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Abstract

In Ex.19:6 God calls Israel to be ‘a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ (Ex.19:6).
This thesis addresses the meaning and significance of this call, as it is interpreted through the
canon of Scripture.

I argue that in this call to holiness lies the essence of God’s purpose in choosing
Israel for himself. The Torah addresses the subject of holiness at its most fundamental level:

holiness concerns living faithfully in covenant relationship with YHWH. The priest
represents a special example of holiness.

In Isaiah and Ezekiel holiness is developed particularly in relation to Israel’s place
among the nations. Israel’s holiness is to be a focus for the nations. Even so, the focus
remains primarily on Israel itself, as the dwelling-place of God’s holy name.

The. covenant with Moses stands, in the Hebrew canon, in the context of the
covenant with Abraham. The call to be a holy nation fulfils God’s promise to bless Abram.
He will become a great nation with a great name, and be a blessing to others.

The covenant with Moses stands, in the Christian canon, in the light of Christ - the
supreme priestly, holy figure. The notion of holiness is reappropriated and recast. 1Pet.2:9
explicitly cites Ex.19:6. God’s call to be ‘a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ is opened to
all peoples by the life, death and resurrection of Christ. Thus Gen.12:3 is fuflilled anew.

Within the Christian canon there are different voices conceming holiness and its
implications for the life of faith. There are shifts and tensions, not least regarding the place of

other nations in relation to God’s chosen people. Heard together, however, the voices yield

a harmony which provides a depth to the Church’s self-understanding, and especially to the
significance of Ex.19:6.
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Introduction

i. Overview of thesis

This thesis addresses two questions. The first and major question is: What does holiness
mean, according to its presentation in various parts of scripture? The second, subsidiary

question is: What do the varying dynamics in the presentation of holiness say about a
Christian reading of scripture, and vice versa?

Holiness: what does it mean?
The whole of this thesis represents a wrestling with this question. The answer 1s not

straightforward since, as I seek to show, the subject of holiness 1s treated in different ways in
different parts of the Christian canon.

My argument is as follows. The notion of holiness characterises Mosaic Yahwism
and much of the Pentateuch, Israel’s foundational torah. Yet there is no significant

appearance of the term or the concept of holiness 1n the book of Genesis, insofar as it relates
to the story of Israel that begins with Abraham.' The introduction to holiness, in Israel’s

story, comes in Exodus: the place at which Moses encounters God in a burning bush 1is
descnibed as ‘holy ground’ (Ex.3:5). This “call-narrative’ at the mountain of God initiates the

story of Israel as a nation, a story which is prefaced by the revelation of God’s name as
YHWH and by Moses leading the people out of Egypt. 1t is as if the story of Israel is
officially inaugurated when Israel reaches Mount Sinai (Ex.19), with the making of the

covenant between God and his people Israel. It is here, in a summary statement of the
purpose of the covenant, that Israel is called to be holy:

Now therefore, if you will obey my voice
and keep my covenant,

you shall be my treasured possession
among all peoples.

For all the earth is mine;

and you shall be to me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation (Ex.19:5-6; my translation).

' The reference in Gen.2:3 to the Sabbath occurs in the context of the primeval history narratives (Gen.1-11).
These are stories with universal application which precede and preface the particular story of Israel which

be_gins with God’s choice of Abraham. They are clearly presented from the hindsight of a mature Israclite
faith: the language and perspective of Gen.1:1-2:3 is commonly ascribed to P.
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I take these verses to be pivotal for understanding Israel’s life and identity under God. The

purpose of Israel’s special election is summarised in the call to be - as a nation, in the context

of all peoples - priestly and holy. The concept of holiness encompasses the present reality

and the future plan for Israel as God’s elect. A close examination of these verses is therefore

the starting point of this thesis, in chapter 1, and the following two chapters pursue the

subject of holiness and the related theme of ‘priestliness’ as they are developed in the rest of

the Pentateuch. Holiness focuses, primanly, on faithful adherence to God’s covenant laws in
all aspects of worship and life.

Outside the Pentateuch, the Hebrew scriptures place particular emphasis on the
language of holiness in two other Old Testament books: Isaiah and Ezekiel. The
presentation of the subject of holiness in each of these books of prophecy is addressed,
respectively, in chapters 4 and 5. It is in Isaiah that the notion of holiness is related
fundamentally to the character of YHWH, a character which is indelibly imprinted on his
people Israel. On the basis of the relation of YHWH’s holiness with Israel, Ezekiel explains
how God acts for the sake and purpose . of his holiness, and urges Israel to do the same. In
both Isaiah and Ezekiel there is a heightened awareness of God’s special relationship with
Israel vis-G-vis other nations, and this is related to the subject of holiness.

Chapter 6 of this thesis looks back to God’s promise to Abraham, that through him
‘all the families of the earth shall bless themselves’ (Gen.12:3). This is the context for
understanding YHWH’s covenant with Moses, just as both covenants offer the background
for understanding the new covenant in Christ. So I consider how far the Abrahamic promise

lies open to being re-read in the light of subsequent developments in the canon, and how its
concerns might be understood to relate to the concerns of holiness.

Chapter 7 considers the treatment of holiness in a New Testament context, in the

First Letter of Peter. Considering the New Testament canonically, in terms of the present
position of its writings (rather than historically in their likely order of formation), the early
parts of the New Testament are relatively silent on the subject of holiness, at least with
regard to usage of the specific term ‘holy/holiness’. In 1Peter, however, holiness emerges as
a central concern. I examine 1Peter for its understanding of the meaning of holiness in the

light of Christ. Here is a conscious re-evaluation of an Old Testament concern, with many
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direct quotations and among them a reference to Ex.19:6. This comes in the context of a

passage describing the elect status and calling of the people of God through Christ,

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may
declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.

Once you were no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy but
now you have received mercy (1Pet.2:9-10; RSV).

The understanding of holiness which is developed through the New Testament is
dependent on and bears resemblance to its Old Testament counterpart, yet it differs in
certain fundamental aspects. These continuities and discontinuities are necessarily brought
together in my conclusion, in conversation with the concems of a Christian reading of

scripture. This concerns the mutual and dialectical nature of hermeneutics.

Re-reading parts of the Old Testament in the light of the New, it becomes possible
to see ways in which the call to holiness at the election of Israel is open to being re-read in
the light of the election of Christ. Both of these readings can be understood with the
perspective of hindsight as fulfilling, at least partially, God’s promise of blessing to Abraham
and through him to his descendants and to all the families of the earth.* The concept of

holiness, whilst belonging to God, expresses a purpose and a place of belonging which is
destined for all.

A Christian reading of scripture
Through the variety of voices in scripture on holiness, it is not difficult to discern a nexus of

recurring themes and associations. A list might include: purity, monotheism, other nations,
possession/belonging, priesthood, election, royalty/maj esty, blessing, behaviour/morality,
righteousness, wrath, glory and worship.® There is no doubting that here is a thread which

may be seen to run throughout scripture and to contribute to its unity. I argue, for example,

that throughout the Bible the essence of holiness is tied to the unique character of God,
according to which he is beyond all human definition, above all human power and deserving
of all human worship, yet through which he longs to relate to human beings. This essence is

shown in his promise to Abraham, even though the terminology of holiness is absent in the
patriarchal narratives.

2 Cf., for example, Wright (1991: 21, 142).

3 Cf. Vriezen (1938: 149-162); Muilenburg (1962: 616-25); von Rad (1962: 204-7) and Terrien (1982: 99-
108).
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I have explored how the themes which relate to holiness are seen in different ways in
different places in scripture. The interconnections between these different presentations must

not be allowed to mask the diversity and plurality which exist within scripture. Indeed, even

what constitutes ‘scripture’ differs for Jews and Christians. Though for Jews the definition
of ‘Bible’ is different, the Church presents the Old Testament and New Testaments together
as one book. Christians thus read this book as a whole. So the different voices are heard
together: they form a chord, a chord which can be heard in different ways depending on the
way it is played and the relative emphasis given to each part of the whole. This thesis
presents one way of hearing this harmony, a way which seeks to be sensitive to how each

note is played in the light a Christian reading of the whole canon. It is not the only way, but

it is my hope that it is a way which might be suggestive for the on-going task of biblical
interpretation in general.

ii. Method and assumptions

Now that I have explained what I am doing in this thesis, I shall address the subject of how I
am doing it. But first it will be helpful to establish what I am not doing here. Although I

focus on the subject of holiness, this thesis attempts neither a systematic theology of

holiness* nor a biblical survey of the historical development of holiness.” There are a variety

of such studies, and these can be found elsewhere.

Of these, undoubtedly the classic is that of Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy.

Otto understands holiness in terms of the generic form of a religion; for him it is a category
of interpretation, unique and essential to the sphere of religion.® Adopting a particular view
of holiness - a ‘mystical creature-feeling’” which he calls the ‘numinous’ - he searches for this

in Mosaic Yahwism as well as in other faiths. This foundationalist, a priori approach tends

* There are two phenomenological studies which have become landmarks in modern religious studies: Otto
(1928) and Eliade (1961; 1963). Cf. also Terrien (1978; 1982); Gammic (1989). Also Ringgren (1948) and
Jenson (1992), though these studies are limited in scope to the prophetic and Priestly works respectively.

> Many of the standard OT works of reference consider the subject of holiness, such as Theological
Dictionaries (e.g. Muilenburg 1962: 616-23; Cazelles/Costecalde/Grelot 1985: 1342-1483), OT Theologies

(e.g. Eichrodt 1961: 270ff.; von Rad 1962: 205ff.), and Histories of Israclite Religion (e.g. Ringgren 1966:
43f1.; Fohrer 1973: 1691T., 314f)).

® There is *no religion in which it does not live as the real innermost core, and without it no religion would be
worthy of the name’ (Otto 1928: 6). Muilenburg (1962: 616) also describes holiness as ‘the “given”
undergirding and pervading all religion; the distinctive mark and signature of the divine.’

4
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to value non-rational experience over the rational aspects and the ethical content in the

Israelite notion of holiness.” Whilst the ‘numinous’ can certainly be found in the Hebrew

scriptures,’ it is but one element of a far richer category. Contrary to this phenomenological
approach, my starting point is the lexical occurrence of the particular Hebrew term W'TP In
the scriptures.

This must be distinguished from other types of lexical study, however. Among some
scholars it has been conventional to begin with an examination of the etymology of a word

or concept.9 In the case of holiness, W"IP, there are two common hypotheses. The first

suggests that the root of the word means ‘separate’; the second, that it comes from
‘brightness’.”® These are not apparently related to each other, however, and it is difficult to

identify any clear association of these origins with their usage in the Old Testament.'' My

interest lies not with the origins but with the use of th'IP as it appears in biblical texts. So I

take my lead from its occurrence in the canon, and from its interconnections with other
matters according to the context.' This thesis therefore begins with a close study of the key

verses in Exodus where holiness becomes a central concern in the Bible. My starting point

1s: what does Ex.19:6 mean, from the point of view of Christian scripture?

! ‘In hlS discussion of the numinous expressions in the Bible, Otto insists on the strength of the numinous
dimension of the name of YHWH, as opposed to the strongly rational and moral content conveyed by the
name DUTTIDN (‘elohim’), though he claims the division between these is not complete. While his

understanding of holiness is misplaced, his association of holiness with the name YHWH is correct. Cf. von

Rad (1962: 205-6) who describes holiness as “rigorously bound’ to the very nature of YHWH: *The holiness
of all that is sanctified derives from its having been brought into contact with YHWH'.

® For Otto (1928: ch. 10) holiness is evident par excellence ‘in the religion of the Bible’.
> E.g., on holiness, cf. Snaith (1944: 21-50); Vriezen (1958: 1491T).

'> Although the Semitic root g-d-s has a history which antedates the biblical period considerably, the
etymology is uncertain and nowhere else does its usage parallel that of Isracl. See Snaith (1944: 21),
Muilenburg (1962: 617), Gilbert (1983: 205-8) and Levine (1987: 242-4). The old consensus that the original

etymology was ‘separation’ (cf. Baudissin 1878: 20; Costecalde 1985; 1356-61) has now been abandoned
(e.g. Miiller 1978: 590; Gilbert 1983: 257).

"1 Cf. Barr’s (1966 esp. 111-114) enticisms which apply to the older Biblical Theology movement, of which
1Snaith Is representative. Barr argues that it is usage (not origins) that is determinative of meaning.

? As Levine (1987; 241) argues, ‘the language of holiness will lead us to a consideration of the idea of the
holy’. This averts the danger in purely lexical studies of isolating individual words from their context, and

assuming a common essence or meaning between them, whatever their origin or use. Gammie (1989: 5)

seems to reverse the method of Levine, starting with the idea of the holy, and then carrying out a lexical
investigation of holiness. *
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In essence, I am seeking to provide a fresh interpretation of the final form of

scripture with an eye to the particular subject of holiness."” This enterprise is best

understood with reference to a “canonical” approach to scripture, of the kind associated
with the work of Brevard Childs."

A canonical approach
Among some scholars, there is a growing sense of the limitations within common historcal-

critical approaches to biblical study." In response to this, a canonical approach offers a re-
visioning of the task of biblical interpretation. This 1s more than simply another
methodology: it i1s a whole perspective which seeks a non-reductive theological
understanding of scripture.’® The canonical approach focuses on the Bible as canon'’ of the

Church, 1.e. as a complete and normative collection of writings which are given authority by

those who situate themselves within the story. This authority belongs primanly to the final
form' of the text, the text which the Church has received as ‘word of God’ down the

centuries, and continues to receive today.

'3 This work is therefore to be distinguished from those which examine holiness with particular reference to
the projected sources in the Pentateuch, e.g. Gilbert (1983); Jenson (1992), Knohl (1995) and, to an extent,
Muilenburg (1962) and Gammie (1989).

'4 See Childs (1995: 1-17) for a recent summary of his approach to scripture and Childs (1979; 69-106) for a
more detailed exposition of his canonical approach with regard to the Old Testament. Critical appraisals of

Childs’ approach may be found in monographs by Barr (1983; also 1988: 3-19); Brett (1991), Scalise (1994)
and Noble (1995).

'> On this subject, note the comments of de la Potterie (1982: 92), “The critical historical method is
necessarily limited and reductive. It plays a legitimate and even necessary role, provided it recognizes its
limitations, but it becomes unacceptable when it claims to be the sole method and secks to be applied in every
possible area, or when it condemns every other approach, for example, that of faith.” It should be added that
the designation ‘historical-critical method’ potentially oversimplifies the enormous range of ways in which
scholars have applied critical historical insights to biblical study.

P;or a somewhat overstated acoount of the decline of the historical-critical method, cf, Maier (1977).

'S After surveying some of the historical-critical OT introductions in his own Introduction (1979; 15), Childs
writes, ‘I am thoroughly convinced that the relation between historical<critical study of the Bible and its
theological use as religious literature within the community of faith and practice needs to be completely
rethought’,

' Childs employs the term ‘canon’ broadly (the lack of the article signals this broadness; cf. 1980: 53) to
denote concepts of both authority and reception, in order to express the process and effect of the transmitting
of religious traditions by a community of faith. Thus it includes the complex historical and theological
process by which Jewish and Christian communities came to recognise certain books as scripture, as well as
the final phase of the process, the canonisation. This definition of canon is to be distinguished from that of
others (e.g. Sundberg 1964; Barr 1983).

** The expression “final form’ is a theological description of the biblical literature as the community of faith
has received it and which it claims to be a normative witness to God’s revelation. Scalise (1994: 50) suggests

that this emphasis on the final form of the text is the most controversial aspect of Childs® approach, though
for many “literary” approaches ‘final form’ is now commonplace.
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Childs contends that it is precisely the canonical shape that has been ignored -
indeed, atomised - by historical critical interpretation:

The modern hermeneutical impasse has arisen in large measure by disregarding the canonical
shaping. The usual critical methodology of restoring an original historical setting often
involves stripping away the very elements which constitute the canonical shape. Little wonder
that once the text has been anchored in the historical past by “decanonizing” it, the interpreter
has difficulty applying it to a modern religious context!'”

The result is a loss of theological insight within the community for whom the Bible is

religious literature. Childs 1llustrates this as follows:

The issue at stake can be illustrated by another medium. Many of Hollywood’s movies on
biblical subjects - several of Cecil B. DeMille’s productions come to mind - seem to reflect the

latest historical knowledge on ancient Hebrew clothing, housing, and even language, but then

miss the main point of the story... . It is simply not the case that the more historical and literary
knowledge acquired, the better one is able to understand the biblical text... Rather the issue

turns on the use of proper discernment. How does one wisely use historical<critical tools in
illuminating the canonical text?*

The prionty of the canonical text does not pre-determine the use of any single interpretative
method for understanding it.*! Although the hermeneutical dilemma of historical criticism

provides the point of departure for Childs’ canonical approach, this does not mean the

insights of such methods cannot be useful.”* In commenting on the theophany at Sinai in
Ex.19f., Childs observes:

There is great need not to allow evidence from the earlier development of the text to undercut
dealing scriously with the final stage of the text. This does not mean that the modern exegete
can operate with the present text midrashically.... One must be aware of a depth dimension

and of a variety of forces which have been at work, while at the same time concentrating one’s
efforts in interpreting the biblical text before one.*

Thus Childs considers the history of interpretation of a text - both the insights of modemn

cntical commentators and those of a pre-modern stance - as essential for its understanding,

'? Childs (1978: 49).
%0 Childs (1980; 129-130).

21 It is for this reason that Childs eschews the description of his approach as “‘canonical criticism®, since it is
not an alternative method to other forms of text criticism but a framework within which to use them.

2 Barr’s major criticism of Childs focuses on a peroeption that the historical interests of scholars are
prohibited, or at least marginalised, by the canonical approach, thus neglecting questions of truth such as
‘what really happened?’ (e.g. 1992: 136). This is widely understood as a misconception of Childs and his
aims (¢.g. Sheppard [1983: 2-4]; Childs [1979: 71ff; 1984a: 67]; Fowl [1985: 176 n.13]; Noble [1995: 3)).

Rather, it is that, for Childs, historical interests must be harnessed in the service of wider theological interests;
they are not an end in themselves.

+1974: 364-365.
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given the role of tradition for one’s understanding of a text.?* The tradition might include a
variety of different interpretative methods - both diachronic and synchronic approaches. The
canonical approach to biblical hermeneutics is the grounds for a methodological pluralism
which may be of great value to biblical studies.”” What matters, for Childs, is the question of
the tradition which is adopted by the interpreter. ‘The genuine theological task can be
carried on successfully only when it begins from within an explicit framework of faith,**¢
Childs places himself squarely within the tradition of the church’s confession that the canon

is the scripture of the church.

The idea of ‘interpretation within faith’ begs the question of the meaning of ‘faith’.
Scholars have often construed the term in a narrowly individualistic sense.®’ Childs,
however, is arguing for the importance of the structures of life and one’s placement within
them - in particular, the significance of placement within the life of the Church and the
assumptions and practices that go with it. Theology then becomes ‘faith seeking
understanding’.*® Childs thus offers a critique of a certain kind of distancing of interpreter
from text, which has often been held to be necessary for theology to qualify as a “scientific”
discipline in an age when science was the norm of knowledge.”’

It follows that I seek to provide an exegesis which does not simply use the biblical
text as “objective” dara but which begins and ends with a commitment to the biblical text as

sacred scripture, according to the form in which the Church receives it.*° A variety of critical

methods are used in the interpretation of texts, according to their usefulness for achieving a

' E.g. Childs (1979: 82). Childs is rather disappointing in practice, however. He makes little use of either
godem or pre-modern commentators in his later works, especially in his Biblical Theology (1992).

Thus challenges the view of those who accuse Childs of totalitarian tendencies, e.g. Scalise (1994: 71£.). For
an impressive defence of methodological pluralism in the area of NT study, cf. Schneiders (1982).
“6 Childs (1964: 438).
*’ Cf. the assessment of the ‘faith’ element among German confessionally-oriented scholars of the post-war
era in Childs (1995: 1-3).
*8 Cf. Lash (1996: 150-163).

? Cf. Childs (1995: 5), ‘the many serious attempts at a theological compromise that would build a
confessional biblical theology directly on the foundation of a historical-critical method (Eichrodt, von Rad,
Zimmerli, Bultmann, Jeremias, Stuhlmacher, Kiing) have... failed’.

*® This expresses a commitment to work with the canonical text, This is not identical to any extant text, since
even the Masoretic tradition has preserved a small degree of flexibility and diversity. The task is to establish
the ‘onginal’ i.e. the first Masoretic text which was stabilised and established as authoritative by virtue of its
recognition as ‘canon’. The difficultics at the text-critical level are illustrated most poignantly in the
differences between MT and LXX, both of which have been “received” by the Church.
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theological understanding of the final form.>' Furthermore, this study entails integrating the
witness of the different sources according to the way they are integrated in the final form.
This contrasts with the studies of holiness which have focused on, for example, the so-called

priestly documents in isolation from and to the exclusion of other texts.>? My task, therefore,

is both descriptive and constructive, with the aim of offering a biblical theology of holiness.*

Biblical theology
It is not uncommon for Old Testament scholars to include a section on New Testament

themes in their writings. I have done the same. But unlike many, a canonical approach to

biblical theology does not entail extending Old Testament categories into the New

Testament literature,>* or tracing the development of historical trajectory. Rather, I have

sought a more dialectical process. I examine holiness in the Old Testament in its own right -

listening to it as a discrete Jewish voice - and I examine holiness in the New Testament, with
a particular eye to its dependence on and borrowing from the Septuagint. Whereas the Old

Testament may be understood independently of the New, the reverse is not the case. I then

seek to hear both voices together: not fusing them, or separating them, but listening to them

in concert. That is, I seek to re-read the parts in the light of the whole, so as to allow for a
fruitful dialectic between the parts and the whole.

The crucial factor in a canonical approach lies in recognizing that the concept of the Old
Testament’s own right has dramatically been altered because of its new context within the
larger Christian Bible... The exegetical task thus becomes one of doing justice to the unique
sounds of each witness within the context of the entirety of the Christian Scriptures.**

The main concern is, how does one understand the notion of holiness in scripture?
What does it mean, given the variety of presentations? How can the Christian be true to a
theology of holiness in the light of Christ while yet remaining sensitive to the Old Testament

presentations and to the canonical shape of scripture as a whole? I do not believe there are

single simple answers to these questions. But I do believe that the canonical approach of

*! Cf. Moberly (1992:2fF).
*2 For example, Jenson (1992).

* In say?ng this, I mean to emphasise that I combine both elements of Stendahl’s famous description of the
task of biblical theology, understanding what a text means in relation to what it meant. He held the elements

essentially separate: the proper task of biblical theology was purely descriptive (1962.1; 418fT). Cf. Childs
(1964 43311.) for further discussion.

4 Childs (1984: xvi).
3% Childs (1995: 13-14).
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Brevard Childs represents a valuable, heuristic tool for addressing these questions and for

achieving a biblical theology of holiness, i.e. an integrated biblical, theological understanding,

for those who seek to understand their identity and calling as a ‘holy nation’. This
understanding is likely to be multiform in structure, allowing for the variety within the

biblical witness whereby holiness means different things in different parts. This pluralism

itself contributes something in response to the question of what, after all, 1s acceptable to
God.

The different patterns are not a simple licence for ‘anything goes’. Such usage would
fail to recognise the integrity of any one of the patterns, let alone their interrelation. The
differing parts of the canon have to be heard together, and to be held in creative tension.
Thus there have to be decisions about what is more and less important within the literature

as a whole, yet without holding a canon within the canon as might be said of Bultmann or

Kisemann. Identifying some passages as key is not a licence for ignoring or steamrollering
the rest. The process of seeking an integrated theology of holiness is a response which
makes sense of the variety within scripture yet treats these differences within their wider
perspective. Given that it maintains a sensitivity towards the shape of the canonical whole,
this might have something to offer the larger question of how to read scripture as a whole. 3¢

My starting point for the reading of scripture in this thesis has been God’s formation
of his people, Israel, which begins with the revelation of himself to Moses by the name
YHWH (Ex.3) and is ratified at Sinai by means of a covenant (Ex.19-Num.10). I have called
this the inauguration of Mosaic Yahwism. In relation to this pivotal moment, the biblical

material may be divided into three sections: that which belongs to this era, that which

preceded it and that which succeeds it. These correspond to the three ‘dispensations’ within
scripture identified by Moberly.*’

*® Schmidt (1988: 292) makes a similar point while discussing Ex.6:2-12. ‘Thus Ex.6,2f on the one hand
preserves the insight into the diversity of God’s way of revelation, and thereby into the change of human
worship or even understanding of God, and does not deny a “more” in knowledge of God; and on the other
hand confesses the exclusivity of the same one God. In this way the text seeks to hold together discontinuity
and continuity, difference and identity, and even in “faith” to declare the unity in change. Does not this idea
and judgment of the Priestly writer’s faith spur us similarly to think through and confess that which is
g_?nnnon to “Old” and “New Testament” within the difference which the prophet (Jer.31,31-34) saw?’
Moberly (1992: 105ff)) argues that the relation of the Yahwistic narratives (Exodus-Malachi) to the

patriarchal narratives (Gen.12-50) bears significant parallel with that of the New Testament to the Old
Testament.
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In each of these sections, I have identified certain key passages. First, and at most
length (in chs.1-5), I have considered the major notions of holiness in Mosaic Yahwism.
Within this dispensation there are a variety of dimensions and contours, all of which fall
within the covenant call of YHWH at Sinai (Ex.19), a call which began at the burning bush
(Ex.3). Secondly (in ch.6), I have examined the patriarchal narratives that lead up to the
summons to holiness at Sinai, focusing in particular on God’s call to Abraham with which
they begin, Gen.12. This is the preface to the story of Israel, and so it IS appropnate to
examine it with the perspectives of hindsight and insight obtained from a subsequent part of
scripture, wondering how such a text might be open to re-interpretation in the light of the
story of Israel. Thirdly (in ch.7), I have examined some of the New Testament material on
holiness, in its own right and with its conscious dependence on Old Testament
understandings, focusing in particular on 1Pet2. Again, my interest les in the re-

interpretation of an Old Testament presentation of holiness in the light of a new

understanding of God, through the person of Christ.

lii. Aims and purposes

Having discussed what I am doing in this thesis and how, I now want to suggest why I am

doing it. There are two reasons. The first concerns the subject of my theological interests,

the question ‘what does holiness mean?” The second concerns the method I have adopted,
the validity of a canonical approach.

A biblical theology of holiness
God is holy and he calls his people to be holy. What is the significance of this? Much

evangelical theology, in particular, hangs on the matter of holiness. Consider, for example,
the comment of Motyer, ‘Holiness is supremely the truth about God’.>® Yet how can this be
the case if we find no holiness among the patriarchal material, and a marked absence of the
terminology also in the gospels? This is typical of an evangelical understanding of holiness

which has tended to depend on an uneven one-dimensional understanding - in this example,

focused on Is.6:3 - without acknowledging the weight of other presentations of the concept

or, for that matter, its absence. Indeed, wherever a diversity in scripture is recognised, this is

11
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commonly seen as a problem to be resolved - a “contradiction” - in the movement from the
particular exegeses to a unifying reflection on the common factors of their subject matter.
There is evidently a plurality of presentations of holiness, and in particular that of the
difference between patriarchal and Mosaic faiths and between Israelite and Christian faith.
The canon does not eliminate the diversity, though clearly it restnicts the diversity of these
witnesses and it identifies common factors within it. But this is not the point of the canon.
Whereas the diversity of the biblical witnesses has so often seemed an insuperable
impediment to any kind of biblical theology, rather it can be viewed as pointing to a reality
which itself transcends the diversity of the witnesses to it. Thus Childs’ proposal for a

biblical theology envisages a further movement back from the subject matter to a fresh level

of interpretation of the texts in the light of the understanding gained from the parts of the
whole biblical witness.

What might this mean for the subject of holiness? The vanety of expressions of
holiness must allow for a limited theological pluralism. The answers to the questions of how
God’s holy character 1s expressed, and of what is the acceptable response to his holiness,
will vary according to context and circumstance. It 1s this very variety of expression and
response which points to a common goal beyond: the complete realisation of the status of

believers as belonging to God. God’s people are, indeed, his. This state of belonging is
expressed most fully in worship.

Canonical interpretation in practice
The subject of holiness raises well the problem of how Christians are to understand the

discrete witness of the Old Testament and form an integrated theological understanding of
the canon as a whole. Indeed, the particular subject of holiness raises this problem just as
much within the Old Testament as between the Old and the New Testaments. Although
Childs’ canonical approach is not directly a matter of how the Bible should be read (as a
unified whole), this concern for theological interpretation is part of a larger proposal for a

biblical theology belonging to the church which is founded on meaningful contact with its
scriptures.

%% Motyer (1993: 76-77).

12
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Some who have criticised the work of Childs have done so on the grounds that his
theoretical statements are not always well complemented by his exegetical procedures.”
That his approach is controversial, and even problematic, is not a reason not to attempt to
follow his programme and apply his approach heunstically to a particular set of interests in

scripture. This thesis represents an example of the canonical approach in practice. It is a

practical application, not a theoretical discussion. So, we may judge the approach by its fruit.

Note: Quotations from the Bible are taken from the Revised Standard Version (substituting
‘YHWH’ for ‘the LORD’) unless otherwise noted.

* Consider, for example, Barr (1992; 135); Bauckham (1994: 247).

13



Chapter 1
‘A priestly kingdom and a holy nation’:
Examination of Ex.19:5-6

1.1 Introduction

My study of holiness begins at that point in the Scriptures where God declares Israel to be

his chosen people:

Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured

possession among all peoples. For all the earth is mine, but you, you shall be to me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation (Ex.19:5-6a).

The reasons for beginning with Ex.19:6 are as follows. The event of the election’ of Israel at
Stnai is also the event at which God calls his people to be holy, a quality which (until this
point in the canon) has never yet been used of Israel. Its significance for the current study is
therefore paramount. One implication of this association is that the characteristic of holiness
is made a distinguishing factor in marking out Israel as YHWH?s elect.’ It is the purpose of

this thesis to explore the meaning and significance of this distinguishing feature as it 1s
presented in the biblical literature as a whole.

From Ex.3, holiness is tied up with the knowledge of God as YHWH, from Ex.19 it
is firmly linked also with Israel, the people of God. It describes the status and the vocation of
God’s people both in relation to Him and also in relation to other nations. The context

suggests that the goal of the whole Sinai covenant is contained within this invitation: that
Israel become a holy nation.

: Although the specific Hebrew term for election, ™¥13, does not occur in this passage (nor anywhere, used of
God’s choice of his people, prior to the book of Deuteronomy), subsequent texts which make reference to

these words at Sinai do include the term (see, for example, Dt.7:6; 14:2). Clearly we have the concept if not

the term here in Exodus: Israel as ‘God’s own’ is discussed from a universal perspective and the notion of
covenant is made explicit (v.5). Thus the idea of choice is presupposed; ¢f. Westermann (1978: 33f.).

? The prior occurrences of E?‘IP in the canon are applied to sabbath (Gen.2:3; Ex.16:23); ground (Ex.3:3);

and mountain (Ex.15:17). These are incidental for the concept of holiness as applied subsequently to Israel.
See further below.

> Election and holiness are associated together in many other texts also; these are examined below.



Chapter 1: Examination of Exodus 19:5-6

This chapter consists of a careful study of this central text. As discussed in the

introduction, attention will focus on the final form of the text and the primary task will be
that of interpretation. The examination of context and form is not intended to ignore or
prejudge historical-critical matters; rather, the concem is to consider chiefly those questions
which are fruitful for an interpretation of the literary material as it has been received by the

community of faith. Given that the core of God’s message to Israel in these verses is

presented by means of poetry, a study of the literary form will provide the most important

key for interpretation.

1.2 The presentation of holiness in the book of Exodus

1.2.1 Theophany of the burning bush: Exodus 3
The first reference to holiness in the story of Israel lies with Moses’ encounter of God as

YHWH at Horeb.* Moses sees a bush which is on fire but not bumning up (v.2). He then
hears a voice demanding that he take off his shoes, because the ground on which he is
standing s holy (v.5). As Gilbert points out, it seems that this ground was not holy prior to
the revelation of YHWH. It is his presence that makes it holy.” What follows from YHWH
is an expression of concem for the sufferings of God’s people in slavery, a promise of
deliverance and a call to Moses to lead his people out of Egypt to a land flowing with milk
and honey (vv.7-10). This is followed by a self-disclosure of the divine name YHWH (v.15).
From this story onward, then, the holiness of the mountain becomes associated with the
presence of God as YHWH (not just the presence of the divine).°

This story is the foundation for all that ensues.” The rest of the book of Exodus

(and, indeed the whole story of Israel) flows out of this theophany. Not only the revelation
of the divine name (YHWH) and the divine nature (holiness) but also aspects of the style of

the narrative suggest that an important new beginning is depicted here.®

* The first use of T in the book of Genesis (2:3) lies outside Israel’s particular story which begins with

Abraham, There are two other uses of the root in Genesis. The first occurs as the name of a place, Kadesh
(14:7; 16:14; 20:1), and the second in describing Tamar as a prostitute (38:21f.). Neither of these uses bear

giirect relation to the concept of holiness as revealed subsequently. See further ch.6 on this subject.
1983: 209,

® Gilbert (1983: 210).

7 RendtorfT (1985: 140) describes it: ‘Chapter 3 begins like an actiological saga about a holy place (vv.1-6),
but then becomes a divine discourse with a wider scope’.

® Moberly (1992: 5-26).
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The most significant of these aspects concerns the use of the phrase DOTTONTT TV

(‘the mountain of God’) in 3:1. Mount Sinai-Horeb is the ground that is declared holy (3:5),
and the mountain is descnibed as YHWH’s own, where he is present, the place of his

sanctuary (15:17). It is to this mountain that Israel travels after escaping from Egypt, where
it encounters YHWH corporately and at which 1t 1s called to “priestliness’ and holiness. It is

no coincidence that the same language 1s used elsewhere of Mount Zion; the similarities are
both typological’ and ‘genetic’.' As Moberly points out, ‘Sinai is portrayed as the
archetypal sanctuary, the holy place at which access is restricted and controlled.”"”

1.2.2 Terminology of holiness in the book of Exodus
The incidences of tL'?"IP later in the book of Exodus confirm this understanding of Sinai. Qut

of a total of ninety-three occurrences of the root W"IP in the book of Exodus, at least

seventy-eight concern the sanctuary of YHWH. Four of these relate to the restrictions
concerning access to Mount Sinai itself in ch.19;'* virtually all of the rest occur in chapters

26-40 and relate to the tabernacle which is built at Sinai and eventually carried to Zion.

Because 1t 1s the holy place where God is present, its furnishings, its ministers and its

offerings must all be protected, restricted and made holy.

The first thing that Moses is told at the burning bush is apy :-npn"ax (‘Do not

approach’, Ex.3:5). There is need for caution, respect and an ‘access permit’ where God is
so intensely present. He is not to be encountered lightly. In each incidence relating to God’s
presence, rules are laid down. In this instance, Moses® ‘permit’ involves taking off his shoes.
In ch.19 the rules conceming who has access, and how, are carefully spelt out and even
repeated (vv.12-13; 21-24). As the narrative continues, YHWH’s holy presence with Israel
on Sinai becomes focused in the tabernacle (Ex.25:8: 29:38-46; 40:34-8), where the rules

> The references to God’s holy mountain in Ex.15:13, 17 could equally refer to either Sinai or Zion. The
phrase iT¥1? =¥7 (‘mountain of YHWH’) refers to Sinai in Num.10:33 and to Zion in Gen.22:14; 1s.2:3;

Mic.4:2; Zech.8:3 and Ps.24:3. The phrasc TP 1 (‘my holy mountain®), on the other hand, refers

consistently to Zion: see Is.11:9; 56:7; 57:13; 65:11, 25, 66:20; Ezck.20:40; Joel 2:1; 3:17;, Obad.16;
Zcph.3:}l; Ps.2:6. Zion is also denoted by ‘your holy mountain’ (Ps.15:1; 43:3: Dan.9:16), ‘his holy
mountain’ (Ps.3:5 [ET4]; 48:2; 99:9), ‘the holy mountain’ (Is.27:13: Jer.31:23) and ‘glorious holy mountain’
(Dan.11:45).

'%T use the term ‘genetic’ here with reference to the tabernacle, the portable symbol of God’s presence, which

IS created at Sinai, carried to Zion and incorporated within the temple.
' Moberly (1992: 102).
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and regulations are detailed even further, until YHWH chooses another mountain in which

to make his sanctuary."

A few references to rzﬁp in the book of Exodus designate Israel’s religious

institutions.'* In view of the comments above, the use of tD"IP may seem surprising at these

points. In each of these few texts, however, the reference to holiness is not especially
significant to the narrative. They do not disturb the ‘plot’ in which the meaning and
significance of the holiness of YHWH unravels in his dealings with Israel. Rather, they can
be explained by reference to the context of the writer(s). Wniting from a subsequent penod
in the history of Israel, the understanding of the concept of holiness had surely developed
and such institutions had become commonplace.”” The language of any historical narrative

inevitably contains such presuppositions and overtones. '

This phenomenon of historical anachronism in story-telling is well illustrated by

Ex.19. Moses 1s told to ‘consecrate’ (Dnth‘lP'l) the people (v.10; cf. 14) and the ‘pnests’

are told to ‘consecrate’ themselves (v.22). This involves the people washing their clothes
(v.10) and abstaining from sexual relations (v.15) as if this were an established procedure for
consecration. No further comments are made. Likewise, the text seems to assume that the
sons of Aaron had been assigned to priestly office (v.22). Yet the institution of the Aaronide
priesthood is not recorded until Ex.29. It is only on the basis of the narrative of Ex.19 that

we learn that God’s purpose was to bring about his holiness among his people, to which end

the procedures for consecration, including that of the priesthood, were laid down.

There is one further occurrence of W‘IP in Exodus and this is undoubtedly the most

significant and most surprising of all. In the book of Exodus the usage is unique: as an

adjective, W'IP i1s used to describe, not a mountain or tabernacle or institution, but Israel. At

the outset of the second recorded theophany in Exodus, the encounter in which the covenant

'2 Ex.19:10, 14, 22, 23.
'3 That is, Mount Zion (see 1Ki.8:1-13).

'* Consider, for example, ‘holy assembly’ in 12:16; ‘consecrate the firstborn® in 13:2; and ‘holy sabbath’ in
16:23, cf. also0 20:8, 11; 31:14, 15: and 35:2.

'* In the case of 13:2, ‘consecrate the firstborn’, there may be a further theological significance. Here the

anticipation of Sinai may be caused by the desire to develop the significance of Passover in its narrative
context.

' The descﬁpt}on of Horeb as ‘the mountain of God’ in Ex.3:1 provides a clear example of presupposition,
for the mountain surely only warrants such a label as a result of the story which ensues. Moberly (1992: 9).
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is presented to Moses, YHWH speaks directly to the people of Israel and promises that “you
shall be to me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation...” (Ex.19:6a).

It may be argued that an emphasis on the holiness of God permeates chapters 19-24,

given the narrator’s concern to present YHWH’s viewpoint which, at times, appears to
ignore the response of the people to the theophany in 19:16 and 20:18-21 ! At the outset of
the Sinai narrative, however, the focus ts placed very firmly upon Israel. YHWH promises
them that they will be a nation with the charactenstic of holiness. According to the biblical
narrative which comes prior to this revelation in the Pentateuch, this is a characteristic which
is associated with the presence of YHWH, revealed to special people (such as Moses, their
leader), which requires caution and commands fear, and which belongs to the place where

YHWH dwells (Sinai-Horeb). If the words here were not placed on the lips of YHWH
himself, they might sound blasphemous. For this is a statement suggesting that people can, in

some way, become like God. Exploring what this means for Israel is the purpose of the rest

of this chapter and, in a sense, of this whole thesis.

1.3 The Context of Ex.19

1.3.1 The context of theophany
There are three theophanies at Sinai in the book of Exodus, 3:1-4:17, 19:1-24:11 and 32:1-

34:35. These form a convenient framework for understanding the whole narrative.'® Each
has been described as concerned for ‘the theologoumenon of the name’."® As discussed
above, it is on the basis of the first, where the divine name is revealed, that the genre is
characterised: by an expression of YHWH’s presence on the mountain par excellence and

by mediation through encounter with Moses.

Exodus 19 ntroduces the second theophany. This parallels the first theophany in

terms of genre and also in the reference to ‘holy’, even though there is significant

'" Chirichigno (1987: 476).
'% Johnstone (1990; 47).
1% Terrien (1978: ch.3).
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development in the story of God’s call to Israel.?® It is appropriate, therefore, to begin an

examination of Ex.19 with an eye to the context provided by Ex.3.%’

The second theophany begins with a careful specification of time and season, which
s marked out in relation to the great chain of events stemming from the first theophany.
Furthermore, no sooner than Israel encamps at the mountain (v.2b) does the MT descnibe

Moses as ‘going up fo God’ (D‘H‘DRTI'BR u‘l‘?l], v.3a). ‘God’ and ‘the mountain’ are used

virtually synonymously on the basis of the reader’s understanding of ‘the mountain of God’
from Ex.3.%
A further reference to Ex.3 is to be found in the imagery of God’s presence on the

mountain. One emphasis of the whole theophany tradition is upon the visio dei which the
representatives of Israel experience on the mountain. Although God describes himself as

coming in a thick cloud (19:9), the narrator speaks of YHWH descending on the mountain

in fire with unusual smoke (19:18). The imagery of fire recalls that of the burning bush.

Most significant for this thesis is the appearance of the term th‘lP in the direct

speech of YHWH himself (19:6). In the first use of the term in a divine speech (3 :5), 1t refers
to the mountain, a place which is firmly associated with meeting God by the special name of

YHWH. In the second, Ex.19:6, it refers to the people, those who are now firmly associated
with the name of YHWH whose character he longs that they adopt.

1.3.2 The context of the Sinai pericope
Ex.3 provides the opening link of a whole chain of events which make up the story of Israel.

On this ‘macro’ level, in its parallel typology with Ex.3, Ex.19 opens up the second link of

the chain; it consists of ‘episode two’ of YHWH’s revelation at Sinai, the revelation of his
plan for Israel.

On the ‘micro’ level, however, within the narrative of this second theophany

(chs.19-24), T suggest that Ex.19:1-8 imitates Ex.3 in providing the introduction and

“ This parallel has even been described as a biblical analogy, along the lines of an ‘Alterian’ type-scene.
Chirichigno (1987: 476); cf. Alter (1981: 88-113).

2! Rendtorff (1985: 13) comments on Ex.3 that ‘the mountain of God and the making known of the divine
name already point forward to what happens on Sinai (chs.19f ).’

22 The LXX differs from the MT at this point and describes Moses as going up to the mountain of God in
v.3a, making the narrative internally consistent. This seems to ignore the consistency of the wider namrative,

howeve.r, whereby Ex.19 clearly assumes Ex.3, thus emphasising the linkage. The motive behind the LXX
translation may have been reverence, to avoid ‘localising’ God, as in the LXX of Ex.24:10.
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explanation to the subsequent section. This theophany is but one part of the larger Sinaitic

account which runs from Ex.19 to Num.10.

It has been common in scholarly debate to isolate 19:3b-8 from the succeeding Sinai

narrative on grounds of the language, style and content of these verses. The vocabulary

bears some similarities to Deuteronomy and Deuteronomistic literature.” Yet in style, as
Patrick points out, the text is ‘too compact, formal and poetic for Deuteronomic paraenesis.
It has the style of a solemn ceremony, not the smooth-flowing prose of persuasive
speaking’.2* Wildberger viewed the verses as a most ancient liturgical formulation of Israel’s
election, functioning as a prologue in the manner of Von Rad’s ‘credo’.®’ The point is that in

content the text has an eye to summarising the whole Sinai pericope, both its historical

framework and its theological themes.*®

Whether or not the present position and formulation of the text is redactional,?’ the

thrust of these observations for the current concern is to raise the profile of this passage

within the Sinaitic narratives. Ex.19:3-6 is a crucial speech for introducing the central

chapters of the Pentateuch; it presents the rest of the Pentateuch from a new perspective,

namely the unique identity of the people of God.

Within the book of Exodus as a whole there seems to be very little conscious
shaping of sections. Rather, the marks of shaping exist on smaller units, such as the legal
corpus of 19-24, the covenant broken and restored in 32-34, and the building of the
tabernacle in 25-31 and 35-40. Despite the fact that the book, taken as a whole, presents

itself as an historical narrative telling of Israel’s earliest experiences before entering the land,
there are remarkably few markers of chronological time. These are made with reference to
the departure from Egypt and are given only at 19:1 and 40:17, between which there exists a

period of less than one year. The result is a seemingly uneven division of detail within the

23 Notably, the particular words P20 (‘treasured possession’, v.5) and 23> M (‘holy nation’, v.6) and

the phrases ‘you have scen’ (v.4), ‘all that YHWH says we will do’ (v.8) and ‘keep my covenant’ (v.5) are
relatively frequent in Deuteronomic and Deuteronomistic literature, and unusual outside it. See Haclvoet

(1953), Noth (1962), Perlitt (1969), Hyatt (1971), Nicholson (1973) and Renaud (1991) for discussion of

these aspects. Those scholars that argue these verse reflect an older covenant tradition attribute them to E. Sce
Muilenburg (1959), Wildberger (1960) and Beyerlin (1965).
*4 Patrick (1977: 156).

3 Wildberger (1960: 14-16).

% Cf. van Zyl (1992: 2641f)), who explains how each of the phrases of the formula sums up a different
narrative section of the Pentateuch. Cf. also Perlitt (1969: 169);, Childs (1974: 360); Durham (1987: 260).
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canonical shape of the book, with emphasis on the events at Sinai - beginning with the all-

important verses, 19:1-8.

As far as one acknowledges any conscious shaping in Exodus, then, it is surely
focused here at the outset of ch.19. All of the above observations point to the seminal
importance of these verses in introducing a new period in the story of Israel’s beginnings,
the period of encampment at the foot of Mount Sina. This episode begins, as we have
described, by stating its relation to the prior event, also a theophany at Sinai, by which this
one is made possible. This and other aspects of the first few verses of the chapter suggest
they are composed as introduction for what follows. Not only are links made with past

events, however, but with forthcoming events too. The giving of the law (Ex.20-23) and the
sealing of the covenant (Ex.24) are also anticipated.

However loose the actual literary connections of 19:3b-8 with what follows, these

thematic connections are firm. The passage is an introduction which anticipates through
summary the action of the next chapters, the giving of the covenant and the requirement of
obedience, and presupposes the ratification of the covenant which is performed in 24:3-8.%°
The structure is chiastic.” Nicholson is typical of many scholars in describing Ex.19:3-8 “as
being an anticipatory summary and interpretation of the Sinai pericope as a whole, which
begins with this chapter and culminates in the record of the ratification of the covenant in
24’ 3° As Childs puts it, chapter 24 “brings to completion the sealing of the covenant which
had been first announced in 19:3. The repetition by the people of the same response (19:8

and 24:3, 7) marks the beginning and end of one great covenant event’.”’

I suggest that the significance of this great covenant event for Israel’s future - the

privileges and the obligations - are contained within the introductory speech of YHWH,

19:3b-6. In this nutshell we find a summary of the purpose of the covenant, presented from
the mouth of YHWH himself. Here is given the goal of Israel’s future.

27 This is likely; cf. Zenger (1971: 165, 207-8); Childs (1974: 360-1); McCarthy (1978: 270-2); Nicholson
(1986; 164, 174-5).

> Rabbinic interpretation has commonly identified 19:3-8 with the covenant ceremony of ch.24. For a
rrgloderq discussion of this relation, see Nicholson (1986: 164-178).
2> Patrick (1977; 145-57) suggests that 19:3b-8and 24:3-8 (together with 20:22-23) form a narrative

framework around the covenant code which show signs of belonging to a single source. Sprinkle (1994: 27)

proposcs that the chiasm evolves around the central principle of ‘the fear of God® inspiring obedience (rather
than sin, se¢ 20:18-21), introduced in 19:5-6 and recurring in 24:7.

39 Nicholson (1982: 83); ¢f. Childs (1974: 360f) and Patrick (1977: 145-52).
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1.3.3 Summary
The discussion of the context which surrounds the text under scrutiny, Ex.19:5-6,

has provided many clues concerning its interpretation. The preceding theophany in Ex.3 sets
up an association with YHWH, his special presence at the mountain and his quality of

holiness. The words of YHWH in the theophany recorded in Ex.19 introduce the whole of

the Sinai narrative and summarise the salient features of the covenant: God’s history of
faithfulness (v.4), Israel’s call to obedience (v.5) and God’s promise of privilege (v.5b-6).
The remainder of the chapter suggests the terms on which Israel may meet with its God at
Sinai, restrictions which develop the significance of relationship with a God who 1s holy. All

of these features provide background for the focus which now follows on Ex.19:1-8.

1.4 The Structure and Form of Ex.19:1-8

1.4.1 Qutline of Approach
The whole Sinai pericope has presented many challenges to scholars on account of

numerous literary difficulties within the text. There are many tensions which seem to arise
out of ch.19 alone®® and these illustrate well the extreme complexity of exact source division
in the book of Exodus, a problem which has evoked the widest possible disagreement
among scholars.®® Durham goes so far as to suggest that Ex.19 may be ‘the one most
reworked passage in the whole Bible’>* This historical point has an important theological
implication: the repeated attention received by this account of YHWH revealing himself to

Israel and calling them to a special identity and role serves to underline its centrality for Old
Testament theology and faith.

31 Childs (1974: 502f)).

*2 Consider, for example, the frequency of Moses® trips up and down the mountain (v.3, 14, 20, 25); the
repetition of the warning for the pcople not to overstep their bounds on the mountain (v.12, 21) despite the
report that they are fearful and fixed at the foot of the mountain, v.16f.); the alternate descriptions of God, as
dwelling on the mountain (v.3), yet also descending periodically (v.11, 18); the dual imagery of God's
presence, in volcanic smoke and fire (v.18), and in rainstorm and thunderclouds (v.9, 16, 19); and the

variation' concerning whether Moses is with the people (vv.10-19) or alone (vv.20-25) or with Aaron (v.24)
and/or with other priests (v.22) when he meets God.

3 Childs (1979: 165). For the varicty of source analyscs, compare those that have stemmed from the

Wellhausen school: Bantsch (1903), Gressmann (1922) and Noth (1962). For a comparison of more recent
analyses, see Jenson (1992: 222).

34 1987: 259.
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The histonical uncertainties have frequently led to a fragmentary analysis of the
narratives and an implicit demal of their unity. Furthermore, those scholars who have
attempted to demonstrate the homogeneity of the literary work have been accused of

‘generally failing to explain the literary difficulties which have been discussed by source and

tradition critics’.>>

Far more fruitful, for this portion (at least) of the Sinai pericope, have been those
approaches which consider the poetics of the text, 1.e. iterary aspects such as the structure

and development of the plot and the characterisation.*® This is the approach I adopt below.

In view of the poetic, metric character of 19:3b-6 a synchronic, literary study of the divine

discourse seems particularly appropriate.

1.4.2 Introduction: vv.1-3a
There is an elevated style in the opening verses of the chapter, even though their purpose is

only to provide a place and time setting.’’ Vv.1-2 (in the Hebrew) have a poetic rhythm of
2:2:2//2:2 when read according to the accents. They are composed of a perfect and four
waw-consecutive clauses, telling the reader that Israel arrived at Mount Sinai in the third
month after they had escaped from Egypt. It is marked as a very special day (‘on that very
day’) because it marks the completion of an itinerary and the reaching of a goal: Israel has

reached the special mountain where God is present. There is a careful specificity and

precision with respect to the past and the present. What follows clearly stands in contrast to
this journey from Egypt, the scene is being set as a prelude. It is as if everything that has

gone before, since YHWH called Moses to take his people out of Egypt (Ex.3), has been
leading towards this moment.

The circumstantial clause in 19:3 - ‘And Moses went up’ - marks the beginning of a

new episode which is then characteristically followed by a string of waw + imperfect

clauses.”® Moses® action carries an urgency and an eagerness: the narrative strains forwards
towards a significant event. Without any delay the purpose of God’s bringing Israel to Sinai

is announced to Moses through a voice out of the mountain (v.3b-6).

*> Chirichigno (1987: 457). He cites the work of Greenberg, Licht, Jackson and Rivard in this regard.

*® See, for example, Muilenburg (1959), Chirichigno (1987) and Sprinkle (1994).
37 Cassuto (1967: 223).
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1.4.3 Genre of YHWH 's speech: wv.3b-6b o |
The text of this speech follows a rehearsed, formal, parallelistic style;™ thus it stands out

from the surrounding frame of narrative prose.*” Even though ‘the discovery of how the
material once functioned does not itself solve the exegetical problems involved in the present

narrative,”*! it is useful to observe that form-critical work has identified it as following a

stereotyped pattern of covenant renewal.** The observation is useful for highlighting how

this text differs from the norm: notably, over the covenant conditional, a matter which 1s

fundamental to the current interpretative concems.

Recent literary analysis of the material has highlighted a rhetoncal pattemn of
communication between YHWH, and Moses and the people, which is a charactenistic of the

Sinat narratives. Parallels are found in Ex.19:8¢-20b; 20:18-21 and Ex.19;20c-25; 24:1-8.
Chirichigno has identified five parts to this pattern: Moses ascends the mountain, YHWH

addresses Moses; Moses comes down from the mountain; Moses addresses the people; and,

finally, the people respond to Moses.” The significance of this pattern in general is to
emphasise the communication of YHWH with both Moses and the people.** Two features

of relevance here are highlighted by this analysis.
Firstly, both YHWH’s speech and the people’s reply are presented in direct

discourse. Alter regards the primacy of direct discourse is a characteristic feature of biblical
narrative.*’ It serves to “bring... the speech-act into the foreground’*® and focus attention on

the main content of the speech, contained here in vv.4-6a. Indeed, the reference to ‘my

3 Circurpstantial clauses are commonly used to mark the ‘boundaries’ of episodes; see Anderson (1974: 79)
and Berlin (1983: 57). According to Berlin, ‘Often a story opens with a narrated summary, or background,
and then proceeds to the scenic scction, generally marked by the beginning of the dialogue’.

*? The style and structure has been well-documented; see esp. Muilenburg (1959), from which other studies
have taken their lead.

““'It is this feature which has been the starting point for the many source<critical assessments which have
attributed the text to a source other than E. See, for example, Patrick (1977; 145-157).

! Childs (1974: 366).

*2 For parallels, sce Josh.24:2ff. and 1Sam.12:1ff. The set form proceeds from the proclamation of God’s
mighty deeds (v.4), to the conditions of the covenant (vv.5-6) and then to the response of commitment (vv.7-
8). Thus text is exemplary of the Gattung, cf. Mendenhall (1955), Muilenburg (1959) and Baltzesr (1971).

° Chinichigno (1987: 460-1). There is a similar discussion of three rhetorical patterns involving YHWH-
Moses-people in Buis (1978: 257-270).

*! This is an adaptation of the pattern employed in the story of the plagues in Ex.7-11, in which there is

privileged communication between God and Moses introduced by the formula ‘and YHWH spoke to Moses’
(a phrase found here in Ex.19:3b). Vater (1982: 64-66).

3 Alter (1981: 67-9); cf. Berlin (1983: 64-72); Licht (1978: 30-33).
“6 Alter (1981: 67).
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voice’ in YHWH's own speech and “all that YHWH has spoken’ in the people’s response
serves to emphasise this direct speech of YHWH. Muilenburg describes the language of this
direct address as that ‘of proclamation and urgent call to hearing, of stress upon the first and

second persons, the / and the Thou..’*’ This emphasis is made even more evident by the

presence of two similar clauses at the opening (v.3) and closing (v.6) of YHWH’s speech,

forming an inclusio®®:

Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob and tell the sons of Israel (v.3b)
These are the words that you shall speak to the sons of Israel (v.6b)

The text twice suggests an anxious concern to communicate something to ‘the sons of

Israel’ and, indeed, to any reader of the Hebrew text. We are drawn in to discover the

content of this message.

The pronounced ‘I-Thou’ style makes it clear that the message concerns the nature

of the YHWH-Israel relationship. There is a repeat of QNN (‘you’) in v.4 and P (‘to me’)

in v.5. Muilenburg describes this ‘producing a remarkable climactic effect in the I-Thou

relation, which is enhanced by the assonance of the whole unit.”*” The climax occurs at v.6a:

‘you shall be to me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’.

The second note points to the ‘democratic’ nature of this theophany.’® The address
is plural. In comparison to the pattern of message and oracle communication found earlier in
the story of the plagues (Ex.7-11), there is less emphasis on the privileged communication
between God and Moses, and more on that between God and his whole people. Later in the
Sinai narrative, the commandments are given in the second person singular (20:2ff; 34:11,
14, 17). But here in Ex.19, the oracle belongs equally to the people as to Moses, and in due
course they all encounter YHWH for themselves at Mount Sinai (19:17; 20:18-20).

The narrative stresses several times over that Moses’ role is simply as ‘go-between’:
to relate YHWH's exact words to the people and their response b<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>