The Nature of the Kingdom

Week 3 – Pictures of the Kingdom: Covenant

Exodus 19.1-8

On the first day of the third month after the Israelites left Egypt – on that very day – they came to the Desert of Sinai. After they set out from Rephidim, they entered the Desert of Sinai and Israel camped there in the desert in front of the mountain. Then Moses went up to God and the Lord called to him from the mountain and said, ‘This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt and how I carried you on the eagles wings and brought you to myself. Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites. So Moses went back and summoned the elders of the people and set before them all the words the Lord had commanded him to speak. The people responded together, ‘We will do everything the Lord has said.’ So Moses brought their answer back to the Lord.

Aim of Study

To look at the second picture of the Kingdom in the Old Testament: the covenant relationship between Yahweh and his people Israel. 

Key Verse 

Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (Exodus 19.5-6)

Study:  Observation, Interpretation and Application
The following questions are a mix of observation, interpretation and application. Observation is not determining what the passage means, but looking to see what the text says. The motto of observation is look, look, and look. Interpretation is not what this passage means to us, but what it meant to the original audience. This involves understanding the author’s viewpoint as well as the viewpoint of his audience. Consider how the author’s first readers understood the passage. Application: with observation and interpretation as the foundation, you are ready to ask the question, “How do the basic truths of this passage relate to my life?” 

Background

 The church has always recognized that the 10 Commandments (which was the covenant) and the events surrounding them held great significance. But it was not clear what the nature of that significance was. In recent years the specific background in the culture of the ancient world from which the Sinai Covenant springs has become clear through archaeology. The Sinai Covenant was a kingdom covenant yet it follows very closely the literary form and structure of the International Treaty of the Ancient Near East between an overlord, or Suzerain, and his subject people or vassals. This particular type of covenant has come to be known as a Suzerain-Vassal Treaty. It was widely know and used during the 2nd Millennium B.C, with the most complete and largest number of examples having come to us form the Hittite texts dating to the 15th and 13th centuries (which dates around the time of Moses). 

The treaty or covenant contained elements such as the Preamble, which identified the author (suzerain/lord) of the treaty and gave his titles (Ex. 20.2a, “I am the LORD your God”). The Historical Prologue set forth the previous relations between the two parties involved (in this case between God and Israel). It emphasized the benevolent deeds performed by the suzerain on behalf of the vassal (Ex. 20:2b, “Who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery”). The Stipulations of the treaty were both general – they demanded allegiance and faithfulness; and specific – in that they normalized relationships within the empire. The 10 Commandments were the treaty and the Laws regulated the relationship between God and Israel in keeping the covenant. 

The Provisions were where the text would be kept (the Ark of the Covenant within the Tabernacle). They were brought out for periodic reading in pubic. 

The list of divine witnesses was a calling upon the gods – in this case Moses called upon heaven and earth as witnesses. Finally, there were the blessings and curses: invoked upon the vassal nation either keeping or breaking the covenant.  Deut.28.1-14 lists the blessings in keeping the covenant while Deut. 28.15-68 lists the curses for not keeping them.

1) Upon first reading this passage, what stands out to you?

2) What is the primary point of this passage? 

The main point of this text is the second picture of the kingdom of God that we find in the Old Testament and that is covenant. The covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel is an outworking or expression of the coming kingdom.  Because the “I AM” became present and enabled them to make the confession “The LORD will reign” and because he delivered them from Egypt as a conquering suzerain king, therefore they became his covenant people. The terms of the covenant are simply the terms of the Lord-vassal relationship. The kingdom creates the covenant. 

God initiated the covenant and it established his kingship over Israel. Egypt was conquered to liberate Israel from her contract slave- labor treaty so that she could enter a new covenant with Yahweh. While this covenant was quite similar to other nations in its structure, it was radically different from other treaties of that time. 

When Israel entered into a new covenant with Yahweh, Israel moved from the status of a slave nation to that of a kingdom nation. No suzerain (or king) lived among the people he had conquered – he lived in his own land and ruled from a distance. But God as suzerain came to live among the conquered nation as king. His relationship with Israel was an unheard of, new kind of suzerainty treaty. (Deut. 4.32-34) God entered the social and legal conventions of the day to enable Israel to understand the nature of their relationship. Once he became their king, their relationship with him was secure. (Deut. 7.7-9)

3. God promises blessing to his people if they obey him and keep his covenant. How is obedience required of us today and what makes it challenging for you to obey God?

4) God tells Moses that Israel will be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. What do you think God means when he calls Israel a “kingdom of priests?” 

A priest was an intercessor – someone who intervened on behalf of others. Israel was to be a nation of priests. This meant they were to be a light on the hill, a people who were to point the other nations to the one true God. This passage is the beginning of the fulfillment of a promise God had made to Abraham “I will make you a great nation…and all the peoples on earth will blessed through you.” (Gen. 12.2,3) Likewise we too were chosen to be a holy people, a priesthood set apart to God; we are to be a distinct from our culture (1 Pet 1.14, 15; 2.9). As with Israel, so with us – we are to be a light in the darkness. Through Christ we are a people of God who have received mercy. We are to point people to Christ, inviting them into his kingdom where they will find healing and freedom. 

4) What does it mean to be holy? 

To be holy means to be set apart, to be distinct. When scripture calls God ‘holy’, “the word signifies everything about God that sets him apart from us and makes him an object of awe, adoration, and dread to us. It covers all aspects of his transcendent greatness and moral perfection and thus is an attribute of all his attributes, pointing to the ‘Godness’ of God in every point.” (JI Packer) God is holy – there is none like him. He is totally transcendent and beyond our comprehension. When God called Israel to holiness, he meant that Israel was to be a distinct people, unlike the other peoples in that region. 

5) As Christians, how should it look in our day and time to be distinct from the culture that surrounds us? Like Israel, we too are a kingdom people and are to be a distinct, set apart, and holy. If God is holy, then we too are to be holy – we are to reflect God in what we say and do. The things that concern God must become the things that concern us. If God is the King, that means he gets to have his way in our lives; his agenda becomes our agenda. When we read scripture, we can see that issues of social justice were of extreme importance to God. (Isaiah 10 1-4; Amos 4.1; Zech 7.8-9) God is a God of justice or righteousness; he is compassionate and merciful. We too are to reflect these characteristics in every area of our lives. 

We are called to walk in the path of love (Eph 5.1-2); to live as children of light (5.8-9); to live in submission to one another (5.21). We can’t do this on our own however. Only through Christ can we hope to reflect his light in a dying world.

6) What is the response of Israel to this invitation to covenant with Yahweh? 

They said yes to God’s invitation to relationship with him. By accepting his kingship over them, they were placing themselves under his protection. By obeying the terms of the covenant, they would live under the blessings of that covenant. What Israel would experience would be shalom, the Hebrew word for peace. Shalom means much more than just a cessation from war – the concept of shalom was much more holistic than that. It meant there would be plenty and of prosperity: lots of food and lots of children; every aspect of life would be blessed. 

7) What is your response to this invitation to the kingdom life? 

Hopefully we too will say yes to God’s invitation. To have a kingdom life means to have a life spent in relationship with God through Jesus Christ. By accepting what Jesus did so long ago on that cross – which was to be our sacrifice, paying the penalty for our sin – we enter into the kingdom of God. It doesn’t stop there however. We are called to be a kingdom people – the Holy Spirit transforms our lives so that we become more and more that reflection of Christ.
8) When God’s kingdom rules in our lives, we become more like Christ. What areas do you feel you could be more of a reflection of Christ (in other words, what areas of your life require God’s kingdom to come more fully)? In what way do you feel God calling you to grow? 

