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Exodus 19:3-6; Malachi 2:4-7; 1 Peter 2:9-10 

How far back can you trace your family tree? Now that we have the internet with vast 

quantities of information at our fingertips, many of us have found it interesting to 

research our ancestors. It’s natural to be curious about who they were and how they lived, 

and what we find out becomes part of our own identity. 

Those familiar verses, 1 Peter 2:9-10, define our identity as born-again disciples of Jesus. 

Whatever our background and whoever our ancestors were, God has chosen us to be 
included in His royal priesthood, His holy nation and His special possession. These words 

that the Holy Spirit inspired Peter to write echo the words of God to the Israelites in 

Exodus 19:5-6: “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.” The letter to the Hebrews explains that the Law and 

the priesthood given by God to ancient Israel were meant to foreshadow Jesus, our great 

High Priest who gave his own life as the only sacrifice that could save both Jew and Gentile 

from our sins. We can deepen our understanding of our identity as members of Jesus’ 

royal priesthood by looking more closely at God’s original holy nation and its priests . 

The echo of Exodus in 1 Peter 2:9-10 invites us to identify ourselves, Gentiles saved by 

Jesus, with the Israelites who were led out of slavery in Egypt by Moses, whom God had 

called for this purpose. Years before, Moses had chosen to embrace his identity as a 

descendant of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, born under God’s covenant but oppressed and 
enslaved in Egypt, even though he had been adopted by Egyptian royalty. We read in 

Hebrews 11:24-26: ‘By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be known as the son 

of Pharaoh’s daughter. He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than 
to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater 

value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward.’ Centuries 
later, God’s Son Jesus left his Father and the perfection of Heaven and ‘made himself 

nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness’ (Philippians 

2:7). God’s wonderful faithfulness is shown in the fact that because Moses had chosen God 

and Israel over the world and Egypt, God eventually made him the rescuer and leader of 
His people. A similar promise has been made to us as priests of Jesus. In Revelation 2:26, 

Jesus says: “To the one who is victorious and does my will to the end, I will give authority 

over the nations.”  



When God gave the Ten Commandments to Moses, it seems that the Israelites already had 

priests. When Moses was about to climb Mount Sinai in Exodus chapter 19, God warned 

him that “…the priests and the people must not force their way through to come up to the 

LORD, or he will break out against them.” But it was not until after God had given the Ten 
Commandments and other laws for general conduct, and the Israelites led by Moses had 

made a covenant to obey them, that God gave Moses instructions for the priests of His 
choosing. These would be Aaron and his male descendants. Evidently the existing Israelite 
priests and their worship had not been acceptable to God, perhaps because they had 

borrowed elements of the false religion of the Egyptians. Israel was required to worship 

God not in whatever way they chose, but in the precise way that He chose. The Israelites 

were warned repeatedly that God did not accept sacrifices that were defective in any way. 
In Numbers 18:29 God required the Levites to “present as the LORD’s portion the best and 

holiest part of everything given to you.”  

I find this challenging, and I ask myself:  

Do I always give God my full attention?  
Do I always put His purposes before my own?  

Do I genuinely worship Him in spirit and in truth? 

God appointed priests in Israel many years before He reluctantly allowed the Israelites to 

have a king, and the priesthood continued long after Israel was under foreign occupation 
and had ceased to have its own king. Prophets called by God arose unpredictably, whereas 

the priesthood was hereditary and intended to be constant. Priests were the interface 
between God and the people, offering worship to please God and sacrifices to cover the 
sins committed by the people, including the priests themselves. They were also required 

to instruct and advise the people on God’s Law and apply it to a wide range of situations. 
Malachi 2:4-7 explains that God’s intention for the priesthood was for the priests to revere 

Him, walk closely with Him and learn from Him, so that they could speak on His behalf 

and bring others closer to Him. 

God chose Aaron’s family to serve as His priests and the Levites to assist them in their 
duties, but He also wanted the whole nation to be holy. In Numbers 15:37-39 we read, 
‘The LORD said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘Throughout the 
generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue 
cord on each tassel. You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the 
commands of the LORD, that you may obey them”. God wanted all His people to continually 
keep in mind the identity He had given them. The high priest even had a medallion on his 
turban engraved with the words ‘SET APART AS HOLY TO THE LORD’. Just imagine having 
a visible label attached to your clothes saying ‘SET APART AS HOLY TO THE LORD’ – I 
don’t know about you, but that would certainly make me pay attention to my behaviour! 
This makes me ask myself – do I always think and behave as someone who is set apart as 
holy to the LORD? 
  
Can others tell I belong to Jesus?  
Does every aspect of my life show that I am living in the light?  
If I take my laptop to be repaired, does my browsing history reveal it?  
If I am given good news or bad news at a medical appointment, can it be seen in my 
reactions? 



God had exacting requirements for His priests, which they disobeyed at their peril. When 

Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu offered unauthorised fire to God, holy fire came out from 

God’s presence and killed them instantly. Numbers chapter 18 shows us how the honour 

of being a priest came with huge responsibility. The strict rules that governed the priests’ 
daily activities and personal lives were a continual reminder of God’s extraordinary 

holiness. God gave the priests the right to eat from the tithes and offerings that the 
Israelites gave to Him. By sharing in what belonged to God, they were sharing to some 
extent in His holiness, and as a result they were held to a higher standard than the general 

population. Similarly, Jesus said: “From everyone who has been given much, much will be 

demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.” 

(Luke 12:48). 

Leviticus chapter 4 gives a further clue as to why God held the priests to a higher standard. 

Regarding sins committed unintentionally, verse 3 begins “If the anointed priest sins, 
bringing guilt on the people …”. Exodus chapter 28 tells us that the high priest’s garments 

were adorned with precious stones that were engraved with the names of the twelve 
tribes of Israel as a continuing memorial before the LORD. This indicated that the high 

priest represented them before God and was held responsible for them. Matthew Henry’s 
commentary emphasises the fact that the high priest carried the heavy weight of these 

names on his shoulders and over his heart, symbolising ‘both the power and the love with 

which our Lord Jesus intercedes for those who are his.’ 

Taking a bird’s eye view of the history of Israel and Judah, we can see times when godly 
kings, such as David and Josiah, worked with the priests to serve God. This always 
brought blessing to the nation. In 2 Chronicles 19 and 20 we read of Jehoshaphat, who 

set his heart on seeking God, and appointed priests and Levites to administer the law 
of the LORD and to settle disputes (2 Chronicles 19:8). When Judah was threatened by 

a vast army of enemy nations, Jehoshaphat gathered the people at the Temple for 

fasting and prayer. God’s response came immediately, in the form of a prophetic 

instruction from one of the Levites who was present, and the king and people fell 

down in worship before God. The next day God performed a miracle that illustrates 
how amazingly ‘in all things God works for the good of those who love him’: 

 

‘Jehoshaphat appointed men to sing to the LORD and to praise him for the splendour 
of his holiness as they went out at the head of the army, saying:  
“Give thanks to the LORD, 
for his love endures forever.” 
As they began to sing and praise, the LORD set ambushes against the men of Ammon 
and Moab and Mount Seir who were invading Judah, and they were defeated.  The 
Ammonites and Moabites rose up against the men from Mount Seir to destroy and 
annihilate them. After they finished slaughtering the men from Seir, they helped to 
destroy one another. 
When the men of Judah came to the place that overlooks the desert and looked 
toward the vast army, they saw only dead bodies lying on the ground; no one had 
escaped. So Jehoshaphat and his men went to carry off their plunder, and they found 
among them a great amount of equipment and clothing and also articles of value — 



more than they could take away. There was so much plunder that it took three days 
to collect it.’ (2 Chronicles 20:21-25) 

 
We might think that miracles like that don’t happen any more. But what about the miracle 
of Dunkirk, when King George VI called a national day of prayer and God allowed the 
British army to be rescued from annihilation? 
 
Jehoshaphat’s miraculous victory also shows us the importance of praising God 
constantly. Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: ‘Rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks 
in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus .’ (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18).  
We find it easy to praise God spontaneously in moments of joy, but less so when we’re in 
difficulty. However, the priests of Israel were required to worship God in set ways 
throughout each day, not just when they felt like it. As priests of Jesus, our primary role, 
described in 1 Peter 2:9, is to declare the praises of him who called us out of darkness into 
his wonderful light. We can’t ever praise God enough for what He has done for us. Hebrews 
13:15-16 says: ‘Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of 
praise—the fruit of lips that openly profess his name. And do not forget to do good and to 
share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased’.  
 
On some occasions, priests stepped in single-handedly to stop wrongdoing, fulfilling 
God’s intention, expressed in Malachi 2:6, that priests should turn many from sin.  
In Numbers chapter 25, when many of the Israelite men were seduced into immorality 
and idolatry by foreign women, Phinehas the grandson of Aaron immediately put into 
effect God’s decree that those who did this should be executed. God responded to his 
courageous action by stopping the plague that had already killed 24,000 Israelites.  
‘The LORD said to Moses, “Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest, has turned 
my anger away from the Israelites. Since he was as zealous for my honour among them as I 
am, I did not put an end to them in my zeal. Therefore tell him I am making my covenant of 
peace with him. He and his descendants will have a covenant of a lasting priesthood, because 
he was zealous for the honour of his God and made atonement for the Israelites .”  
 

In 2 Chronicles chapters 22 to 24, we read of the priest Jehoiada, who along with his wife 
and other priests and Levites, preserved the royal line of Judah by rescuing the baby Joash 

from a coup by his murderous grandmother Athaliah. 2 Chronicles 23:1 says that 

‘Jehoiada showed his strength’ when he covertly organised Joash’s coronation in the 

Temple, uniting the leaders of Judah to crown their rightful king and overthrow Athaliah. 

Later in the same chapter, we read that: 

 ‘Jehoiada then made a covenant that he, the people and the king would be the LORD’s 
people. All the people went to the temple of Baal and tore it down. They smashed the 
altars and idols and killed Mattan the priest of Baal in front of the altars. 
Then Jehoiada placed the oversight of the temple of the LORD in the hands of the 
Levitical priests, to whom David had made assignments in the temple, to present the 
burnt offerings of the LORD as written in the Law of Moses, with rejoicing and singing, 
as David had ordered.  He also stationed gatekeepers at the gates of the LORD’s temple 
so that no one who was in any way unclean might enter.’ 

 
Jehoiada’s great courage and faithfulness to God meant not only that Judah had its rightful 



king, but also that Joash (and by extension the general population of Judah) did what was 
right in the eyes of the LORD throughout Jehoiada’s very long life. 
 
We might feel that we have little influence over what happens in our nation. But living in 
a democracy gives us many opportunities to engage with both local and national decision 
makers, and we should make the most of these opportunities. And we can all be a godly 
influence on our families and friends. 
 
Times of national repentance in Judah were often marked by the public reading of God’s 
Law, as in the days of King Josiah and during the governorship of Nehemiah. The Israelites 

had been instructed to do this every seven years:  

‘So Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the Levitical priests, who carried the ark of 
the covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel. Then Moses commanded them: 
“At the end of every seven years, in the year for cancelling debts, during the Festival of 
Tabernacles, when all Israel comes to appear before the LORD your God at the place he 
will choose, you shall read this law before them in their hearing. Assemble the people—
men, women and children, and the foreigners residing in your towns—so they can listen 
and learn to fear the LORD your God and follow carefully all the words of this law .” 
(Deuteronomy 31:9-12).  
 

How privileged we are to have the complete word of God at our fingertips, in printed and 
in electronic format, accessible whenever we want. Let’s make good use of this wonderful 
privilege, and follow the instructions God gave to Joshua: “Keep this Book of the Law 
always on your lips; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything 
written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.” (Joshua 1:8). 
Eventually Israel and Judah both became corrupt through their failure to follow God’s 
Law, despite numerous warnings. God’s punishment culminated in the Babylonian army 
besieging and capturing Jerusalem, destroying the magnificent Temple built by Solomon, 
and carrying the Jewish people into exile. God pinpoints the cause of the moral rot that 
led to this disaster in these chilling words given to the prophet Hosea: ‘my people are 
destroyed from lack of knowledge. “Because you have rejected knowledge, I also reject you 
as my priests; because you have ignored the law of your God, I also will ignore your children .” 
(Hosea 4:6) 
 
The tipping point at which God’s punishment became inevitable was when Judah’s priests 
and prophets, as well as the king and people, became corrupt. Lamentations 4:12-13 
reads:  

 
‘The kings of the earth did not believe,  
nor did any of the peoples of the world,  
that enemies and foes could enter 
the gates of Jerusalem. 
But it happened because of the sins of her prophets 
and the iniquities of her priests, 
who shed within her 
the blood of the righteous.’ 

 



These verses refer not only to the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem that Jeremiah had 

experienced, but also prophetically to the siege of Jerusalem and the destruction of the 

Second Temple in AD70. Once again, Jerusalem’s priests had shed the blood of the 

righteous, and this time it was far worse. The high priest and the Sanhedrin had failed to 
accept Jesus as the Son of God, and had orchestrated his betrayal and execution. We can 

only marvel at God’s mercy in allowing them about forty years’ space for repentance 
before punishment fell. The religious leaders who had shouted, “Crucify him!”, when Jesus 
was before Pilate, believed they were experts in God’s Law, and the Pharisees in particular 

were preoccupied with holiness and ritual purity. Why did they get it so wrong? Jesus told 

them why in Matthew chapter 23 verse 28: “on the outside you appear to people as 

righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.”  
True priesthood, then and now, is only possible when we are humble and obedient before 

God in our private thoughts as well as in our public actions. We need genuinely to hate 
sin, as God does, and do our best to root it out of our lives. We need to seek God and 

meditate on Him. Proverbs 4:23 says, ‘Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you 

do flows from it.’ 

When Israel’s priests revered God and walked with Him in peace and uprightness, their 
prayers were heard when they offered sacrifices and interceded for their people. This was 
crucial, as the spiritual health of the whole nation depended on it. At the present time our 
nation, our communities and numerous people known to each one of us, desperately need 
our intercession. In 1 Timothy 2:1-4, Paul wrote, ‘I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, 
prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people — for kings and all those in 
authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, 
and pleases God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of 
the truth.’  
 
We should be encouraged by these words from 1 John 5:14: ‘This is the confidence we have 
in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us .’  
And how do we discern what God’s will is? Paul tells us how in Romans 12:1-2. The 
starting point is to make ourselves the sacrifice that we offer to God as His priests:  
 

‘Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies 
as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God — this is your true and proper worship. Do 
not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is —his good, pleasing 
and perfect will.’  

 
Just as Jesus our great High Priest sacrificed himself to save us, so we must be living 
sacrifices in order to serve as his priests. 


