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To

JAMES MAXWELL RYKEN

who brought joy to his father’s heart 
while this book was being written—
the whole first three years of his life

and to the

GREAT GOD OF THE EXODUS,

who alone can rescue us from the Egypt of our sin, 
redeem us by the blood of the Lamb, 
and receive us into his everlasting glory





I will get glory over Pharaoh 
and all his host, 
and the Egyptians shall know 
that I am the LORD.

EXODUS 14:4





A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes

Wheaton, Illinois





Preface

A book this long at least deserves the mercy of a short preface. The book itself is based on a series of Bible expositions that were preached before, during, and after the sudden illness and death of James Montgomery Boice, my predecessor in the pulpit of Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church. I praise God for his faithfulness to us as a church during those difficult days, and for all the love and prayers of our session and congregation. Working through Exodus week by week was a triumphant adventure that brought us closer to the God of the exodus and to his Son, Jesus Christ. My prayer for this book is that it will help others make the same spiritual journey. I wish to give special thanks to Jonathan Rockey for the kindness of reviewing and improving this entire manuscript; to Ted Griffin for his painstaking work as editor; to Lydia Brownback, Ted Griffin, and Pat Russell for the difficult labor of preparing the indexes; to the staff at Crossway for bringing the book into print; and to Kent Hughes for the privilege of contributing another volume to his excellent series of commentaries.
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Into Egypt

EXODUS 1:1–7
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EXODUS IS AN EPIC TALE OF fire, sand, wind, and water. The adventure takes place under the hot desert sun, just beyond the shadow of the Great Pyramids. There are two mighty nations—Israel and Egypt—led by two great men—Moses the liberating hero and Pharaoh the enslaving villain. Almost every scene is a masterpiece: the baby in the basket, the burning bush, the river of blood and the other plagues, the angel of death, the crossing of the Red Sea, the manna in the wilderness, the water from the rock, the thunder and lightning on the mountain, the Ten Commandments, the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night, the golden calf, and the glory in the tabernacle.

Once heard, the story is never forgotten. For Jews it is the story that defines their very existence, the rescue that made them God’s people. For Christians it is the gospel of the Old Testament, God’s first great act of redemption. We return to the exodus again and again, sensing that somehow it holds significance for the entire human race. It is the story that gives every captive the hope of freedom. Thus it was only natural for African-American slaves—many of whom were Christians—to understand their captivity as a bondage in Egypt and to long for the day when they would be “free at last.” The exodus shows that there is a God who saves, who delivers his people from bondage.

Exodus and the Bible

The word exodus means “exit” or “departure.” It first appears at the beginning of chapter 19: “On the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone out of the land of Egypt . . .” (v. 1). When the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Greek, the verb used for their leaving Egypt was exodus. Eventually the word came to be used as a title for the whole book. The exodus, then, is a story of departure, an epic journey from slavery to salvation. As we study this book, the journey out of Egypt becomes part of our own spiritual pilgrimage. So how shall we make the journey? What is the best way to study Exodus?

First of all, our approach must be Biblical, which means that we must study the book of Exodus itself. We must study it chapter by chapter and verse by verse, seeking to understand the plain meaning of the text. And we must study the book as a complete literary whole. Some scholars view Exodus as a complicated web of human traditions that must be disentangled to be understood. Others argue that it is really two books in one. Chapters 1–14 contain the original story of Israel’s salvation, they say, while the rest of the book consists of material that was added later, somewhat haphazardly.

It is probably true that Exodus was not written at a single sitting. Some parts of the book—especially the stories and songs—may have been passed down by oral tradition. Yet much of the epic seems to have been written by Moses himself. On several different occasions, God told Moses to write down his experiences: “Write this as a memorial in a book” (17:14); “Write these words” (34:27). Moses knew how to write, of course, because he had been trained in Pharaoh’s court. So he was able to do as he was told, to write “down all the words of the LORD” (24:4). Some parts of Exodus may have been written down by someone else, especially the parts that describe Moses in the third person. Yet when Jesus quoted from Exodus (e.g., Mark 7:10; 12:26), he attributed what he was quoting directly to Moses, and we should do the same.

The important thing is to receive the book of Exodus as it has been given, which means studying it as one complete story. Like every other book in the Bible, Exodus is the living Word of God. It was breathed out by the Holy Spirit and written down by Moses for our spiritual benefit. What God has given us is not a random collection of documents, but a single book with a unified message.

Taking a Biblical approach also means reading Exodus in the context of the whole Bible, starting with the Pentateuch, “The Five Books of Moses.” Exodus often looks back to the promises God made in Genesis. Whereas Genesis tells of the creation of the world, Exodus recounts the creation of a nation. The book also stands in close relation to the books of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. This is how one scholar explains the connection:

In the Pentateuch, considered as a whole, there are only five major themes: God’s promise to the patriarchs; the exodus; God’s Self-revelation in covenant and law at Sinai; the wandering in the wilderness; the entrance into Canaan. Three of these five major themes are treated at length in the book of Exodus and, in addition, it looks back to the first theme and on to the last. Moses’ vision and call at Mount Sinai are deliberately shown as a fulfilment of God’s promise to Israel’s forefathers, while the book ends with a promise of God’s leading till Canaan is reached. Therefore, while Exodus is only part of a wider and far larger whole, it is a real part and, in a sense, enshrines the heart of the whole pentateuchal revelation.1

Beyond the Pentateuch, the book of Exodus has wider connections with the rest of the Old Testament. The exodus was the great miracle of the old covenant. Thus many passages in the Psalms and the Prophets look back to it as the paradigm of salvation. The people of Israel always praised God as the One who had brought them out of Egypt. The New Testament writers worshiped the same God, and thus they often used the exodus to explain salvation in Christ. Indeed, a complete understanding of the gospel requires a knowledge of the exodus. As we study the book of Exodus, therefore, we must follow the Reformation principle of allowing Scripture to interpret Scripture. In some ways the whole Bible is an extended interpretation of the exodus. Thus the way to understand Exodus is to study the book itself, in the context of the entire Bible.

The Exodus in History

Our approach to Exodus must also be historical. This book is more than merely a story; it presents itself as history, and thus the only proper way to interpret it is to accept it as a true account of the history of God’s people.

Many objections have been raised to the historicity of Exodus. Some of these objections surround the date of the exodus. The Bible says that Solomon began to build the temple in Jerusalem “in the four hundred and eightieth year after the people of Israel came out of the land of Egypt” (1 Kings 6:1). We know that Solomon built the temple in or around 962 BC, which would place the Exodus around 1440 BC. The problem with that date is that it may not fit everything we know about ancient history, either in Egypt or in Israel. Other questions surround the miracles of Exodus. Did the Nile turn into blood? Did the Egyptians lose all their firstborn sons? Still other questions surround the journeys of the Israelites. Did they cross the Red Sea or the Reed Sea? Did they wander around Arabia or travel directly to Canaan?

Adding to the historical difficulties is the fact that Egyptian records make no mention of the exodus. One writer explains that “archaeologists to date have found no direct evidence to corroborate the biblical story. Inscriptions from ancient Egypt contain no mention of Hebrew slaves, of the devastating plagues that the Bible says preceded their release, or of the destruction of Pharaoh’s army during the Israelites’ miraculous crossing of the Red Sea (or perhaps the Sea of Reeds). No physical trace has been found of the Israelites’ forty-year nomadic sojourn in the Sinai wilderness. There is not even any indication, outside of the Bible, that Moses existed.”2 Some scholars doubt whether Israel was ever in Egypt at all. In the words of one professor, “the actual evidence concerning the Exodus resembles the evidence for the unicorn.”3

Some people don’t think it matters very much whether the exodus happened or not. The history of Exodus, they say, is “less important . . . than the quest for the moral and spiritual values that we might extract from this biblical story.”4 This attitude calls to mind a scene from E. L. Doctorow’s City of God in which two men are discussing the relationship between God and history. “God is ahistorical,” one of them argues. He then proceeds to ask, “Do you believe God gave Moses the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments, on Mount Sinai?” After thinking for a moment, his friend replies, “Well it’s a great story. I think I’m a judge of stories and that’s a great story.”5

It is a great story, one of the greatest ever written. But is it also history? If not—if the exodus never happened—then the book of Exodus has little or no claim on our lives today. If there was no exodus, then there is no reason to believe in a God who has the power to save and no need to obey his commandments. This problem led the Jewish scholar Abraham Joshua Heschel to ask a provocative question: “If Moses . . . failed to find out what the will of God is, who will?” Heschel concluded, “If God had nothing to do with the prophets, then He had nothing to do with mankind.”6

The truth is that God had everything to do with the prophets, and because he had everything to do with them, he has everything to do with us. One good reason to believe in the prophet Moses is that the book of Exodus fits everything we know about ancient history. Start with the date of the exodus. It is important to realize that the Israelites did not have an absolute calendar in the time of the patriarchs, and that the Bible’s method of chronological reckoning sometimes involved some approximation. When the Bible says that Solomon built the temple 480 years after Israel came out of Egypt, it may not be giving us a statistic so much as a symbol. Four hundred and eighty is the product of twelve times forty, and forty is the number the Bible uses to represent a generation (e.g., Judges 5:31; Psalm 95:10). Thus 480 may be a round number used to indicate a dozen generations. However, most generations during the Biblical period were only twenty-five years apart, not forty. If there were twelve generations between Moses and Solomon, that would amount to roughly 300 years rather than 480, yielding a date for the exodus around 1260 BC.

A thirteenth-century exodus would fit the historical situation, including the chronology of the Pharaohs. While the Biblical Pharaoh is not named, it is not hard to guess who he might have been. The harsh Pharaoh who first enslaved the Hebrews may have been Seti I (1303–1290 BC). It was during Seti’s reign that the Egyptians began to move their capital downriver to the Nile Delta. This move was significant because it required large building projects—perhaps including the store cities mentioned in Exodus 1:11—in the region where the Israelites are known to have lived (the land of Goshen). Seti was succeeded by Rameses II (1290–1224 BC), who completed the move to the delta, using even more slaves to attempt even more elaborate buildings than his father. It was Rameses who completed the cities of Pithom and Rameses (or Raamses as the ESV has it—presumably the city was named after him).

On the other hand, the arguments for a fifteenth-century exodus are much stronger than is sometimes realized.7 If the 480 years are taken as chronologically exact, then the exodus occurred in 1445 BC, during the reign of Amenhotep II (1453–1425 BC), with Thutmose III (1483–1450 BC) having ruled as Pharaoh for most of Moses’ life. There is substantial evidence that Thutmose, like Seti after him, engaged in major building projects in the Nile Delta. The city of Rameses need not have been named after Rameses II, as some have argued, for the name Rameses was an ancient one. Alternatively, Rameses may have been an anachronism—a name given later to a city built under Thutmose III. But the strongest argument in favor of an early exodus is that the chronological statements in Judges 11:26 (where Jephthah states that it had been 300 years since the conquest of Canaan) and Acts 13:19, 20 (where Paul posits 450 years between the flight from Egypt and the capture of Jerusalem) both support a mid-fifteenth-century exodus.

Like a thirteenth-century date, a fifteenth-century date for the exodus would fit what we know about slavery in Egypt. By the time of Moses there had been Semitic slaves in Egypt for several centuries.8 The most intriguing reference to them appears in a text called Leiden Papyrus 348, dating from the time of Rameses II, which contains instructions to distribute grain rations “to the ‘Apiru who are dragging stones to the great pylon.”9 Obviously, the ‘Apiru (hapiru) were slaves. Some scholars believe that there may be a connection between the word ‘Apiru and the word ‘Ibri (also mentioned in the famous Tell el-Amarna tablets), from which we derive the word Hebrews. At the very least, it is historically certain that people of Semitic origin were enslaved by the Pharaohs during the decades leading up to the exodus.

It is also certain that there were Israelites living in Canaan not long afterward. After a lengthy reign, Rameses II was succeeded by Merneptah (1224–1214 BC). The Stele of Merneptah—a seven-foot, black granite monument celebrating Merneptah’s accomplishments—boasts that “Canaan is plundered with every hardship. . . . Israel is laid waste, his seed is not.” That is, Merneptah completely destroyed the Israelites.10 Obviously, Merneptah was exaggerating because the Israelites outlived him by three millennia. What is significant, however, is that there were enough Israelites in Canaan for him to fight against, proving that by then they had made their exodus from Egypt to the Promised Land. To summarize, either a fifteenth- or a thirteenth-century date for the exodus can be reconciled with the archaeological evidence for the conquest of Canaan, although the balance of the evidence supports the former.11

Apart from the Bible, we cannot prove the historicity of the exodus; however, we can show that it is historically plausible. Several other archaeological discoveries support specific details from the book of Exodus. A text called “The Admonitions of an Egyptian Sage,” also known as the Papyrus Ipuwer, describes a series of disasters that sound very much like the Biblical plagues.12 Also, a series of Egyptian military outposts has been identified along the coast between Egypt and Canaan. This would explain the logic of 13:17: “When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although that was near. For God said, ‘Lest the people change their minds when they see war and return to Egypt.’” All things considered, whether we adopt an early date or a late date for the exodus itself, the archaeological evidence shows that the book of Exodus fits everything we know about the history of Israel in Egypt.13

It is true that there is no extra-Biblical record of the exodus itself, but this is hardly a surprise. The Nile Delta—which is where the Israelites were living at the time—is too wet for many documents to have survived. Furthermore, the Egyptians were a proud people who rarely (if ever) mention their disastrous defeats in their own records, which generally read more like propaganda. We could hardly expect them to set up a monument explaining how they lost a full brigade of their best soldiers in a failed attempt to capture runaway slaves! Indeed, the Bible is unique among ancient documents for providing the most unflattering information about the people who wrote it, a fact that has led Professor Nahum Sarna to conclude that the exodus “cannot possibly be fictional. No nation would be likely to invent for itself, and faithfully transmit century after century and millennium after millennium, an inglorious and inconvenient tradition of this nature.”14 The book of Exodus presents the Israelites as a grumbling, complaining, idol-worshiping people. It does not encourage us to praise the Israelites themselves, but only their God.

Exodus, God, and Christ

This brings us to a third point: Our interpretation of Exodus must be theological. As we study the Biblical history in the book of Exodus, we discover that the real hero of the story is God. God is the one who reveals himself to Moses as the Great I AM. God is the one who hears the cries of his people in bondage and takes pity on their suffering, raising up a deliverer to save them. God is the one who visits the plagues on Egypt, who divides the sea, and who drowns Pharaoh’s army. God is the one who provides bread from Heaven and water from the rock. God is the one who gives the law-covenant on the mountain and fills the tabernacle with his glory. From beginning to end Exodus is a God-centered book, a theological history.

To read Exodus, therefore, is to encounter God. The book is about the mercy, justice, holiness, and glory of almighty God, who rules history by his sovereign power and who saves the people of his covenant. When the Biblical writers recall the exodus, they rarely mention Moses at all; instead they speak of the wonders of God. This gives us a hint that the proper way to study Exodus is to pay constant attention to what the book is showing and telling about the character of God. Exodus is an exercise in theology, which is simply the study of God.

If our approach to the exodus is theological, it must also be Christological. In other words, we must understand Exodus in relation to Jesus Christ. The exodus finds its ultimate meaning and final interpretation in the person and work of God the Son. In one way or another, the whole Bible is about Jesus Christ. The theme of the Old Testament is the Savior to come; the theme of the New Testament is the Savior who has come and is coming again. Yet because Exodus is the gospel of the Old Testament, its connection to Christ is especially strong. Jude went so far as to tell his readers that Jesus “saved a people out of the land of Egypt” (Jude 5). The Bible also says that after the resurrection, when Jesus talked with his disciples on the road to Emmaus, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). If Jesus began with Moses, surely he must have said something about the exodus!

In many ways, the exodus set the pattern for the life of Christ. Like Moses, Jesus was born to be a savior and was rescued from his enemies at birth. He also had a sojourn in Egypt, for it is written, “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Hosea 11:1; Matthew 2:15). Like the children of Israel, Jesus passed through the waters of baptism. Also like the Israelites, who wandered in the desert for forty years, Jesus went out into the wilderness for forty days. Upon his return he went up the mountain to give the Law (Matthew 5—7), much as Moses brought the Law down from Mount Sinai.

There are also many ways in which the death of Christ followed the pattern of the exodus. There is a clue about this in Luke’s account of the transfiguration. Jesus went up to pray on the mountain, where he appeared to his closest disciples in dazzling majesty: “And behold, two men were talking with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:30, 31). It is significant that Moses was present because the word Luke uses for Jesus’ departure is the Greek word exodus. Moses and Elijah were talking with Jesus about his exodus. That is to say, they were talking about his crucifixion and resurrection, when he would pass through the deep waters of death to deliver his people from their bondage to sin and take them to the glory-land. This explains why Jesus was crucified at Passover. He was the Passover Lamb (1 Corinthians 5:7) who takes away the sins of the world (John 1:29). Many of the words the Old Testament uses to describe the exodus from Egypt—words like ransom, redemption, and deliverance—are the very words the New Testament uses to describe Christ’s work on the cross.

What all these connections with Christ show is that Exodus is not just a story of salvation, but the story of salvation. Israel’s deliverance from Egypt anticipated the salvation accomplished once and for all in Jesus Christ.

The last thing to say about our approach to interpreting Exodus is that it must be practical. In order for Israel’s journey out of Egypt to become part of our own pilgrimage, we must apply its spiritual lessons to our own daily walk with God. God has given us the book of Exodus, as he has given us every single book in the Bible, for our practical benefit. When the Apostle Paul wanted to exhort the Corinthians to persevere in the faith, he reminded them of the exodus: “For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1, 2). Then Paul drew a connection between their salvation and the salvation we have in Jesus Christ: “[They] all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ” (1 Corinthians 10:3, 4). The Apostle went on to explain how, despite the fact that God saved them in the wilderness, the Israelites turned away from God and perished. He concluded by saying, “Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). In other words, Paul was saying that what happened to them was written down for us. Exodus is intended for our spiritual benefit.

Since the exodus is a story of deliverance from bondage through the work of a savior, it is the story of the Christian life. Like the Israelites, although we “were once slaves of sin,” now we have “been set free from sin” (Romans 6:17, 18). As we trace their spiritual journey, we discover that we need exactly what the Israelites needed. We need a liberator, a God to save us from slavery and destroy our enemies. We need a provider, a God to feed us bread from Heaven and water from the rock. We need a lawgiver, a God to command us how to love and serve him. And we need a friend, a God to stay with us day and night, forever.

The God of Israel

It is time to start the journey. Since our method is Biblical, that means starting with the Biblical text. In the opening verses of Exodus we are reintroduced to the twelve tribes of Israel: “These are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each with his household: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin, Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. All the descendants of Jacob were seventy persons; Joseph was already in Egypt” (1:1–5; cf. Genesis 46:8–27).

The twelve tribes of Israel are listed in a formal way to indicate that this is the preface to some momentous event. From the very beginning it is apparent that these people have a history and a destiny. Exodus begins the way epics typically begin, in the middle of things, with the adventure already underway. In Hebrew the book begins with the word “and,” which establishes a connection between the exodus and everything that came before. It is a way of saying that Exodus is a sequel to Genesis, another episode in the continuing adventure of God’s people.

Before coming out of Egypt, the sons of Israel had to go there in the first place, and it is worth remembering why they went. How did Israel get into Egypt? With the mention of Joseph and his brothers, it all comes back to us. Joseph was the first member of the family to enter Egypt. He was the favorite son, the apple of his father’s eye, and thus the envy of all his brothers. In a fit of jealous rage they threw him into a pit, sold him into slavery, and took his bloodstained robe back to their father (Genesis 37). Yet in the providence of God, Joseph eventually became the prince of Egypt. When his family later went to Egypt in a time of famine, Joseph was able to give his brothers bread, and the whole family resettled in the Nile Delta. The irony is that eventually the families of the men who sold their brother ended up in slavery themselves, toiling under the hot sun for their Egyptian overlords.

The twelve sons of Israel were never likely to become epic heroes. In fact, the more we know about this family, the more amazed we are that God would have anything to do with them at all. It was not a large family; there were only seventy of them to begin with. They were not very powerful. Joseph had risen to a position of authority, but his office was not hereditary, and the rest of his family were living as strangers in a strange land. They were not especially bright. Certainly they were no more talented than the Egyptians, who built a civilization that could boast some of the world’s leading intellects. Nor could this “dirty dozen” claim to be any more righteous than anyone else. Their family history was a sordid tale of treachery, philandering, and violence. Their father Jacob had betrayed his brother Esau by tricking him out of his birthright. Like father, like sons: By getting rid of Joseph, Jacob’s boys had tried to deny their father’s blessing. The most despicable of all was Judah, who had sex with his daughter-in-law Tamar. The sons of Israel were all sinners—ordinary mortals, as their obituary proves: “Then Joseph died, and all his brothers and all that generation” (1:6).

Joseph and his brothers really had just one thing going for them, and that was their God. What was important about these people was that they were God’s people. And what a God they had! Not only was he the God of Jacob, but he was also the God of Abraham and Isaac. He was the God of the everlasting covenant, who turned what they meant for evil—namely, selling their own brother into slavery—into good (Genesis 50:20). He is the same God we will meet throughout the book of Exodus: “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (34:6, 7). When this great God is on your side, anything can happen! You can pass through the deep waters unharmed, while a thousand enemies are lost at sea and glory blazes from the mountain.

What made the sons of Israel special, however unpromising they may have seemed, was their relationship to God. They had God on their side, with all his promises. He had given the Israelites the most amazing promises ever. In fact, one of them was already coming true: “Then Joseph died, and all his brothers and all that generation. But the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (1:6, 7). There were only seventy Israelites to start with, but soon the land was filled with them. This was something God had promised when he made his covenant with Abraham: “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you” (Genesis 12:2a). “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly” (Genesis 17:1, 2). God gave Abraham two great promises—land and seed. The promise of the seed was fulfilled in the opening verses of Exodus, and all that remained was for God to give Abraham’s descendants a land to call their own. Hence his need to get them out of Egypt.

The promise of the seed went back even farther than Abraham, all the way to Adam and Eve, who were commanded, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Genesis 1:28). Now God was keeping his promise to turn one family into a mighty nation. Exodus makes this explicit by describing the Hebrew multitudes with the very words (“fruitful,” “multiply,” etc.) used in the creation mandate in Genesis (cf. Genesis 1:21, 22; 9:1–7). In his people Israel, God was fulfilling his plan for humanity. As the psalmist later wrote:


Then Israel came to Egypt;

Jacob sojourned in the land of Ham.

And the LORD made his people very fruitful

and made them stronger than their foes. (Psalm 105:23, 24)



When it comes to the multiplication of the Israelites, some scholars think that the Bible is exaggerating. Niels Peter Lemche claims, “It is generally acknowledged by scholars that the traditions about Israel’s sojourn in Egypt and the exodus of the Israelites are legendary and epic in nature. The very notion that a single family could in the course of a few centuries develop into a whole people, a nation, consisting of hundreds of thousands of individuals, is so fantastic that it deserves no credence from a historical point of view.”15 But this is where theology helps explain history. Historically, hundreds of years had passed since the Israelites had entered Egypt (see 12:40, 41)—enough time for a family to become a nation. But the theological explanation for their remarkable growth is that God was keeping his covenant promises. In the Hebrew original, seven different words are used to describe the population explosion, perhaps demonstrating that the multiplication of the Israelites was the perfection of God’s plan.16 Forever afterward the children of Israel would confess their faith in the power of their promise-keeping God, saying, “A wandering Aramean was my father. And he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number, and there he became a nation, great, mighty, and populous” (Deuteronomy 26:5b).

This brings us to a very practical question: Who is our God? The truth is that we are no better than the sons of Israel. We are envious, ill-tempered people who stubbornly refuse to follow God. We fail to live up to his perfect standard every day. What we need is the God of Exodus. If he is our God, then he has performed for us a miracle of grace, and we can trust him to save us to the very end.

Saved for God’s Glory

We have been saying that the Israelites had only one thing going for them, and that was God himself. What the rest of Exodus shows is that their God had one overriding purpose: namely, to glorify himself. The book of Exodus is so rich that it is hard to reduce it to a single theme or emphasis. Different commentators have made various suggestions about what ties the whole book together, and some have doubted whether there is anything to unify the book at all. However, the theme of Exodus is very simple—so simple it can be expressed in four short words: saved for God’s glory.

In one sense, of course, God does everything for his glory. In his famous “Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World,” Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) wrote, “The great end of God’s works, which is so variously expressed in Scripture, is indeed but ONE; and this one end is most properly and comprehensively called THE GLORY OF GOD.”17 The chief end of God is to glorify himself in all he is and all he does. But this is especially true of the exodus. One of the most glorious things God ever did was to save his people out of Egypt. The exodus was for his glory. As the psalmist wrote, “Our fathers, when they were in Egypt . . . he saved them for his name’s sake, that he might make known his mighty power” (Psalm 106:7, 8).

God makes his glorious purpose known throughout the book of Exodus. Whenever Moses told Pharaoh to let God’s people go, the reason he gave was so they could glorify God. Pharaoh heard it over and over again: “Let my people go, that they may serve me” (e.g., 9:1). But Pharaoh would not let God’s people go. From the human standpoint, this was because his heart was hard. But from the divine perspective, God hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that he could glorify himself. Three times God promised to gain glory for himself through Pharaoh: “And the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I have gotten glory over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his horsemen” (14:18; cf. 9:16; 14:4, 17; Romans 9:17).

God did gain glory for himself—at Pharaoh’s expense! And as soon as his people escaped from Pharaoh’s clutches, they glorified God. The crossing of the Red Sea was followed immediately by the Song of Moses, in which the people praised God for being “majestic in holiness, awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders” (15:11). As the Israelites traveled farther into the desert, they saw “the glory of the LORD [appear] in the cloud” (16:10). Finally they arrived at God’s holy mountain, where they again witnessed God’s glory in thunder and lightning (24:15–17). They also heard it in the words of the covenant, which were given to help them glorify God.

Tragically, while the Israelites were waiting for Moses to come back down the mountain, they started dancing around a golden calf. God was so angry with them that he was ready to destroy them. Why? Because although they were saved for God’s glory, they were not giving him the glory. But Moses interceded, asking God to have mercy on them, and he made his appeal on the basis of God’s glory (32:11–14). If God destroyed the Israelites, Moses argued, then the Egyptians would not glorify him as the God who saved his people. Afterward Moses went back up the mountain, and there he asked to see the glory of God (33:18–23). And see it he did, glimpsing the back of God’s glory. When Moses came back down from the mountain, he himself was glorious, radiating with the brightness of God’s glory (34:29–35).

The last chapters of Exodus contain detailed instructions for building the tabernacle. Rather than being irrelevant to the exodus, as some have thought, these chapters explain the whole point of the adventure. We are saved to glorify God, which means worshiping him the way he desires to be worshiped. Concerning the tabernacle, God said, “It shall be sanctified by my glory” (29:43). Thus the climax of the whole book comes at the very end: “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle” (40:34, 35).

From beginning to end, the exodus was for the glory of God. The whole glorious adventure shows that the God of Israel is the God who saves. Anyone who wants to be saved may call on his name and on the name of his divine Son, the Savior, Jesus Christ. This is what the psalmist did at the end of Psalm 106, the “Exodus Psalm.” After recounting the entire epic—explaining how God saved his people out of Egypt in spite of their sin—the psalmist invites us to call on God for our own salvation: “Save us, O LORD our God, and gather us from among the nations” (Psalm 106:47a). We do not deserve to be saved from sin any more than the Israelites deserved to be brought out of Egypt. But God saves us for his glory, so “that we may give thanks to [his] holy name and glory in [his] praise,” saying, “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting!” (Psalm 106:47b, 48a).
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The New Pharaoh

EXODUS 1:8–21

[image: image]

NOW THERE AROSE A NEW KING OVER EGYPT, who did not know Joseph” (1:8). With these ominous words, Israel’s sojourn among the Egyptians turned from prosperity to persecution. What had once seemed like a promising place to grow into a godly nation became a house of bondage, a wasteland of backbreaking torment.

God had never intended Egypt to become the Promised Land. Joseph had prophesied from his deathbed, “God will visit you and bring you up out of this land to the land that he swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob” (Genesis 50:24). Joseph had even made the sons of Israel promise that they would carry his bones back to Canaan. Yet for a time it had been good to live in the land of the Pharaohs. As long as Joseph ruled as the prince of Egypt, the Israelites held a position of privilege. To give but one example, when Joseph went to Canaan to bury his father Jacob, he was accompanied by Pharaoh’s highest-ranking officials—“all the servants of Pharaoh, the elders of his household, and all the elders of the land of Egypt” (Genesis 50:7). Obviously Joseph was held in high esteem. Upon his return to Egypt he settled down to a long and happy life in the Nile Delta. And even after Joseph died, the Israelites lived in peace and prosperity. In keeping with God’s promise, they “multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (1:7).

Then the situation changed. A new dynasty came to power. It was in with the new regime, and out with the old. When it comes to power politics, it’s all about who you know. Unfortunately, the new Pharaoh did not know Joseph, and thus he felt no sense of obligation to his descendants. Gradually the Egyptians began to fear the Israelites, and then to hate them, until finally they wanted to subjugate them. This part of Exodus is about Satan’s opposition to God’s plans and promises for his people. From it we learn how to remain faithful to God, even in times of tribulation.

The House of Bondage

The new Pharaoh thought he had a problem. “‘And he said to his people, ‘Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us. Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and, if war breaks out, they join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land’” (1:9, 10). Like most dictators, the new Pharaoh was insecure (not to say paranoid). Despite his military superiority, he was worried about getting overthrown. And the more foreigners there were in his country, the more alarmed he became. Soon the immigrant population grew so large that it threatened to destabilize his entire government. Pharaoh worried that the next time he was attacked, the Israelites would join forces with his enemies, outnumber his own army, and bring his dynasty to an end.

Someone has described an excuse as a “thin skin of reason wrapped around a lie,” which is exactly the kind of excuse this was. Pharaoh used the threat of warfare as a pretext for persecuting foreigners. Blaming things on ethnic minorities is always convenient because racism is part of our sinful human nature. This is what made it so easy for Hitler to promote anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany. It is why the Afrikaaners were able to use the “black threat” argument to such deadly advantage in South Africa. And it is why each new wave of immigrants—from the Irish to the Indonesians—has faced prejudice upon coming to America.

Playing the race card worked for Pharaoh too. His advisers were only too willing to agree that something had to be done about those Israelites. “Therefore they set taskmasters over them to afflict them with heavy burdens. They built for Pharaoh store cities, Pithom and Raamses” (1:11). It was the ultimate political solution: The new policy simultaneously solved both Egypt’s immigrant problem and its labor problem. With their spirits crushed and backs bent with pain, the Israelites would be unable to rebel. As an added benefit, Pharaoh’s tyranny would lead to the construction of two great cities. Pithom means “house of Atum,” who was one of the Egyptian gods. The city is usually identified with Tell er-Ratabah or Tell el-Maskhutah. An ancient text about it reads: “His Majesty—life, prosperity, health!—has built himself a castle, the name of which is ‘Great of Victories.’ . . . The sun rises in its horizon, and sets within it.”1 Rameses—which may be the famed city of Tanis, or more likely, Qantir—was the royal residence of the Pharaohs. The sons of Israel built these two great cities with their own bare hands and on their own sturdy backs.

The lust for power is never satisfied, however, and in time the Israelites became more bitterly enslaved. They were treated more and more harshly, until finally “the Egyptians were in dread of the people of Israel. So they ruthlessly made the people of Israel work as slaves and made their lives bitter with hard service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work in the field. In all their work they ruthlessly made them work as slaves” (1:12b–14).

One of the interesting literary features of Exodus is that significant words often come in groups of seven. One example of this occurred back in verse 7, which used seven different words to describe the miraculous multiplication of the Israelites. Another example occurs here in verses 13, 14, which use seven words (some of which are repeated) for Israel’s slavery. Umberto Cassuto claims that each word is like another blow from a slave driver’s whip. This is brought out in Cassuto’s translation: “So the Egyptians made the children of Israel work with rigour and made their lives bitter with hard service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work in the field, in addition to all their (other) work, wherein they made them serve with rigour.”2

With each crack of the whip, Pharaoh was striking another blow against the God of Israel, because ultimately this was a spiritual conflict. Pharaoh was really fighting against God. He resented God’s people. The Israelites were meant for God’s glory. They were supposed to be free to serve him. But by making the Israelites his slaves, Pharaoh tried to prevent them from fulfilling their calling to work and play to the glory of God.

Pharaoh also rejected God’s promises. God had covenanted to make his people into a great nation. The more numerous they became, the more his promise was fulfilled. If Pharaoh had been God’s servant, he would have rejoiced at the birth of each new Hebrew baby. But he did not. Instead the fulfillment of God’s promise filled him with fear and loathing.

Pharaoh also resisted God’s plan, which was to give his people a land to call their own—the homeland he had promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It was the same land that Joseph had prophesied for his brothers: “By faith Joseph, at the end of his life, made mention of the exodus of the Israelites and gave directions concerning his bones” (Hebrews 11:22). The land “flowing with milk and honey” was the next phase in God’s eternal plan for his people. However, Pharaoh was hostile to that plan from the very beginning. Notice the reason he gives for oppressing the Israelites: “let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they . . . escape from the land” (1:10). With those words, Pharaoh set himself up as the obstacle to the exodus. He was utterly opposed to the one thing God was absolutely determined to do (see 3:8).

In short, Pharaoh is the very picture of man in rebellion against God. He resented God’s people, rejected God’s promises, and resisted God’s plan. Given his proud opposition, it is not surprising that we are never told his name. He is called “the king of Egypt,” or simply “Pharaoh.” The omission of Pharaoh’s name is theologically significant. James Hoffmeier writes: “The absence of the pharaoh’s name may ultimately be for theological reasons, because the Bible is not trying to answer the question ‘who is the pharaoh of the exodus’ to satisfy the curiosity of modern historians; rather, it was seeking to clarify for Israel who was the God of the exodus.”3 The Pharaoh of Egypt was not a private individual; rather, he represented the entire nation of Egypt, including their gods. To be specific, Pharaoh claimed to be the incarnate Son of Re—the sun god—who was the primary deity in the Egyptian pantheon. This means that the struggle between Israel and Egypt was not about politics but about religion.

Pharaoh’s strategy for claiming sovereignty over Israel was slavery. In the Egyptian temple of Edfu, there is an inscription from the time of Rameses depicting a god registering slaves for Pharaoh.4 The picture is a reminder that by enslaving the Israelites, Pharaoh was trying to make a theological point: The Hebrews would not serve their own God—they would work for him. They would not be free to go to the land of God’s promise—they would stay right where they were. In effect, Pharaoh was claiming to be the lord of Israel, and by doing so—perhaps without even realizing it—he became the tool of Satan. In his book on spiritual warfare Donald Grey Barnhouse called Egypt “the greatest symbol of Satan’s enmity against the children of Israel,” and he went on to say: “The devil was in Egypt. The devil was ruling Egypt. Behind Pharaoh there was Satan.”5 The exodus, therefore, was not simply an epic struggle between Moses and Pharaoh, or between Israel and Egypt. Ultimately it was another skirmish in the great, ongoing war between God and Satan.

Prosperity under Persecution

Satan likes nothing better than to torment God’s people, and he used Pharaoh to persecute the Israelites for their faith. It is important to remember how much they suffered, and also how much they learned from their suffering.

There is ample evidence that the Egyptians treated their slaves with barbaric brutality. It was state-sponsored terrorism, for slaves were considered Pharaoh’s property. Once they were marked with his royal seal, Pharaoh’s slaves were organized into huge work gangs, concentrated in labor camps, and then forced to complete massive building projects—all under the strict control of their masters. Inscriptions in the tomb of Rekhmire at Thebes depict prisoners from Canaan at all stages of brick making: hauling water, pouring clay, cutting bricks, hauling stacks of bricks to a work site, and then laying them with mortar. They are supervised by taskmasters armed with sticks, ready to beat their slaves into submission.6 Or consider the following ancient text, which describes an Egyptian master traveling down the Nile to inspect his slaves: “Now the scribe lands on the shore. He surveys the harvest. Attendants are behind him with staffs, Nubians with clubs. One says [to him]: ‘Give grain.’ ‘There is none.’ He is beaten savagely. He is bound, thrown in the well, submerged head down. His wife is bound in his presence. His children are in fetters.”7

This is the kind of cruelty the Israelites suffered at the hands of the Egyptians. They were treated “ruthlessly” (1:14), or more literally they were “broken down.” The words of the old African-American spiritual “Go Down, Moses” are true:


When Israel was in Egyptland,

Let my people go,

Oppressed so hard they could not stand,

Let my people go.



The oppression of the Israelites raises an important question. It is the question human beings always raise about suffering. Jesus asked it when he was dying on the cross. The question is, “Why, God?” or as Jesus put it, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). It is suffering that inserts the question marks into the story of our lives.

The first thing to say about Israel’s suffering is that the Egyptians were to blame. It is impossible to give an adequate answer to the problem of pain without mentioning the Biblical doctrine of sin. Rather than blaming God for all our troubles, we need to recognize that suffering is the inevitable result of human iniquity. In one way or another, all our trials can be traced back to sin—either our own or the sins of others. In this case, the Israelites were victims of slavery because the Egyptians enslaved them.

This does not mean, however, that their suffering was outside God’s control. Could God have prevented his people from ever falling into slavery? Of course he could have, but that was not his plan. It was through God’s providence that the Israelites went down to Egypt, and it was by his providence that they became slaves there. Exodus makes this connection by beginning with a quotation from Genesis 46:8 (“These are the names of the sons of Israel”). This is a way of hinting that the God who will get them out of Egypt (in Exodus) is the same God who first led them into Egypt (in Genesis). The psalmist is even more explicit when he says of the Egyptians: “[God] turned their hearts to hate his people, to deal craftily with his servants” (Psalm 105:25).

God had many reasons for allowing his people to suffer hardship. The most obvious was to help them grow: “But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and the more they spread abroad” (1:12). The irony is that this was exactly the opposite of what Pharaoh intended to happen. In verse 10 Pharaoh says pen-yirbe, which means “lest they multiply,” but in verse 12 God says ken-yirbe—“the more they multiplied.” The Bible uses this Hebrew pun to show that the joke was on Pharaoh, who had always prided himself on being politically astute. We must “deal shrewdly” with the Israelites, he said to his advisers. What Pharaoh meant by “deal[ing] shrewdly” was politics as usual: pursue military strength, exploit the poor, attack minorities. But the conventional wisdom proved to be folly, because Pharaoh was dealing with the God who says, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart” (1 Corinthians 1:19). By keeping the Israelites enslaved, the new Pharaoh actually helped preserve their identity as a close-knit community. Charles Spurgeon comments:

[I]n all probability, if they had been left to themselves, they would have been melted and absorbed into the Egyptian race, and lost their identity as God’s special people. They were content to be in Egypt, and they were quite willing to be Egyptianized. To a large degree, they began to adopt the superstitions, and idolatries, and iniquities of Egypt; and these things clung to them, in after years, to such a terrible extent that we can easily imagine that their heart must have turned aside very much towards the sins of Egypt. Yet, all the while, God was resolved to bring them out of that evil connection. They must be a separated people; they could not be Egyptians, nor yet live permanently like Egyptians, for Jehovah had chosen them for himself, and he meant to make an abiding difference between Israel and Egypt.8

Strange to say, one of the ways God preserved this difference was by enslaving his people to Pharaoh. Thus the new Pharaoh was the original rebel without a clue. The more he made God’s people suffer, the more God triumphed!

Despite all his clever schemes, Pharaoh ended up being thoroughly outsmarted. By the end of the first chapter of Exodus, we find the Israelites still increasing and becoming more numerous (v. 20). This is exactly what God had promised when he said to Jacob, “Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there I will make you into a great nation” (Genesis 46:3). In future generations God’s people would say, “The God of this people Israel chose our fathers and made the people great during their stay in the land of Egypt, and with uplifted arm he led them out of it” (Acts 13:17). And the way God accomplished this saving plan was through suffering. By keeping the Israelites in bondage, Pharaoh actually helped make them into a great nation.

This pattern of growth through suffering has been repeated many times in the history of the church. According to Spurgeon,

Whenever there has been a great persecution raised against the Christian church, God has overruled it, as he did in the case of Pharaoh’s oppression of the Israelites, by making the aggrieved community more largely to increase. The early persecutions in Judea promoted the spread of the gospel; hence, when after the death of Stephen the disciples were all scattered abroad throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles, the result is thus given: “Therefore they that were scattered abroad went everywhere preaching the word.” So, too, when Herod stretched forth his hands to vex certain of the church, and killed James, the brother of John, with the sword; what came of it? Why Luke tells us in almost the same words that Moses had used: “The word of God grew and multiplied.” Those terrible and bloody persecutions under the Roman Emperor by no means stayed the progress of the gospel; but strangely enough seemed to press forward for the crown of martyrdom. The church probably never increased at a greater ratio than as when her foes were most fierce to assail and most resolute to destroy her. . . . The Reformation . . . never went on so prosperously as when it was most vigorously opposed. You shall find in any individual church that wherever evil men have conspired together, and a storm of opposition has burst forth against the saints, the heart of the Lord has been moved with compassion. . . . Be patient, then, my brethren, amidst the persecutions or trials you may be called upon to bear; and be thankful that they are so often overruled for the growth of the church, the spread of the gospel, and the honor of Christ.9

Another reason God allowed his people to suffer was to show them their need of salvation. In a helpful book called Why Does It Have to Hurt? professor Dan McCartney notes, “God saw the suffering of his people and then delivered them. But why did he allow the suffering to happen in the first place? Could he not rather have simply prevented it?” McCartney answers by raising another question: “If he had done so, would the Israelites have ever desired to leave Egypt? It was hard enough to get them to leave even when they were suffering.”10 Egypt was the only home they had ever known, and it was not without its luxuries; so it took suffering and bondage to make God’s people cry out for their salvation. Once again the joke was on Pharaoh. By enslaving the Israelites, he made them long for the very thing he was trying to prevent: freedom in a new land. Spurgeon writes: “In order to cut loose the bonds that bound them to Egypt, the sharp knife of affliction must be used; and Pharaoh though he knew it not, was God’s instrument in weaning them from the Egyptian world, and helping them as his church to take up their separate place in the wilderness, and receive the portion which God had appointed for them.”11

This teaches us an important lesson about our own spiritual pilgrimage: suffering helps us look for our Savior. If we never have any trouble along the journey, we would never have any reason to long for Heaven. Like the Israelites, we need the house of bondage to help drive us to the Promised Land. McCartney writes, “It is hard enough for us to leave aside the treasures of this evil world even though we suffer in it. How much harder is it for us to desire the new heavens and new earth when our lives here are comfortable?”12 Our sufferings help us look for our salvation. Or to quote again from Spurgeon, “The whip of persecution is helpful, because it makes us learn that this is the house of bondage, and moves us to long after and seek for the land of liberty—the land of joy.”13

Once we have been saved, our sufferings also remind us to show gratitude for God’s grace. This was another lesson the Israelites could only have learned by languishing in Egypt. After they were released from captivity, they were always to remember that they had been enslaved. For example, when they sat down to share their Passover meal, they ate bitter herbs to remind them of their bitter slavery (12:8). They were to say:

A wandering Aramean was my father. And he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number, and there he became a nation, great, mighty, and populous. And the Egyptians treated us harshly and humiliated us and laid on us hard labor. Then we cried to the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. And the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great deeds of terror, with signs and wonders. And he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey . . . you shall rejoice in all the good that the LORD your God has given to you and to your house. (Deuteronomy 26:5–9, 11b)

The exodus was meant to be remembered. We should remember it, too, for we are God’s people, and this is part of our history. Praise God for bringing us out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage!

There were many reasons why God allowed his people to be persecuted at the hands of the Egyptians. The point is that God always has a purpose for suffering, and for his people, his purpose is always redemptive. This is the pattern of the cross. It was through his sufferings and death that Jesus accomplished our salvation. It is also the pattern of the Christian life: “Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps” (1 Peter 2:21). We may suffer hatred and persecution; Christians often do. Yet suffering produces spiritual growth: “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope” (Romans 5:3, 4). It is suffering that makes us long for our salvation and reminds us to rejoice in God’s grace.

Anti-Life, Anti-Christ

Eventually God’s people were delivered from the house of bondage, but before things got better, they got worse. Much worse. When Pharaoh realized that captivity was doing nothing to bring the Israelites under control—that in fact their population was growing by leaps and bounds—he devised a new strategy. He turned from slavery to slaughter, thereby usurping God’s authority over life and death: “Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah, ‘When you serve as midwife to the Hebrew women and see them on the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill him, but if it is a daughter, she shall live’” (1:15, 16).

Commentators have raised several questions about these verses. One question concerns the ethnic identity of these midwives. The Bible literally identifies them as “the midwives of the Hebrews,” but it does not specify whether or not they were Hebrews themselves. They may have been Egyptians; after all, how could Pharaoh expect Hebrew women to murder their own people? On the other hand, Pharaoh ruled with such an iron fist that it might not even have occurred to him that anyone would dare to disobey. Furthermore, the names Shiphrah and Puah are Hebrew, which makes it likely that these women were indeed Israelites.

Another question concerns the number of midwives. If there were as many Israelites as the Bible says there were—hundreds of thousands in all—how could two midwives possibly be enough to care for so many pregnancies? The most likely answer is that Shiphrah and Puah were in charge of other midwives. Today we would call them head nurses. Here it helps to know that the Egyptian government, which held tight organizational controls over Egyptian society, employed overseers to superintend nearly every craft or skill—a system not unlike the professional guilds of medieval Europe.14

Other scholars wonder why Pharaoh ordered the midwives to kill the boys rather than the girls. If he wanted to stop the Hebrews from having babies, wouldn’t it have made more sense to kill the females? But remember that Pharaoh was mainly worried about the Israelites becoming a military threat. The goal of his selective genocide was to prevent his enemies from raising young warriors. So he ordered Shiphrah and Puah to commit infanticide. While the mother was still recovering from her delivery, the midwives were quickly to examine the child, and if it turned out to be a boy, they were to murder him.

When Pharaoh issued this death warrant, he became an enemy of life. He was attempting to countermand the creation mandate, in which God told his people, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Genesis 1:28). Pharaoh also became an antichrist by opposing God’s special plan for sending a savior. From the very day that Adam and Eve first sinned, God had always promised to send his people someone to save them from their sins—the offspring of a woman, a son to crush Satan’s head (Genesis 3:15). God’s people trusted that promise, waiting in hope for the coming of the Christ. Whether he knew it or not, Pharaoh was “the seed of the serpent” that God had promised would strike at the heel of the woman’s seed. By trying to prevent the Savior from ever becoming a man, Pharaoh became an antichrist.

Pharaoh’s attempt to exterminate the sons of Israel anticipated all the antichrists of history. Wherever there is a reign of terror or a culture of death, Satan is trying to destroy the work of God. The slogans change, but the sin remains the same. Whether it is Adolf Hitler and his “final solution” for eliminating the Jews, or Communist China and its “one family, one child” policy, or the “pro-choice” movement in the West, opposition to life is always hatred of God.

There is also an analogy here to the life of the soul. Pharaoh had two strategies for preventing God’s people from growing: slavery and death. These are the same weapons Satan uses when he tries to destroy a human being. First, sin leads to slavery, for as Jesus said, “Everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). Then once we are enslaved, sin leads to death: “For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). What we need is exactly what the Israelites needed: a Savior to deliver us from slavery and to rescue us from death by destroying our enemy. Just as God provided a savior for Israel (Moses), so he has provided a Savior for us (Jesus). Where once there was only bondage and death, now Jesus brings liberty and life. In the words of the Apostle Paul, “I see in my members another law . . . making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:23–25a).

The Pro-life Resistance

It is not easy to stand up to Satan, or even to stand up to one of his lackeys like Pharaoh. This is why Shiphrah and Puah are two of the great women of the Bible. Shiphrah means something like “beautiful one,” while Puah means “splendid one.” Both of them lived up to their names.

Shiphrah and Puah were splendid and beautiful in many ways. They had a noble calling. As midwives they had dedicated their lives to medical care. The many godly women who throughout history have devoted themselves to medicine are daughters of Shiphrah and Puah. These midwives must have helped many mothers and their babies survive desperate deliveries. No doubt they had also comforted many women upon the death of their newborn children.

The last thing that a woman like Shiphrah or Puah would ever do is take an innocent life. These midwives understood the mind and heart of God. Even though they had not yet received the Ten Commandments, they knew better than to commit murder. Perhaps they were familiar with God’s words to Noah:


Whoever sheds the blood of man,

by man shall his blood be shed,

for God made man in his own image. (Genesis 9:6)



In any case, Shiphrah and Puah knew that God is the Lord of life. So they “did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but let the male children live” (1:17).

This was an act of civil disobedience. Pharaoh gave the midwives a direct order, and they disobeyed it. But this is what God’s people always do when the laws of men contradict the laws of God. Our first allegiance is to God, and as Peter and the other apostles said, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). There are times when Christians not only have the right but also the responsibility to resist. In a way this act of civil disobedience was the start of a revolution, the first beginnings of the slave revolt that ultimately led Israel out of Egypt.

By refusing to follow Pharaoh’s orders, Shiphrah and Puah became the first pro-life heroines. The reason these women had the courage to do such a splendid, beautiful thing is that they feared God much more than they feared Pharaoh. Pharaoh was the most powerful man in the world. With a simple wave of his hand, he could have had them executed. Yet Shiphrah and Puah dared to risk their lives because they “feared God” (1:17). They understood that obeying God is always the safest thing. They were acting in accordance with the command of Christ, who said, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul” (Matthew 10:28).

Pharaoh, who was not used to having people defy his orders, summoned the midwives so he could accuse them of insubordination. He asked them, “Why have you done this, and let the male children live?” (1:18). What is odd about the wording of Pharaoh’s charge is that the midwives had not done anything. Cassuto writes that “in truth they did not do anything, on the contrary they refrained from taking action; but this is the way the wicked despot puts it: he who refused to obey him acts, as it were, against him.”15

Pharaoh’s accusation put Shiphrah and Puah in a precarious position. If they told him the truth, they would undoubtedly be killed. But they also knew that it would not be right to bear false witness. This is the kind of dilemma God’s people sometimes face in an evil world, where neither option seems to be free from sin. Notice what these women decided to say: “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women, for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them” (1:19). The implication was that by the time the midwives arrived, the family had already welcomed the child, and there was no way secretly to put him to death.

A great deal of ink has been spilled over this verse, with many fine commentators taking the midwives to task for telling a lie. Augustine, in his treatise on lying (De Mendacio), concluded that the midwives were guilty of deceit. “Gregory also argues that the midwives’ lying was reprehensible and diverted their true reward of eternal life into a mere earthly recompense. . . . Calvin argued in his commentary that the lying of the midwives was reprehensible and displeasing to God. Notwithstanding, since no action is free of sin, God rewarded their good works even if mixed with impurity.”16

A less critical answer is offered by J. B. Lightfoot, the astute nineteenth-century English Bible commentator, who described the words of the Hebrew midwives as “not a lie, but a glorious confession of their faith.”17 Their lie—if it can even be considered a lie—was such a whopper that they can hardly be accused of trying to deceive anyone! Think about it: If what Shiphrah and Puah said was literally true, then why would the Hebrews even need midwives? This is one of the places where understanding the Bible requires a sense of humor. Speaking tongue-in-cheek, the midwives were making sport of Pharaoh by suggesting that the Hebrews were hardier than the Egyptians. What they said was more a joke than a lie. Thus Pharaoh was mocked as well as deceived.

An interesting parallel to the response of the Hebrew midwives comes from the village of Le Chambon, where five thousand French Reformed Protestants rescued some five thousand Jews from the Nazi horrors. It is said that during World War II Le Chambon was the safest place for a Jew in all of Europe. The brave Chambonnais Christians who risked their lives faced many difficult ethical dilemmas. On one occasion the chief of the Vichy police interrogated the ringleader of the resistance, pastor André Trocmé. “Pastor,” he said, “we know in detail the suspect activities to which you are devoted. You are hiding in this commune a certain number of Jews, whose names I know. . . . You are therefore going to give me the list of these persons and of their addresses.” Trocmé replied that he did not know the names of any of these people. Strictly speaking, this was true, because the Jews had all been given false identity cards. Although this seemed like the only way to save lives, Trocmé and others lamented what seemed to be a loss of their usual candor. On another occasion a Nazi lieutenant demanded to know where the Jewish refugees were hiding. “Jews?” the Chambonnais replied, as if astonished. “What would Jews be doing here? You, there, have you seen any Jews? They say they have crooked noses.”18 To be sure, such a reply required an element of deception, yet it was more like a jest.

But what if Shiphrah and Puah did tell a lie? If so, then it might have been better not to say anything at all, for “Lying lips are an abomination to the LORD” (Proverbs 12:22). Yet this lie was told to protect innocent lives from a man who had no right to the truth. They bore false witness, to be sure, but it was hardly against their neighbor! Göran Larsson concludes that “Shiphrah and Puah were lying to Pharaoh in verse 19. But they did so in the service of life and love! In so doing, they saved many human lives, and perhaps they even saved the one destined to become the savior of Israel.”19

Whatever ethical conclusion we reach about this act of “creative disobedience,” what the midwives said satisfied Pharaoh (who seems on this occasion at least to have been a few bricks shy of a pyramid). More importantly, what they did pleased God. In a story one of the best ways to tell whether or not people have done the right thing is to see what happens to them. In this case Shiphrah and Puah received just reward for the obedience of their faith: “So God dealt well with the midwives. And the people multiplied and grew very strong. And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families” (1:20, 21).

By the blessing of God, Pharaoh’s attempt to control the population ended up making the Israelites even more numerous! He was outsmarted again, this time by a pair of resourceful women. And God blessed Shiphrah and Puah by giving them families of their own. Whether this was through marriage, childbirth, or adoption, the Bible does not say, but it proves how much better it is to obey God than to fear human beings.

A powerful example of what it means for a Christian to fear God comes from the life of a Dinka tribeswoman from Sudan named Mayen Anyang. This is how she tells her story:

I was at the market in Abin Dau with my family, including our five children, when the raiders came. We were all taken captive. I was tied by my wrists in a chain to other captives. The journey to the North was very hard. We had to walk for about two solid days. We were given scarcely any food, and I and my children were beaten. I have a scar on my wrist from where I was bound. At the end of my journey I was separated from my family and taken to a camp in Shetep. Those who ran the camp put constant pressure on me to convert to Islam. About twice a day they would tell me we should all become Muslim and then it would be possible to live together as brothers, but that if we did not they would kill us all. On several occasions this was accompanied by beatings. I was beaten severely with sticks. The upper bone in my arm now sticks out as a result of this beating. On another occasion, during the night, they came to me again and told me that I must become a Muslim and that they would beat me if I did not. I cannot change my religion. I am a Christian and have committed myself to Christ.20

These are the words of a splendid, beautiful woman. They show that fearing God means obeying him even when it means suffering and danger. Mayen’s story is a challenge to every Christian who lives in peace and safety. Sooner or later we will be forced to take a stand, to decide whether we fear God or other people. Perhaps it will be at home, where family members are suspicious of our Christianity. Or maybe it will be at work, where we are pressured to lie, cheat, or steal. Then again it might be in our community, where our values contradict the spirit of the age.

When that time comes, what will you say? The splendid, beautiful thing to say is, “I am a Christian and have committed myself to Christ.”
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The Birth of a Savior

EXODUS 1:22—2:10
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DESPERATE TIMES CALL FOR DESPERATE MEASURES. Worried by the rising tide of immigration, Pharaoh tried everything he could think of to stop the Israelites from flooding over Egypt. First he forced God’s people to become his slaves, “But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and the more they spread abroad” (1:12). Next he ordered the midwives Shiphrah and Puah to kill every Hebrew boy at birth. But these two splendid women defied Pharaoh, and “the people multiplied and grew very strong” (1:20).

Poor Pharaoh! It seemed that the more he tried to weaken the Israelites, the more powerful they became! Having failed at slavery and infanticide, he finally resorted to genocide: “Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, ‘Every son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every daughter live’” (1:22).

No Ordinary Child

It was during these desperate times that a young Hebrew couple dared to marry, and when they celebrated the uniting act of their love, they produced a son: “Now a man from the house of Levi went and took as his wife a Levite woman. The woman conceived and bore a son, and when she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him three months” (2:1, 2).

What was a mother to do? Her baby was a fine, healthy boy. Even if she did not realize that she had given birth to a savior or deliverer, there did seem to be something special about him. At least he seemed perfect to her, the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. This made it all the more terrifying that he was born under a death sentence, that at any moment an Egyptian might hear his cries, seize him, and cast him into the great river. For three months the woman lived in constant fear, nestling her baby close to her breast and whispering, “Hush, my child!”

At this point the Bible does not mention the mother’s name, no doubt because this story is mainly about her baby. Later we will learn that she was called Jochebed and that she was married to Amram (6:20). But here she is left unnamed, anonymous. She was just an ordinary woman. The only extraordinary thing about her was that she lived by faith. In Hebrews 11—the Faith Hall of Fame—we read that “By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents, because they saw that the child was beautiful, and they were not afraid of the king’s edict” (Hebrews 11:23). This brave couple feared God more than they feared any man. They were determined to live by faith. But then raising a child is always an act of faith. It is by faith that a husband and wife pray for a child, share sexual relations, and give birth. It is by faith that they train their children and then send them out into the world. Children do not flourish unless they are raised by faith and not by fear.

This particular child was sent out into the world long before his mother was ready. But desperate times call for desperate measures, and “when she could hide him no longer, she took for him a basket made of bulrushes and daubed it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child in it and placed it among the reeds by the river bank” (2:3). For three months the baby had survived, undetected. But the poor woman was at her wit’s end, her nerves frayed by the unremitting suspense. The baby was loud, as babies always are, and she feared that the more active he became, the more likely he was to be discovered.

Before she sent her beloved child out to face the crocodiles, the mother did everything she could to protect him. She waterproofed his little boat by covering it with pitch. All the while she must have felt much the way one African mother felt at the loss of a child: “Oh child of my womb and fruit of my desire, it was pleasure to hold the small cheeks in the hands, it was pleasure to feel the tiny clutching of the fingers, it was pleasure to feel the little mouth tugging at the breast. Such is the nature of woman. Such is the lot of women, to carry, to bear, to watch, and to lose.”1

Then she closed the lid and set him afloat. This was another act of creative disobedience. If Pharaoh had decreed that all the baby boys must be thrown into the river, then into the river he would go! But it still went against every motherly instinct in her body. Jochebed’s actions are described so as to emphasize her tenderness. To translate the Hebrew more literally, “she placed the child in [the basket] and placed it among the reeds” (2:3). When she gently laid her baby down, she was tucking her heart inside the basket. It was the kind of thing a mother could only do by faith, but then she was a woman of faith. Having received her son as a gift from the Lord, she turned him back over to the Lord in faith. Jochebed would hardly have sent her daughter along to watch if she had expected her child to be murdered! If it seemed like she was abandoning him, it was only to God’s loving care, as every faithful parent must.

The Quest for the Historical Moses

Jochebed let her baby go because it was part of God’s plan for helping him achieve his destiny. This little child was destined to become Israel’s savior. From his birth we learn at least three things about salvation, and the first is that God accomplishes salvation in human history.

Here we need to respond to the objection that Moses (for that was to be the child’s name) never existed. Scholars raise this objection in part because he is not mentioned in any of the historical accounts left by the Egyptians. As we have seen, this is not surprising. There are many gaps in the Egyptian records, especially when it comes to their embarrassing defeats. It is also important to remember that the Bible itself provides reliable historical evidence. There are many different types of literature in the Bible: law, poetry, genealogy, gospel, epistle, and so forth. But a great deal of the Biblical material, including the book of Exodus, is presented as history. When it comes to Moses, the Bible carefully records that he was a great-grandson of Levi, who was one of the twelve sons of Jacob and the father of Israel’s priests (6:16–20). In time Moses became Israel’s deliverer, the great prophet who led his people out of Egypt. These are all historical claims that the Bible presents as matters of fact.

Another objection to the historicity of Moses comes from extra-Biblical literature, where the abandoned child who rises to greatness is a popular motif.2 The most famous example is the story of Sargon, king of Akkad, who lived centuries before Israel went into Egypt:


Sargon, the mighty king, king of Agade, am I.

My mother was a changeling, my father I knew not.

The brother(s) of my father loved the hills.

My city is Azuprianu, which is situated on the banks of the Euphrates.

My changeling mother conceived me, in secret she bore me.

She set me in a basket of rushes, with bitumen she sealed my lid.

She cast me into the river which rose not (over) me.3



According to the legend, Sargon was later rescued out of the water by a gardener named Akki. The existence of such stories has led some scholars to conclude that “the quest for the historical Moses is a futile exercise. He now belongs only to legend.”4 The great liberator “was a creation of the ancient Hebrews’ binding together their own national epic out of the tales of neighbors.”5 He was “merely a character in a grand historical novel, the invention of storytellers.”6

There are several ways to handle the allegation of literary dependence. One is to point out that “The Legend of Sargon” was actually written after the book of Exodus. Although Sargon himself lived from 2371–2316 BC, the manuscript fragments that contain his birth narrative come from the Neo-Assyrian or Neo-Babylonian period (seventh or sixth century). Perhaps the story originated during the reign of Sargon II (721–705 BC), who cherished the memory of his famous predecessor. But in any case, Sargon’s story was not written down until long after the exodus.

It is worth noticing the many differences between the history of Moses and the other ancient stories that contain some of the same motifs. The story of Sargon is the closest parallel, but even here there are significant differences. Sargon was kept in hiding because he was illegitimate, not because his life was endangered. Unlike Sargon, Moses was rescued and raised by real human beings. Besides, his story contains a wealth of specific details about the circumstances surrounding his rescue (who his family members were, how he was discovered, who nursed him, etc.), which are entirely absent from the story of Sargon.

It also helps to know that exposing a child was much more common in ancient times than it is today (especially due to the current prevalence of abortion). James Hoffmeier concludes that “the reason for the multitude of stories from across the Near East and Mediterranean of casting a child into the waters is that it may reflect the ancient practice of committing an unwanted child, or one needing protection, into the hands of providence. A modern parallel would be leaving a baby on the steps of an orphanage or at the door of a church.”7 All in all, it seems unlikely that the Israelites knew the story of Sargon, but it is not impossible that they had heard the tale of some foundling rising to greatness. If so, what happened to Moses would have sounded familiar to them, but this raises no doubts whatsoever about his personal history.

One good reason for believing in the historical Moses is his name, which sounds like the Hebrew verb “to draw out” (mashah). Pharaoh’s daughter seems to have known some Hebrew, for it was she who “named him Moses, ‘Because,’ she said, ‘I drew him out of the water’” (2:10). Her Hebrew needed a little work, however, because Moses literally means “he who draws out of.” Unwittingly, Pharaoh’s daughter gave the child a name that hinted at his destiny. Just as Moses himself was drawn out of the water, so he would later draw God’s people out of Egypt through the sea. What is interesting historically is that Moses also fits the Egyptian pattern for names in the royal court. The Hebrew name Moses sounds like the Egyptian word mose, which is derived from the verb “to bear, to give birth to.”8 The Pharaohs often combined it with the name of a god, as in the name Thutmose (or Thuthmoses, which means “born of the god Thoth”), or the name Rameses (“the sun-god Re has given birth to him”). The name Moses, therefore, has a double etymology that fits the historical context and thus provides further confirmation for the presence of Israel in Egypt.

Some scholars say that it doesn’t matter whether or not Moses ever existed; the book of Exodus is still a great story. But it makes more sense to say that if Moses never existed, then the exodus doesn’t matter. If the book is nothing more than a historical novel, it might make for interesting reading, but it would not have supernatural power to change anyone’s life. The only God worth knowing is a God who has the power to work in human history to accomplish salvation. If God did not raise up a man named Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt, how can we be sure that he has the power to deliver us from our bondage to sin or to raise us up to eternal life? If our problems were literary problems, then a good story would be enough to solve them. But we live in time and space, and the difficulties we face are the difficulties of daily life: loneliness, addiction, conflict, grief. We need a God who can actually do something to help us. We need a God who is at work in our homes and stays with us on the job. If God did not save Moses the way the Bible says he did, it is doubtful whether he can save anyone at all.

Pharaoh’s Final Solution

The mention of the problems we face in daily life brings us to a second lesson: In salvation God triumphs over evil. Pharaoh was a wicked man who hated the plans and the promises of God, and because he hated God, he despised God’s people. Thus the Israelites lived in dread of this anti-life antichrist, the terrorist who tried to slaughter their offspring.

Pharaoh’s attempt to annihilate the Israelites gives us insight into the power of evil, which is never satisfied but always lusts for more. Each time Pharaoh’s plans were foiled, he devised a scheme that was even wider in its scope and more deadly in its execution. Plan A was to beat the Israelites into submission with the rod of slavery. Plan B was to have their male offspring killed in secret (possibly Pharaoh thought that Hebrew girls would be assimilated by intermarrying with the Egyptians). Once both of his first two plans failed, Plan C was death by drowning in the Nile. With this final, genocidal solution, Pharaoh’s murderous depravity was out in the open. He would not stop until all of Egypt was implicated in his crimes against humanity. This is the way evil spreads, unless it is stopped. What a man at first only dares to do in private, he gradually becomes unashamed to do even in public, with the result that many other people get pulled into the abyss of evil.

This pattern has been repeated many times in the sad history of humanity. In his commentary on the book of Exodus, Göran Larsson draws a comparison between Pharaoh’s pogrom and Hitler’s Holocaust: “The gradual escalation in Nazi Germany from hate propaganda to trade boycott, the banning of Jews from certain occupations, the steps toward racial segregation, the open violence of Kristallnacht, the ghettos, the labor camps, and finally Auschwitz and the so-called final solution, are certainly unique in their ghastly dimensions. However, the basic pattern can be discerned in the tragic drama enacted three thousand years earlier.”9

The same tragedy is being restaged in the struggle between life and death in our own times. At first the moral outrage of abortion was confined to doctors working in secret. Then it received the sanction of the United States Supreme Court, and death clinics appeared in every city in America. At first euthanasia was only practiced by a health professional stealthily administering a deadly drug. Now the so-called right to die appears on the ballot in state elections, and on at least one occasion a victim has been euthanized on network television. Soon voluntary euthanasia will become involuntary euthanasia, and someone else will determine whether or not our lives are worth living. It is not alarmist to say that unless somehow it is stopped, this culture of death will continue to grow and spread indefinitely, for this is the way of all wickedness.

This is why we need God to be our Savior, for in salvation God delivers us from evil. At the very darkest moment of Israel’s captivity—when evil was rampant and the tyrant seemed to triumph—at that very moment God was working in history to save his people. His plan called for a little child to be born in secret and then floated down the river right to Pharaoh’s doorstep. In his triumph over evil, God displays his divine sense of humor. Peter Enns comments, “Ironically, this child, once doomed to death by Pharaoh’s decree, will become the very instrument of Pharaoh’s destruction and the means through which all Israel escapes not only Pharaoh’s decree, but Egypt itself.”10 Pharaoh was foiled again! Later, when he reflected on God’s triumph over Pharaoh’s evil, Moses could have quoted his great-granduncle Joseph: “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” (Genesis 50:20).

There is a powerful symbol of Pharaoh’s failure at Luxor, where an enormous statue of Rameses the Great has fallen down, its face crushed on the ground.11 Rameses may or may not have been the Pharaoh of the exodus; regardless, his broken statue is a monument to the futility of the pharaohs. Boundless and bare, the lonely sands stretch far away to the empty horizon.

Salvation Belongs to Our God

The reason Pharaoh was crushed was because God toppled him over. Notwithstanding the fact that this ruler was not mentioned by name, God was at work in every detail surrounding the birth of a savior. Consider the facts: Moses “is spared by being cast onto the very Nile that was to drown him, is treated with maternal kindness by the daughter of the very king who had condemned him and to whose descendants he would become a nemesis, and is assigned as a responsibility with pay to the one woman in all the world who most wanted the best for him, his own mother.”12 Who else but God could accomplish such a great salvation? There are divine fingerprints all over the narrative. Thus the third thing we learn about salvation is that it is God’s work from beginning to end.

God was at work in the birth of this savior. It was God who formed the child in his mother’s womb and safely delivered him into the world. Moses’ birth was a reminder of God’s creative power. The Bible calls attention to this when it says that his mother “saw that he was a goodly child” (2:2 KJV). This is an echo from the story of creation, when God saw that everything he had made was “very good” (Genesis 1:31). This was no ordinary child indeed (see Acts 7:20; Hebrews 11:23)!

God was at work in the baby’s basket. At one moment in history, God’s entire plan for triumphing over evil was riding down the Nile River in a little papyrus basket. While it was common for a baby to be put in such a cradle, it was unusual—and not altogether safe—to turn the basket into a boat. His mother made it as safe as she could, of course, but ultimately it was God who protected the precious cargo of redemption. However frightening an experience it was for Moses himself, who was crying when they found him, he was never safer than he was in that basket. God was right there working out his salvation.

The Bible calls attention to God’s saving work by calling the basket, literally, an “ark” (tebha). The only other place the Bible uses this Hebrew term is in the story of Noah (Genesis 6:14 — 9:18). This is a hint that God saved Moses in much the same way that he saved Noah. Cassuto writes: “This is certainly not a mere coincidence. By this verbal parallelism Scripture apparently intends to draw attention to the thematic analogy. In both instances one worthy of being saved and destined to bring salvation to others is to be rescued from death by drowning. In the earlier section the salvation of humanity is involved, here it is the salvation of the chosen people.”13 Both Noah and Moses passed through the deadly waters by riding in an ark, the vessel of salvation. They were baptized, as it were, in the same water in which others perished.

God was also at work in the life of Pharaoh’s daughter. In the providence of God, she went down to the river at just the right time in just the right place to discover Moses: “Now the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her young women walked beside the river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her servant woman, and she took it” (2:5). It was a dangerous moment. Despite Jochebed’s best intentions, her baby seemed to be in harm’s way. After all, the Egyptians had been ordered to drown Hebrew babies, and this woman was the daughter of Pharaoh himself! With mounting suspense we read: “When she opened it, she saw the child, and behold, the baby was crying. She took pity on him and said, ‘This is one of the Hebrews’ children’” (v. 6). The moment she peeked into the basket, the young woman’s curiosity turned into compassion. Either because of the circumstances surrounding the baby’s discovery or because he was circumcised, Pharaoh’s daughter realized that he was a Hebrew slave. And in direct defiance of her father’s orders, she determined to adopt him as her own son.

The pity of this Egyptian woman is a reminder that the exodus was not just for the Jews; ultimately, it was for the salvation of the whole world, including the Egyptians. When the Israelites finally made their exodus from Egypt, a “mixed multitude also went up with them” (12:38). Very likely at least some of those people were Egyptians. This is not surprising, because God had always planned to save people from every tribe, every language, and every nation. The prophet Isaiah later promised that the Lord would “make himself known to the Egyptians” (Isaiah 19:21) and that one day God would say, “Blessed be Egypt my people” (Isaiah 19:25). This promise was fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost, when Egyptians first heard the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ in their own language (Acts 2:10). They have been finding salvation in Christ ever since. Christians everywhere can join their Egyptian brothers and sisters in giving thanks to God for Pharaoh’s daughter, a good Gentile who was part of God’s saving plan.

God was also at work through Moses’ sister, whose name evidently was Miriam (see 15:20). The girl’s mother had given her strict instructions not to let her little brother out of her sight, so she “stood at a distance to know what would be done to him” (2:4). It turned out to be an adventure in babysitting, for what happened to her was every babysitter’s worst nightmare: the child under her care was kidnapped. But Miriam was a brave, clever girl, and she was determined to save her little brother. There she stood on the riverbank, with her heart in her throat and her breath held tight, waiting to see what the Egyptians would do. When she realized there was not a moment to lose, she ran up and “said to Pharaoh’s daughter, ‘Shall I go and call you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?’ And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Go’” (vv. 7, 8a). Miriam had someone special in mind, someone she was only too eager to recommend! “So the girl went and called the child’s mother” (v. 8b).

God was working through Moses’ mother too. (With all these women against him, perhaps Pharaoh should have worried as much about the Hebrew girls as he worried about the Hebrew boys!) “And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Take this child away and nurse him for me, and I will give you your wages’” (v. 9). We can only imagine the joy Jochebed felt as she received her own child back to her bosom. Imagine getting paid to raise your own beloved son, and all at Pharaoh’s expense! Jochebed learned that in salvation God satisfies the deepest longings of the people he plans to save. Do you believe this? Do you believe that God is doing what is best—not only for his people generally, but for you personally?

God did what was best for Moses as well as for his mother. Miriam made it sound like she was doing Pharaoh’s daughter a favor by finding her a wet nurse, but it was really for Moses’ benefit. It was all part of God’s plan for preparing this child to save his people. His earliest years—the years that shaped his personal identity—were spent with his own family among the people of God. Moses had the opportunity to bond with his mother and to receive basic spiritual instruction from her. She only had two or three years to teach him the most important lessons in life. It hardly seemed like enough time, but no doubt she prayed that when her child became a man, he would love God’s people, hear God’s voice, and respond to God’s call. Her prayers were answered, for Moses never forgot the lessons he learned at his mother’s knee. He was living proof of the proverb that says, “Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6).

Moses would always be Jochebed’s son, but when he was fully weaned, he was adopted into Pharaoh’s household. God was working there too: “When the child grew older, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and he became her son” (2:10a). Moses did not grow up as a slave but as a son, safe and secure in Pharaoh’s court. There he “was instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians” (Acts 7:22). This was the finest training the world then had to offer—a first-class secular education. We know that from the time of Thutmose III (middle of the fifteenth century BC) it was customary for foreign-born princes to be reared and educated in the Egyptian court. The “children of the nursery,” they were called; and as a child of the nursery, Moses was trained in linguistics, mathematics, astronomy, architecture, music, medicine, law, and the fine art of diplomacy.14 In other words, he was being trained for Pharaoh’s overthrow right under Pharaoh’s nose! With this kind of background, it is no wonder that he came to be “very great in the land of Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh’s servants and in the sight of the people” (11:3). There was a divine purpose in Moses’ education, for God was preparing him to lead his people Israel out of Egypt.

“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28), and the birth of Moses is a perfect example of God working out salvation down to the last detail. More than a thousand years later, when Stephen recounted the story of salvation before the Sanhedrin, he included these details:

But as the time of the promise drew near, which God had granted to Abraham, the people increased and multiplied in Egypt until there arose over Egypt another king who did not know Joseph. He dealt shrewdly with our race and forced our fathers to expose their infants, so that they would not be kept alive. At this time Moses was born; and he was beautiful in God’s sight. And he was brought up for three months in his father’s house, and when he was exposed, Pharaoh’s daughter adopted him and brought him up as her own son. And Moses was instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and he was mighty in his words and deeds. (Acts 7:17–22)

None of these things would have happened without God overruling Pharaoh’s deadly decree. But these things all happened according to the providence of God in order to accomplish his plan of salvation. God saved the child Moses so that he could save his children the Israelites. From beginning to end, salvation belongs to our God.

The Birth of the Savior

The story of baby Moses in the basket is a marvelous story of God working in history to triumph over evil, but it is not the whole story. Moses was a savior, but he was not the Savior. Long after the exodus the Israelites were still waiting for another Savior to be born, a Savior of whom Moses was only the prototype. We sense their longing from the end of Deuteronomy, where we read that “there has not arisen a prophet since in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face, none like him for all the signs and the wonders that the LORD sent him to do in the land of Egypt, to Pharaoh and to all his servants and to all his land, and for all the mighty power and all the great deeds of terror that Moses did in the sight of all Israel” (Deuteronomy 34:10–12).

Then a little child was born in Bethlehem, a child “worthy of more glory than Moses” (Hebrews 3:3). He was no ordinary child; he was the Son of God incarnate. This extraordinary baby was born in human history during the days when Caesar Augustus sent out a decree “that all the world should be taxed” (Luke 2:1 KJV). Like Moses, the boy was given a name to match his destiny. They called him Jesus because he would “save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).

Like Moses, this Savior was born under a death sentence. Herod the Great, a tyrant as wicked as any of the pharaohs, was determined to put the newborn king to death. At first he tried to do it secretly, asking the wise men to tell him where Jesus was. When that deadly plan failed, Herod ordered his soldiers openly to slaughter all the baby boys in Bethlehem. But in salvation God triumphs over evil; so, like Moses, Jesus was delivered from death. While the other babies were crushed by the engines of state, the child who was born to save us all escaped to Egypt (Matthew 2:1–19). In all of these events God was working out his plan down to the last detail, for salvation is his work from beginning to end.

The birth of the Savior was only the beginning. Everything else went according to plan too. In time the child was brought out of Egypt and went to the land of Israel (Matthew 2:21; cf. Exodus 4:19). There he “grew and became strong, filled with wisdom. And the favor of God was upon him” (Luke 2:40). He lived a perfect life until finally he died an atoning death. In that death is our salvation, for the cross of Christ is God’s ultimate triumph over evil. Do you believe this? The salvation God has accomplished in history becomes our salvation when we receive Jesus by faith. We are called to trust God the way a desperate mother once did when she put her heart in a basket and entrusted it to the God who saves.





4

Moses Takes Matters into His Own Hands

EXODUS 2:11–15

[image: image]

HAVE YOU EVER WANTED TO KILL SOMEBODY? Seriously, have you ever been so angry that the only thing that seemed like it could soothe your roiling hatred was to lay your hands on another human being and take his life? Or have you ever witnessed an act of such brutal injustice that violence seemed like the only answer?

If you have, then perhaps you can understand what led Moses to commit murder. “One day, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and looked on their burdens, and he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his people. He looked this way and that, and seeing no one, he struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand” (2:11, 12). Moses was so incensed that he took his rage to the nth degree, beating the taskmaster to death, spilling his blood upon the sand, and then burying his corpse in a shallow grave.

In Moses’ Defense

Moses was never brought to trial, but if he had been, it might not have been hard to defend him. For starters, what he did was not premeditated; it was merely a crime of passion, if indeed it was a crime at all. Furthermore, from the standpoint of Egyptian law, Moses probably was within his rights. As a prince of Egypt he held the power of the sword, and it is doubtful whether a member of Pharaoh’s court would have been condemned simply for killing a slave driver. The Hebrew verdict on Moses would have been even more favorable, for as far as the Israelites were concerned, Moses was a patriot.

Moses also could have been defended on the basis of the ancient legal principle lex talionis, or the “law of retaliation.” Lex talionis is recorded, among other places, in 21:23–25: “But if there is harm, then you shall pay life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” In this case it could be argued that the Egyptian got exactly what he deserved. The Hebrew language does not distinguish very precisely between beating and killing; the verb nakah refers to both. Thus the word used to describe what the Egyptian did to the Hebrew and what Moses did to the Egyptian are one and the same. This suggests that the slave driver intended to beat his slave to death. If so, it could be argued that Moses did what he had to do to save a life. Perhaps he did not even intend to kill the man. But in any case it was simply a case of retaliation—an eye for an eye and a wound for a wound.

Or consider another possible line of defense. Perhaps what Moses committed was justifiable homicide, a divinely sanctioned act of judgment against God’s enemies. Some commentators view it not “as an act of vengeance or rash zeal but as a proleptic execution of divine justice against Egypt.”1 John Calvin, for example, maintained that Moses “was armed by God’s command, and, conscious of his legitimate vocation, rightly, and judiciously assumed that character which God had assigned to him.”2 Stephen, the martyr, seemed to hint at this interpretation in his sermon before the Sanhedrin: “When he was forty years old, it came into his heart to visit his brothers, the children of Israel. And seeing one of them being wronged, he defended the oppressed man and avenged him by striking down the Egyptian” (Acts 7:23, 24).

One way or another, an expert legal team could have come up with a winning strategy for Moses’ defense. Indeed, many Christian commentators from Tertullian to Aquinas have sought to clear Moses from the charge of murder.3 But that does not change the fact that what he did was wrong. It was wrong because it was unnecessary. Moses could have protected the slave without resorting to killing the slave driver. It was wrong because it was not Moses’ place to do this—it was an abuse of power. He was still a private individual and not an officer of the state administering solemn justice. Rather than appointing himself as judge, jury, and executioner, he should have worked within the system. It was also wrong because it was not God’s will. God had not yet called Moses to lead his people out of Egypt. And it was wrong because it was not God’s way. God had not commanded Moses to take up arms against the oppressor, as if somehow he could liberate Israel one Egyptian at a time. Later God would smite the Egyptians himself, but that was his business, and the time had not yet come.

What Moses did was wrong for many reasons. It was wrong because murder is always wrong, and Moses knew it. This is why he tried to make sure he didn’t get caught, looking “this way and that” before committing his crime, and carefully disposing of the evidence afterward. The law that he would later bring down from the mountain was already written on his conscience: “You shall not murder” (20:13).

There are some situations where killing is not murder. One is self-defense against an armed enemy who has the intent to kill. Another is capital punishment, when it is justly administered by the lawful authorities of a sovereign state. Still another example is the killing of military combatants in a just war. The Westminster Larger Catechism summarizes by saying that “the sins forbidden in the sixth commandment (‘Thou shalt not kill’) are, all taking away the life of ourselves, or of others, except in the case of public justice, lawful war, or necessary defense” (A. 136).

The situations where it is permissible to kill are narrowly defined, however, and we are never at liberty to take the law into our own hands. There is a bloody scene in the film version of The Hiding Place that illustrates the danger of answering violence with violence. The movie shows how two Dutch Christians—Corrie ten Boom and her sister Betsie—were taken to the Nazi concentration camp at Ravensbrück, where they were imprisoned for harboring Jews in their home. One day as Betsie was savagely attacked by one of the guards for not meeting her work quota, Corrie imagined taking a pickax and hacking the Nazi to death. By this point in the film there is hardly a member of the audience who would not be willing to grab an axe handle and help. But that is not the way God wants his people to combat evil. As Betsie said to her sister, “No hate, Corrie, no hate.” Hatred is not the way of the cross; nor is violence the way of Christ, who said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:38, 39).

This teaching is hard enough for Christians, who have the example of the willing, suffering, dying Christ to follow. How much harder it must have been for Moses! Anyone who has ever been angry over an injustice can sense how he felt and can sympathize with what he did. Nevertheless, his crime stands as a permanent warning against anger. When Moses allowed his hatred to get the best of him, he was only one short step from grabbing a weapon and bludgeoning a man to death. Murder is simply anger taken to its logical conclusion. Remember the teaching of Jesus: “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment” (Matthew 5:21, 22a). If we are followers of Christ, then we must live in gentleness and peace. The Westminster Larger Catechism puts it well when it forbids “sinful anger, hatred, envy, desire of revenge . . . provoking words, oppression, quarrelling, striking, wounding, and whatsoever else tends to the destruction of the life of any” (A. 136).

Suffering for Christ

What was so tragic about Moses’ impetuous action was that until he took a man’s life, he seemed to be on the verge of greatness. His crime was committed “when Moses had grown up” (2:11). The little boy in the basket had become a man. Having been “instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians,” he was “mighty in his words and deeds” (Acts 7:22). Most important of all, he was not ignorant of his Hebrew heritage. With his intimate knowledge of Egyptian culture and his personal connection with the Hebrews, Moses was poised to lead Israel out of Egypt.

At this time, when he “was forty years old, it came into his heart to visit his brothers, the children of Israel” (Acts 7:23). To understand what God was doing in Moses’ heart, it helps to consult Hebrews 11. This is in keeping with our Biblical method, which requires us to interpret Exodus in the context of the rest of Scripture. When we turn to Hebrews, we are surprised to discover this unqualified endorsement: “By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward” (Hebrews 11:24–26). Without mentioning any embarrassing details—like the victim buried in the sand, just to name one—the writer to the Hebrews presents Moses as a hero of the faith. For the cause of Christ and in the sure hope of Heaven, he turned his back on sin in order to suffer with God’s people.

It is tempting to wonder whether Hebrews has it right. It sounds like a rather romantic view of a man who committed a secret crime and then ran away to hide. But whenever the New Testament offers what at first seems to be an odd interpretation, the thing to do is to go back and study the Old Testament more carefully.

When we look closely at 2:11, we discover several clues that Moses loved God’s people. According to standard rabbinic interpretation, the verse shows the prophet’s voluntary participation in their sufferings. The most obvious clue is the phrase “his people,” which is repeated for emphasis. When Moses visited the labor camps where the Hebrews lived and worked, he felt a sense of solidarity with them. He realized that they were his blood relations, the people of his very own family. The word used to describe his visit is significant: “He went out.” This same Hebrew verb (yatza) is later used to describe the exodus. There seems to be a connection: before Israel could go out of Egypt, Moses needed to go out of Egypt, emotionally if not yet physically.

Going out to the Hebrews was a life-changing trip, because when Moses left Pharaoh’s palace to visit his own people, he took his heart with him. Another indication that he was a Hebrew at heart is that he “looked on their burdens” (2:11). This verb for looking (yara) means more than simply “to look or to see.” It means “to see with emotion.”4 It is the kind of looking that demands intense personal involvement with what one sees. In a word it requires compassion. Perhaps the best Biblical example comes from the story of Hagar, who, when she feared that her son was about to starve, sobbed, “Let me not look on the death of the child” (Genesis 21:16). When Moses watched the Hebrews, it was more than an eye-opening experience. It was even more than a consciousness-raising experience. It was a heart-transforming experience. When he saw the misery of his own people as they slaved away for Pharaoh, their burdens became the burdens of his very own heart.

What is surprising about Moses’ deep sympathy for those who suffered oppression is that he had been raised to show utter contempt for slaves. One of the primary goals of Pharaoh’s educational system was to reinforce the pride of those in power. After reviewing the ancient Egyptian curriculum, Göran Larsson notes, “Among these documents one category of educational materials is particularly conspicuous, namely, texts that express a deep contempt of manual labor while stressing the value of study. Studies lead to a life far away from dust, dirt, and toil under harsh taskmasters. These texts emphasize the extremely low status of the working class in ancient Egyptian society.”5 Here is one of the examples Larsson cites to prove his point:

The maker of pots is smeared with soil, like one whose relations have died. His hands, his feet are full of clay; he is like one who lives in the bog. . . . The carpenter who is in the shipyard carries the timber and stacks it. If he gives today the output of yesterday, woe to his limbs! The shipwright stands behind him to tell him evil things. His outworker who is in the fields, his is the toughest of all the jobs. He spends the day loaded with his tools, tied to his toolbox.6

In other texts, slaves are described as the “living dead” or are compared to donkeys. All of their hard labor is contrasted, of course, with the pleasures of the ruling elite, who enjoy a life of ease: “You call for one; a thousand answer you. You stride freely on the road. You will not be like a hired ox. You are in front of others.”7

This is the historical background for the choice that Moses made “to be mistreated with the people of God [rather] than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin” (Hebrews 11:25). Moses had everything the world had to offer. He had grown up as one of Pharaoh’s grandsons, enjoying all the riches of Egypt. One thinks, for example, of the fabulous golden treasures that the English archaeologist Howard Carter found in the tomb of King Tutankhamen. These dazzling artifacts give some idea what Moses left behind the day he left Pharaoh’s palace to visit the Hebrews. He had everything to lose and nothing to gain, but the moment he was moved to compassion by the sufferings of God’s people, he made his choice. From then on he would be a despised Hebrew rather than a privileged Egyptian. It was a startling reversal. “In most foundling stories the hero is removed from the royal court and raised among the common people, finally returning as a young adult to claim and establish his rightful heritage of wealth and power. In this story, however, Moses did not become the hero, the legitimate agent of God, until he burned all the bridges between himself and the wealth and power of the Egyptian court.”8 He gave up position, pleasure, and prosperity, and by doing so he rejected three of the world’s biggest temptations: narcissism, hedonism, and materialism.

Moses still had some lessons to learn, but it was becoming obvious that God had chosen the right man to lead his people—a man, in fact, who was something like Jesus Christ. Remember that our approach to Exodus is Christological. We want to notice the many ways Moses points us to Christ. Hebrews confirms the validity of this approach by stating that Moses suffered “disgrace for the sake of Christ” (Hebrews 11:26 NIV). In Exodus 2 we see Moses identifying himself with God’s people in their suffering in order to bring them salvation. Jesus Christ has done the same thing for us, entering into our situation in order to save us. In an earlier passage Hebrews states that God has accomplished our salvation through the sufferings of Christ. Then it goes on to make the remarkable claim that because we are united to Christ in his sufferings, Jesus “is not ashamed to call [us] brothers” (Hebrews 2:11b). We are siblings of the Savior, brothers and sisters of God the Son. Moses condescended to join his brothers the Hebrews, but the supreme condescension is God joining himself to us in Christ, so that we might become members of his own family.

Our approach to Exodus is not only Christological, but it is also practical. So we need to apply the lesson: God calls us to identify with his people, even when it causes us pain and persecution. Some people, if put in Moses’ position, would have figured out a way to stay in Pharaoh’s court. “With my influence,” they would rationalize, “I could do more good for the Hebrews here than I could ever hope to accomplish out in the slave camps.” But Moses took a radically God-centered approach to career advancement. As far as he was concerned, there could be no compromise with Pharaoh’s evil regime. He was called to forsake sin, with all its pleasures, even if it meant suffering disgrace for Christ.

We, too, are called to suffer for the sake of Christ (Hebrews 11:26). According to Brevard Childs, this “phrase indicates an actual participation by Moses in Christ’s shame in the same way as the saints who follow Christ later also share.”9 In other words, as we suffer for Christ we are also suffering with Christ, enjoying what the Apostle Paul termed “shar[ing] his sufferings” (Philippians 3:10). Such suffering is the inevitable result of being identified with Christ and with his people. Where is our ultimate allegiance? What is our primary identification? If we call ourselves Christians, we must forsake the world to follow Christ, becoming spiritually joined to his people, just as Moses was.

Not What My Hands Have Done

The more we learn about Moses, the more we realize how tragic his mistake was. For all his admirable qualities—his hatred of injustice, his opposition to slavery, his sympathy with those who suffered, and his deep affection for God’s people—with one rash act Moses threw away forty years of spiritual preparation. Although he had a holy zeal to rescue God’s people, his zeal was not based on knowledge (cf. Romans 10:2). His failure had nothing to do with his motivation, for his heart was in the right place. Rather, the problem was his method: Moses was trying to save God’s people by his own works rather than letting God save them by his grace.

Some commentators have sought to exonerate Moses by comparing Exodus 2:12 with Isaiah 59:16. In Exodus it is when he “[sees] no one” that Moses decides to take matters into his own hands. The obvious implication is that he was checking to make sure no one would stop him. But perhaps what the verse means is that there was no one else to help the Hebrew slave, in which case it was up to Moses to save him. At least that is the way the idea of “seeing no one” is used in the book of Isaiah:


[The LORD] saw that there was no man,

and wondered that there was no one to intercede;

then his own arm brought him salvation,

and his righteousness upheld him.



Since there was no one to save, the argument goes, it was right for Moses to kill the Egyptian with his own bare hands.

But rather than justifying Moses, this comparison actually serves to condemn him. It is one thing for God to work salvation when he sees that no one else can save, but it is far different for a sinful human being to presume to be the savior. To put it in theological terms, when Moses decided to take matters into his own hands, he was attempting to achieve salvation by works and not by grace. The proof that his way was not the right way was that God sent him into the wilderness for forty years before giving him another chance to deliver Israel. God wanted to make sure that his people would be saved for his glory. When salvation finally came, it would not be through the strength of any man but through the power of God alone.

This principle also holds true for salvation in Jesus Christ. One man who learned this lesson well was the Apostle Paul, who came to abandon any attempt to achieve salvation through his own merits. “If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh,” Paul wrote, “I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Philippians 3:4b–6). Paul listed his religious credentials in order to prove that if anyone could be saved by works, it would be him. But Paul was not saved until he discovered that salvation comes by grace and not by works. As soon as he made that discovery, he took all his religious assets and wrote them off as spiritual liabilities: “But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith” (Philippians 3:7–9).

Moses’ spiritual résumé was not quite as spectacular as Paul’s (not yet, at any rate), but he could make many of the same claims. “If anyone else thinks he can save himself with his own bare hands,” he could have said, “I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Levi, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as for zeal, slaughtering Egyptians.” But God showed Moses that it was all rubbish, as anything is that prevents us from receiving the free gift of God’s grace. Salvation does not come by works but by faith in Christ alone. We cannot be saved by our ethnic heritage, our family connections, our receiving the sacraments, or anything else that we are or do. This is why it is not enough simply to attach oneself to a church or to work for the cause of justice. Moses had done those things too, yet they did not save him. Nor can they save anyone else.

For salvation to be all of God, it must be all of grace, so that God alone gets all the glory. Horatius Bonar explained this principle in one of his famous hymns:


Not what my hands have done can save my guilty soul;

Not what my toiling flesh has borne can make my spirit whole.

Not what I feel or do can give me peace with God;

Not all my prayers and sighs and tears can bear my awful load.




Thy work alone, O Christ, can ease this weight of sin;

Thy blood alone, O Lamb of God, can give me peace within.

Thy love to me, O God, not mine, O Lord, to thee,

Can rid me of this dark unrest, and set my spirit free.




Thy grace alone, O God, to me can pardon speak;

Thy pow’r alone, O Son of God, can this sore bondage break.

No other work, save thine, no other blood will do;

No strength, save that which is divine, can bear me safely through.



The Flight of Moses

Eventually God brought Moses safely through, and all of Israel with him, but not until after the prophet spent forty years in the wilderness. The surest proof that it was wrong for him to kill the Egyptian was his long exile in Midian. This exile began the day after the homicide, when Moses returned, as it were, to the scene of the crime:

When he [Moses] went out the next day, behold, two Hebrews were struggling together. And he said to the man in the wrong, “Why do you strike your companion?” He answered, “Who made you a prince and a judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moses was afraid, and thought, “Surely the thing is known.” When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses. But Moses fled from Pharaoh and stayed in the land of Midian. (2:13–15)

This exchange shows why the Israelites were in such desperate need of a savior. Not only did they need to be delivered from Egypt, but they also needed to be delivered from one another. The original Hebrew hints that Moses was surprised to find his brothers fighting (“He looked and behold!”). However, he should not have been surprised that they were quarreling or that they had come to blows. Treat a man with violence long enough and he will become a violent man. After living in a violent culture for so long, the Hebrew community was being torn apart by violence. Their bondage was spiritual as much as it was physical.

The exchange between Moses and the Hebrew slaves also reveals some of the qualities that made Moses such a great liberator. Once again he went out to his people, identifying with them in their suffering. Once again he took the side of the victim, intervening to stop an assault. Once again he sought justice, accusing the man who was in the wrong of instigating the violence. And according to Stephen, Moses was trying to be a reconciler: “And on the following day he appeared to them as they were quarreling and tried to reconcile them, saying, ‘Men, you are brothers. Why do you wrong each other?’” (Acts 7:26).

Sadly, and to his dismay, Moses discovered that he was unable to make peace. His crime had been discovered. Perhaps there had been witnesses, or perhaps the man whom Moses rescued had told all his friends. In any case the secret was out, and all the slaves were talking about it: Moses, the prince of Egypt, had committed murder.

Moses faced two problems. One was that his life was in mortal danger. Even if he had the authority to strike the slave driver, it was treason for him to side with the slaves. By joining Israel’s civil rights movement, he was cutting off all his ties to the Egyptian aristocracy. When Pharaoh heard what Moses had done, he signed the death warrant that made Moses the most wanted man in Egypt. James Ackerman explains, “In acting to defend the Hebrews, Moses was challenging the basic foundations—social, political, and religious—on which Egyptian society had been established. It should come as no surprise that Pharaoh would seek to crush him.”10

Becoming a fugitive was bad enough, but Moses faced a second problem that was even worse: the Israelites had rejected his leadership. Rather than showing him respect, they regarded him with utter contempt. Apparently Moses had hoped to start some kind of uprising, but none of the slaves were willing to join the revolt. In his sermon before the Sanhedrin, Stephen commented, “[Moses] supposed that his brothers would understand that God was giving them salvation by his hand, but they did not understand” (Acts 7:25). If this is what Moses thought would happen, he obviously thought wrong, because the slaves treated him with sheer insolence. Stephen tells it like this: “But the man who was wronging his neighbor thrust him aside, saying, ‘Who made you a ruler and a judge over us? Do you want to kill me as you killed the Egyptian yesterday?’” (Acts 7:27, 28). As far as the slave was concerned, Moses was meddling and had no right to stick his nose into other people’s business. “Who do you think you are?” the man was saying. “Who died and made you the prince of Egypt?”

Good question. Who had given Moses authority over Israel? The answer was, no one, at least as far as the Bible indicates. It would be forty more years before God would call Moses from the burning bush. For the time being, Moses was operating as a self-appointed savior, taking it upon himself to lead Israel out of Egypt, and the Israelites wanted no part of it. Although this was the first time they questioned Moses’ authority, it was by no means the last. As we shall see, the Israelites often grumbled about their leaders. But on this occasion they were probably right. How could a murderer be a reconciler?

Rather than repeating the Hebrew word for striking, the slave who threatened Moses used the word for killing. In other words, he accused him of murder, plain and simple. Thus Moses could not even settle a simple dispute between two Israelites without being charged with homicide. How, then, could he lead the entire nation out of Egypt? His credibility as a leader was destroyed. By killing the Egyptian, Moses had forfeited the moral authority to deliver God’s people.

It would be a long, long time before Moses would regain their respect—almost a lifetime, in fact. His first attempt to rescue the Israelites ended in failure. But God was planning to save his people, and Moses was still part of the plan. Already he was learning that salvation does not come by works. Now he had to go out into the wilderness to learn how to live by faith.
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Moses in the Wilderness

EXODUS 2:15–25

[image: image]

MOSES WAS AN OUTLAW, a fugitive from justice. In a sudden rage he had murdered an Egyptian with his own bare hands and buried him in a shallow grave. Not surprisingly, “When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses” (2:15a). Pharaoh did not want Moses dead or alive—he just wanted him dead. And as soon as he heard that he was a wanted man, “Moses fled from Pharaoh and stayed in the land of Midian. And he sat down by a well” (2:15b).

Moses Learns from His Mistake

The road that led Moses from the palace of the Pharaohs to the wilderness of Midian was paved with good intentions. The Egyptian who was now buried in the sand had tried to beat a Hebrew to death. By coming to the poor slave’s defense, Moses had rejected the privileges of Egypt in order to identify himself with the children of Israel. As the Scripture says, “[He chose] rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin” (Hebrews 11:25). One old commentator eloquently described the choice that Moses made:

Bred in a palace, he espoused the cause of the people; nursed in the lap of luxury, he embraced adversity; reared in the school of despots, he became the champion of liberty; long associated with oppressors, he took the side of the oppressed; educated as her son, he forfeited the favor of a princess to maintain the rights of the poor; with a crown in prospect, he had the magnanimity to choose a cross; and for the sake of his God and Israel, he abandoned ease, refinement, luxuries, and the highest earthly honors, to be a houseless wanderer.1

Yet for all his good intentions, Moses had sinned against God. The only word to describe what he did is murder. It was not Moses’ place to kill an Egyptian, even if the man was a slave driver, for God had not yet called him to lead his people out of Egypt. When God did deliver Israel from the house of bondage, he would do it by his own mighty power, so as to keep all the glory to himself. However noble his motives may have been, therefore, when Moses decided to take matters into his own hands, he was outside the will of God. By the time he finished paying for his mistake he would be eighty years old. Yet God still had a plan for Moses, which shows that even failures can be God’s followers; even sinners can become his chosen servants.

The thing to do with mistakes is to learn from them. As he fled from Egypt to Midian, the question was whether Moses had learned anything from his futile attempt to save Israel by his own strength. His first test came not long after he arrived in Midian, where he sat down by a well: “Now the priest of Midian had seven daughters, and they came and drew water and filled the troughs to water their father’s flock. The shepherds came and drove them away, but Moses stood up and saved them, and watered their flock” (2:16, 17).

Once again Moses was confronted with gross injustice. This time it was not slaves oppressed by their masters, but women abused by men. Apparently there was a long-standing conflict between the daughters of Midian and some local shepherds: “When they came home to their father Reuel, he said, ‘How is it that you have come home so soon today?’” (2:18). He was surprised they were back so soon because ordinarily the shepherds gave them trouble. “They said, ‘An Egyptian delivered us out of the hand of the shepherds’” (2:19a). No doubt they said, “the shepherds” because their father knew exactly who they were. It was a recurring problem. Perhaps these bullies prevented his girls from getting any water at all. More likely, they waited until the women had already filled the troughs, so they did not have to take the trouble to draw water themselves.

Moses may have been a stranger in Midian, but he was not about to let a band of unruly shepherds take advantage of these helpless young women. Courageously he rose to their defense, using the military training he had received in Egypt to save them from their oppressors. Already there are some clues here that Moses had learned from his murderous mistake. He did not kill the shepherds. This time he restrained himself, using only such force as was necessary to drive them off. For the first time in his life, Moses was acting like a deliverer. Furthermore, after he rescued the girls, he came to their aid by watering their flocks. This was to their great astonishment, for in ancient times it was unthinkable for a man to perform such a menial task for a woman. The girls later exclaimed, “[He] even drew water for us and watered the flock” (2:19b). Moses stooped to serve, and by learning to serve he was learning to lead, for all God’s leaders are servants.

Service is always one of the first topics covered in God’s leadership training course. Anyone who aspires to become a spiritual leader should begin by finding a place of humble service. The perfect example is Jesus Christ, who “came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28). Jesus saved us by dying on the cross for our sins. Now the service he rendered on the cross is the pattern for our own servanthood, for Jesus commanded that “the leader” must be “as one who serves” (Luke 22:26).

Preparation Time

Learning how to control his violent temper and learning how to serve were only the first of many lessons that Moses learned in Midian. God is never in any great hurry to prepare his servants to do his will, especially when he has some great work for them to accomplish. There is no better example of this than the prophet Moses, who spent four decades in the wilderness before beginning his public ministry. The book of Acts explains that forty years passed between Moses’ flight to Midian and his encounter with God at the burning bush (Acts 7:29, 30). Forty years! Someone has pointed out that “Moses was 40 years in Egypt learning to be something; he was 40 years in the desert learning to be nothing; and he was 40 years in the wilderness proving God to be everything.”2 Whenever we are tempted to grow impatient with God’s timetable for our lives, we should remember Moses, who spent two years of preparation for every year of ministry.

During the forty long years that Moses spent in Midian, God used three experiences to prepare him for his primary calling, which was to lead God’s people out of Egypt. The first was his living situation. The precise location of Midian is somewhat uncertain. The Midianites may have lived in Arabia, but more likely they lived on the Sinai Peninsula, near the Gulf of Aqaba. The term does not refer primarily to a place, however, but to a people group—a tribe of desert nomads. Living with the Midianites meant living in the wilderness.

The wilderness is a place for a man to meet his God. Cut off from the rest of civilization and reduced to the daily necessities of food and water, he is forced to throw himself on the mercy of God’s providence. It was in the wilderness that Jacob saw a stairway to Heaven (Genesis 28) and Elijah heard the still, small voice (1 Kings 19). The wilderness is where John the Baptist preached repentance (Matthew 3) and where Jesus won his first triumph over the devil (Matthew 4). It was also in the wilderness that Paul searched the Scriptures for the Christ of the Old Testament (Galatians 1:17). But long before that, Moses went into the wilderness to meet the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Moses’ wilderness experience was of great practical significance. One of the things he learned was the wilderness itself—its geography and topography. Later, when he led God’s people out of Egypt, he knew things like where to find water and how to find his way back to God’s holy mountain. But Moses’ wilderness experience was of even greater significance spiritually, for before he led Israel out of Egypt, Moses had an exodus of his own. It was in the wilderness that he learned what it was like to be an outcast. The people of God were strangers in Egypt, but Egypt was Moses’ home—so much so that the daughters of Reuel immediately identified him as “an Egyptian” (2:19). It was only when he went out to live in the desert that Moses experienced alienation for himself. At the birth of his first son, he said, “I have been a sojourner in a foreign land” (2:22b). The foreign land Moses seems to have had in mind was not Midian but Egypt, since he was speaking in the past tense. The verse should thus be translated as follows: “A stranger I have been there,” with Moses referring back to his upbringing in Pharaoh’s palace.3 It was through his wilderness experience that he learned to identify with God’s people in their suffering.

The second life experience God used to prepare Moses for leadership was his family situation. Moses was single when he left Egypt, but the priest of Midian did not let him stay that way for long. This was a man with seven daughters, after all, and he was not about to let a man like Moses get away: “He said to his daughters, ‘Then where is he? Why have you left the man? Call him, that he may eat bread’” (2:20). What were his daughters thinking, leaving a bachelor alone like that? They were so excited by the gallantry of this strange man from Egypt that they quite forgot their manners, failing even to invite him home for dinner. But in the end Moses enjoyed their hospitality so much that he “was content to dwell with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah” (2:21).

Not only did Moses become a husband in Midian, but he also became a father: “She gave birth to a son, and he called his name Gershom, for he said, ‘I have been a sojourner in a foreign land’” (2:22). The name Gershom comes from the Hebrew verb garash, which means “to drive out or to expel”; thus it may refer to Moses’ own experience in being driven out of Egypt. It also sounds like the Hebrew words ger and sham, a pun that means “an alien there.” The Bible does not include these domestic details simply out of biographical interest. Moses’ family situation was part of his preparation for ministry. As a husband he learned how to love and serve his wife. As a father he learned how to care for and discipline his children. By settling into the life of the home Moses learned how to be a servant-leader.

It was in the same home that Moses grew in his relationship with God, for when he accepted Zipporah’s hand in marriage, he became a member of her clan. The Midianites seem to have worshiped the one true God, the God of their father Abraham. It seems significant that Reuel was a priest and that his name means “friend of God.” In all likelihood Moses received spiritual instruction from his father-in-law, so that by the time he saw the burning bush, he had already been reintroduced to the God of Abraham.

Thirdly, Moses learned how to serve God through his work situation. Job opportunities are somewhat limited in the wilderness, and since his father-in-law was a shepherd, Moses became a shepherd. We know this because the next chapter begins with him out tending his flock (3:1).

This was hardly the profession Moses would have chosen because he was raised in Egypt, and the Bible says that “every shepherd is an abomination to the Egyptians” (Genesis 46:34b). But the Bible also shows that many great leaders got their start as shepherds. This is because there is a lot to be learned from tending sheep. For starters, sheep are not very bright, which means they need someone to lead them to food and water. They make an easy target for predators, so they need someone to protect them. They are prone to wander, so they need someone to bring them back into the fold. In short, sheep are completely dependent on shepherds for their care, which is why the Bible so often compares God’s people to sheep. In the words of the psalmist, “We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture” (Psalm 100:3b). Like so many sheep, we need divine guidance, nourishment, and protection. It was by tending his flock, therefore, that Moses learned how to feed, defend, and rescue the lost sheep of Israel. Since God’s people are the sheep of his pasture, there was no better way for Moses to learn how to lead them than by spending forty years as a shepherd. When Asaph later meditated on God’s saving work in bringing his people out of Egypt, he said, “You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron” (Psalm 77:20; cf. Psalm 78:52; Isaiah 63:11).

God used the experiences Moses had along his spiritual journey to prepare him in a special way for a special work. By being faithful in small things, he was prepared for something big. It is doubtful whether we will ever lead God’s people out of bondage. But even if we are not named Moses, God has a plan for us. The Bible says that “we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10). When the Scripture says that “we are his workmanship,” it means that God is at work in our lives to prepare us for his service.

Not only has he prepared good works for us to do, but God is also preparing us to do them, and he does this through the ordinary experiences of daily life. God uses our mistakes, even the kinds of mistakes that send us into the wilderness for decades. As James Boice has written, “God can teach us through the failure of our own plans that He is capable of working for us and in us in spite of us. Only after we fail do we become aware that it is God and not ourselves who is working.”4 God uses our living situation. Even when we are living away from home, in a place far away from our ultimate place of service, God is preparing us to do his will. God uses our family situation. Those who are married generally learn more spiritual lessons from their spouses than from anyone else. God uses marriage to sanctify husbands and wives. The same is also true of singleness. It is through their singleness that men and women who are unmarried, divorced, or widowed develop intimacy with God and learn to depend on him for every need. God also uses our work situation. Becoming a shepherd was not part of the career plan that Moses drew up back when he was the prince of Egypt, but God used the experience to prepare him for his life’s work. In order to become the man God intended him to become, it was necessary for Moses to go out into the wilderness and take care of sheep. Even if we are working a job that does not seem to match our gifts or our interests, God will use it for our good and for his glory.

Whatever our present situation, we should try to learn what God is trying to teach us. We may not be doing what we want to be doing. We may not be living where we want to be living—or with whom we want to be living, for that matter. But we should always embrace the attitude of John Wesley (1703–1791), who prayed: “I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me be empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.”5

Meanwhile, Back in Egypt . . .

At the end of Exodus 2 the scene shifts from Midian back to Egypt, where the Hebrews were still in bondage. Forty years of unspeakable suffering are squeezed into the space between verses 22 and 23: “During those many days the king of Egypt died” (v. 23a). As suggested in chapter 1 of this commentary, the king in question was probably Thutmose III, or perhaps Seti I. But whoever the Pharaoh may have been, his death meant that it was now possible for Moses to return to Egypt.

The Israelites needed Moses to come back because they were still enslaved. As much as Moses may have wondered what God was doing in his life during those years, imagine how the rest of God’s people felt! Year after year they toiled under the hot desert sun, building monuments to Pharaoh’s glory. During their long servitude they must have felt as if they were afflicted by some divine curse, or even abandoned by God altogether. They had nothing—no power, no property, and no prestige. Some people would say, “They didn’t have a prayer,” but in fact a prayer was the one thing they did have: “The people of Israel groaned because of their slavery and cried out for help. Their cry for rescue from slavery came up to God” (v. 23b). Here the Bible uses three different words to describe the desperate prayers of God’s people. Together they express intense grief, bitter distress, and painful agony. Their sufferings were so great that it was all they could do to cry out to God.

Sooner or later every believer ends up in a situation where the only thing to do is to cry out to God. When David was surrounded by enemies, he said, “Give attention to the sound of my cry, my King and my God, for to you do I pray” (Psalm 5:2). Another psalmist wrote:


Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD!

O Lord, hear my voice!

Let your ears be attentive

to the voice of my pleas for mercy! (Psalm 130:1, 2)



The same prayer was offered in the time of Jeremiah, when God’s people were starving in the streets of Jerusalem. The prophet said, “Their heart cried to the Lord” (Lamentations 2:18a). On occasion God’s people find themselves in such desperate straits that the only thing they can do is to groan for God’s help.

Even a groan can be a prayer, provided it is directed toward God in faith, and not in rebellion. God has promised that even our moaning is articulated at the throne of his grace in the form of a petition: “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words” (Romans 8:26). Even when our needs are too deep or too intense for words, God understands what we are trying to pray. He hears our cries for help and our groans for deliverance, just as he heard them in the days of Moses.

Not only does God hear our prayers, but he also answers them. There must have been times when the children of Israel thought that God was somewhat hard of hearing. For decades—no, centuries—they begged God to release them from their captivity. When, if ever, was he going to answer their cry for help? But their cries did not fall on deaf ears. God heard their prayers—he had been hearing them all along. When the time finally came for him to fulfill his perfect plan, he glorified himself in the salvation of his people: “And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the people of Israel—and God knew” (2:24, 25).

Here at the close of Exodus 2 Moses steps aside, and God takes center stage. God is ready to deliver his people from their bondage. He is going to act in history for their salvation. To emphasize the power of the living God, the Bible uses four active verbs: God hears, remembers, sees, and knows. God is really going to do something! Not only did he have a plan for Moses, even in the wilderness, but his plan for Moses was part of a bigger plan that would result in the salvation of God’s people.

When people pray, God responds. First he sees. In the words of one old preacher, “Every blow of the hand that buffets you, every cut of the scourge, every scorching hour under the noon-tide sun, every lonely hour when lovers and friends stand aloof, every step into the valley of the shadow, every moment of sleep beneath the juniper tree, is watched by the eyes that never slumber nor sleep.”6 God not only sees, but he also hears: “The eyes of the LORD are toward the righteous and his ears toward their cry” (Psalm 34:15).

When God sees and hears, he remembers. Thankfully, what he remembers is not his people’s sin but the covenant of grace, his unbreakable promise of salvation. The covenant is God’s love relationship with his people—his eternal promise that he will be their God and they will be his people. It is the promise God gave to Eve that her offspring would crush the devil and all his evil works (Genesis 3:15). It is the promise God gave to Abraham that all nations would be blessed through him (Genesis 15; 17:1–8). Amazingly, one of the things God promised when he made this covenant is that he would deliver Abraham’s descendants from the house of bondage: “Then the LORD said to Abram, ‘Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years. But I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions’” (Genesis 15:13, 14).

Even if his people had forgotten this covenant promise, God still remembered. The story of Moses in Midian shows God’s remembrance of his promise to Abraham by drawing a number of connections between the patriarchs and the exodus. There is a direct connection to Abraham because Midian was one of Abraham’s sons, by way of his second wife Keturah (Genesis 25:1–4). In other words, the Midianites were Moses’ long-lost cousins. There is also a connection with Isaac, whose wife Rebekah was found at the well, watering camels (Genesis 24). The same was true of Jacob, who met Rachel by the well. Like Moses, Jacob was running for his life when he met a young woman, watered her flocks, and was invited to meet her father (Genesis 29). Then there was Joseph, who was first brought to Egypt by a caravan of traders from Midian (Genesis 37:25–36). All of these connections remind us that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is also the God of Moses. The God who made his covenant with the patriarchs is the very same God who led his people out of Egypt.

The same God sent Jesus to be our Savior, and he did so because he remembered his covenant. God remembered that he had promised a Redeemer to free us from our slavery to sin, a Son to keep the whole Law for his people, and a Lamb to take the punishment for our sins. From beginning to end, our salvation depends on God remembering his covenant.

If we belong to God by faith in Jesus Christ, then we are part of his eternal covenant. We have a right to every blessing God has promised in Christ, and we are free to claim the benefits of that covenant when we pray, “Dear heavenly Father, remember that your Son and my Savior, Jesus Christ, has kept all the terms of your covenant on my behalf. Remember that he died on the cross for my sins, establishing a new covenant in his blood. Remember that you have promised to give me every blessing of the covenant in Christ—to forgive my sins, to care for my needs, to comfort my sorrows, and at the end of it all, to take me home to glory.” We can pray this way because we have God’s covenant promise. When God remembers his covenant, he remembers that we are in Christ and that in Christ he has promised to save us to the very end.

Exodus 2 ends by saying that God “knew” the Israelites. He knew all about them. The word suggests intimate, personal acquaintance with all the particulars of their suffering. The God of the covenant, the God who sees, hears, and remembers, is the God who knows our situation in all its desperate need. He is a God who is worth praying to. He already knows all about our situation because he sees everything that happens. He hears all our prayers—even when they are little more than groanings. He remembers that we belong to him by the covenant of grace in Jesus Christ. Then he answers our prayers—not always in the way that we hope or even in the way that we expect, but always in a way that brings him glory.
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The Burning Bush

EXODUS 3:1–9
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SOMETIMES PEOPLE ARE IN such mortal danger that their only hope is to pray. C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) describes such a time in his novel That Hideous Strength. In the story the powers of evil have descended upon England with the intent to destroy creation and reduce man to a machine. Over against the forces of evil stands a small band of virtuous men and women, yet they are powerless to resist the onslaught. Near the end of the novel, one of them says, almost despairingly, “No power that is merely earthly will serve against the Hideous Strength.” To which one of his companions replies, “Then let us all to prayers.”1

It was to prayer that the children of Israel turned when they were slaves in Egypt. For four hundred years they had been under the whip, making Pharaoh’s bricks to build Pharaoh’s cities. Eventually the situation became so desperate that “the people of Israel groaned because of their slavery and cried out for help. Their cry for rescue from slavery came up to God” (2:23). Their cries did not go unheard. The Scripture says, “When Jacob went into Egypt, and the Egyptians oppressed them, then your fathers cried out to the LORD and the LORD sent Moses and Aaron, who brought your fathers out of Egypt and made them dwell in this place” (1 Samuel 12:8). God cared about the needs of his people, and the time for their deliverance had come. It is this great salvation that will occupy the rest of the book of Exodus. Whereas the first two chapters covered four hundred years of tribulation, the next thirty-eight chapters describe the year of liberation, when Israel came out of Egypt.

The Fire in the Bush

God’s answer to Israel’s cry began faraway in the wilderness, where “Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian, and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain of God” (3:1). We were introduced to Jethro back in chapter 2, where he was called Reuel. It is possible that the man had two names, which was common in ancient times. It is also possible that Reuel was the name of Jethro’s father, which would actually make him Moses’ grandfather-in-law (see Numbers 10:29). But perhaps the most likely explanation is that Jethro, which means “his excellency,” was a formal title indicating the man’s status.2 In any case, he is called Jethro throughout the rest of Exodus.

Horeb, also known as Sinai, is the mountain where God later gave Moses the Law in the form of the Ten Commandments. Scholars have long debated its precise location. Various locales have been suggested, including not only a number of mountains on the Sinai peninsula, but also several in northwest Arabia (especially Jebel al-Lawz).3 Since the fourth century, the site most often mentioned is Jebel Musa, which has an exceptional summit—a 7,500-foot peak that rises directly up from the plains near the southern tip of Sinai.4 To this day, the bedouins who travel in that region call it “Moses’ mountain.”

The important thing about Horeb is not so much the mountain itself, however, as it is the fact that it became “the mountain of God” (3:1). God was there at that great mountain in all his living, burning presence. “And the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush. He looked, and behold, the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses said, ‘I will turn aside to see this great sight, why the bush is not burned’” (3:2, 3).

The day had probably begun much like any other, with Moses out in the wilderness tending sheep. He was simply minding his own business, but a person never knows when his life might be changed forever by an encounter with the living God. Not a chance encounter, for it was God’s providence that led Moses to the far side of the desert. Here it is worth noticing that God did not meet Moses where Moses was but brought Moses to the place where God was. There Moses noticed a burning bush. It may have been a wild acacia, the common thornbush of Sinai, or perhaps a Rubus sanctus, a hardy bush that flourishes near Jebel Musa. Whatever kind of bush it was, the amazing thing about it was that it kept burning. During his decades in the wilderness, Moses may have seen a burning bush blazing under the desert sun, but it gradually dawned on him that there was something special about this particular bush. Although it was burning, it was not burnt. It remained on fire without being reduced to smoking embers. It was not even charred; it just kept burning.

By this time Moses’ curiosity was piqued, so he went over to investigate. What he discovered was that the bush was not some kind of natural wonder but a supernatural sign. It was a physical miracle that communicated spiritual truth. Even before God told Moses who he was, he showed him who he was. The burning bush revealed the very being of God. Moses would later say, “For the LORD your God is a consuming fire” (Deuteronomy 4:24). This miraculous sign pointed to God’s power by revealing his control over creation. Who else but God has the power to make a bush burn without its being consumed? It also pointed to God’s glory by giving a glimpse of the brightness of his splendor. Perhaps it was this experience that later led Moses to ask God to show him all his glory (33:18).

The miraculous sign pointed as well to God’s eternity and self-sufficiency. Like the burning bush, God never runs out of fuel. His glory never dims; his beauty never fades. He always keeps burning bright. This is because God does not get his energy from anyone or anything outside himself. He is completely self-existent and self-sufficient in his eternal being. According to Gregory of Nyssa (330–c. 395), what Moses saw in the burning bush was nothing less than “the transcendent essence and cause of the universe, on which everything depends, alone subsists.”5 The burning bush revealed the power and the glory, the eternity and the self-sufficiency of God.

It is not surprising that there was something divine about the bush, for the Bible says that what appeared to Moses was none other than “the angel of the LORD” (3:2). Here is a great mystery. The angel may have been a member of the heavenly host, one of the angelic beings who serve God in glory. But the Hebrew word for “angel” is simply the word “messenger” (malakh). Since this angel is identified specifically as “the angel of the LORD,” there may be more here than meets the eye. Notice the wording of verse 4: “When the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush.” The messenger did not simply see and speak for God but as God. Here the angel of the Lord is so closely identified with God that the burning bush is generally considered a theophany. In other words, it was a God-appearance, a visible manifestation of the invisible God. For a few brief moments in time and space, the bush was the temple of the living God, the place of his presence on earth. Since the time of the early church, Christians have wondered whether perhaps this was a revelation of God’s preincarnate Son, who brings God’s saving message to humanity. Whether or not Christ was in the bush, one thing is certain: Moses was in the presence of God.

Stand Back!

The fact that Moses was in God’s presence explains why he had to take off his sandals. He was standing on holy ground:

When the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!”

And he said, “Here I am.”

Then he said, “Do not come near; take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” And he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. (3:4–6)

Presumably Moses already knew something about holiness. After all, his father-in-law was a priest, a man set apart for God’s holy service. So when God told Moses that he was standing on holy ground, Moses probably had some idea of what God was talking about. On the other hand, this is the first time the Bible uses the word “holy” (qadosh) with reference to God. At the burning bush God revealed his holiness in a way it had never been revealed before. Moses was so impressed by this that later, when he wrote his famous victory hymn, he made sure to mention the divine attribute of holiness: “Who is like you, majestic in holiness, awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders?” (15:11).

Holiness means separation. Something holy is set apart. In the case of God, holiness means that he is set apart from everything he has made. Holiness is not simply his righteousness (although that is part of it), but also his otherness. It is the distinction between the Creator and the creature, the infinite distance between God’s deity and our humanity. God says, “I am God and not a man, the Holy One in your midst” (Hosea 11:9). His people respond by saying, “There is none holy like the LORD” (1 Samuel 2:2).

In case there was any doubt as to what God meant by talking about holiness, he specifically warned Moses to keep his distance: “Do not come near” (3:5a). God was separating himself from Moses in order to emphasize the gap between the divine and the human. God is transcendent in his holiness, so Moses was not allowed to subject him to close scrutiny. Indeed, if he had taken so much as one more step in God’s direction, his very life would have been in danger. Moses needed to stay right where he was. He also needed to take off his sandals, because God was too holy for his shoes. To this day in the Middle East, removing one’s sandals is a sign of respect. The proper way for Moses to show his reverence for God’s holiness was to take off his sandals.

The Bible does not specifically indicate whether Moses did as he was told, but undoubtedly he stopped in his tracks and whipped off his sandals. Certainly he understood that holy ground is dangerous territory, for the Bible says that “Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God” (3:6b). It’s a good thing he did this, because as God would later explain, “You cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live” (33:20). As much as Moses may have wanted to see God’s glory—a theme that will run throughout the book of Exodus—as soon as he realized that he was in the presence of a holy God, he realized that he was an unholy man. The Bible says that God is “of purer eyes than to see evil” (Habakkuk 1:13a). The reverse is also true: God is too pure for our eyes to look upon him.

This is the problem with human beings. We were made to gaze upon the glory of God—like Adam, who walked and talked with God in the garden—but we have fallen into sin. In our unholy condition, it is no longer safe for us to come into the presence of a holy God. But this raises a disturbing question: How will we ever survive a direct encounter with God? The Bible teaches that at the end of history every human being who has ever lived will stand before God’s throne for judgment. When that day comes, unless we are holy, we will be destroyed.

Some people deal with this dilemma by exaggerating their own holiness. This is the way most false religions operate. They assume that human beings are basically good, and that if we obey the right rules and observe the right rituals, we will be good enough for God. The trouble is that we are not holy. Certainly we are not holy enough to stand before the Holy One, for the Bible says, “None is righteous, no, not one” (Romans 3:10).

Others try to deal with this problem by minimizing God’s holiness, lowering his standards. However, God cannot be any less holy than he is; he would have to un-God himself to do so. Nor should we want God to be unholy. A. W. Tozer, who has written so eloquently on the theme of God’s holiness, says, “I tell you this: I want God to be what God is: the impeccably holy, unapproachable Holy Thing, the All-Holy One. I want Him to be and remain THE HOLY. I want His heaven to be holy and His throne to be holy. I don’t want Him to change or modify His requirements. Even if it shuts me out, I want something holy left in the universe.”6

The only way for us to come into the presence of a holy God is to become holy ourselves. This is why God sent his Son to be our Savior. He is our holiness (1 Corinthians 1:30). We could never keep God’s law, but Jesus kept it for us with perfect holiness. Then he died on the cross to take away all our unholiness. Now when we trust in him, God accepts us as holy in his sight—as holy as Jesus himself: “And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him” (Colossians 1:21, 22). The grace that God has shown through the cross enables us to approach the Holy One—not as Moses did, hiding his face in fear, but by faith, trusting in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

Stooping to Save

It is an awesome thing to come into the presence of the living God. When Moses met God in the burning bush, he was not simply gaining new information about God—he was encountering God himself—God in all his greatness. Moses was meeting the glorious God, who blazes with splendor. He was meeting the eternal God, who is sufficient unto himself. He was meeting the holy God, who is perfect in his purity. One would not expect such a great and glorious God to have the slightest interest in mere mortals, especially mortal failures like Moses. Yet the holy God of the burning bush has an unbreakable love for his unholy people, and he revealed himself to Moses in order to maintain his personal, saving relationship with the children of Israel.

We began to see God’s concern for his people at the end of chapter 2, where four verbs were used to describe his divine activity. God heard the groans of his people; he remembered his covenant with Abraham; he saw the Israelites in their slavery; and he knew about all their needs. These words are repeated in Exodus 3. Obviously God remembered his covenant, because he identified himself as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (3:6a). Then he went on to say, “I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings” (3:7). God’s relationship with his people is so close, his love for them is so intense, that he specifically identifies the children of Israel as “my people.” In case there is any doubt as to whether God knows what is happening to them, he repeats himself in verse 9: “And now, behold, the cry of the people of Israel has come to me, and I have also seen the oppression with which the Egyptians oppress them.”

When God’s people suffer, they sometimes wonder whether God even cares. But the story of Israel in Egypt is a dramatic example of what is always the case: God knows exactly what his people are going through. He is well aware of what is happening to us. He sees our suffering. He also cares about it, which is why he responds to our cries for help. God is full of pity and compassion for the people he loves. What he said to the children of Israel he says to every one of his children: “I am concerned about your suffering.”

God’s relationship with his people is personal because the true and living God is a personal God who knows his people in a personal way. Notice that when God first called to Moses, he called him by name: “Moses, Moses!” (3:4). Exchanging names is one of the first steps in establishing a relationship, but here there was no need for Moses to tell God who he was. God already knew who Moses was—not to mention where he was and what he was doing. The holy and glorious God has personal and intimate knowledge of each one of his children. When he decides to come and save us, he calls us by name. The prophet Isaiah wrote:


But now thus says the LORD . . .

“I have called you by name, you are mine. . . .

For I am the LORD your God,

the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.” (Isaiah 43:1, 3a)



Every Christian is a Christian by God’s calling. Usually God does not meet us at a burning bush or speak to us in an audible voice but uses the preaching of his Word to expose our need of salvation and to compel us—personally and individually—to put our faith in Jesus Christ. Theologians call this “effectual calling,” which the Westminster Shorter Catechism defines as “the work of God’s Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel” (A. 31). If you are not yet a Christian, this is what God is calling you to do even now: to receive Jesus Christ. God already knows you, but he wants you to know him, and so he invites you to enter into a personal relationship with him through Jesus Christ.

Long before God entered into a relationship with Moses, he entered into a relationship with the patriarchs. As he said to Moses, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (3:6a). This was God’s way of giving Moses his personal history. The God of the burning bush was not some unknown deity; he was the God who always had a personal relationship with his chosen people.

When God identified himself as “the God of your father,” he may have been referring to Moses’ biological father, Amram. If so, then his point was that he was the same God who rescued Moses from the Nile—the God Moses’ parents taught him to serve before he went to Pharaoh’s court. Other manuscripts put the word “father” in the plural—“the God of your fathers”—which would refer instead to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It sounds rather impressive to hear God described as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” until one discovers that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were deeply flawed individuals. They were liars and tricksters, schemers and dreamers. Nevertheless, by his grace God entered into a personal relationship with them—a relationship of covenant love. God gave them unbreakable promises of eternal blessing. Lest anyone think that it was disreputable for God to associate with such men, the Bible states that “God is not ashamed to be called their God” (Hebrews 11:16a). He is not ashamed because he is the God of covenant love. When people come to him in faith, he is pleased to be known as their God forever.

Incidentally, God still associates with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob today. Notice the use of the present tense: God does not say, “I was the God of Abraham,” but “I am the God of Abraham.” The implication is that on the basis of the eternal covenant, Abraham continues to enjoy a loving relationship with God, even after death. This was the verse Jesus used to prove the resurrection to the Sadducees: “And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Matthew 22:31, 32). To this very day Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob enjoy fellowship with God in Heaven.

God’s relationship with his people—the loving covenant he established with Abraham—is a personal relationship. It is also a saving relationship, and this is why God revealed himself to Moses. The God who sees, hears, and knows his people is also the God who saves: “I have come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land” (3:8a). God was reaching down to bring his people up out of Egypt. Here we see that the God who is awesome in glory and fearsome in holiness stoops to save.

There was something God was saving them from. He was saving them from their slavery in Egypt, delivering them from the house of bondage. There was also something he was saving them to. He was saving them into the Promised Land. His plan was to bring them out of the land of slavery and captivity and into a land gushing with milk and honey. This was the land that God had promised to Abraham—the land of Canaan. He described it as “a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to the place of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (3:8b). It was a “good” land. God mentions “milk and honey” because those foods require green pastures and consistent harvests. The land he promised was peaceful, fruitful, and abundant. It was also a “broad” land. The Bible lists the six nations that were already living in the land. These nations had to be driven out, of course, but if the land was big enough for all of them, surely it was roomy enough for the Israelites.

The point is that God not only knew and cared about the plight of his people but was also planning to do something about it. The story of the exodus is the history of how God rescued his people, working out their whole salvation from beginning to end. In this personal saving relationship God brought them out of all their troubles into a good and happy place.

The God Who Saves

The way God rescued Israel from Egypt is the way God always rescues his people. The exodus is not simply past history but present reality. The God who revealed himself to Moses at the burning bush is the same God we serve today. Whenever and wherever we worship him, we are standing on holy ground, praising the God of Abraham and crying out to him for salvation.

The exodus from Egypt reveals the pattern of salvation in Christ. So whatever God did for Moses has direct relevance for the Christian. John Calvin wrote:

We again, instead of supposing that the matter has no reference to us, should reflect that the bondage of Israel in Egypt was a type of that spiritual bondage, in the fetters of which we are all bound, until the heavenly avenger delivers us by the power of his own arm, and transports us into his free kingdom. Therefore, as in old times, when he would gather together the scattered Israelites to the worship of his name, he rescued them from the intolerable tyranny of Pharaoh, so all who profess him now are delivered from the fatal tyranny of the devil, of which that of Egypt was only a type.7

Israel’s bondage is a picture of our slavery to sin. Until we come to God in faith, we are living in the Egypt of our sin, enslaved by its passions and desires. Just as the children of Israel were under Pharaoh’s whip, we are under the devil’s spell. Therefore, we are in as great a need of salvation as were the children of Israel. If we are to be rescued, God will have to stoop down to save us.

Another word associated with coming down to save is advent, and this is exactly what God has done in Jesus Christ. Jesus came down from Heaven to lift us up to glory. It is through Jesus that we enter into a personal saving relationship with God, in which we are saved from the power of sin, the terror of Satan, and the finality of death. We are also saved to something: Heaven is our promised land, the place of God’s abundant and eternal blessing.

What Moses experienced at the burning bush teaches us about God and the way of his salvation. It is also a great encouragement to prayer. The God who promised to come down and save the Israelites has the power to save us. All we need to do is cry out to him for deliverance. In his sermon on this text, Charles Spurgeon pleaded with his congregation: “Sinner, tell God your misery even now, and he will hear your story. He is willing to listen, even to that sad and wretched tale of yours about your multiplied transgressions, your hardness of heart, your rejections of Christ. Tell him all, for he will hear it. Tell him what it is you want,—what large mercy,—what great forgiveness; just lay your whole case before him. Do not hesitate for a single moment; he will hear it, he will be attentive to the voice of your cry.”8 If we open our hearts to offer such a prayer, the same God who met Moses at the burning bush—the holy God of glory, the God who has entered into a loving, personal relationship with his people through Jesus Christ—will come down and save us.
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The Great I Am

EXODUS 3:10–15

[image: image]

MOSES WAS IN THE WILDERNESS—barefoot at the burning bush—cowering in the presence of a holy God. He had led his flocks to Horeb, the mountain of God. There he saw a strange sight: a bush that kept burning without ever getting scorched. When he went over to look at it, Moses had a close encounter with the glory of the eternal God. He heard the voice of God speaking to him from the bush, explaining that he had seen the misery of his people Israel and had heard their cry to be delivered out of Egypt. The God of the burning bush told Moses that he remembered his covenant with Abraham and that now he was coming down to save his people.

A Great Commission

At this point the conversation took a surprising turn. God had spoken of his compassion for the sufferings of his beloved people. He had promised to come and rescue them, entering personally into a saving relationship with them. But here was the surprise: God would accomplish his salvation through the person and work of Moses. God said, “Come, I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt” (3:10). One might have expected God to explain how he was going to liberate his people from bondage, but instead he sent Moses to be the liberator.

Here we encounter one of the paradoxes of God’s sovereign grace: God uses human beings—sinful human beings—to carry out his saving purpose. Moses had tried to save the Israelites once before, all by himself. The attempt was such a complete disaster that Moses had to leave the country. But God used the events of Moses’ life to prepare him for ministry. Now the time of preparation was over, and God was commissioning Moses to lead his people out of slavery. In the end, of course, God was the one who delivered his people. But God raised up his servant Moses to be the human agent of that deliverance.

We have seen before how God can accomplish his saving work through ordinary people. It was Moses’ mother who had the faith to put her baby in a basket, Pharaoh’s daughter who drew the child out of the river, and Moses’ sister who arranged for him to be weaned by his own mother; but it was the hand of God that led Moses to Pharaoh’s palace. God rescued Moses—as he would later rescue all his people—through the uncommon faithfulness of common individuals. This is the way God (almost) always operates. His divine sovereignty involves human activity. God does his work through the work of his people, accomplishing his will through the willing obedience of his faithful servants.

The commissioning of the prophet Moses is a reminder that every believer has a job to do. In the previous chapter we saw that whenever God saves someone, he calls that person—personally and individually—to believe in him. Here we discover that God’s call to Moses included not only his salvation but also his vocation—the specific task that God called him to accomplish for his glory. The same is true for every Christian. The God who saves is the God who sends. Thus every follower of Christ receives two callings: first to salvation, and then to service. Each of us is called to serve the God of the burning bush. Whether we are preachers or postmen, bridge builders or homemakers, God has work for us to do. The Puritan Cotton Mather (1663–1728) wrote, “Every Christian ordinarily should have a calling. That is to say, there should be some special business . . . wherein a Christian should for the most part spend the most of his time; and this, that so he may glorify God.”1

Whatever our particular calling happens to be, it is a high calling because it was given to us by the Most High God. God himself has called us to do his work in the world. Therefore, we are to do our work joyfully, cheerfully, and diligently, recognizing that it is God’s work we do, and not our own. What the Scripture says about our sanctification applies also to our vocation: “Therefore . . . work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12, 13). How remarkable it is that God accomplishes his work through us, using sinners to be his servants!

We find this same paradox at work in our evangelism, for like Moses, we have been given a Great Commission. Jesus said to his disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matthew 28:18). At this point, the disciples might have expected their Savior to explain how he was going to broadcast salvation around the world. Instead, Jesus commissioned them to preach the gospel on his behalf: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19, 20a). The sovereignty of God’s grace does not make our ministry unnecessary—it makes it mandatory! The work of salvation is God’s work from beginning to end. Nevertheless, God uses us—as he used Moses—to accomplish his saving purpose.

Who Am I?

At first Moses seemed ready to accept his great commission, for when God called to him from the burning bush, he said, “Here I am” (3:4b). With these words Moses was not simply letting God know where he was but was placing himself at God’s disposal. When he said, “Here I am,” what he meant was, “Here I am! At your service!”2 This is the way young Samuel answered when he was called in the middle of the night: “Here I am!” (1 Samuel 3:4, 6, 8). It is also the way Isaiah answered when God asked who he should send to be his prophet: “Here I am! Send me” (Isaiah 6:8b). With these same words, Moses expressed his readiness to do God’s will. Then by taking off his sandals, he let his actions speak as loudly as his words. In ancient times slaves generally went barefoot; so Moses was indicating his willingness to serve. In both word and deed, he adopted the posture of a servant.

But of course this was all before Moses actually knew what God wanted him to do, and as soon as he found out, he started to have his doubts. Apparently Moses was the kind of man who said yes first and asked questions later. He had five questions in all—though by the time the conversation was finished, they were more like objections than questions.

In the first two questions—which will occupy our attention for the rest of this chapter—Moses asked God, “Who am I?” and “Who are you?” These questions come in verse 11 (“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?”) and verse 13 (“If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?”). They were good questions. Indeed, they are the most fundamental questions a person can ask. Once we know how to answer them—once we know who we are and who God is—we can begin to live for God’s glory. John Calvin began his famous Institutes by saying, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.” Calvin went on to claim, “It is certain that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first looked upon God’s face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself.”3 This is the kind of knowledge that Moses was seeking: knowledge of himself in the light of the knowledge of God.

First Moses asked for knowledge of himself: “But Moses said to God, ‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?’” (3:11). This was not so much an existential question (concerning his identity) as it was a practical question (concerning his ability). Moses knew very well who he was—he just wasn’t sure he had what it took to get the job done. The Egyptians were the most powerful people in the world. How could a mere shepherd possibly liberate their entire workforce from slavery? The last time Moses had tried to do something like this, it had taken him forty years to recover! Besides, who among the Israelites would even remember who he was, let alone follow him? And if anyone did remember Moses, what they were most likely to remember was that he was a convicted murderer: “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (3:11).

Some see this question as a sign of humility. The exodus was a job that only God could do, they say, yet God was asking Moses to do it. Therefore it was appropriate for him to admit that the task was far beyond his abilities, that salvation belonged to God alone. Umberto Cassuto argues, “At this stage, when Moses is confronted with the plan as a whole, and realizes at the outset the terrible difficulties of his commission, his initial response is to voice his sense of humility and to stress his unworthiness relative to the magnitude of the enterprise.”4

Others detect in Moses not simply a lack of self-confidence but also an element of stubbornness—an unwillingness to trust in God’s plan. This was no time for Moses to ask God to review his résumé. He had been given a direct order, and whatever feelings of inadequacy he may have had, whatever reservations about his qualifications, he needed to overcome his reluctance and obey God’s call for his life. If it is certain that God is calling us to do something, we must not hesitate. We must do as we are told, trusting God to “equip [us] with everything good that [we] may do his will” (Hebrews 13:21).

“I Will Be with You”

Whatever we may think of Moses’ first question—and he does seem to have asked it more out of fear than from faith—we should admit that we would have asked the same thing. Put yourself in his bare feet for a moment. Would you have wanted to tell Pharaoh to let God’s people go? Or to persuade the Israelites that God had called you to lead them to the Promised Land? Moses was a man like us; sometimes he had his doubts.

How encouraging it is, therefore, to see how graciously God answered Moses. God could have tried to prove that Moses was the right man for the job. He could have reminded him of the way he had been trained in Pharaoh’s court. He could have pointed to the lessons he had learned as a shepherd out in the wilderness. No one in the whole world was better prepared to lead Israel out of Egypt than Moses, who was Egyptian enough to confront the Egyptians and Hebrew enough to love the Hebrews.

All of that was true, but it was not the answer God gave. If he had shown Moses that he was fully qualified for his calling, that would have led Moses to trust in his gifts rather than in his God. The real question was not who Moses was, but who God was, for “He said, ‘But I will be with you’” (3:12a). The exodus did not depend on the competence of Moses but on the presence of God. In his commentary on these verses Peter Enns writes, “Moses’ assertion that he cannot do this task is correct but entirely beside the point. He is not doing the saving. Moses says, ‘I cannot do this.’ Yahweh responds, ‘You’re not, I am.’”5 Therefore, whatever doubts Moses may have had about his own abilities were totally irrelevant. God had promised to be with him, and “with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26).

The call to God’s service always comes with the promise of God’s presence. There are many examples of this in the Bible. When Joshua inherited the mantle of spiritual leadership, God promised him, “Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you” (Joshua 1:5). God made the same promise to Gideon, who was too timid to lead the troops into battle. God said, “I will be with you” (Judges 6:16). God also promised to be with Jeremiah, who was only a youngster when he became a prophet: “Do not be afraid . . . for I am with you” (Jeremiah 1:8). But this promise is not just for prophets like Moses and Joshua—it is for all God’s people. Just as God was with Moses and the children of Israel, so he is with us, for he has given us the promise of his presence in Jesus Christ, who said, “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20b). In making this promise, God has given himself to us forever and for always. And now that we have the promise of his eternal presence, what more could we need, or even want?

In case Moses had any lingering doubts, however, he was also given a sign: “But I will be with you, and this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall serve God on this mountain” (3:12b). What is strange about this sign is that it points to the future. In this respect, it is not unlike the sign Isaiah gave when he prophesied the birth of Christ: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). In the case of Moses, the sign would not be confirmed until he led God’s people out of Egypt and brought them back to God’s holy mountain. Only then would God’s promise be vindicated. So the question is, how did the sign help? If it would not come true until sometime in the future, how could it reassure Moses in the present?

Some scholars have tried to solve this problem by saying that the words “this . . . sign” actually refer to the burning bush. It is true that the bush was a sign. As we have seen, it pointed to eternal truths about God’s character. The trouble is that this solution does not work very well grammatically. It is much more natural to take the sign the way the English Standard Version takes it, as referring to Moses’ return to the very same mountain. Moses would not see the sign before he undertook his mission but after, because the success of his mission was the sign.

What this means is that the sign could only be received by faith. Its validity depended on God’s ability to deliver on his promise. If Moses needed to be reassured that he was the right man for the job and that God would be with him, he simply had to take God’s word for it, moving forward in faith. That is exactly what Moses did, for the Scripture says, “By faith he left Egypt, not being afraid of the anger of the king, for he endured as seeing him who is invisible” (Hebrews 11:27).

Moses’ trust was well placed, for God was way ahead in his planning. Moses was still worried about going back to Egypt; meanwhile, God already had his people rescued from Egypt and back at Mount Sinai, singing his praises! It was God’s plan from the very beginning that the exodus would be for his glory. God’s plan was not simply to bring his people out of Egypt but to gather them in his presence to serve him with their worship. The central message of the book of Exodus is that we are saved to glorify God.

Who Are You?

Who is this God we are called to glorify? That was the second question Moses asked. Before agreeing to lead Israel out of Egypt, he first wanted to know who he himself was. Next he wanted to know who God was. It was all very well for God to promise to go with him, but who was this God anyway? “Then Moses said to God, ‘If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, “The God of your fathers has sent me to you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?” what shall I say to them?’” (3:13).

It is easy to criticize Moses for his question. To begin with, he started badly: “If I come to the people. . . .” If he goes? What was Moses thinking? He had just received a direct order from the God of the everlasting covenant. Such divine commands are not open to negotiation. There was no if about it: Moses was going! He either had to do as he was told or defy God. The reason he gave for asking was equally unworthy. Moses made it sound as if he were asking on behalf of the Israelites, when in fact he was voicing his own doubts. God had given him the promise of his presence—which was all he needed—but Moses was still worried what people would think of him. Notice how self-centered his thinking is: “If I come . . . what shall I say to them?” Moses was still focusing on his own inadequacy rather than on God’s sufficiency. To regain his focus he needed God to say to him, “I AM WHO I AM” (3:14). Then there was the question itself, which was totally unnecessary. Moses already knew who God was because God had identified himself as the God of his fathers—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (3:6). This whole conversation would have been much shorter if Moses had simply taken God at his word. He still had to learn how much simpler life is for those who simply trust and obey.

Before faulting Moses too much, however, we should put ourselves in his place for a moment. God had made such large promises and placed such heavy demands on him that Moses wanted more information. In particular, he wondered what God’s people were going to say when he went back and told them he was going to lead them to the Promised Land. Moses had been raised as an Egyptian, which meant that he had never fully shared in their sufferings. Nor had he been back to Egypt for forty years. Even worse, the last time he was there, the Israelites had rejected his leadership. They were hardly likely to believe Moses when he said he was sent to be their savior. He wasn’t even sure himself that he was the right man for the job. So why would anyone else think he could do it? The only thing he could appeal to was God’s authority, but how could he persuade people that he had been in the presence of the Lord? He could hardly believe his own eyes and ears, let alone convince anyone else. So he imagined going back to Egypt and saying, “Look, I was out in the desert watching these sheep, you see, and there was this bush, and it kept burning without burning up. Well, anyway, then I heard this voice telling me to lead you out of Egypt.”

Moses knew how skeptical people would be, and it was not hard to guess how they would react. They would tell him that he had been seeing things and hearing things out under the hot desert sun. Then what was he going to say—“Well, I guess you just had to be there”? It is easy to see why Moses felt like he needed something more. He wanted the full weight of divine authority behind him. So he asked God to reveal his very name.

It is not certain whether the Israelites already knew God’s name or not. It was not uncommon for God to reveal a new name when he accomplished a new salvation or deliverance. However, if the Israelites did not know God’s special divine name already, one wonders how much its revelation would have strengthened Moses’ credibility. Besides, this is not the first time that God’s special name was used in the Bible, or even in this chapter (see 3:2, 4, 7). Therefore, it seems likely that the Hebrews already knew the divine name and that by appearing in the burning bush God was simply reintroducing himself as the God his people had always known.

However, Moses seems not to have known the name of the Lord. By asking God to reveal it, he was seeking to understand God’s essence. God’s name was more than a name: it represented his entire character and reputation. Thus the answer Moses received was a revelation of God’s very being and attributes:

God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’ This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations.” (3:14, 15)

That was God’s answer, and Moses probably spent the rest of his life trying to figure out exactly what it meant. Bible scholars have spent the last three thousand years trying to understand it, and they still don’t agree, because “I AM WHO I AM” is the kind of statement that raises more questions than it answers. In fact, Peter Enns thinks that it “can be understood as a near refusal to dignify Moses’ question with an answer: ‘I AM WHO I AM; they know very well who I am. What a question!’”6

One difficulty is determining exactly what the answer is. What is God’s name? Does it come in verse 14 or verse 15? If it comes in verse 14, then God’s name is “I AM WHO I AM” or simply “I AM.” But in that case God’s name is a verb, which would be highly unusual. It seems more likely that the divine name is given in verse 15, where God identifies himself as “the LORD.” “LORD” is the special name for God that occurs more than five thousand times in the Old Testament. One place it occurs is in the Song of Moses, where it shows how Moses himself understood God’s answer to his question: “The LORD is his name” (15:3b).

The name “LORD” is sometimes called the tetragrammaton because in Hebrew it consists of four letters: YHWH. The Jews considered these letters to be so sacred that later some of them even refused to pronounce the Lord’s name, for fear of taking it in vain. Perhaps that is why the proper way to pronounce the divine name has been forgotten (part of the problem too is that the most ancient Hebrew manuscripts do not contain any vowels, only consonants). The King James Version of the Bible sometimes writes it out as “Jehovah,” although this is based on a misunderstanding of Hebrew vowels that dates back to the medieval church. The English Standard Version simply prints it as “LORD” in capital and small capital letters. Probably the proper way to say God’s special name was something like “Yahweh.” But even if its pronunciation is uncertain, God’s name itself has never been forgotten. The French Huguenots preserved it in their insignia: a burning bush imprinted with the four Hebrew letters that spell the divine name.

What’s in the Name?

If you want someone to know who you are, the first step is to give him or her your name. The Lord has disclosed his name—Yahweh—so that we may know him in a personal way. But what does his name mean? What is it intended to convey?

Exodus 3 is a good place to answer these questions because it is the only place where the Old Testament explains God’s name. First, Yahweh means that God is mysterious. By giving us his name, God lets us know who he is. But God’s name is so hard to comprehend—so inscrutable—that it forces us to admit that there are some things about God that we will never understand. Part of what makes the divine name mysterious is that it is derived from the Hebrew verb “to be” (hayah). Although most translations obscure this, the name “LORD” in verse 15 is related to the words “I will be” and “I am.” Therefore, God uses variations of his name five times in these verses—once in verse 12 (“I will be with you,” or better, “It is I AM who is with you”), three times in verse 14 (“I AM”), and once in verse 15 (“The LORD”). His special name means something like “He who is,” or “I am the One who is.” But even this is a mystery. The great Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) wrote, “God is that which he calls himself, and he calls himself that which he is.”7 Who is God? God is who he is, and that’s all there is to it.

Second, God’s name means that he is eternal and unchangeable (or immutable) in his divine being. His name occurs in the present tense of the Hebrew verb “to be.” God does not say, “I was who I was” or “I will be who I will be.” He says, “I AM WHO I AM.” This is because he has no past or future but only an eternal present. God is the One who always is. He is who he is, he has always been who he is, and he always will be who he is. So he could say to Moses that he was the God of the patriarchs—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He could also promise, “This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations” (3:15b).

God’s name has a third meaning. It means that God is self-existent. The Hebrew verb “to be” is flexible enough to allow the divine name to be translated as “He who causes to be.” Everything else owes its life and being to God, but God is independent. He does not owe his being or his attributes to anyone else. He simply exists all by himself. As the Puritan Matthew Henry (1662–1714) observed, “The greatest and best man in the world must say, By the grace of God I am what I am; but God says absolutely—and it is more than any creature, man or angel, can say—I am that I am.”8 God is who he is in himself. He is not dependent on anyone or anything else because he has his existence from himself.

Another way to say this is that God is self-sufficient. He does not have any unmet needs or unsatisfied desires. He does not need any help. He is not co­dependent. He does not live or move or have his being in anyone except himself. The Westminster Confession of Faith says, “God hath all life, glory, goodness, blessedness, in and of himself; and is alone in and unto himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any creatures which he hath made” (2.2).

As we have seen, this was part of the meaning of the burning bush, which kept burning—all by itself—without ever being extinguished. Like the burning bush, God is perpetually self-existent. Alexander Maclaren wrote:

The fire that burns and does not burn out, which has no tendency to destruction in its very energy, and is not consumed by its own activity, is surely a symbol of the One Being, whose being derives its law and its source from itself, who only can say—“I am that I am”—the law of his nature, the foundation of his being, the only conditions of his existence being, as it were, enclosed within the limits of his own nature. You and I have to say, “I am that which I have become,” or “I am that which I was born,” or “I am that which circumstances have made me.” He said, “I am that I am.” All other creatures are links; this is the staple from which they all hang. All other being is derived, and therefore limited and changeful; this being is un-derived, absolute, self-dependent, and therefore unalterable forevermore. Because we live, we die. In living, the process is going on of which death is the end. But God lives forevermore, a flame that does not burn out; therefore his resources are inexhaustible, his power unwearied. He needs no rest for recuperation of wasted energy. His gifts diminish not the store which he has to bestow. He gives and is none the poorer. He works and is never weary. He operates unspent; he loves and he loves forever. And through the ages, the fire burns on, unconsumed and undecayed.9

Jesus Christ, the Great I Am

Knowing the name of the God he met at the burning bush was a great help to Moses. Once he knew God’s true identity, he was able to go back to Egypt and say to the Israelites, “I AM has sent me to you.” The rest of the exodus is the story of God living up to his name, proving that he is the eternal God of covenant grace.

Knowing God’s name is also a great help to us. If God is the Great I Am, who always is who he is, then we serve the same God that Moses served. Whenever we worship, shoes are optional, because we are in the presence of the mysterious, eternal, unchangeable, and self-existent God.

The only difference is that the God of Moses has given us a new name to call him. It is the name—the only name—by which we must be saved: Jesus Christ. On one occasion Jesus was trying to convince some religious leaders that he was the Christ. Finally he said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). Jesus was claiming to be the Lord God of Moses, the Great I Am, the eternal and self-existent God incarnate. The religious leaders knew exactly what Jesus was saying, but they did not believe him. In fact, they thought what he said was blasphemy, so they tried to stone him. But what Jesus said is true: He himself is the one “who is and who was and who is to come” (Revelation 1:8).

Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the God of Moses, the Lord of the burning bush? The question is important because its answer is a matter of life and death. Jesus said, “I told you that you would die in your sins, for unless you believe that I am he you will die in your sins” (John 8:24). Jesus Christ is the God who saves, and anyone who does not believe in him has no hope of salvation. But Jesus went on to say, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he” (John 8:28a). Jesus was speaking about his crucifixion, claiming that his death on the cross for sinners would prove that he is the true God of our salvation. A Christian is someone who believes that Jesus is the Great I Am.

Once we believe in Jesus, we may come to him with our questions, as Moses did. He will not turn us away. But what he wants us to do is to put our faith in him, going where he sends us and trusting in the promise of his everlasting presence.





8

Wonders and Signs

EXODUS 3:16—4:9

[image: image]

MOSES WAS STILL AT THE BURNING BUSH, but he was starting to lose his inhibitions. In particular he had lost his sense of the awesomeness of God. At first he “hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God” (3:6b). But even if he was afraid to look at God, apparently he was not afraid to talk to him, and even to argue with him.

Exodus 3, 4 recounts a lengthy discussion—not to say a dispute—between God and Moses. Moses was still trying to decide whether he wanted to lead God’s people out of Egypt or not, so he asked God five questions. First he wanted to know who he was to undertake such a difficult and dangerous mission: “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (3:11). God answered by saying that it didn’t matter all that much who Moses was, as long as God was with him. Second, Moses asked who God was (3:13). If the success of his mission depended on God rather than on himself, Moses wanted to know what God’s name was. God answered by revealing himself as the Great I Am.

Once he had answered those two questions, God proceeded to give detailed information about what he wanted Moses to do. Rarely has a man ever been given such explicit instructions for carrying out God’s will. The verses that follow contain a message for the Israelites (3:16, 17), a message for the Egyptians (3:18–22), and three signs for Moses (4:1–9), which—as we shall discover—were given in response to his third question.

A Message for the Israelites

The first step in God’s plan was for Moses to go back to Egypt and speak with the Israelites. God told him exactly what to do and say: “Go and gather the elders of Israel together and say to them, ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me, saying, “I have observed you and what has been done to you in Egypt, and I promise that I will bring you up out of the affliction of Egypt to the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, a land flowing with milk and honey”’” (3:16, 17).

If this message sounds familiar, it is because God said all these things to Moses at the beginning of chapter 3. He was simply repeating the promises he had already made. When Moses went back to Egypt, he was supposed to repeat for the elders exactly what he had seen and heard. Here is an important principle for the transmission of Biblical prophecy: The men who wrote the Bible spoke from God. They were not writing down their own opinions or making things up as they went along. On the contrary, they wrote and spoke only those things that God told them to write and to say. The Bible is not man’s word about God, but God’s Word to man. The apostle Peter said, “[Know] this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20, 21). This was true in the case of Moses. What he gave the Israelites was not his own personal interpretation of the meaning of the burning bush. The words he repeated, and are recorded for us in the book of Exodus, are the very words of God.

God’s message to the Israelites contains many wonderful truths about his attributes and activities. Although we have studied them before, they are well worth repeating. God identified himself as “The LORD” (3:15). This special divine name (“Yahweh”) meant that he is the One who is, the eternal and self-existent God. God also identified himself as “the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (3:15). He was the God of the eternal covenant who established a personal, saving relationship with his people. He knew them by name and had a history of loving and caring for them.

All of that was in the past. In the present, God was at work to save his people. This is why he appeared to Moses at the burning bush, revealing himself as the holy God. When Moses returned to Egypt, he was supposed to tell the Israelites that he had seen a theophany, a visible manifestation of the invisible God. He was also supposed to tell them that God knew and cared about what was happening to them and was ready to do something about it. The Israelites had been enslaved for so long that they feared they were forgotten. But God paid close attention to their suffering. He knew how grievously they had been sinned against, for he said, “I have observed you and what has been done to you in Egypt” (3:16b).

Yahweh was the God of the past who promised salvation to the patriarchs. He was the God of the present who sent Moses to save his people. And he was the God of the future who would bring them into the Promised Land: “I promise that I will bring you up out of the affliction of Egypt to the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, a land flowing with milk and honey” (3:17). As we have seen, salvation is not only from something but also to something. When God rescued his people from slavery and captivity, he did not leave them in the wilderness but brought them into the land of milk and honey. After the exit from Egypt, there was the entry into Canaan. The God who spoke to Moses is the God who is active in history—past, present, and future.

We have come to know this same God through Jesus Christ, who is “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). Jesus Christ is the God of the past, who entered human history to save sinners by dying on the cross and rising from the grave in real time and space. Jesus is also the God of the present, who is watching over us and who knows our suffering, including the ways that we are sinned against. The Christ of past and present is also the Christ of the future, who has promised not simply to save us from sin but also to bring us to glory. One day he will return to take us home forever.

A Message for Pharaoh

When Moses took God’s saving message to the Israelites, he was to go first to Israel’s elders and gather them in a sacred assembly (3:16). This was partly a matter of convenience. The easiest way to communicate with a large nation is to start with its leaders. It was also a matter of principle. God entrusted the care of his people to a group of men who together exercised spiritual authority over Israel. As we shall discover, even after Moses became their leader, these elders continued to exercise a prominent role in the life of God’s people (see 18, 24). In much the same way, the church of Jesus Christ is supposed to be governed by a group of elders who together shepherd God’s flock (see Acts 20:17–35; 1 Timothy 3:1–7; 5:17). The Biblical principle of rule by elders (or presbyters, to use the New Testament term for it) goes all the way back to the exodus.

There was another reason for Moses to assemble the elders: he needed help to fulfill his calling. God did not intend for Moses to approach Pharaoh alone, but with the support and encouragement of his elders: “And they [the elders] will listen to your voice, and you and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt” (3:18a). Once Moses had persuaded Israel’s spiritual leaders that he had seen the Lord, he would be able to draw courage and receive counsel from them. Then Moses and the elders were to deliver this message to Pharaoh: “The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; and now, please let us go a three days’ journey into the wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God” (3:18b).

What is surprising about this message is that they asked Pharaoh for only three days off. God had already promised to lead his people all the way out of Egypt and into Canaan, but when they first went to Pharaoh they made the exodus sound like a weekend retreat! Not surprisingly, some scholars have objected that God was not completely honest with Pharaoh—indeed, that what he said was a lie. His real intention was to gather his people at Mount Sinai, which was much farther than three days from Egypt.

There are a number of ways to respond to this objection, which must be answered if God’s honesty is to be preserved. One is to point out that strictly speaking, the elders did not say anything false. They simply asked to make a three-day journey initially, without saying anything about when they would come back. If what they said was misleading, it was only because Pharaoh had no right to know the truth. Keeping God’s people enslaved was an act of aggression, and asking for three days’ leave was a ruse de guerre—a justifiable stratagem in time of war.

Other possible solutions to the problem of the three-day journey are based on ancient customs. There is evidence that the phrase “three days’ journey” was used to refer to any long journey of indefinite duration. It also helps to remember that this was the opening move in a lengthy diplomatic process between Moses and Pharaoh, a process governed by Oriental customs for bartering.1 It is obvious from their subsequent bargaining that Pharaoh was not deceived and that Moses did not intend to deceive him. Both men were used to this style of discourse, and as they negotiated Israel’s withdrawal, they both understood that once the Hebrews departed, they would never return.

These solutions have some merit, but there is another answer that brings out the true spiritual intention of the elders’ request. What was more important than the journey’s length was its purpose. What the Israelites were requesting was permission to go out and meet their God. In particular, they needed to worship him, to restore their covenant relationship with him by offering sacrifices for their sins. Remember that from the very beginning, the exodus was for the glory of God. Thus the real question was not how long the Israelites would be gone, but whether or not Pharaoh was willing to let them glorify God at all. Ultimately God intended to lead his people out of Egypt altogether; but by beginning with a more modest request, he was able to expose Pharaoh’s deep hostility to his glory. Even if it would have been unreasonable to expect the king of Egypt to let his entire labor force leave the country, it was hardly unreasonable to ask for a few days of religious freedom. Yet Pharaoh was unwilling to give God even three days of glory. He wanted to keep all the glory to himself, and he knew that if he granted even this one simple request, it would show that the glory did not really belong to him at all.

This is a choice every human being has to make: Will we live for God’s glory or our own? The Israelites had made their choice. Like Moses, the elders had decided to serve the one they called “the LORD our God,” and when the time came, they would offer him sacrifices of praise (see Exodus 24). Pharaoh had made his choice too. He would not call the Lord his God because he was not willing to give him the glory. Only those who offer everything they are and have to God ever get to know him as the Lord their God.

God of Wonders

Since he knew how hard Pharaoh’s heart was, God knew that the elders’ request would be denied. Even if it was only for three days, Pharaoh would refuse to cooperate and let God’s people go. God also knew what it would take to bring Israel out of Egypt: “But I know that the king of Egypt will not let you go unless compelled by a mighty hand. So I will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt with all the wonders that I will do in it; after that he will let you go” (3:19, 20). This part of Exodus serves as a “preview of coming attractions,” providing an outline for the next eleven chapters. Step by step this is how the Israelites would be saved: “The people will believe, the king will be hardened, the Egyptians will be plagued, the deliverance will occur, and finally the Egyptians will be despoiled!”2

This proves that the God who saves is a God who knows the future. This is worth emphasizing because it is becoming increasingly common to hear evangelical Christians say that God does not know the future. Sometimes this idea is referred to as “the openness of God.”3 It means that God is open to the possibilities, that his plans change according to the circumstances. But the God of the Bible, the God who appeared to Moses at the burning bush, is not a God who makes things up as he goes along. On the contrary, he is the God who ordains whatever happens according to the eternal counsel of his perfect will. He is the God who says,


Remember this and stand firm,

recall it to mind, you transgressors,

remember the former things of old;

for I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is none like me,

declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,

saying, “My counsel shall stand,

and I will accomplish all my purpose.” (Isaiah 46:8–10)



The exodus is a perfect example of God’s unique ability not only to know the future, but also to predetermine it. When God sent Moses to Pharaoh, he knew precisely what would happen. Everything would happen according to his plan, as everything always does.

What God would do to conquer Pharaoh’s heart also proves his power. For all his stubbornness, the king of Egypt was no match for the God of Moses. The Bible draws attention to this when it speaks of God’s “mighty hand” (3:19). Ancient Egyptian texts typically described Pharaoh as “the one who destroys enemies with his arm.”4 But Pharaoh’s arm was too weak to wrestle with the arm of God, and God proved his strength by bending Pharaoh’s will to his own.

God did this by performing “wonders” (3:20)—extraordinary deeds of supernatural power. The wonders were all the miracles God would perform with his outstretched arm, including the ten plagues he used to afflict the Egyptians. When the psalmist later praised God for the mighty works of his power, he used the same word Moses used to describe the exodus:


Great are the works of the LORD,

studied by all who delight in them.

Full of splendor and majesty is his work,

and his righteousness endures forever.

He has caused his wondrous works to be remembered;

the LORD is gracious and merciful. (Psalm 111:2–4)



Only after God had proved his might by performing all his wonders would Pharaoh let God’s people go. Actually he would do more than let them go. The Hebrew phrase suggests an expulsion. Pharaoh would be so eager to get rid of his former slaves that he would practically push them out of Egypt. And when they finally went, the Egyptians would give the Israelites a little spending money for their journey: “And I will give this people favor in the sight of the Egyptians; and when you go, you shall not go empty, but each woman shall ask of her neighbor, and any woman who lives in her house, for silver and gold jewelry, and for clothing. You shall put them on your sons and on your daughters. So you shall plunder the Egyptians” (3:21, 22).

Plundering the Egyptians would demonstrate many of God’s perfections. It would prove that he keeps all his promises. Centuries before, when he made his covenant with Abraham, God specifically promised that his people would come out of their captivity “with great possessions” (Genesis 15:14). It would also show God’s power. Ordinarily a defeated nation was plundered by mighty warriors. But in this case Egypt would be plundered by women—a complete triumph! Furthermore, claiming these trophies of war would demonstrate God’s providence, for the silver and gold would eventually be used to build the tabernacle. Thus the Egyptians were plundered for the glory of God.

What is perhaps most important, however, is that plundering the Egyptians served to demonstrate divine justice. Scholars sometimes blame the Israelites for stealing. The King James Version contributes to this misunderstanding by stating that the Israelites would “borrow” treasure from the Egyptians, even though they had no intention of ever returning it. In fact, however, the Hebrew states that the Israelites simply asked the Egyptians for their treasures. This was God’s way of making sure that his people got paid for all the work they did for Pharaoh, which was only fair! Umberto Cassuto writes:

The Hebrew slaves who went forth from Egypt had already served their masters the number of years that Providence had predetermined, and consequently they were entitled to liberation, and upon liberation the bounty was also due to them. This was required by law—that is, absolute justice demanded it—and although no earthly court could compel the king of Egypt and his servants to fulfil their obligation, the Heavenly Court saw to it that the requirements of law and justice were carried out, and directed the course of events to this end.5

Later, when God gave his people the Law, he decreed that Hebrew slaves were never to be sent away empty-handed but always compensated for their labor: “If your brother, a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you, he shall serve you six years, and in the seventh year you shall let him go free from you. And when you let him go free from you, you shall not let him go empty-handed. You shall furnish him liberally out of your flock, out of your threshing floor, and out of your winepress. As the LORD your God has blessed you, you shall give to him. You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God redeemed you” (Deuteronomy 15:12–15a). One of the deep principles of divine justice is that the redemption of a slave requires the payment of a gift. The same thing happened when the Israelites were freed from Babylon: They were given gold and silver for their return trip to Jerusalem (see Ezra 1).

There is an echo of this principle in the New Testament. When Jesus Christ liberated us from our bondage to sin, he lavished us with gifts—spiritual gifts to enrich our new life of freedom in Christ. As the Scripture says, “When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men” (Ephesians 4:8). Jesus despoiled the devil through the cross, and now the gifts of the Holy Spirit serve as the bounty of our liberation.

Special Signs

Obviously the messages that Moses was commissioned to take to the elders of Israel and to Pharaoh were full of valuable information about the God who saves. The Lord God of Abraham is a great God of miracles, power, and justice. Yet one wonders how carefully Moses was listening, because he was still worried about how he would be treated when he went back to the Israelites. Ignoring most of what God said, and returning to the initial instructions of 3:15 (“Say this to the people of Israel . . .”), “Then Moses answered, ‘But behold, they will not believe me or listen to my voice, for they will say, “The LORD did not appear to you”’” (4:1).

Like the first two questions he asked (“Who am I?” and “Who are you?”), Moses’ third question sounds almost reasonable. It is easy to see why he asked it. He was the only eyewitness to something that no one else had ever seen: the eternal Lord in a burning bush. Now he had to go back and persuade an entire nation that God had sent him to be their savior. Yet the last time he had spoken to them, they said, “Who made you a prince and a judge over us?” (2:14a). The only way they would listen to him now would be if they believed that God had actually appeared to him. But how would they ever believe that?

Moses’ objection would be persuasive were it not for the fact that it was an explicit contradiction of God’s word, a denial of divine revelation. Back in 3:18 God made this promise: “And they [the elders] will listen to your voice.” When Moses came back with his protest (“Okay, but what if they don’t?”), it was the height of impertinence. God not only promised that the elders would believe Moses, but he also promised that they would make his testimony their own. When they went to Pharaoh, they would say, “The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us” (3:18b). So by asking what would happen if the elders refused to listen to him, Moses was flatly rejecting God’s promise.

This teaches us, by negative example, to believe the Word of God. When God makes a promise, we are not to contradict it the way Moses did but are simply to accept it. To give just one example, we are called to trust God’s promise that he will save sinners by his grace. When it comes to evangelism—to sharing the gospel with family and friends—Christians are often tempted to ask the same question Moses asked: “What if they do not believe me or listen to me?” But God has promised to use his Word to save people from their sins: “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). So we are called to keep sharing the good news about Jesus Christ and to leave the saving to God, who has promised to redeem his own.

Miraculous Proof

As impertinent as it was, God graciously answered the question by giving Moses three signs or visible manifestations of divine power. God started with what was immediately at hand:

The LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” He said, “A staff.” And he said, “Throw it on the ground.” So he threw it on the ground, and it became a serpent, and Moses ran from it. But the LORD said to Moses, “Put out your hand and catch it by the tail”—so he put out his hand and caught it, and it became a staff in his hand—“that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you.” (4:2–5)

It was a remarkable sign, especially because the staff was thoroughly ordinary. As a shepherd Moses had probably carried it around with him for years. Yet when God turned it into a snake—apparently poisonous—Moses was so frightened that he ran away from his own stick! It took faith to pick it back up again, especially because grabbing the snake’s tail left him vulnerable to snakebite. The original Hebrew gives a hint how tentatively Moses reached for it. When God told him to take the serpent by the tail, he used a word that means to “take hold of” something firmly. But when the Bible describes what Moses actually did, it uses the word that means “to snatch at” or “to grab cautiously.”6

There was a great deal to learn from that old shepherd’s crook. There was a lesson in it for Moses, who was still having trouble believing he could do what God was calling him to do. God used the stick to show Moses how he can use something ordinary to accomplish his extraordinary purpose. By giving this sign, God was saying, “Look, Moses, if you have your doubts, let me show you what I can do. That stick there—let me show you what I can do with that!” Later God used Moses’ staff to bring plagues on the Egyptians, to part the sea, and to bring water from a rock.

If God could do all that with a stick, imagine what he could do with Moses! And imagine what he might be able to do with you! In a wonderful sermon entitled “No Little People, No Little Places,” Francis Schaeffer pointed out that in order for it to become an instrument of divine power, the staff of Moses had to become the rod of God (see 4:20, where it is called “the staff of God”). Schaeffer went on to say:

Consider the mighty ways in which God used a dead stick of wood. “God so used a stick of wood” can be a banner cry for each of us. Though we are limited and weak in talent, physical energy, and psychological strength, we are not less than a stick of wood. But as the rod of Moses had to become the rod of God, so that which is me must become the me of God. Then I can become useful in God’s hands. The Scripture emphasizes that much can come from little if the little is truly consecrated to God.7

What Moses learned from the stick was that in order to be used for God’s glory, he had to place his life in God’s hands. To use Schaeffer’s expression, when we become the we of God in every aspect of our being, in every area of our lives, then God will use us for his great glory.

As we shall discover, the sign of the staff was also instructive for Israel. It would help convince the Israelites that God had spoken to Moses. It would help persuade them that God could lead them out of Egypt. The snake was a symbol of Egyptian power, for the Egyptians worshiped the serpent as a source of wisdom and healing. In doing so, ultimately they were worshiping that old serpent, the devil. But by changing a stick into a serpent and back again, God demonstrated his authority over the gods of Egypt, and over Satan himself. This symbolism would not have been lost on Moses or on the Israelites.

The cobra represented in particular the national god of Lower Egypt and was the foremost symbol of Pharaoh, reflecting his claim to divine royalty, sovereignty, and power. Therefore, it constantly appears on his crown or helmet, as depicted in reliefs, paintings, and statues. His scepter is often a stylized cobra. Even the Egyptian gods are frequently depicted with a scepter in the form of a snake. We are safe in concluding that the transformation of the rod to a snake is a sign aimed precisely at the very symbol of Pharaoh’s alleged power.8

The first sign was convincing enough, even for skeptics like Moses. Nevertheless, God gave a second sign. If he could use a stick, he could also use the hand that held it. “Again, the LORD said to him, ‘Put your hand inside your cloak.’ And he put his hand inside his cloak, and when he took it out, behold, his hand was leprous like snow. Then God said, ‘Put your hand back inside your cloak.’ So he put his hand back inside his cloak, and when he took it out, behold, it was restored like the rest of his flesh” (4:6, 7). The second sign was as impressive as the first. Leprosy was widespread in Egypt, and it was well known that the disease was highly infectious and completely incurable, thus requiring total seclusion (see Leviticus 13:45, 46). The sudden appearance of this dreadful disease would have been shocking to anyone who saw it, while its total disappearance would have been an unmistakable miracle.

The last sign would become the first of the plagues: “‘If they will not believe you,’ God said, ‘or listen to the first sign, they may believe the latter sign. If they will not believe even these two signs or listen to your voice, you shall take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground, and the water that you shall take from the Nile will become blood on the dry ground’” (4:8, 9). With this third sign, God dealt directly with Moses’ fear that no one would believe him. Even if people did not believe the other miracles, at least they would believe Moses when he demonstrated God’s power over the Nile, which the Egyptians considered the source of life.

Each of these signs verified Moses’ credentials and authenticated his ministry as a true prophet. Like most Biblical miracles, the rod, the hand, and the blood served to confirm the truth of God’s word. Whenever Moses performed these signs, he was proven to be a divinely empowered prophet. However incredible the report of his encounter with God may have sounded, his ability to perform miraculous signs would strengthen people’s faith, convincing them to trust his testimony. In much the same way, the miracles of Jesus served to authenticate his teaching and to prove that he was the Christ.

Just as importantly, the signs of Moses demonstrated the true power of God, as miracles always do. Moses did not perform these miracles himself. He cast no spells and recited no incantations. In fact, he was as surprised as anyone when the miraculous signs appeared. But God was working through Moses, which is part of what the Lord meant when he promised, “I will be with you” (3:12). “For what Moses is able to do,” writes John Durham, “he is enabled to do by God. The staff is Moses’ staff, but what happens to the staff is clearly from Yahweh. The hand is Moses’ hand, but what happens to that hand is also clearly from Yahweh. The water in the River Nile, which Yahweh will use to his purpose, also belongs to Yahweh, and what happens to it is the work of his power.”9 Together these three signs proved that the God of Israel was superior to the gods of Egypt.

Has God proved himself to you? Many people are looking for a sign from God. They want to know for certain that God is there, that he really is who the Bible says he is. They are willing to believe in him, but first they demand some sort of sign. They say, “God, if you’re really there, show yourself to me! Then I will believe in you!”

The truth is that God has given a sign. It is a miraculous sign—the sign of the empty tomb (see Matthew 12:39, 40). Jesus of Nazareth, also called Christ, claimed to be God’s Son. His earthly life ended on a wooden cross outside Jerusalem. The Bible says that his death paid the penalty for our sin. Then Jesus was buried. If he had remained in the tomb, there would be no sign that Jesus really is the Christ. But in order to prove that sin is forgiven through the cross and that we can have fellowship with God forever, Jesus was raised from the dead. His resurrection is the sign that Christianity is true—a sign recorded in Scripture and confirmed in historical accounts from many reliable eyewitnesses. Anyone who is unsure whether or not to believe in Jesus Christ and the sign of his resurrection should ask God for the gift of faith, and he will show his salvation.
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Here Am I . . . Send Someone Else

EXODUS 4:10–17

[image: image]

IN 1718 A NORWEGIAN PASTOR’S WIFE named Giertrud Rask received God’s call to become a missionary. Her husband, Hans Egede, was preparing to leave their homeland and take the gospel to Greenland. But Giertrud was not ready to go, and with good reason. She was forty-five years old at the time, with four children to care for and the youngest barely a year old. It would be a dangerous journey for all of them, and Giertrud herself did not have a strong constitution.

The family’s biographer reports that when Hans announced his plans, “His own and his wife’s friends wrote to express their severest reprobation. . . . His mother-in-law further inflamed the feeling against him, and even his wife began to hint that she repented having attached herself to a man who by such plans was going to ruin himself and those belonging to him.”1 Giertrud must have felt much the same way that Moses felt when God called him to lead Israel out of Egypt. “Send someone else, Lord! Let somebody else do it . . . anybody but me!”

In this chapter we come to the end of Moses’ encounter with the God of the burning bush. The prophet had received his basic instructions. God had called him to go back to Egypt and tell Pharaoh to let God’s people go. Moses had also raised some questions: “Who am I? Who are you? How will they ever believe me?”

These were only the first three of what turned out to be five objections in all. As objections go, they were not altogether unreasonable, and in his patience God was willing to answer them. But the longer the conversation went on, the more obvious it became that Moses simply did not want to go. His final two objections show that when it came right down to it, he wanted God to send someone else.

Moses’ Speech Problem

Moses’ fourth objection concerned his public speaking abilities: “Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent, either in the past or since you have spoken to your servant, but I am slow of speech and of tongue” (4:10). The prophet recognized that the exodus was partly a diplomatic mission. Getting Israel out of Egypt required a public spokesperson with the oratorical abilities to persuade the world’s most powerful leader to do something he had no intention of doing, and Moses doubted he was up to the task.

There has been a good deal of speculation as to what Moses meant when he complained about his inability to speak. What he literally said was something like this: “O Lord, I am not a man of words. . . . I am heavy of mouth.” Perhaps his problem was psychological: he was too shy to speak in public. Possibly he lacked confidence because he had failed rhetoric back at Pharaoh University. Others have suggested that the prophet was inarticulate because he had a speech impediment. According to the Greek translation of the Old Testament known as the Septuagint, Moses stammered and stuttered. Still another possibility is that he was linguistically challenged. During his years as a shepherd he had lost his command of Egyptian, and he was worried that he would get tongue-tied when he went to the royal court.

Whatever his speech problem may have been, Moses told God that he was the wrong man for the job. In doing this he was not alone, for other Biblical prophets also doubted their ability to speak. When Isaiah was summoned to the throne room of God, he cried, “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” (Isaiah 6:5). When God’s word came to Jeremiah, appointing him as a prophet to the nations, he said, “Ah, Lord GOD! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth” (Jeremiah 1:6). Although Moses may have been the first prophet to protest a lack of eloquence, he was by no means the last. Indeed, to this day many Christians hold back from sharing their faith for fear that they will not know what to say or how to say it.

For all we know, Moses may well have had a speech defect or struggled with some kind of language barrier. But what he had was not so much a speech problem as an obedience problem. God had given him a clear and unmistakable calling, but rather than trusting God to enable him to fulfill it, Moses was starting to make excuses.

The prophet’s fourth objection was irrelevant. It did not matter how articulate Moses was because God had already told him exactly what to say—not only to Israel’s elders, but also to Pharaoh. God practically dictated his speeches for him! Moses did not have to be an orator; he just had to be a reporter, faithfully repeating whatever God said to him. This was well within his capacities. Moses may have had some limitations when it came to public speaking, but at least he could talk, which is amply demonstrated by his conversation at the burning bush. He seemed able to speak well enough when he wanted to argue with God! And if he could dialogue with the Great I Am, surely he could exchange a few words with the Pharaoh of Egypt.

God had also promised Moses that people would listen to him. This is a reminder that effectiveness in proclaiming God’s Word does not depend on eloquence alone. Good speaking ability is useful, of course, but it is not essential to communicating the gospel. One thinks of the Apostle Paul, whose rhetorical abilities were often criticized. “His speech [is] of no account,” some people said (2 Corinthians 10:10). But at least Paul had something to say! He proclaimed salvation in Christ through the cross and the empty tomb. Therefore, he was able to say to his critics, “Even if I am unskilled in speaking, I am not so in knowledge” (2 Corinthians 11:6a).

When it comes to proclaiming God’s Word, the message is more important than the man. Indeed, in some mysterious way the very limitations of a preacher or a personal evangelist are often essential to the effective communication of the gospel. This is part of what the Scripture means when it says, “We have this treasure [the glorious knowledge of Christ] in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Corinthians 4:7). From time to time, when a preacher stumbles around, the congregation is reminded that whatever effectiveness his preaching has comes from God and not from the man himself. Of course, this is not an excuse for evangelists to become anything less than the very best communicators they can become. But it helps to know that even our weaknesses can be used for God’s glory.

Not only was Moses’ objection irrelevant (because God was going to tell him what to say), but it was also irreverent. Notice the wording of his complaint: “I am not eloquent, either in the past or since you have spoken to your servant” (4:10). This comment was really a criticism. Moses was blaming God for not giving him the gift of utterance. When he said, “I am not eloquent, either in the past . . . ” he was complaining about the way God made him. And when he said, “or since you have spoken,” he was implying that if God really wanted him to go to Pharaoh, he would cure his impediment right then and there. It was as if to say, “Look, Lord, I’ve been standing here talking with you for fifteen whole minutes, and you still haven’t done anything about my speech problem!”

By this reasoning it was God’s fault that Moses couldn’t do what God called him to do. How often we grow impatient with God, waiting for him to do something he has no intention of doing. And how often we complain that God is not giving us what we want, when the real problem is that we are not doing what he wants us to do.

Who Gave You That Mouth Anyway?

God answered Moses by reminding him that he was fearfully and wonderfully made. Moses had been given exactly the gifts that God wanted him to have, and those gifts were to be used for God’s glory: “Then the LORD said to him, ‘Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the LORD?’” (4:11).

These rhetorical questions are a reminder that God made us exactly the way he wanted to make us. Who gave us our eyes, ears, and mouth? Obviously God did. If that is the case, then our abilities, inabilities, and even disabilities are ordained by him. God has equipped us with every talent we need to do his will. He made us the way that he made us for his glory.

People often wish they had someone else’s abilities instead of their own. An example of this kind of covetous thinking comes from the movie Amadeus, which despite its historical inaccuracies makes a compelling spiritual point. The film is about the extraordinary musical talents of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791), as viewed from the perspective of his fellow composer Antonio Salieri (1750–1825). Salieri was a fine musician in his own right, but he was no Mozart, and he knew it. Rather than using his own talents to glorify God, he envied the gift that God had given to Mozart. His resentment about Mozart led him to reject God, and in the end he became a bitter old man, the self-professed “patron saint of mediocrity.”

If it is true that God made us exactly the way he wanted, then we cannot complain about our lack of ability without grumbling against God. When Moses said, “I don’t know how to speak,” God responded by saying, “Who has made man’s mouth?” It was God’s way of showing Moses that he was mouthing off. Every time we complain about our personal limitations, what we are actually doing is insulting the God who made us.

The thing to do instead is to serve God as well as we can. Even if our gifts are limited—as everyone’s gifts are, in one respect or another—they should be used for God’s glory. This is what Jesus taught in the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14–30). A master went away on a long journey, leaving three servants in charge of his household. Each servant was given certain responsibilities, according to his ability, and when the master returned, each was called to give account. The servant with five silver talents had earned five more. Likewise, the servant with two talents had doubled his master’s investment. Not surprisingly, both of these men were praised. But the servant with only one talent had buried it in the ground. That wicked servant was cast into the outer darkness not because he had failed to produce five talents, but because he had failed to use even his one talent to the best of his ability.

What talent has God given to you? Perhaps you have a penetrating intellect, a beautiful voice, or a strong body. Perhaps you have a practical gift such as the skill to care for the sick, to nurture small children, or to make money. Whatever ability you have been given, use it for God’s glory.

Do the same thing with your disabilities, which can also be used to glorify God. God mentions blindness as well as sight in order to show that every human being is called to serve him. If God is the one who makes a person deaf or blind, then even these limitations can be used for his glory. There is a good example of this in the story of Jesus and a man who was born blind. The disciples were certain that someone was to blame for the man’s deformity, so they wondered who had sinned—the man himself or his parents (John 9:1). Jesus contradicted them by saying, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him” (John 9:3). The same is true for every child of God. We were made for God’s glory, and we should not imagine that our personal limitations somehow place a limit on God’s ability to glorify himself in our lives. However bright or dim we may be, if we have a mind, we can learn how to think Biblically. However strong or weak we may be, if we have a body, we can learn how to act Biblically. And if we can think and act Biblically, then we can live for God’s glory.

A good example of how God can be glorified in someone’s disability comes from the ministry of Donald Grey Barnhouse, the famous pastor of Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church. Barnhouse had been conducting a week of services in another church, and there had been a good deal of banter about the host minister, whose wife was expecting their first child to be born at any moment. On the last night of services, when the minister failed to arrive, Barnhouse knew what had happened.

What Barnhouse did not know, however, was that the child was born with Down syndrome. The minister was devastated. “Dr. Barnhouse,” he said, “our child is a mongoloid. I haven’t told my wife, and I don’t know what I’m going to tell her.”

Barnhouse replied, “My friend, this is of the Lord,” and turning to the fourth chapter of Exodus, he read, “And the LORD said unto him, Who hath made man’s mouth, or who maketh the dumb, or deaf, or the seeing, or the blind . . . have not I the LORD?” The minister demanded to see the passage for himself, and as he studied it Barnhouse said, “My friend, you know the promise in Romans 8 that all things, including this mongoloid child, work together for good to those who love the Lord.”

The minister returned to the hospital, where his wife was beginning to worry that something was wrong with the baby. He was able to say to her, “My precious darling, the Lord has blessed us with a mongoloid child.” After she was finished crying, she said, “Where did you get that?” and he proceeded to show her what the Scripture said. Later, when she called her mother to tell her the news, she said, “Mother, the Lord has blessed us with a mongoloid child. We don’t know the nature of the blessing, but we do know it’s a blessing.” On the following Sunday, when more than seventy nurses from the hospital attended that man’s church, thirty of them came to faith in Christ!2

Another example of what it means to glorify God with a disability comes from the life of John Milton (1608–1674), the English poet who completed some of his greatest work in the years after he became blind. Like Moses, Milton was sometimes tempted to complain about his inability. He once wrote a sonnet titled “On His Blindness,” in which he lamented his loss of sight. With light denied, his “one talent” seemed useless, and he feared that he would be unable to give a good account to his Maker. But as Milton struggled with his limitations, he came up with this answer:


God doth not need

Either man’s work, or his own gifts; who best

Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best: his state

Is kingly; thousands at his bidding speed,

And post o’er land and ocean without rest;

They also serve who only stand and wait.



If the only thing we can do is stand and wait, then we are to do our standing and waiting to the glory of God.

As we stand and wait, we are called to remember that God is with us. We do not serve God on our own, working from our own strength, but rather exercise our gifts in the presence and with the assistance of God. Notice that God never evaluated Moses’ speaking ability. He did not try to tell him that he was more eloquent than he thought he was. Nor did he admit that Moses really was slow of speech and tongue. Instead he told him the only thing that mattered, which was that God would be with him. Moses’ objection had to do with himself: “I am not eloquent . . . I am slow of speech” (4:10). But God answered by pointing Moses back to himself: “Now therefore go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall speak” (4:12). Like Moses, we are prone to place far too much reliance on natural ability, and not nearly enough on supernatural assistance. If God is with us, then we will be able to do his will, even in spite of ourselves.

Remember that the “I” who promised to go with Moses—and who has promised to be with us forever—is the Great I Am, the eternal and all-powerful Lord. God reminded Moses of this at the end of verse 11, where he repeated his special divine name. What he literally said was: “Is it not I AM, the LORD, who gave you your mouth?” The God of the burning bush, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, is the same God who made Moses’ mouth. God had already promised to be with Moses (see 3:12). That general promise also included a very specific promise to be with Moses whenever he spoke. Jesus made a similar promise when he sent out his disciples: “When they deliver you over, do not be anxious how you are to speak or what you are to say, for what you are to say will be given to you in that hour. For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you” (Matthew 10:19, 20). Jesus has not promised to put his words into our mouths, of course. That was a special promise for God’s special messengers, the apostles. But he will help us whenever we speak for him, because he has promised to be with us always.

If God is with us, then whatever abilities or disabilities we have can be used for his glory. Even if we are tempted to complain about our lack of eloquence, as Moses was, at least we can testify that Jesus saves. And as we witness for the gospel, we can take encouragement from the third and fourth stanzas of William Cowper’s hymn “There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood,” which almost sound like Moses’ testimony:


E’er since by faith I saw the stream

Your flowing wounds supply,

Redeeming love has been my theme,

And shall be till I die.




Then in a nobler, sweeter song

I’ll sing your pow’r to save,

When this poor lisping, stamm’ring tongue

Lies silent in the grave.



Send Someone Else!

As God patiently listened to all of Moses’ objections, he never allowed himself to be distracted from his primary purpose. Throughout this conversation God kept returning to the basic issue: Moses was going to lead Israel out of Egypt. Four times he commanded Moses to go: “So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh” (3:10 NIV); “Go and gather the elders of Israel” (3:16); “You and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt” (3:18). God said it for the final time in 4:12: “Now therefore go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall speak.”

By the time God had told Moses to “go . . . go . . . go . . . go,” Moses had run out of excuses. He had asked all the questions he could think to ask and had raised all the objections it was reasonable to raise. In the end his true motivation was exposed in all its dreadful depravity: “Oh, my Lord, please send someone else” (4:13). This fifth and final objection exposed what was underneath all of Moses’ excuses: a fundamental unwillingness to obey. The real issue was not that he lacked the stature to persuade Pharaoh, or that he was ignorant of God’s name, or that the Israelites would not believe him, or that he was a poor public speaker. God had answered all of those objections. The real issue was that Moses refused to trust and obey.

At the very beginning of this encounter, when Moses first heard God’s voice, he seemed ready to do as he was told. “Here I am,” he said, expressing his willingness to serve (3:4). He even took off his sandals, indicating his status as God’s slave. But the more he understood what God was asking him to do, the more reluctant he became, until finally he issued a flat refusal: “I’m still here, Lord, but you’re going to have to find somebody else.” Literally what Moses said was, “Lord, send anybody you want to send,” with the unspecified implication, “as long as it isn’t me.” Moses was finished evaluating his call; now he was rejecting it.

The Bible does not say why Moses was unwilling to go. It probably had something to do with the issues he had already raised. If God’s angry response in verses 14–16 is any indication, Moses was still worried about his speech problem. Very likely he felt inadequate and afraid. But whatever the reason was, it really didn’t matter. Quite simply, he was refusing God’s claim on his life.

There is a time when it is appropriate to ask the kinds of questions Moses had been asking: “Who am I, Lord?” “Are you really the God you say you are?” “Can I trust you to go with me and help me?” But once we know what God wants us to do, it is time to stop asking and start obeying. We are the only ones who can do what God has called us to do. So if you have been wrestling with God’s claim on your life—trying to decide whether Jesus is the only way to God, for example, or evaluating some new opportunity for ministry—once you know the answer in your heart of hearts, you must follow God. Otherwise you are standing in rebellion against him.

Moses’ rebellion is evident from the way he addressed God: “Oh, my Lord.” This may sound respectful enough, but it lacked genuine reverence. Notice that ord in the word “Lord” are left uncapitalized. This is because Moses did not use the name that God had revealed to him, the special divine name Yahweh (“LORD”), and thus he failed to acknowledge God’s full sovereignty and majesty. This shows how important it is to worship God properly. The God we praise is the God we serve. If we are not consistent and reverent in our worship, we will be inconstant and reckless in our obedience.

Moses’ Mouthpiece, Aaron

By this time God had heard enough out of Moses:

Then the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses and he said, “Is there not Aaron, your brother, the Levite? I know that he can speak well. Behold, he is coming out to meet you, and when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. You shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth, and I will be with your mouth and with his mouth and will teach you both what to do. He shall speak for you to the people, and he shall be your mouth, and you shall be as God to him.” (4:14–16)

The Bible teaches that God is slow to anger. In fact, when Moses later went back to Mount Sinai to receive God’s law, God “passed before him and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love’” (34:6). The fact that God is “slow to anger” means that he is not easily angered, but it also means that he does get angry! He was angry with Moses at the burning bush—not in the sense that he lost his temper, for God cannot sin, but in the sense that he was filled with righteous indignation. God had a right to be angry! He had patiently answered all Moses’ questions and had dealt with all his objections. But when Moses refused to obey him, and thus to glorify him, it was right and good for God to be angry.

Recognizing God’s anger helps us make sense of what he said about Aaron. Here we are introduced to Moses’ brother. Since he is identified as a Levite, some have thought that perhaps the two men were half-brothers, but in any case Aaron was on his way to meet Moses. Possibly he was coming from Egypt to tell Moses that the Pharaoh who wanted to take his life was dead. God ordained Aaron to serve as Moses’ spokesman. Unlike his brother, Aaron had the talent to handle public relations for the exodus. Moses would speak to Aaron, and then Aaron would speak to the people, repeating the words of God.

It almost sounds like God was giving in to Moses’ demands, offering him a sort of compromise. But clearly, having Aaron speak for Moses was not God’s first and best plan for the exodus. True, God was with Aaron, and he was a help to Moses in many ways. Their partnership helped them communicate effectively with Pharaoh, who was familiar with spokesmen because there was a high Egyptian official designated as “the mouth of the king” who spoke on Pharaoh’s behalf, much as Aaron spoke for Moses.3 The relationship between the two brothers was also a picture of the relationship between God and his prophets. In the same way that Moses spoke for God, Aaron spoke for Moses.

But Aaron’s involvement would turn out to be a mixed blessing. His assistance did not relieve Moses from the responsibility to speak for God (4:15); but now Moses would have to share part of the honor with his brother. Furthermore, Aaron would later lead the people astray by making them a golden calf (32:1–4). By at first refusing to do what God called him to do, Moses missed out on part of God’s blessing. No one is indispensable—not even Moses. God can always find someone else to do his will. But by refusing to do what God has called us to do, we will miss out on the fullness of God’s blessing.

One woman who refused to miss out on the blessing was Queen Esther. In the providence of God, when the Jews were in mortal danger Esther was in a position to save them by interceding with the king. Her cousin Mordecai urged her to help, even though doing so would place her own life in danger. Mordecai knew that God would save his people one way or another, but he did not want Esther to miss God’s blessing by rejecting her calling. He said to her, “For if you keep silent at this time, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place, but you and your father’s house will perish” (Esther 4:14a). Through her courageous obedience, Esther not only saved her people, the Jews, but also received God’s abundant blessing.

A Prophet (Not) like Moses

The last thing God said to Moses was, “And take in your hand this staff, with which you shall do the signs” (4:17). God did not take no for an answer. In the end after all his questions and objections Moses had to do what God called him to do. By God’s authority and with God’s assistance—symbolized by the mighty staff—he went back to Egypt to rescue the children of Israel.

Moses proved to be a great leader, of course, but his reluctance to answer God’s call is a reminder that there is only one perfect Savior. God promised that one day he would send his people a prophet “like [Moses].” He later said to Moses, “I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him” (Deuteronomy 18:18). Jesus Christ was that prophet, as Peter proved on the Day of Pentecost (see Acts 3:20–23). The Bible teaches that Jesus was “made like his brothers in every respect” (Hebrews 2:17), “yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). As God promised, Jesus was like Moses. He came to deliver us from our bondage to sin and to set us free from our captivity to death. God told us to “listen to him” (Matthew 17:5) because whenever we listen to him, we hear the very voice of God.

But for all the similarities between these two men, there are also some crucial ways that Jesus is not like Moses. One of the most obvious is that he was ready and willing to do God’s will. He said to his Father, “Behold, I have come to do your will, O God” (Hebrews 10:7). True, Jesus agonized over the pains of the cross, but he did not refuse to endure them. He said to his Father, “Your will be done” (Matthew 26:42). And then he went out and freely offered his life for our salvation. He did not say, “Send someone else,” for he knew that there was no one else! He and he alone could make perfect atonement for our sins.

If Christ is our Savior, then we must be ready and willing to serve him—to say, “Here am I, send me!” In the end this is what Giertrud Rask did. When her husband Hans received God’s missionary call to go to Greenland, Giertrud was not willing to go. But her husband was a sensible man, sensitive to his wife’s anxiety. Although he remained convinced that God was calling them to Greenland, he knew that Giertrud had to hear and answer the call for herself. So Hans did what he could “to make his wife see the will of God . . . and to regard it as their bounden duty to show a more resolute self-denial by leaving their home and going forth to preach the Gospel among the heathens.”

By mutual agreement, Hans and Giertrud “laid the matter before God in prayer.” God’s Spirit worked in Giertrud’s heart, and eventually she embraced the call to take the gospel to Greenland. Shortly before they were to set sail, however, Hans himself “was assailed by doubts as to whether he really had been justified in jeopardizing his and his family’s welfare.” Then it was Giertrud who proved her “great faith and constancy” by encouraging her husband to answer God’s call. Together they traveled to Greenland, where they labored together in the gospel.4 Of course, it is far better to answer God’s call as soon as we receive it, but the most important thing is to be sure we answer it in the end.
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Back to Egypt

EXODUS 4:18–31
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SO MOSES WENT BACK TO EGYPT. After all his questions and objections, after all his doubts and hesitations, and even after his outright refusal to go, the prophet answered God’s call. His self-imposed exile was over.

After the encounter at the burning bush, the end of Exodus 4 comes as something of an anticlimax. These verses recount Moses’ departure from Midian (4:18–23) and his arrival in Egypt (4:27–31), together with his near-death experience along the way (4:24–26). The key word in these somewhat miscellaneous verses—a word that is repeated over and over again—is “return” (shuv), also translated “go back.” Moses was going back to the land of the pyramids, back to the slave camps of Pharaoh, and back to the people of God.

Moses was returning because God ordered him to return. Once he had fled from Egypt in fear and secrecy, but “the LORD said to Moses in Midian, ‘Go back to Egypt, for all the men who were seeking your life are dead’” (4:19). This statement—a short summary of their long conversation at the burning bush—comes as a surprise. There is no question as to its truthfulness; we have already been informed that the Pharaoh who charged Moses with a capital offense was dead (2:23). What is less clear is why it mattered if his enemies were alive or dead. Perhaps God was just letting Moses know that he didn’t have to worry about his death sentence anymore. But it sounds as if God was concerned about Moses’ safety, as if he could only return when it was safe to go back. If so, then God’s statement reminds us of the message Joseph received when he was in Egypt: “Rise, take the child [Jesus] and his mother [Mary] and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the child’s life are dead” (Matthew 2:20). But why would God be concerned about Moses’ safety? He had promised to go with him on his journey, to help him and deliver him. With God’s staff in his hand, Moses had nothing to fear. It seems better, therefore, to take the death of his enemies as a sign that the exodus had begun. Rather than reassuring Moses about his safety, God’s statement of Pharaoh’s death serves as an announcement that the promise of deliverance was starting to come true.

Moses Takes His Leave

Before returning to Egypt, Moses had some family business to take care of: “Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law and said to him, ‘Please let me go back to my brothers in Egypt to see whether they are still alive’” (4:18a).

Once Moses had received God’s call, he went back to take leave of Jethro, the man who had given him a home in Midian. It is not hard to understand why Moses had to do this. Obviously he could not stay with Jethro any longer. He had a higher calling—a call to ministry that came from God himself. But he still needed to treat the man with respect. For one thing Jethro was his father-in-law, and in those patriarchal times family members needed permission from the head of the household before leaving. For another thing, Jethro was his employer, and Moses needed to return the sheep that he had taken to Mount Horeb.

In some ways Moses serves as an example for Christians who are trying to follow Christ and love their families at the same time. Our commitment to Christ comes first. Jesus said, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). Jesus meant that following him is a total life commitment. It demands an absolute allegiance that sometimes conflicts with family expectations. Even the people we love most should not prevent us from doing what God has called us to do. But Jesus did not mean that we should be hostile to our families, any more than he meant that we should take our own lives. On the contrary, Christians should treat their families with respect. This is especially important for Christians whose parents are not Christians. Because they do not share our commitment to Christ, they will not understand some of the choices we make. But even if we cannot compromise our calling, we still have a responsibility to love our parents, and that means discussing our plans with them patiently and respectfully.

What is puzzling is the excuse Moses gave for going back to Egypt. He said to Jethro, “Please let me go back to my brothers in Egypt to see whether they are still alive” (4:18a). This statement shows how thoroughly Moses had identified himself with God’s people. He did not consider himself an Egyptian anymore but a Hebrew. It also gives a hint how long Moses had been away (forty years) and how badly the Egyptians had been treating the Israelites. The phrase “to see whether they are still alive” may have been an ancient expression for checking on someone’s welfare, but it leaves open the question whether they were alive or dead.1

The problem with what Moses said is that it was not entirely truthful. He failed to mention anything about his encounter with God at the burning bush, and what he did say about his mission was misleading. He was not going back to see if his relatives were still alive—God had told him they were—but to rescue them from slavery!

Why didn’t Moses tell the whole truth? Perhaps he was afraid that if he went into too much detail, his father-in-law would start raising questions about his trip. More likely, Moses still wasn’t entirely sure himself whether everything God said was true. Like many people, he was wavering somewhere between faith and unbelief. But at least he was still walking down the path of obedience! Even if he lacked the courage to state his intentions, he was doing what God told him to do.

Moses left Midian with his father-in-law’s blessing: “And Jethro said to Moses, ‘Go in peace’” (4:18b). When Moses departed, the prophet took two things with him: his family and his God. The Bible says, “So Moses took his wife and his sons and had them ride on a donkey, and went back to the land of Egypt. And Moses took the staff of God in his hand” (4:20). Later Moses sent his family back to Midian, for Exodus 18 describes their eventual reunion. But when he first returned to Egypt, Moses brought his wife Zipporah and his sons Gershom and Eliezer with him. This shows that he was planning on leaving for good. It also serves as a reminder that his experiences as a husband and father were part of his preparation for ministry.

Not only did Moses have his family at his side, but he also had his staff in his hand. Except that it was no longer his staff at all—it was “the staff of God,” the symbol of divine authority. Moses was going to deliver Israel by God’s power. With God’s staff he would perform miraculous signs to convince the Israelites that he was God’s true prophet. Later God’s staff would accomplish even greater wonders. It would bring disease and death upon the Egyptians, part the waves of the Red Sea, and draw life-giving water from a rock.

It is tempting to think of God’s staff as a magic wand and to wish that we could have one ourselves. But what the staff represents is available to us! The staff was a visible sign of God’s saving power, and now God’s saving power comes through the cross. The place to find God’s power is not in some supernatural wonder but in the message of the cross where Christ was crucified for sinners. The cross is God’s sign. It is the sign of God’s love—the sign that he loves us enough to die for us. It is the sign of God’s mercy—the sign that our sins are forgiven. The Apostle Paul observed that whereas some people “demand signs . . . we preach Christ crucified . . . Christ the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:22–24). It is through the cross of Christ that God has accomplished the greatest exodus of all, leading sinners out of bondage to sin and into relationship with him. The divine power represented by God’s staff is available to everyone who lays hold of Jesus Christ.

Pharaoh’s Hard Heart

Moses did not have the message of the cross (at least in so many words), but he did have God’s staff, and he was supposed to take the staff with him when he went to Pharaoh. “And the LORD said to Moses, ‘When you go back to Egypt, see that you do before Pharaoh all the miracles that I have put in your power. But I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go’” (4:21).

This verse gives us two new pieces of information. One is that the signs and wonders were for the Egyptians as well as for the Israelites. Earlier God gave Moses three signs to perform for the elders of Israel, to help convince them that he was God’s true prophet (4:1–9). Here God tells Moses to perform the same marvels for Pharaoh—not so he will let God’s people go, but for exactly the opposite reason. Rather than making a believer out of Pharaoh, the signs would harden him in his unbelief. In his stubbornness he would refuse to let God’s people go. The miracles of Jesus Christ had much the same effect: according to God’s sovereign will, some believed and were saved, while others doubted and were condemned.

Moses already knew that Pharaoh’s heart would be as hard as stone. Even if he did not know this from his own experience, which he probably did, God had said to him, “The king of Egypt will not let you go unless compelled by a mighty hand” (3:19). What is new in chapter 4—and this is the second new piece of information—is that God himself would harden Pharaoh’s heart. In some mysterious way, Pharaoh’s hardness of heart was part of God’s saving plan.

The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is an important theme in the book of Exodus, and it has much to teach us about the sovereignty of God’s will. We will encounter this theme again, because Exodus mentions Pharaoh’s hardness of heart some twenty times, describing it in one of three different ways. Sometimes the Bible says that Pharaoh hardened his own heart: “But when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his heart and would not listen to them” (8:15). Other times the Bible says that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, without specifying who did the hardening: “Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not listen” (7:13). There are also instances—like the one here in Exodus 4—where God identifies himself as the one who hardens Pharaoh’s heart.

Taken together, what these statements show is that Pharaoh’s heart was doubly hard. He hardened his own heart; nevertheless, God hardened his heart for him. Both of these statements are true, and there is no contradiction between them. Pharaoh’s will was also God’s will. God not only knew that Pharaoh would refuse to let his people go, but he actually ordained it. This is the paradox of divine sovereignty and human responsibility, which is not a puzzle to be solved but a mystery to be adored. As human beings made in the image of God, we make a real choice to accept or reject God, but even the choice we make is governed by God’s sovereign and eternal will. The Old Testament scholar S. R. Driver rightly observed, “The means by which God hardens a man is not necessarily by any extraordinary intervention on His part; it may be by the ordinary experiences of life, operating through the principles and character of human nature, which are of His appointment.”2 The writer of Exodus understood this, which is why he described the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart as both the will of Pharaoh and the will of God.

From beginning to end, the entire exodus was the result of God’s sovereign decree. The whole agonizing and then exhilarating experience of slavery and freedom was part of his perfect will. It was God’s will to bring his people out of Egypt. It was also his good pleasure to keep them there as long as he did, which is proved by his hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. Peter Enns writes, “The deliverance of Israel from Egypt is entirely God’s doing and under his complete control. The impending Exodus is a play in which God is author, producer, director, and principal actor.”3 Even when Pharaoh took his turn on stage, God received all the applause. Like everything else that God has ever done, the exodus was all for his glory.

God’s Firstborn Son

The sovereignty of God’s will is such a great mystery that it causes some people to fear God—not simply to revere him, but actually to be afraid of him. However, God’s people should never be afraid, because God’s sovereignty includes our sonship. The reason God hardened Pharaoh’s heart was to prove his love for his own children. God said to Moses, “Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me.” If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son’” (4:22, 23).

These two verses disclose the very heart of the exodus. They explain why God cared what happened to the Israelites, why out of all the nations in the world he went to the trouble of rescuing them from slavery. They had little to be proud of from a worldly point of view, and thus God seemingly had little reason to save them. But Israel was the son of God’s choice. At the very deepest spiritual level, the exodus is a story about sonship, about a Father’s love for his only son. Israel’s deliverance is the true history of a loving Father who rescued his children so they could be together as a family. Thus it is not simply a story of emancipation—the release of a slave—but also of repatriation, the return of an only son to his father’s loving care.4 Later, when God reminisced about the exodus, he said, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son” (Hosea 11:1).

Israel’s status as God’s firstborn son explains why God had a quarrel with Pharaoh. To Pharaoh the Hebrews were lowly slaves, but to God they were beloved sons. Thus the problem with Pharaoh was not simply that he was a slaveholder (although that was bad enough), but that he was preventing God’s children from serving their Father. Instead of being free to call God “Father,” the Israelites were forced to call Pharaoh “Master.” So in order to reassert his claim on Israel, God said to Pharaoh, “Let my son go that he may serve me” (4:23a). God demanded that Israel be released from Pharaoh’s bondage so that his son would be free to serve him once again. More specifically, he wanted the worship of his firstborn son. This is the grand theme of the exodus: God saving his sons from slavery so that they could serve him.

God’s father-son relationship with Israel also helps explain why the judgments he executed on Egypt were so harsh. Exodus 4 (especially v. 23) foreshadows the tenth and final plague, which would claim the life of Pharaoh’s heir, along with all the rest of the firstborn sons in Egypt. This calamity was necessary to persuade Pharaoh to give up his claim on God’s son, Israel. His heart was so hard that getting him to let Israel go required nothing less than the death of his firstborn son. But this punishment was also a matter of strict justice. It was an eye for an eye, a son for a son. The Dutch Bible scholar Cornelis Houtman writes, “In the dispute about the question to whom Israel belongs and who is her legitimate ruler, Pharaoh or Yahweh, Yahweh at last will show that he has intimate emotional ties with Israel. Pharaoh had better know that to Yahweh Israel is not just his own people, they are also dear to him. . . . Pharaoh is going to be hit at his most sensitive spot, the spot where he has touched Yahweh himself, in the love for the firstborn.”5

Sonship has its origins in the Old Testament, where God reveals himself as a father who desires a son to serve him. However, his son always proved a disappointment. This was true during the exodus, when Israel grumbled against Moses and complained about God’s fatherly care. The Old Testament people of God never lived up to the demands of their sonship.

This is why God sent his only Son to be our Savior. The New Testament presents Jesus Christ as God’s perfect Son, the one who served his Father with absolute devotion. Jesus was everything God had ever wanted in a Son, on one level accomplishing what Israel was supposed to accomplish. The Gospels make this connection explicit by describing the life of Christ as a new exodus. Not long after he was born, Jesus was sent down to Egypt, where he remained until the death of King Herod. His subsequent return to Israel reminded Matthew of the Old Testament promise: “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Matthew 2:15, quoting Hosea 11:1). It was Matthew’s way of saying that Jesus is the true Israel, God’s firstborn Son. This was confirmed when Jesus was baptized, and the Father said, “This is my beloved Son” (Matthew 3:17). The promise of sonship was fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

The amazing thing is that everyone who comes to Christ in faith becomes a true child of God. The work of Christ is to bring the slaves of sin into the liberty of sonship. Charles Spurgeon writes, “The Lord Jesus comes, identifies himself with the enslaved family, bears the curse, fulfils the law, and then on the ground of simple justice demands for them full and perfect liberty, having for them fulfilled the precept, and for them endured the penalty.”6 The Bible thus calls Jesus “the firstborn among many brothers” (Romans 8:29)—“many brothers” because every believer is a child of God. As the Bible also says, “In Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith” (Galatians 3:26). To know Jesus as Savior is to know God as Father, and the exodus teaches us what kind of Father he is. He is not like human fathers, with all their failings. Rather, he is a good Father, always faithful to his children. In his tender compassion he cares for them and rescues them from every danger.

A Matter of Life and Death

What happened next is a shocking reminder how strange the Old Testament can be. “At a lodging place on the way the LORD met him and sought to put him to death” (4:24). There is some question as to whether it was Moses who met with God or his son (presumably Gershom, his firstborn). Given the overall context, however, it seems much more natural for “him” to refer to Moses, especially since his son is not specifically introduced until verse 25.

What happened was this: while Moses was traveling back to Egypt, he stopped to camp for the night, and there in the wilderness God sought to slay him. Just when it seemed safe to return to Egypt, suddenly God became the prophet’s adversary. The Bible does not say how God intended to kill him. Perhaps Moses had to wrestle with the angel of death, or perhaps he was afflicted with some deadly disease. However, the real question is not how God assaulted Moses but why. What possible reason could God have for attacking Moses, upon whom his whole plan for Israel’s salvation depended? Moses was the one who was called to lead God’s people out of Egypt. Moses was the one who would gather the elders, perform the miracles, and demand the release of God’s firstborn son. Therefore, to subject his life to mortal danger was to jeopardize the entire exodus.

Depending on the situation, God might have many good reasons for taking someone’s life, but in this particular case he seems to have been angry with Moses. The prophet was under God’s wrath, apparently because he had not circumcised his son. The Bible does not say this in so many words, but it is a reasonable inference based on what follows: “Then Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin and touched Moses’ feet with it and said, ‘Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to me!’ So he let him alone. It was then that she said, ‘A bridegroom of blood,’ because of the circumcision” (4:25, 26).

These are some of the most enigmatic verses in the Old Testament, but we must try to understand them as well as we can. Once again it was a woman who came to the rescue. Acting courageously and decisively—possibly because Moses himself was too close to death to be able to respond—Zipporah severed her son’s foreskin, touched it to Moses, and said, “You are a bridegroom of blood.” The precise meaning of this technical term is uncertain, but it does not seem to mean that Zipporah was angry. Rather, as the editorial comment in verse 26 indicates, it had something to do with the rite of circumcision (and possibly also with Zipporah’s inclusion in the covenant community). What saved Moses’ life was the circumcision of his son. But why was his son the one who was circumcised? If Moses was the guilty party, wouldn’t it make more sense for the prophet himself to be circumcised? The simplest explanation is that God attacked Moses precisely because he had failed to circumcise his son, and therefore Gershom’s circumcision was the only thing that could save his life.

This raises a more basic question: What was so important about circumcision? Consider this contrast: when Moses refused to go to Egypt, God patiently helped him on his way; but when he failed to circumcise his son, God threatened to take his very life. Peter Enns writes, “Moses can argue, pout, whine, and hold his breath about going to Egypt and God will deal patiently with him—but circumcision is another matter.”7 Quite literally, it was a matter of life and death. But why?

For one thing, circumcision was the distinguishing mark of God’s people, a sign indicating membership in the covenant community, and thus it served as the proof of sonship in Israel, as Zipporah seems to have understood. Furthermore, circumcision was a covenant sign that went all the way back to the patriarchs (see Genesis 17). Therefore, if Moses intended to serve the God of Abraham, he had a covenant obligation to circumcise his sons. This was also an important part of his preparation for the exodus. Later, when the Israelites celebrated their first Passover, every male would be required to be circumcised (12:43–49). Moses had to set the example. If he was going to lead the people out of Egypt, he himself had to keep the covenant. How could he be Israel’s prophet if he neglected his spiritual responsibility to his own family by failing to include them in God’s salvation?

Moses’ failure to keep the covenant of circumcision nearly cost him his life. His near-death experience teaches us at least two significant lessons about salvation in Christ. One is the spiritual importance of receiving the sign of the covenant, which for the Christian is baptism. There is a connection between the Old Testament sign of circumcision and the New Testament sacrament of baptism. As Paul wrote to the Colossians, “In him [Christ] also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands . . . by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in baptism” (Colossians 2:11, 12). The example of Moses teaches us to regard baptism with the utmost seriousness. Although the sacrament itself does not save anyone, nevertheless believers (and their children!) are to be baptized.

The circumcision of Moses’ son also shows that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). God used this encounter on the road back to Egypt to teach Moses the basic requirements of salvation. Although Moses passed through the shadow of death, God never actually intended to kill him. The whole experience was a test, like the one Abraham endured when he was told to kill his only son (Genesis 22), or like the one Jacob was given when he wrestled with the angel (Genesis 32:22–32). Rather than treating Moses with murderous intent, God was giving his prophet firsthand experience of salvation.

First God showed Moses the wages of sin by placing him under his divine wrath. But then God’s deadly wrath was turned aside—or “propitiated,” to use the proper term for it—by the blood of circumcision. Blood is mentioned specifically because in order to be delivered from death, Moses had to be touched by the blood of a sacrifice and thereby identified with it. It was not a full sacrifice, of course; nevertheless, that small portion of circumcised skin represented Gershom’s entire person, offered in Moses’ place. Moses was saved from God’s wrath by the shed blood of a substitute.

As strange as this experience may sound, it reveals the one true way of salvation. Every human being is a sinner who stands under the wrath of God. Like Moses, we have failed to keep God’s law and thus are subject to God’s curse against our sin. The only way to be saved from eternal death is for God’s wrath to be turned aside, which can only be done through an act of blood. This is exactly what Jesus provided on the cross: a perfect sacrifice for sin, offered through the shedding of his own blood. By dying in our place, Jesus turned aside the wrath of God against our sin. He is our substitute, the one “whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith” (Romans 3:25a). Everyone who believes in Jesus Christ will be saved from God’s wrath through the vicarious sacrifice he offered on the cross. There is no other way to be saved.

Back in Egypt

Once God’s wrath against his sin had been turned aside, Moses continued on his way. The Bible offers a brief summary of the welcome he received from Aaron, from the elders, and from all the children of Israel:

The LORD said to Aaron, “Go into the wilderness to meet Moses.” So he went and met him at the mountain of God and kissed him. And Moses told Aaron all the words of the LORD with which he had sent him to speak, and all the signs that he had commanded him to do. Then Moses and Aaron went and gathered together all the elders of the people of Israel. Aaron spoke all the words that the LORD had spoken to Moses and did the signs in the sight of the people. And the people believed; and when they heard that the LORD had visited the people of Israel and that he had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped. (4:27–31)

Everything went according to promise. Aaron went out to meet Moses on God’s mountain, just as God had promised (4:14). Once the two brothers had embraced, Moses reported what had happened to him at the burning bush. Aaron agreed to help him, just as God had promised (4:15, 16). Together they returned to Egypt and gathered the elders of Israel. Aaron told them everything that Moses had seen and heard. Then he performed the sign of the snake, the sign of the leprous hand, and the sign of the blood. Once the people had witnessed these miracles, they believed the promise of salvation. It all happened just the way God had promised.

It is worth noticing how little space the Bible devotes to the meeting with the elders, especially when this is compared with the amount of time Moses spent worrying about the meeting beforehand. The prophet’s fears turned out to be ill founded, as fears always are when they come from a failure to trust God’s Word. In spite of all his misgivings, Moses had no trouble persuading the Israelites to believe the good news of their deliverance. There is a valuable lesson in this. Often the real struggle comes at the point of deciding whether or not to follow God. Once the decision to follow him has been made, everything falls into place, and we are able to glorify God, almost as a matter of course.

Exodus 4 ends with a doxology: “And when they heard that the LORD had visited the people of Israel and that he had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped” (v. 31). This was the right response. Even while they were still waiting for their liberation, the Israelites began to give God the glory. Moved by divine compassion, they knelt in the sands of Egypt to praise the Lord. They understood that the God of Moses is a God to be worshiped and adored. He is a God who rules every heart by his sovereign will. He is a God who loves us the way a good father loves an only son. He is a God who gives what his justice demands: a perfect sacrifice for sin. He is a wonder-working God, a God who keeps every last promise of salvation. He is also our God who has seen our misery and is concerned about our suffering. Will you bow down and worship him?
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Who Is the Lord?

EXODUS 5:1–9
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SO FAR, SO GOOD. Moses had returned to Egypt, and to his great relief—and probable amazement—everything had gone according to plan. On his way back to the Nile Delta the prophet had met his brother Aaron, who agreed to help him in his ministry. Together the two brothers went to the elders of Israel and performed their signs of miraculous power. Based on what they both heard and saw, the people believed the good news of salvation. So Exodus 4 closed with this remarkable scene: “And when they heard that the LORD had visited the people of Israel and that he had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped” (4:31). The promise of the exodus was starting to come true. The children of Israel were beginning to worship the God of their salvation.

Now it was time for the two brothers to take their show to the palace. In the words of the old spiritual, the song of the African slaves:


Go down, Moses,

Way down in Egyptland,

Tell old Pharaoh,

“Let my people go.”



Exodus 5 tells what happened when Moses went down to old Pharaoh. It is a story of courageous faith and rebellious unbelief.

Let My People Go!

Moses and Aaron were God’s ambassadors, sent to speak on God’s behalf. They went to Pharaoh with a simple demand: “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, that they may hold a feast to me in the wilderness’” (5:1). The Israelites were God’s own dear children. Rather than slaving away for Pharaoh, they needed to serve their Father, so God ordered Pharaoh to free his people from bondage.

The Bible does not indicate whether Moses and Aaron were accompanied by any of Israel’s elders when they confronted Pharaoh. According to God’s earlier instructions (3:18), the nation’s spiritual leaders were supposed to accompany Moses and Aaron when they had their royal audience. Yet Exodus 5 fails to mention any elders, and it seems possible that they lost their nerve. Nor does the Bible indicate how the brothers managed to gain such ready access to the king. Perhaps this is a clue that Moses still had friends in high places, even after his long absence from the royal court. The Bible simply says that Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh “afterward,” meaning after they had gone to the Israelites. What is certain is that they approached Pharaoh with the strong confidence of a courageous faith. In the words of Hebrews, they went “not being afraid of the anger of the king” (Hebrews 11:27).

Courage is hardly what we have come to expect from Moses. We have seen him cover up a murder in the desert sand (2:12), run away from the Egyptian police (2:15), and refuse to deliver God’s message for fear that no one would listen (4:1, 10, 13). Yet this time he walked up to the most powerful man in the world and demanded the release of his slaves. He spoke with the divine authority of a prophet: “Thus says the LORD!” We are compelled to ask, what happened to this man? What made the difference for Moses? What changed his life? What transformed him from a frightened fugitive into a bold spiritual leader?

The answer is that Moses had met the living God. Here is his personal testimony: “The God of the Hebrews has met with us” (5:3a; more literally, “The God of the Hebrews is on our side”). Moses had seen God’s glory in the burning bush. He had heard the Great I Am announce the message of salvation. He had received God’s call, accompanied by marvelous signs. And at first Moses had trouble believing that it was all true. But he did the right thing: he started to trust God’s promises and obey God’s commands. As he stepped out in faith, he discovered that God’s word is indeed faithful and true, and that in spite of his many inadequacies he was supernaturally equipped to do what God had called him to do. From the first faltering steps of his pilgrimage, Moses’ experience of God’s presence made him confident to do God’s will.

The same thing happened to the disciples of Jesus Christ. They were hardly the kind of men one would expect to change the world, coming as they did from humble and in some cases disreputable backgrounds. Apart from a few flashes of momentary insight, the Gospels portray the disciples as dim-witted, weak-willed glory seekers. When their Master came to the hour of his greatest need, they all betrayed him, first by falling asleep in the garden and then by scattering into the darkness. After the crucifixion we find them huddled together in a secret room, fearing that they would be discovered and executed. Yet only months later they went out into the streets of Jerusalem, fearlessly and openly broadcasting the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ. Even after enduring imprisonment, they risked death in order to fulfill God’s calling. Again we are compelled to ask, what happened to these men? What transformed them from cowardly Jesus-groupies into death-defying apostles?

This is a question their enemies tried to answer. When the Jewish leaders who crucified Jesus tried to silence his disciples, they were amazed by the boldness of their faith. “Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13). That was the difference: They had been with Jesus. It was their life-changing encounter with Jesus Christ that made them bold to preach the gospel. They had heard his wise teaching, observed his perfect life, seen his divine miracles, and witnessed his atoning death and bodily resurrection. Once they had met the risen Christ, they were filled with such a courageous faith that nothing in the whole world could stop them from living for his glory.

The same thing happens to everyone who meets the living God. When we open our hearts to Jesus Christ, as he is offered to us in the gospel, God’s Spirit changes us from the inside out. We believe God’s promises and start to act upon them. We begin to love our family with the love that we have received from God. We start to speak to our neighbors openly and naturally about spiritual things. We refuse to compromise our Christian convictions in the workplace. When people wonder what has happened to us, there will be only one possible explanation: we have been with the God of Moses and with the Son, Jesus Christ.

If we continue to live by the courage of faith, God will bless our work and witness for him. When Charles Spurgeon preached on the life of Moses, he stated:

I am persuaded that Moses, after he had got over his first little difficulties . . . was strong in faith. There he stood with the wondrous rod, turning waters into blood and slaying all their fish, covering the heavens with blackness, turning the dust into living creatures, bringing hail and . . . doing it all as calmly and quietly as he should do who feels that he is the voice of God. How steadily he kept at his work! With what diligence he persevered in it, till at last the tenth plague found Moses unmoved, ready to conduct the people away to the Red Sea and to bring them out into the wilderness. O servants of God, be calm and confident. Go on preaching the gospel. Go on teaching in the Sunday-school. Go on giving away the tracts. Go on with steady perseverance. Be ye sure of this, ye shall not labor in vain or spend your strength for naught. Do you still stutter? Are you still slow of speech? Nevertheless, go on. Have you been rebuked and rebuffed? Have you had little else than defeat? This is the way of success. . . . Toil on and believe on. Be steadfast in your confidence, for with a high hand and an outstretched arm the Lord will fetch out his own elect, and he will fetch some of them out by you. Only trust in the Lord and hold on the even tenor of your way.1

Let Them Go, I Say!

Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh in the courage of their faith, but in spite of their boldness—or perhaps because of it—Pharaoh refused to let God’s people go. When he refused, the two brothers responded by repeating God’s demand: “Then they said, ‘The God of the Hebrews has met with us. Please let us go a three days’ journey into the wilderness that we may sacrifice to the Lord our God, lest he fall upon us with pestilence or with the sword’” (5:3).

Some scholars have raised questions about the precise wording of this request. At first Moses and Aaron spoke of holding a feast in the desert (5:1). Strictly speaking—and this is one of the objections—God did not use the word “feast” when he gave his original instructions to Moses. Nevertheless, what Moses said was accurate, because a feast is exactly what God had in mind. He wanted his people to worship him with sacrifices and with feasting—in other words, to celebrate his goodness with a festival of praise. Thus the exodus had the same goal as the Christian life: to glorify and enjoy God.

Then there is the question of the three-day journey, which is an issue we discussed in connection with 3:18. If God was planning to get his people out of Egypt altogether, then why did Moses make the exodus sound like a short holiday? The question is whether this was entirely truthful, because the Israelites did not go away for three days but forever. For this reason, it is sometimes argued that Moses and Aaron negotiated in bad faith.

There are many ways to handle this objection. One is to suggest that dictators like Pharaoh have no right to the truth. Another is to point out that Moses and Aaron never said anything at all about returning to Egypt. But perhaps the best answer is that God was giving Pharaoh a test. His ultimate plan was to lead Israel out of Egypt altogether, but he began by giving his rival a simple opportunity to submit to his divine authority. Was Pharaoh willing to let Israel serve God for even three days or not?

Such a request was not without precedent. An ancient manuscript at the Louvre, dating to the time of Rameses II, indicates that Egyptian slaves were sometimes given time off to worship their gods.2 There is also a limestone tablet from the same period listing the names of slaves, together with reasons for their absence from work, including the phrase, “Has sacrificed to the god.”3 What this proves is that the Pharaohs sometimes honored the kind of request that Moses and Aaron were making. Asking for three days of religious freedom was a reasonable demand that God used to expose the unbelief in Pharaoh’s heart.

Still other questions have been raised about the way Moses and Aaron tried to reason with Pharaoh. Some scholars say that verse 3 sounds more like a polite request for permission than a bold demand for freedom. They suggest that once Pharaoh started to question God’s authority, Moses and Aaron backed down. They became more apologetic, more timid. Instead of issuing divine commands, as they had in verse 1, they resorted to offering human excuses. By begging for a three-day vacation, the argument goes, they were bargaining with Pharaoh, trying to persuade him to change his mind. And by mentioning the plagues that God might inflict, they were appealing to Pharaoh’s sympathies (as if he had any!) rather than challenging his authority.
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