal administration/military service. At this early stage, if recognized by the local social
organization as a more permanent resident–alien, the person would immediately be protected
through Israel’s priestly justice and mercy framework, according to the various laws concerning
the gêr. Perhaps at this stage, but certainly later on, the resident–alien would, in seeing the
priestly devotion of Yahweh’s people, ask Israelites to instruct him or her in the language, in
order to understand Israel’s worship as well as to deepen their personal relationships in the
social structure. This might tend to create in the resident–alien a desire to participate more fully
in the worship of Yahweh. The worship events in and of themselves with Yahweh’s priestly
people faithfully engaged could also become ‘a “testimony for conversion”. The performative
nature of the text (Deut. 26:18–19) invites each subsequent generation to participate in the
divine drama, and to seek both to be transformed and to transform the outsider in the
process.’135
Fuller inclusion in Israelite society would of course occur if the resident–alien not only
learned the common language, but also expressed a desire to receive circumcision and be
thereby included in the cultic festivals of Yahweh, particularly the Passover. 136 While a
distinction apparently continued to be made between those born as Israelites and those who
were proselytised and processed through the integrative process, nevertheless, these
‘converted’ foreigners enjoyed most of the advantages of the society and the worship of
Yahweh. See the conceptual mapping below, Figure 19: Resident–Alien Integrative Map for
Israel, for the integration process.137 In the Isaianic eschatological vision, the inclusion of
resident–aliens is expanded to non–resident–aliens and also envisions the foreigners becoming
‘ministers of Yahweh’ (Isaiah 56.3–7), possessing the same status function set previously
assigned in Exodus 19.6a to Israelites by birth.
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7.9.2 Integrative Dynamics
While such a progressive integration did happen with respect to resident–aliens in Israel, there
are two essential dynamics that had to be in place for this inclusion of foreigners to occur. In
the first place, from the personal, relational level to the local community level and to the
national cultic level, the Israelites involved with the resident–alien engaged them through
tangible just and merciful functions. That is, they recognized the difficulties facing the resident–
alien, they had compassion for him or her, and they desired to introduce the foreigner not only
to their unique culture, but also to their unique God. As such it is likely that members of the
interpersonal and the community spheres of interaction with the resident–alien would have
engaged in another priestly function, one not exclusivised to the cultic priesthood—the teaching
of the law of God. This would have seemed rather natural to many Israelites, who already took
seriously God’s instruction to them to teach their children concerning Yahweh’s words
(Deuteronomy 4.10, 6.7, 11.19; Psalm 78.5, etc.). Resident–aliens (sojourners) living and
working within their households could easily be instructed alongside the children. Transitioning
resident–aliens, be they household slaves, hired workers, mercenaries, administrative
specialists, or refugees, was among the priestly functions entrusted to everyone in the society.
This integrative function, incorporating the gêr into Yahweh’s people, required extensive
linguistic and practical instruction.
Teaching in the cultic calendar and the observances for the worship of Yahweh, as well
as in the Hebrew language, would have been required so that resident–aliens would be able to
participate in the weekly Sabbath observance (Exodus 23.12; Deuteronomy 5.14), the Passover
(Numbers 9.14), the Feast of Weeks (Deuteronomy 16.11), the Feast of Booths (Deuteronomy
16.14), and engage in food offerings to Yahweh (Numbers 15.14–16). Instruction by priestly
people was also necessary so that they would understand that resident–aliens benefitted from
the septennial Sabbath of the land (Leviticus 25.1–7). This priestly teaching function would
typically have been taken up by the resident–alien’s immediate interpersonal sphere of
Israelites or by others in the local community or social structure with whom the interpersonal
network was acquainted. A working knowledge of the requirements and the rituals associated
with Sabbath–keeping and the cyclical cultic festivals was essential for further integration of
the resident–alien into Israel’s social and religious fabric. This integrative and priestly work of
teaching the things of God was a vital function associated with every Israelite’s status set as
part of Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ It is certainly treated as such in Isaiah 2.2–3, another
eschatological projection in which Israel’s priestly, centripetal dynamic draws people from
other nations so that they ‘would “come up” to learn it [the law] from the LORD through
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Israel.’138 This text, as well as the section comprised of Isaiah 56–66, points to an eschatological
inclusivism that is more expansive than Israel’s previous self–conceptions of its priestly role
vis-à-vis the people from other societies. The interplay within the Isaianic composition between
calls for Israel to repent from its injustice (horizontal priestly dysfunction) and its disobedience
toward God (vertical priestly holiness dysfunction) on the one side (i.e. Isaiah 1), and on the
other, the envisioned future in which Israel serves as the locus of Yahweh’s presence and
blessing to the vulnerable (orphan, widow, aliens) and the nations (Isaiah 2; 56; 61; 66) is quite
striking.139
In the second place, the resident–alien had to make a series of choices, choices
influenced by the priestliness of his or her Israelite contacts, which progressed from a
willingness to dwell in the land, to a desire to become part of the local social framework, to
particpating at some level in the worship of Yahweh and entering into the covenant, identifying
themselves with the nation of Israel. There would also have been a classification of resident–
aliens who were perhaps purchased slaves. 140 Even in such a circumstance, the law provided
for the compassionate care and inclusion of the foreigner. This is a summarization of the
process and of course would have widely varied in stages and in the progression in time
required, according to the individual’s interest in inclusion, as well as the climate of priestliness
(in terms of justice, mercy, and acceptance) which the resident–alien experienced within the
society.

7.10 Conclusion
The OT presents Israel communally as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ possessing the status
function set associated with that of a priest. The Exodus 19.6a text, as was shown in chapter 5,
is an example of the use of a metaphor to convey this priestly conceptualisation. The difficulty
arises in framing the conceptual blend that results from the metaphor’s connecting of
priestliness with nationhood, that is, a communal application of status function to that which
would normally not bear such a status function. However, textual evidence—both within the
Exodus 19—24 pericope (near context) and throughout the intertextual contours of the OT,
strongly boundaries the cultic priestly functions away from the nation as a whole.
The near context of the later chapters of Exodus as well as the intertextual, or far context
of the OT corpus, provide the necessary framing, both in terms of clarifying and in terms of
limiting the possible conceptualisations which the reader may construct from the ‘priestly
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kingdom’ metaphor. It must also be pointed out, with respect to these other framing examples
shaping the metaphor’s priestly concepts, that these intertextual examples are themselves
windows on how Exodus 19.6a was interpreted at various places and times in the unfolding of
Israel’s history. The series of ‘Basic Experiences’ described in the previous chapter, served to
shape the contextual orientation of the later texts, as the authors wrestled with the cognitive
meaning of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’
While the hereditary cultic priesthood was established in part as a paradigm or living
model for Israel as a nation to emulate, the nation as a whole was not assigned the formal
ritualistic functions associated with the Aaronic priestly cult. Although the decline or the
dysfunction of the cultic priesthood was often equated with the dysfunction of the entire
community, Israel’s failure as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ was attributed to its failure to
image the character of God as his priest–nation. This failure was manifested, according to the
prophetic corpus of the OT, in the nation’s indifferent worship (holiness dysfunction), its
disregard of Yahweh’s laws and covenant, and in its unjust and uncharitable dealings within its
own community and with respect to its resident–alien (gêr) community (justice, mercy
dysfunction). Within the literature critiquing priestly dysfunction, parallels and connections are
often made between professional priestly failure and the priestly people’s failure to function.
Positive or broadening metaphorical framing of Israel’s national priestly status function
derives from an extensive range of texts from Pentateuchal through prophetic sources which
communicate a priestly ethic comprised of the concepts of holiness, justice, and mercy which
the priestly people are instructed to functionally put into practice. These priestly
conceptualisations of holiness, justice, and mercy unfold functionally along vertical (Godward)
and horizontal (humanward) axes. Alongside the vertical holiness and worship functions, which
have been so extensively addressed in many previous studies, the non–cultic priestly functions
increasingly conceptualised over time through the Exodus 19.6a metaphor are the practice of
protecting, providing for, teaching, and integrating resident–aliens into Israel. This inclusivist
dynamic was established with a goal toward including the gêr in the worship of Yahweh. The
eschatological vision of Isaiah 56.3–7 takes this priestly and inclusivist function to its ultimate
realisation with resident–aliens and non–resident–aliens achieving the status of ‘ministers of
Yahweh,’ in essence sharing in the status–set and functional expectations of Yahweh’s ‘priestly
kingdom.’
The evidence presented from the intertextual sources seems to frame Israel’s Exodus
19.6a priestly status function metaphor in three essential ways:
1. Israel’s priestly status did not include sacerdotal administration or a range of
functions equivalent to those which are emphatically reserved in the OT texts to the
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cultic priesthood. The metaphorical application of priestly status function to Israel
did, however, conceptually convey the abstract priestly concepts of holiness, justice,
mercy, and teaching Torah to the nation, with an expectation that these attributes
would be reflected in the communal life of the society as a whole.
2. Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ was consistently held to a priestly standard with
respect to its vertical relationship toward Yahweh (holiness) and its horizontal
representational and integrative relationships toward the other nations (justice,
mercy). It was, in these key priestly respects, to observe and learn from its
hereditary, cultic priests, who themselves were held accountable for properly
functioning according to their societal status as priests of Yahweh, along both the
vertical and horizontal planes.

3. The priestly dynamic function along the horizontal, societal axis operated primarily
in a centripetal direction, with a view to the priestly people introducing and then
integrating the resident–aliens into the nation. Intertextuality frames the Exodus
19.6a priestly status function metaphor in such a way that there appears to be an
increasing trajectory through the history of Israel of the centripetal infolding of
people from other nations into Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’ The priestly teaching
function was necessarily exercised by Yahweh’s priestly people in order to
effectively integrate the resident–aliens into the social fabric and the religious
worship of Yahweh.

The horizontally–expressed national priestly functions for Israel may be charted in a
similar fashion to the previous chart summarising Israel’s cultic priestly functions. This
provides further clarification for how a metaphorical priestly status function might have been
conceptualised by an interpreter/reader of Exodus 19.6a with his or her particular background
and conceptual framing inputs:
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These conclusions and the functional summary chart above lead to a more nuanced
understanding of the purpose of the Sinai Covenant and Israel’s metaphorical status function
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as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ in the OT. The textual evidence and analysis in this work
supports the statement that, ‘rather than asking if Israel “had a mission,” in the sense of being
“sent” anywhere (anachronistically injecting our “sending missionaries” paradigm again), we
need to see the missional position of Israel in relation to the mission of God in the world. Israel’s
mission was to be something, not to go somewhere.’ 141 The sending, centrifugal dynamic that
is associated with the term mission, emerging through the Christ event, occurs infrequently in
the OT.142 Rather, Israel is constituted a ‘priestly kingdom’ and settled into a central location
as Yahweh’s national tabernacle and its people his priests, drawing through proper priestly
function the nations into its community. Even after abject priestly dysfunction and Babylonian
exile, Yahweh reconstitutes the ‘priestly kingdom’ in the land and the integration of resident–
aliens continues into the 1st century CE. Again, Wright’s observation is significant:
Israel was elected into servant status, to be the means by which God would enable all other
nations to have the opportunity of being included and accepted—as so many Old Testament
texts point out.143

7.10.1 Integrating Cognitive Mapping, Intertextuality, and Social Structure: Exodus 19.6a
An attempt can now be made to integrate the findings of this research with regard to exegesis,
cognitive linguistics, intertextual analysis, and social science as applied to the ‘priestly
kingdom’ metaphor of Exodus 19.6a. When the four primary priestly functions identified with
Israel as a society are considered: worship of Yahweh (vertical axis); teaching, active justice
and mercy, and centripetal integration of resident–aliens (horizontal axis), in connection with
the significant background information events of Israel’s history, a proposed descriptive
trajectory can be established. In the organization of the trajectory that follows, the earliest three
broad, historical labels are derived and adapted from McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of
Ancient Israel (1999).144

Phase I: Iron Age IA, B, and C: The Tribal Period to the Rise of Monarchy (ca 1400—1000
BCE)145

The Sinai Event and the Cultic Priesthood Event
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The narrative context of Exodus 19.6a features the metaphor of Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly
kingdom,’ as conferred via Yahweh’s speech act during the Sinai theophany. The cultural
setting is established through the details of the near context as a tribally–organized structure
that has been described as structured hierarchically from household or ‘extended family (bêt
’āb) to clan/lineage (mišpāḥāh), and finally, the tribe (šebeṭ, maṭṭeh, sometimes ’eleph).’146
Israelite conceptions of the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor stemming from this tribal
system (perhaps including an overarching but limited tribal confederation), would have been
oriented at first toward the local kinship group, centred upon heads of households. If any cultic
priestly functions were conceptualised for the wider society, these functions would have been
exercised by heads of households or their eldest sons. However, the negative framing impact
on cultic functions, created through the establishment of the Aaronic cultic priesthood, required
an immediate reconceptualisation of Israel’s national priestly functions which limited the
ritualistic leadership of Yahweh’s worship and rites to those set apart according to Exodus 28–
29 and Levicitus 8. The removal of cultic functions from the priestly portfolio of the larger
society would most likely have led to a greater emphasis on those non–cultic functions.
The exercise of the priestly conception of holiness would continue as a central function
for Israel as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ embued with priestly status function. This would be
exercised along the vertical Godward axis through participation in the cyclical rhythm of
weekly Sabbaths, annual festivals (i.e., Passover, Booths, etc.), and the bringing of various
sacrifices to the priest for sin, thanksgiving, and so forth. Throughout this era, the cultus
operated using a portable sanctuary, although it would come to a static sacred space at Shiloh,
before the centre of worship was relocated to Jerusalem in the early stages of the monarchy.
The Covenant Code of Exodus 20—23 demonstrates at the outset a concern to function
according to the priestly conceptions of justice and mercy, especially as these are exercised on
behalf of the poor, the widow, the orphan, and even at this early stage, the resident–alien. While
the degree of resident–alien integration in Iron Age IA, B, and C is not specified in the available
texts, it can be inferred through Exodus 12 and the Passover regulations, that at least those
foreign–born attached to large households, would have been incorporated into the Hebrew
tribal society. In conclusion, at the earliest stages of Israel’s development, a hearer, reader, or
interpreter of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor would have conceptualised priestly functions along a
horizontal, as well as a vertical axis of orientation.
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Phase II: Iron Age II: The Monarchy to the Babylonian Period (ca 1000—597 BCE)147
Monarchial Period
During the monarchial era, there was increasing stratification and delineation of status–sets in
Israel, and this would have continued even during the time of the divided monarchy. At this
stage, the power of kings and that of priests reached new heights. Yet, despite this more rigid
social framework with its highly differentiated roles and functions, Israel continues to integrate
foreigners into the society in various ways. This indicates not only a concern to function in
priestly holiness with respect to Yahweh, but also a self–conceptualisation of priestliness
through justice and mercy toward foreigners, who through various circumstances become
resident–aliens. Israel’s priestly task operated in a centripetal manner, living in holiness, but
also functioning in justice and mercy in ways that would attract foreigners to Yahweh and his
kingdom. Of course, while this rather broad characterisation fits the textual record, it must also
be remembered that the priestly nation is criticised, alongside its cultic priests, for its
dysfunction along both the vertical and the horizontal planes of priestly conception.

The Exilic Event (ca 597—538 CE)
As noted in chapter 6, the events and severe disruptions of the deportations and the destruction
of Jerusalem profoundly affected displaced Israelite conceptions of the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor. With the loss of the cultic centre and dispersion of the cultic priestly class, new
inputs and backgrounds reshaped the conceptual blends for those interpreting the status
function of Yahweh’s now exilic people. Teaching of the law and daily modelling of Yahweh’s
priestly concepts of holiness, justice and mercy moved to the forefront of perception for the
priestly people. As the text of Ezekiel indicates, much retrospection took place with respect to
the nation’s priestly failure to function on both axes toward God and toward the vulnerable in
their society. This reconceptualisation of the metaphor would impact the pursuit of these two
priestly axes when some of the people returned to Jerusalem by permission from Cyrus.
Phase III: The Persian, Maccabean, and Herodian Periods (ca 538 BCE—6 CE)
The Restoration/Post–Exilic Event
It is plausible that the impact of the exile upon interpretation of Exodus 19.6a brought about
the two divergent approaches during the restoration period concerning Israel’s election and
separation from the nations, versus its priestly function to draw people of other nations into
itself, particularly with respect to the worship of Yahweh. What this proposal would mean is
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that, as the returning generation reflected upon the textual record, and the former kingdom’s
severe dysfunction along both the vertical and horizontal axes, a tension would naturally be
created.
According to McNutt, the contextual situation of ‘the Persian–period’ led to the
development of an ‘elite class’ within the rebuilding society, ‘answerable to the Persian rather
than to local authorities.’ 148 This contributed to divisions among the restratifying layers of
Yehud. For some within the re-established society there would be a tendency in certain
circumstances (i.e. the disruptive foreigners in Ezra–Nehemiah: i.e. Nehemiah 9.2) to
emphasize exclusion and purity with the vertical holiness/worship priestly function in view.
This tendency has been explored extensively in prior work.149 Others would bring the inputs
involving Israel’s periods of time as resident–aliens themselves (i.e. in Egypt, Assyria, and
most recently in Babylonia–Persia) and, remembering the Covenant Code of Exodus 20–23,
would be inclined toward the horizontal justice–mercy axis of priestly function toward the
resident–alien and other vulnerables in their society. Such a tension would also explain why
exhaustive studies conducted in this area have produced convincing arguments for both
reconceptualisations of post–exilic Israel’s self–identity and attitudes toward exclusivism and
inclusivism.
Returning more specifically to Exodus 19.6a, the post–exilic people of Yehud and later
Judea wrestled with their metaphorical identity as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ along the two
axes. Throughout the Persian and then Hellenistic period, concern to re–establish Israel’s
unique identity as the priestly people of God was partly driven by foreign efforts to either
interfere with the vertical priestly function, or to syncretise it with Greek models of culture and
religion. Concern over the purity and holiness of Israel’s worship as Yahweh’s priestly people
reached the tipping point with the Maccabean revolt, the eventual development of the Essene
community, and other reactionary movements within the society.
The Roman period introduced new concepts of kingship into the Exodus 19.6a
interpretive blend, as the Roman state was transformed from a republic into an empire whose
emperor surpassed the kings with which Israel had long been familiar. At the same time, a
growing eschatological vision put before the reconstituted society emphasized the priestly
functions of justice and mercy, and the full inclusion of foreigners into the societal structure
and the worship of Yahweh.
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Phase IV: The First Century CE, Roman Procuratorship, and Fall of Jerusalem (6—70 CE)
The 1st century CE was a time of increasing instability in Jewish society. Divisions between
those who adhered more strictly to Torah and those who embraced Greco–Roman syncretism
were increasingly pronounced. In this heated context, Messianic expectations were heightened.
However, the expectations were largely shaped by the conceptions of Israel from its halcyon as
a monarchy under kings David and Solomon. This trend served to heighten the
conceptualisation of Israel’s uniqueness as the chosen and elect people of God. Yet at the same
time, synagogues throughout the Pax Romana incorporated proselytes and God–fearers into
their communities. The metaphorical identity for Jews as Yahweh’s priestly people, through
Exodus 19.6a and later reconceptualisations, ‘inculcated a conviction that they had an ethical
mandate that would be attractive to non–Jewish peoples, and that this was part of their
“mission”.’150 At the same time, the grander Herodian temple in Jerusalem featured a Court of
the Gentiles. Perhaps the warning notices to Gentiles posted about the boundaries crossing into
the Court of the Women are indications of the tension always in play between the priestly
vertical and priestly horizontal axes for Jews who took seriously the Sinai Event and their
designation as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom.’

The Christ Event
The impact of Jesus of Nazareth upon the conceptualisation of the Exodus 19.6a metaphor
cannot be overstated. This is largely because through the Christ Event and the following
decades of growth among Jesus’ followers into a new movement, the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor was recycled. In fact, it was not simply reinterpreted, but also fundamentally
restructured—in terms of the target and in terms of its functional trajectory.
Whereas the original metaphor’s referent (target) was the collection of various Hebrew
tribal groups—what came to be known as the kingdom of Israel, its Christian reconfiguration
established the mixed community of Jews and Gentiles, who shared a common belief in Jesus
as the Messiah, as the metaphor’s target/referent. In terms of the functional trajectory through
which the new Christian movement would conceptionalise their priestliness, the bi–
dimensional vertical and horizontal axes continued, but along the horizontal priestly function
axis, inclusion of others from outside the community was to be pursued in a more outward,
centrifugal way. This was expressed functionally through the sending of preachers and
organizers for the new movement from local house churches into new communities and
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territories, taking advantage of the Pax Romana and the robust commercial transport systems
available at that time.
While it lies outside the parameters and space of this project, the Christ Event brought
with it an extensive new set of conceptual open spaces which reshaped the blend for this truly
identity–defining metaphor, as it was restructured and repurposed for the much larger Jewish–
Gentile demographic. A worthwhile study could be attempted assessing the open space inputs
that the Christ Event brought about in reshaping the Exodus 19.6a metaphor. For example,
Christ is presented in the NT texts as the great High Priest. This metaphor for Christ has
profoundly impacted the cognition of priesthood for Christian readers of the Exodus 19.6a and
associated NT metaphors. Christ’s designation as ‘King of kings’ also reshapes the cognition
and inputs in the open space concerning ‘kingdom’ and aspects of kingly conception. This is to
say nothing of how the authors of 1 Peter and of Revelation conceptualised the priestly
functions when associated with people who identified with the Christian movement.
Finally, this metaphor has been continually reconceptualised since the Christ Event and
the end of the 1st century CE. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, the legalisation of
Christianity in the Roman Empire, the context of the Reformation and the Counter–
Reformation, the missionary movement of the 18th—20th centuries, and most recently the
worldwide immigration crisis, have all brought new inputs and backgrounds into the open
spaces and the resulting conceptual blends which emerge from the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor. Many more shared socio–political and religious events could be added to this short
list, and that would not begin to include all of the individual background events and contexts
that readers/interpreters in each generation would bring to the blend.
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Chapter 8
CONCLUSION: ISRAEL AS YAHWEH’S PRIESTLY KINGDOM
The nation of Israel is designated as Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom,’ through the metaphor of
Exodus 19.6a, situated within the narrative of the Sinai Pericope (Exodus 19—24). This priestly
kingdom metaphor operates within a cluster of three metaphorical expressions which in turn
form part of a metaphor cascade—‘treasured people,’ ‘priestly kingdom,’ and ‘holy nation.’
Together, these three figurative appelations for the nation of Israel serve to develop the primary
metaphor GOD IS KING and its closely associated submetaphor ‘Israel Is Kingdom.’
As the history of interpretation demonstrates (chapter 1), the significance of ‘Israel is
Yahweh’s priestly kingdom’ has been defined using four different proposals. The first is that
the expression means that Israel will be ruled by kings and represented by a cultic priestly class.
The second posits that Israel in its entirety enjoys priestly status because it is uniquely set apart
to God. A third suggestion is that the nation was given priestly status and function, but that
these were quickly forfeited through the community’s flagrant priestly dysfunction in the
golden calf incident (Exodus 32).1 The fourth and final proposal is the one presented in this
research, which argues that Israel was given priestly status and function in a metaphorical
sense, with the cultic priesthood established as a representative paradigm for the priestly
people’s guidance. Yet in the conceptual world of the OT, a priest was far more than simply a
cultic functionary. Expressions of priestly holiness, justice, and mercy along both vertical and
horizontal axes were necessary functions associated with the nation’s status as Yahweh’s
priestly kingdom, even as they were supposed to be modelled by Israel’s hereditary priesthood.
Careful exegetical analysis of the immediate (Exodus 19.3b–15, chapter 2) and the near
(Exodus 19.16—24.11, chapter 3) context demonstrated that aspects of priestly consecration
and ordination were introduced as part of the Sinaitic covenant–making event. The elements
consistent with priestly conceptions included: Mount Sinai as boundaried, sacred space
(resembling the future wilderness tent and later temple), including graded holiness and graded
access (people/elders/Aaron and sons/Moses); the declaration of a priestly code of conduct
(Decalogue, case laws: Exodus 20—23) featuring vertical (Godward) and horizontal
(manward) conceptions of holiness, justice, and mercy; and features of priesthood ordination
ritual in common with the cultic priesthood rites in Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8 (chapter 4).
According to the tenets in cognitive linguistics and mapping, Exodus 19.6a exhibits the
characteristics of a complex metaphor (chapter 5) which serves to actuate a cultural model for

A textual argument supporting this conceptualization is presented in Schrock’s, ‘Corporate–Filial Approach,’
25–60, and also in the follow–up article: ‘Kingdom of Priests,’ 23–56. Schrock plans the release, tentatively
scheduled for 2022 of a thematic treatment entitled, The Royal Priesthood and the Glory of God.
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Israel. Through the analysis conducted on Israel as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom, it was shown
that the metaphor was conceptualised according to each reader’s background inputs and
experience. These cognitive inputs over the course of the history of the nation created
reconceptualisations of the priestly kingdom metaphor (chapter 6).
Key events served to both limit and to expand the priestly conceptions generated by the
metaphor for the nation of Israel. These events included the establishment of the Cultic
Priesthood Event, the Exilic Event, the Restoration Event, and the Christ Event. While Israel’s
self–conceptualisation always included a strong emphasis upon the vertical, Godward, priestly
function of worship in holiness, there was also an increasing tendency to conceptualise the
nation’s priestliness along the functional horizontal axis of justice and mercy. The intertextual
record, in its reconceptualisations of Israel’s priestly kingdom, thus supports a historical
progression in Israel’s self–understanding of its societal role as Yahweh’s priestly people
(chapter 7). This increasingly inclusivist trajectory, expressing Israel’s changing selfconception of its priestly function, has been documented in other studies. 2
Works by Wells and Davies, bearing upon the interpretation of Israel as Yahweh’s
priestly kingdom, have described its priestliness in Exodus 19.6a as primarily consisting of the
nation’s special relationship with God and its vertical axis with respect to holiness and fidelity
in the worship of Yahweh. While these excellent studies did not address the text from the
perspective of metaphorical analysis, their descriptions of the vertical aspect of Israel’s
priestliness are not out of accord with the arguments made in the present research. Israel as
Yahweh’s ‘priestly kingdom’ is often assessed throughout the OT textual record according to
its functional success or failure (dysfunction) in regard to its holiness and Godward expressions
of priestliness.
Where divergence occurs is with respect to concentration on identifying the priestly
functions that are properly associated with Israel’s priestly status. Much of the literature has
been far more descriptive of Israel’s status. Thus an assessment of possible associated functions
conveyed to Israel by the metaphor was long overdue. The results of the sociological and textual
study related to Israel’s priestly functions yielded both vertical and horizontal emphases, in the
carrying out of the priestly conceptions of holiness, justice, and mercy. No doubt much more
work needs to be undertaken in this area. What can be said about Israel’s priestly functions
based upon the results of the analysis include:
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1. Located significantly between the consecration of the nation (Exodus 19.3b–25) and its
ordination (Exodus 24.1–11), the Decalogue and the associated case law set forth a priestly
function–guide for living in holiness, justice, and mercy.
2. Cultic priestly functions were framed away from the larger Israelite society and limited
exclusively to the Aaronic, cultic priestly line (Exodus 28–29, Leviticus 8, etc.) This
conceptualisation or limitation of the metaphor’s functional meaning for Israel was further
underscored through the narrative of Korah’s rebellion (Numbers 16).
3. The settlement of Israel into the land, and its return to the land in the post–exilic era
heightens a conceptualisation of Israel’s priestly function as dynamically centripetal, its
holiness and nearness to Yahweh intended to communicate Israel’s God to the nations.
4. Over the course of time, readers and interpreters of Exodus 19.6a conceptualised its
horizontal priestly function as integrative toward resident–aliens. This trajectory seems to
have accelerated in the post–exilic era.
5. While the intertextual record frequently points out Israel’s dysfunction as Yahweh’s priestly
kingdom, there are also eschatological reconceptualisations of Israel as Yahweh’s priestly
people which project its full realization of holiness in vertical relationship to God and its
horizontal, integrative inclusion, through justice and mercy, of the people from other
nations.

These conclusions impact how the OT ought to be read and interpreted with reference
to the nation of Israel and its purpose as a people joined in covenant with Yahweh. When the
term ‘missional’ is appropriated and applied to describe a thematic approach to OT study, it
cannot but bring along concepts that have accumulated from the 1st century Christ Event right
up to the last three centuries of the modern missionary movement. In order to avoid these
perceptions with the use of terms like ‘mission’ or ‘missional,’ it would seem more accurately
descriptive to identify and interpret Israel in the OT as ‘priestly.’ This is not to say that Israel
succeeded, as has been shown through the texts, but rather to read the textual record involving
Israel and Yahweh in the OT through a priestliness lens. This is also not an effort to replace the
missio Dei conceptualisation, in terms of its broadest usage as descriptive of God’s purpose in
making his person and his purposes known through human agency.
A ‘priestly reading’ of the kingdom of Israel in the OT emphasizes its Sinaitic
designation as Yahweh’s priestly kingdom, a nation in covenant with God, who bear priestly
status and have associated priestly functions toward God and toward people. The expression
‘priestly reading’ also encapsulates what the textual record conceptualises in examples of
persons or events in which Israel either functions or dysfunctions in a priestly manner, what
has often been described in the past as faithfulness or unfaithfulness to its covenant with God.
This proposed change of nomenclature might result in OT readings such as:
1. Israel’s failure is in not functioning as Yahweh’s priestly people.
2. Prophetic critique is a critique of Israel’s failure to function in a priestly manner.
3. Prophetic eschatological anticipation involves the future success of Israel functioning as
Yahweh’s priestly people/community and its centripetal impact upon the nations.
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This line of investigation concerning the metaphor for Israel as Yahweh’s priestly
kingdom creates some interesting possibilities for further work. For example, the present study,
limited by time and length, was unable to submit the other two metaphors in the Exodus 19.5b–
6a cluster to cognitive linguistic analysis and detailed mapping. As with the ‘priestly kingdom’
metaphor, ‘treasured people’ and ‘holy nation’ would be well–served by such an assessment.
There is debate concerning whether ‘holy nation’ is in fact a metaphorical usage. The evidence
is largely in favour of that conclusion. Much as with the term ‘priest,’ the designation ‘holy’ is
largely used in the OT to refer to cultic spaces, cultic objects, and holy ‘individuals.’ To use
the term with reference to an entire society is quite exceptional. Yet a full treatment with respect
to that question is also needed. This also the need for further work on another metaphor that
this study has noted as conceptually bearing upon the ‘priestly kingdom’ in Exodus 19.6a,
which is the one found in Exodus 4.22–23—Israel as Yahweh’s firstborn ‘serving son.’3
A further area for development of research has to do with the implications of living as
a priestly people in light of how the Christ Event reconceptualised the Exodus 19.6a priestly
kingdom metaphor. If indeed Israel was to function as Yahweh’s priests vertically and
horizontally, then that reading of the metaphor also applies to those who embrace the
metaphor’s ‘recycle,’ what might better be described as ‘expansion,’ through the NT texts of 1
Peter 2.5, 9 and Revelation 1.6; 5.9–10; 20.6. While it is true that the priestly kingdom metaphor
as conceptualised in the NT brings heightened nuances of regnal authority and centrifugal
proclamation (the traditional missional reading), there remains the priestly core framework.
Perhaps the distinction in semantics between priestly living and missional living is not as
significant as has been expressed in this work. Yet it seems that priestly conceptualisations of
life are more comprehensive and holistic than those conveyed through the terms missional,
mission, or missionary.
What would it mean for the followers of Christ at the present time if they conceptualised
their ‘priesthood of all believers,’ and the implications for everyday living before Yahweh and
humanity, as they often do when conceptualising mission and the Great Commission? A
preliminary quest to answer this question and its implications appears in Paas’ Pilgrims and
Priests: Christian Mission in a Post–Christian Society (2019).4
Some things with respect to conceptualising the ‘priestly kingdom’ metaphor have
changed very little since the 1 st century BCE. Segments of the Christian church prefer to
emphasize the vertical axis of priestly function through careful attention to biblical worship,
while other parts of Christianity today are more captivated by the horizontal priestly functions

3
4

See Athas, ‘The Creation of Israel,’ 53ff for some ideas in this regard.
Stefan Paas, Pilgrims and Priests: Christian Mission in a Post–Christian Society (London: SCM, 2019).
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of justice and mercy. The horizontal conceptualisations of the church’s ‘priestly kingdom’
status function have been recently expressed in Liberation Theology, Feminist Theology, and
in approaches to address the growing immigration crisis, to name just a few of the examples.
The difficulty therefore remains the same for churches and denominations today as expressions
of the priestly people of God—traversing both axes of priestly status function.
The textual record clearly communicates an expectation that Yahweh’s priestly people
will both worship him and also represent him, even as a cultic priest is expected to relate to
God and then to mediate God to others. Through their worship of God and their just and
merciful priestly living, Yahweh is made known. The metaphorical picture for the people of
God, be they OT Israel or NT Christianity, is of a proper balance between Godward and
societal axes, between the vertical and the horizontal—justice and mercy infused with holiness,
the priestly people drawing near to God, then drawing near to others. The result? More
outsiders brought inside, included in the worship of God and the community of his priestly and
holy kingdom.
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weg<<, >>Wirt un und wir hören<< (Exodus 19,6; 21,22; 24,7).’ In Studies in the Book
of Exodus: Redaction – Reception – Interpretation, Marc Vervenne, editor. Leuven,
BE: Leuven University Press, 1996.
Schmidt, Ludwig. ‘Dekalog und Bundesbuch im Kontext von Exodus 19–24.’ In Zeitschrift für
die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft. Volume 128, number 4. Pages 579–593. Berlin,
DE: De Gruyter, 2016.
________ ‘Israel und das Gesetz Ex 19,3b–8 und 24,3–8 als literariseher und theulugiseher
Rahmen für das Bundesbueh.’ In Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft.
Volume 113, number 2. Pages 167–185. Berlin, DE: De Gruyter, 2001.
Schmidt, Werner H. Exodus, Sinai und Mose: Erwägungen zu Ex 1 – 19 und 24. Erträge Der
Forschung. Darmstadt: DE, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1983.
Schoors, A. ‘The Particle כי.’ In Remembering All the Way–: A Collection of Old Testament
Studies Published on the Occasion of the Fortieth Anniversary of the Oudtestamentisch
Werkgezelschap in Nederland (Oudtestamentische studiën). Pages 240–276. A. S.
Vanderwood, editor. Leiden, NL: Brill, 1981.
Schreiner, Thomas R. ‘Revelation.’ In Hebrews—Revelation. ESV Expository Commentary,
volume XII. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton, Jr., and Jay Sklar, editors. Pages
525—754. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018.
Schrock, David. ‘How a Kingdom of Priests Became a Kingdom with Priests and Levites: A
Filial–Corporate Understanding of the Royal Priesthood in Exodus 19:6.’ In Southern
Baptist Journal of Theology. Volume 23, number 1. Pages 23–56. 2019.
________ ‘Restoring the Image of God: A Corporate–Filial Approach to the “Royal
Priesthood” in Exodus 19:6.’ In Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. Volume 22,
number 2. Pages 25–60. 2018.
Schuele, Andreas. ‘Who is the True Israel?: Community, Identity, and Religious Commitment
in Third Isaiah (Isaiah 56–66).’ In Interpretation. Volume 73, number 2. Pages 174–
184. April, 2019.
Schwartz, Baruch J. ‘The Prohibitions Concerning the ‘Eating’ of Blood in Leviticus 17.’ In
Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel. JSOT 125. Gary A. Anderson and Saul M. Olyan,
editors. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991.
Schwartz, Daniel R. Studies in the Jewish Background of Christianity. Wissenschaftliche
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, 60. Tübingen, De: J.C.B. Mohr, 1992.
Scobie, Charles H. H. ‘Israel and the Nations: An Essay in Biblical Theology.’ In Tyndale
Bulletin. Volume 43, number 2. Pages 283–305. November, 1992.
Searle, John R. Making the Social World: The Structure of Human Civilization. Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press, 2010.

252

________ The Construction of Social Reality. New York, NY: The Free Press, 1995.
Selvaggio, Anthony T. From Bondage to Liberty: The Gospel According to Moses.
Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2014.
Seters, John Van. The Life of Moses: The Yahwist as Historian in Exodus–Numbers. Louisville,
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994.
________ The Pentateuch: A Social–Science Commentary. London, UK: Bloomsbury T&T
Clark, 2015, 2nd edition.
Sharpe, J. ‘The Northern Kingdom.’ In Lex Mosaica or The Law of Moses and the Higher
Criticism. Richard Valpy French, editor. Pages 325–352. London, UK: Eyre and
Spottiswoode, 1894.
Sheriffs, Deryck. ‘Moving on with God: Key Motifs in Exodus 13–30.’ In Themelios, 15.2.
Pages 49–57. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1990.
Shoors, A. ‘The Particle כי.’ In Remembering All the Way… A Collection of Old Testament
Studies Published on the Occasion of the Fortieth Anniversary of the Oudtestamentisch
Werkgezelschap in Nederland. A.S, Van Der Woude, editor. Pages 240–276. Leiden,
NL: E. J. Brill, 1981.
Sigal, Phillip. ‘Reflections on Targumic and New Testament Studies.’ Paper presented as the
Presidential Address at the EGLBS Annual Conference, Columbus, OH, May 2, 1981,
manuscript.
Simplican, Stacy Clifford, Geraldine Leader, John Kosciulek, and Michael Leahy. ‘Defining
social inclusion of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities: An
ecological model of social networks and community participation.’ In Research in
Developmental Disabilities. Volume 38. Pages 18–29. 2015.
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