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What are we (to do)? 
Readings: Exodus 19:1-8, 1 Peter 2:1-10, Matthew 5:13-16 

 
Imagine you have started a new job, but as you start you realise that you have no 

idea what your role is and you have no idea what you are supposed to do.  For some 
this many not be something you imagine, you may have lived it or come across people 
for whom that seems to describe their career. 

To bring clarity, I have been spending a considerable period of time looking at 
position descriptions as we seek more staff here at the Cathedral.  It is in knowing what 
your role is and what you are supposed to do, that you consider how you are doing. 

So, it is a good question to ask of ourselves as we think about ourselves as part 
of the people of God, his kingdom, what are we and what are we to do? 

As we look at Exodus 19 we will see that the answer that God gives is both a 
profoundly simple yet challenging idea that we have the vocation, priestly vocation as a 
holy nation. 

OVERVIEW 

Exodus 19 marks a new section in the book.  The first part has been about the 
escape from Egypt, and there has been a lot of action.  But now things slow down 
considerably.  The people of Israel will be here for the rest of Exodus, the whole of 
Leviticus and the beginning of Numbers.  No wonder the text makes a fuss that they 
have made it to the mountain. 

This is the mountain where they will meet their awesome, who doesn’t live on the 
mountain but in awesome power and devastating glory descends to the mountain to 
speak to his people, and it is here that they will receive the 10 words, or as we know 
them the 10 Commandments. 

A few years ago we preached through the Commandments and the sermons are 
all still on the website for your listening pleasure.  But in verse 4-6 we will find 
information that is absolutely vital to understanding both the Commandments, who we 
are and how we are to use them. 

THE GOD WHO SAVES (V4) 

For before we consider what we are to do, we need remember what God has 
done. 

Having arrived at the mountain, God encourages his people to look back.  They 
are to remember his power that was shown in defeating the Egyptians.  Much of the 
past 18 chapters has been showing the power of God. 

But here we also see more of the compassion and purpose of God.  The people 
are also to look back and see “how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to 
myself” 

It is a beautiful image, God not only saved his people from slavery he has 
tenderly and powerfully brought his people to himself, to bring them into a relationship 
with their God. 

It is worth us remembering that this was always God’s intention, not just to save 
people but to bring them into a relationship with himself.  That it is why we often have 
the image of Father and children. 

That is perhaps the first way we should think about ourselves: we are firstly God’s 
saved people. 

And, now this is very important but so often misunderstood, this all happened 
before God has given the people the 10 Commandments.  Salvation comes firsts, God 
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brings his people to himself on eagles wings first, the commandments come after.  We 
are reminded of this in the next chapter as the commandments are given.  “I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 
you shall have no other gods before me”  (Exodus 20:2-3) 

The text couldn’t make it clearer, the book of Exodus couldn’t make it clearer, 
saving of the people comes before the giving of the law, yet still the commandments are 
seen as the way to get saved. 

This remains true throughout the Scripture.  Perhaps most powerful in Ephesians 
2 where we are reminded that we are saved by faith not by works, only God can save 
us.  We trust on those eagle’s wings of God to carry us to salvation. 

We are not saviours, we are the saved. Perhaps we should remember that more 
often.  I am often reminded of Nietzsche’s’ quote  “If you want me to believe in your 
Saviour, you need to look a lot more saved.”  We should look back and see God’s power 
and remember his loving, saving grace. 

A KINGDOM OF PRIESTS 

So what are we to be if not saviours?  Vs 5-6 tell us that although the whole earth 
is the Lord’s they are to be priestly kingdom and a holy nation. 

Firstly we should note that there is something they are to do, God does not save 
to bring people to position of indolence, but God’s people have a task to do. 

They are to have a special relationship with God, that is clear from the idea of 
being priests and being holy.  But it is not just for their sake out of this special 
relationship with God they are to be a nation in the world but not of the world.  As one 
scholar has put it “Israel was to be a nation reflecting God’s value system, modelling 
God’s standards of justice by living according to God’s code of ethics, a nation 
demonstrating God’s paradigm for life and society.” (Williamson, Exploring Exodus, 105) 

They are taking up God’s purpose of bringing blessing to the nations and 
showing God’s ways, which has been in view since Genesis 12 and God’s promises to 
Abraham. 

Now just in case this sounds like a bit of esoteric Old Testament Theology this 
idea of being a priestly kingdom showing the things of God are applied directly to 
believers in Jesus by Peter  “you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you 
out of darkness into his marvellous light.” 1 Peter 2:9 

I wonder if you have you ever thought of yourself that way, that you are priest, 
you have a special relationship with God and he has a task for you?  I suspect that 
many of us are rather like my question at the beginning.  God has saved us but we don’t 
know what that means for us or what we are supposed to do, so we don’t do much. 

But we have this great task that we are to get on with.  This is a great honour but 
also a great responsibility.  I’m aware whenever I’m in my dog collar that I’m 
representing the Church.  But all of us who take the name of Jesus, who call ourselves 
Christians have the greater task or presenting the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

We have a priestly task as God’s people to declare God’s praise to the world, we 
are to speak of the God who showed his power in defeating death and sin and who by 
his love carries us on his eagles’ wings and bring us to himself. 

IF WE WILL OBEY AND LISTEN 

REMEMBER WHAT HE TELLS US 
So how are we to fulfil this task?  Being a priest might seem like a complicated 

idea.  Well we see the answer in v5.  The Israelites are told to listen to God’s voice and 
keep his covenant, that is all that God is about to tell them. 
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Again, this might sound tricky but really it’s quite simple.  To illustrate this, I’d like 
to share with you some words of wisdom from the Banking Royal Commission.  At the 
end of the 350 page interim report filled with all sorts of financial malfeasance which 
have filled our newspapers for months, Commissioner Haynes offers six simple 
principles which if upheld would deal with most of the problems of the banking industry 

• Obey the law. 
• Do not mislead or deceive. 
• Be fair. 
• Provide services that are fit for purpose. 
• Deliver services with reasonable care and skill. 
• When acting for another, act in the best interests of that other 

You would think that these shouldn’t need to be said but how different would the 
industry be if they had done those things, how a bank might look so different if they had.  
In all their schemes and complexities it was really quite simple. 

Well likewise we act as a priestly nation when we uphold the 10 simple principles 
or really commandments. 

1 having no other gods. 
2 not making idols 
3 not taking God’s name in vain. 
4 resting in God’s name. 
5 honouring parents. 
6 not killing. 
7 not committing adultery. 
8 not stealing. 
9 not lying. 
10 not coveting 
Again, we may feel that these shouldn’t need to be said but how much different 

would we look from the world around us if put these into practice. (We could also note 
that pretty much all of the commissioners principles are also covered). 

Jesus of course made it even easier by reducing it to two - loving God and 
neighbour.  And the same could be said if only we would live up to it. 

Jesus says that we are to be a light on the hill.  Paul after reminding us that we 
are saved by grace says that we have been saved for good works.  Peter as he speaks 
of being a royal priesthood speaks ridding ourselves of malice, guile and insincerity and 
letting our good deeds be seen by others.  We are to live out our salvation. 

As the cartoon in the pewsheet says if we did these things, really worked at living 
these things out we would stick out like a sore thumb.  When we look different from the 
world around us we are being a priestly nation.  It is then that people might want to know 
our saviour, as we look like people who are living out the salvation we already have. 

CONCLUSION 

Who are we? We are saved to be a royal priesthood a holy nation. What are we 
to do?  We are to obey God’s word and show his ways to a watching world. 

When the Israelites are given this challenge they respond with “Everything that 
the Lord has spoken we will do” 

May that be our response as well for we are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation, God’s own people in order that we may proclaim the mighty acts of him who 
called us out of darkness into his marvellous light. 


