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Series Preface


The unfolding of your words gives light


(Psalm 119:130)


The Hodder Bible Commentary aims to proclaim afresh in our generation the unchanging and unerring word of God, for the glory of God and the good of his people. This fifty-volume commentary on the whole Bible seeks to provide the contemporary church with fresh and readable expositions of Scripture which are doctrinally sensitive and globally aware, accessible for all adult readers but particularly useful to those who preach, teach and lead Bible studies in churches and small groups. 


Building on the success of Hodder’s NIV Proclamation Bible, we have assembled as contributors a remarkable team of men and women from around the world. Alongside a diverse panel of trusted Consultant Editors, they have a tremendous variety of denominational backgrounds and ministries. Each has great experience in unfolding the gospel of Jesus Christ and all are united in our aim of faithfully expounding the Bible in a way that takes account of the original text, biblical theology, the history of interpretation and the needs of the contemporary global church.


These volumes are serious expositions – not overly technical, scholarly works of reference but not simply sermons either. As well as carefully unpacking what the Bible says, they are sensitive to how it has been used in doctrinal discussions over the centuries and in our own day, though not dominated by such concerns at the expense of the text’s own agenda. They also try to speak not only into a white, middle-class, Western context (for example), as some might, but to be aware of ways in which other cultures hear and need to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.


As you tuck into his word, with the help of this book, may the glorious Father ‘give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better’ (Ephesians 1:17).
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Introduction


Exodus is, arguably, the most famous book of the Bible, not least because Exodus 20 contains the Ten Commandments. The principle of lex talionis has had some influence on the shaping of legal systems around the world, even up to today. It is based around the famous saying eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot’ (Exodus 21:24), which is the demand for equitable and fair treatment for crime.1


The fame Exodus enjoys is because it is much more than a collection of laws. Exodus is the historic account of God’s rescue of the Israelites, leading to their escape from slavery in Egypt (possibly under Rameses II, in about the thirteenth century BC, see below). There are dramatic events recorded for subsequent generations: the judgment of the plagues, the Passover (which is used to explain why Jesus is described as the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’, John 1:29), the crossing of the ‘Reed Sea’, the forty-year wandering in the wilderness and the final arrival at the edge of the land of Canaan. It is the foundation of Jewish and Christian history and still inspires modern animations, such as Disney’s The Prince of Egypt. As we shall see throughout, the key theme of this book is, ‘The LORD knows how to rescue his people.’ Exodus should primarily be read as a narrative recounting the great rescue story of God, even though we also note the genres of law, poetry and characterisation, to name but a few.



1. A bird’s eye view of Exodus



Joseph’s family flourishing in Egypt


Genesis 37–50 explains how God’s people ended up in Egypt. Joseph’s brothers sold their father’s favoured son into slavery in Egypt. God enabled Joseph to prosper, he brought the entire family to Egypt and, by the time of his death, at the age of 110, they had been there for several generations. He was placed in a coffin and embalmed, while in Egypt, but only after extracting a promise from his brothers, before he died, to bury his bones ‘up from this place’ (Genesis 50:25). Despite the Hebrews’ great fruitfulness in Egypt, a new pharaoh is less favourably disposed to God’s people, and he takes away their privileges and enslaves them (Exodus 1:6–10).


Rescue of Moses from the Nile and his commissioning at the burning bush


Moses, of course, is the key human character in the entire story. Beginning in Exodus 1, through the stealth and wisdom of the Hebrew midwives, Moses is spared from neonatal death and brought up in an Egyptian household, having been initially looked after by his own Hebrew mother (Exodus 2). God meets him at the burning bush and reveals his name as Yahweh – the LORD – the one who will deliver Israel out of slavery.


Slavery of the people of God


Under the new king, the Israelites’ fortunes become increasingly worse. They are compelled by slavedrivers to bake bricks for the cities of Pithom and Rameses (Exodus 1:11), located near the main Israelite settlement, Goshen, in north-east Egypt, and they are worked ‘ruthlessly’ (Exodus 1:11–14). Things deteriorate when Moses requests that Pharaoh let God’s people go for a three-day festival of worship, and Moses bears the brunt of the people’s anger over the deterioration of their circumstances.


The cycle of ten plagues 


God sends three cycles of three plagues upon Pharaoh, his magicians and sorcerers, and all the people of Egypt. Despite the intensity and scope of the plagues becoming increasingly difficult, Pharaoh does not relent. It is not until the last and worst plague – the death of the firstborn – that the children of Israel are finally able to make their escape (Exodus 7–11).


The Passover 


Despite what appears humanly impossible, God is able to both judge and punish the Egyptians, and at the same time to rescue and redeem his own people. As Paul unpacks in much more detail later, God is both ‘just and the one who justifies’ (Romans 3:26). The blood of a substitutionary lamb, splattered on the framework of their houses, means that the angel of death passes over the Israelite houses, thus sparing them. This paradigmatic event is forever memorialised in the annual Passover meal (Seder), a perpetual memory for the people of God (Exodus 12).


Parting of the Reed Sea and first steps on the road to escape 


Having escaped from Pharaoh’s tyranny, the people are confronted with many further obstacles. Not least is the impenetrable wall of water, the ‘Reed Sea’. The location for the crossing has generated significant scholarly interest over many decades. 


While the word ‘sea’ is used (see Exodus 14:2, 9, 16, 21, 23; 15:1–4), this is probably best understood as a crossing through the reedy waters. It is the Hebrew word sūṗ (Exodus 13:18) which has caused the confusion. Many translations render this ‘red’. But most translations, at a minimum, indicate that this could be translated ‘Sea of Reeds’. This is entirely consistent with the earlier reference to the reeds in which Moses’s wicker basket was placed, bassūṗ (Exodus 2:3). This also brings further theological continuity between Moses’s rescue through the reeds and Israel rescue through the reeds. The LXX follows the translation of this word as ‘red’, which seems to have influenced most English translations.


James Hoffmeier is persuasive in my view: there is no convincing explanation for why the Greek translators did not literally translate sūṗ as ‘reed’, though it might have been their aim to locate the sea at the place they thought the text was indicating, that is, the Red Sea, the present-day Gulf of Suez, Aqaba. The ‘Reed’/‘Red’ linguistic discussion is only a small part of the scholarly discussion. However, if it is agreed that we are talking about crossing over a reedy lake or swamp, this would match with the dominant theories that the Reed Sea was located in North Sinai, one of the smaller lakes north of the Gulf of Suez. For the purposes of this commentary we will talk about ‘the Reed Sea’.2


The Israelites are aggressively pursued by Pharaoh’s army, and hemmed in by the water, but God opens up the water for them to pass through. The Egyptian chariots and horsemen perish in the returning waters (Exodus 13–14). Moses and Miriam lead the people in praise of God’s sovereign rescue (Exodus 15). God miraculously provides food and water, sustenance for the fight (Exodus 16–18). Moses ascends Mount Sinai in anticipation of receiving God’s law (Exodus 19).


Giving of the Ten Words 


God’s timeless commands for humanity are recorded both in Exodus 20 and in Deuteronomy 5. These divine instructions reveal how God’s people should now live as free people, in the land which God will provide, under the kind and generous rule of God rather than the tyranny of an Egyptian despot.


The plans for constructing a Tabernacle, Tent of Meeting between God and humanity 


The creation of a special Tent of Meeting between the LORD and humanity is recounted twice in Exodus (Exodus 25–30 and 36–40). Until the Temple is built, the Tabernacle will provide the key point of meeting between sinful humanity and a holy God. 


The rapid fall from grace into idolatry with the making of the golden calf 


Up to this point, the LORD has done so much for the people, and yet, through idolatry and sin, the people persuade Aaron to make an immanent, visible ‘god’ from their gold earrings, a bull calf just like the idols of Egypt (see Exodus 32). How quickly they fall from grace! The punishment is swift and strong. Nevertheless, Moses intercedes for the people and the covenant is again renewed.


The glory of the Lord appears to Moses and through Moses 


Moses alone enjoys an intimacy with God which is not accessible to the people (although Aaron frequently accompanies him). His sojourns up and down Mount Sinai allow Moses to hear God’s words of instruction and to intercede on behalf of the wayward people. The glory of the LORD shines in Moses’s face, which means Moses needs to shield his face when he returns to be with the people. The manifestation of God’s glory will finally come to rest in the newly constructed Tabernacle at the end of the book of Exodus (see Exodus 40:33–5).


After forty years of wandering in the wilderness, we are left at the end of Exodus on the doorstep of the land of promise 


At the end of Exodus we are encouraged to remember the might of God’s gracious hand and all that God has done for these people: the mighty rescue from Egypt, the provision of the Law and the Tabernacle as meeting places between God and humanity. Yet, because of their rebellion, the people wait at the border of the new land, with another generation waiting in the wings to make the final entry. The rest of the story is picked up in the other three books of the Pentateuch, particularly Deuteronomy 1.


2. Moses


Moses was the reluctant, but ultimately highly effective, leader of Israel, along with his brother, Aaron. Moses was a flawed man: he was initially reluctant to accept the role of leader and recounted all his foibles and weaknesses (see Exodus 3–4). He was frequently exasperated by the people who were put in his care. 


Nevertheless, Moses was arguably one of the greatest leaders of all time. He stood up to the tyrant Pharaoh and brought the people of God to the land God had promised. He is preeminent as the man who was unwaveringly committed to the welfare of his people. And he was in the job for the long haul. D. L. Moody is often quoted: ‘Moses spent his first 40 years thinking he was somebody. He spent his second 40 years thinking he was a nobody. He spent his third 40 years discovering what God can do with a nobody.’3


There has been considerable discussion about the historicity of the account of Israel’s escape from Egypt as recorded in Exodus, known as ‘the book of names’.4 Its popularity has hardly diminished, judging by the number of commentaries written on the book, and the interest in making films about it from Hollywood. Aside from the LORD himself, Moses is the preeminent name in the book of Exodus.


3. Did the Exodus happen, and if so, when?


Behind the many myths and speculations, filled in by popular media, there are more fundamental questions to be answered. Can we be sure that the events recorded in Exodus actually happened?5 Does it even matter whether there is historicity behind the powerful storytelling? For some, particularly in the more critical theological schools, Exodus is a story of God’s redemption, which does not need to imply that the events actually happened. Evangelicals tend to disagree. They believe the occurrence of the events of Exodus are integral to the unfolding of the whole of God’s redemptive plans, which culminate in the coming of Christ, the redeemer. If Exodus did not happen, can Christians be sure of our redemption, and any security in Christ?


Leon Kass, writing as a Jewish scholar and not a Christian, takes things further in a fascinating exploration of how Exodus demonstrates the founding of a nation. The biblical account of Exodus:


… provides strong indications that the LORD’S intention for His political founding is not merely parochial. Although he is directly concerned with the Children of Israel, He appears also to have the whole human race in mind. It is an alternative to the failures of human beings uninstructed that He summons Abraham to initiate His Way for humankind, promising him that ‘all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in you’ (Gen 12:3 …). He enters into a contest with Pharaoh (the plagues) in order that ‘the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD …’ the wisdom of the Torah is said by the Torah to be accessible to everyone, even to those on whom it is not binding.6


Even if we are to believe that the Exodus is foundational as an account of how the nation of Israel has arisen, and even if we believe that it actually occurred (as many do), that does not mean that there is a consensus on when and how.


Mark Janzen has edited a very helpful volume entitled Five Views on the Exodus: Historicity, Chronology, and Theological implications. He explores five main views about the origin and timing of the Exodus and records the interactions of scholars of different persuasions, each of whom engages with the others’ research.7 We shall use his framework to unpack the main dating issues related to Exodus.


The five main approaches to the subject are:




• Did it happen at all?


• Is Exodus a ‘cultural memory’?


• A fifteenth-century BC date.


• A thirteenth-century BC date.


• A twelfth-century BC date.


We shall consider each of the five main approaches in turn.


Did it happen at all?


Internal evidence – from within Exodus


There are not many helpful markers within the book to help with dating, but there are a few:


Exodus 1:11 – While it is not entirely clear where Pithom and Rameses are located, it is believed they are part of Goshen. Recent excavations help us position them, not only geographically, but also during the reign of Rameses.8 The reference to the Israelites residing in the cities of Pithom and Rameses probably places them during the reign of the Pharoah Rameses II (see further below).


Exodus 12:2 – ‘This month is to be for you the first month, the first month of your year.’ We infer from this verse that the first Passover may be dated back to this month. In the month of Aviv and, from hereafter, during every month of Aviv, the Israelites will forever remember the time of their great deliverance from Egypt. Kass comments on how this has forever changed the focus of Israel’s annual cycle:


With sun worship defeated and left behind in Egypt, Israel gets a calendar that will no longer be based on the sun’s revolutions in the heavens or the correlated seasons of the year and the earthly sproutings and harvests they provide … the annual calendar is redefined in commemoration of a historical rather than a natural event. The target is no longer Babylonian ‘moon time’ but Egyptian ‘sun and earth’ time.9


This does not answer all our questions, but it does indicate, from the perspective of the writer of Exodus, that this really occurred in a time and place that they knew. 


Exodus 16:1 – ‘The whole Israelite community set out from Elim and came to the Desert of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had come out of Egypt.’


This occurs just six weeks on from Exodus 12:2. They arrive in the Desert of Sin (probably an abbreviation of Sinai) on the fifteenth day of the second month after escaping Egypt. The main thing to note is that they specifically record their journey, days and locations since leaving Egypt.


Internal evidence – in the rest of the Bible 


Here, we look at how questions of historicity interact with the wider canon.


There appears to be a clear correlation between Genesis 46:8–27 with its recorded list of Jacob’s sons who entered Egypt and the recap in Exodus 1:1–7, holding the two in time-based sequence. Looking further forward, 1 Kings 6:1 refers back to the key events of Exodus: ‘In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt …’ This dates the Exodus 480 years prior to the building of Solomon’s Temple.10 The building of Solomon’s Temple is fairly reliably dated around 1000 BC. 


As we will discuss below, much depends on whether the 480th year is literal or figurative. For now, we note that later canonical writings assume the historicity of the Exodus. There are too many references to list exhaustively here, but we will refer to many of them as we proceed through this commentary.


External evidence


David Rohl is a renowned Egyptologist whose research area specialises in the period in Egyptology surrounding the Third Intermediate Period, thought to cover the years 1100–650 BC (although these dates are not precise), building on the work of Kenneth Kitchen who has had similar research interests. Rohl has built a powerful case in favour of the likelihood of the occurrence of the Egyptian Exodus. Critical to the research of both men is the need to work out the date when these events might have occurred. If the dating is wrong, then archaeologists find themselves looking for the wrong things in the wrong time frame. Rohl says:


When I began to delve into Professor Kitchen’s book on the Third Intermediate Period chronology, I discovered literally thousands of pieces of data resembling a giant jigsaw puzzle which, when assembled, represented the currently accepted historical picture of Egypt’s first Millennium BC past [664–1070 BC].11


Rohl goes on to say that Professor Kitchen could have been working to a chronology that meant many of the pieces of the puzzle could not be made to fit. Rohl’s popular book, A Test of Time, seeks to rework the chronology according to his research in ancient Egypt, landing on a date that is well into the thirteenth century BC, probably later even than the thirteenth-century date regarding this period listed below. For example, he believes that there is evidence of a ‘large western-Asiatic slave population sojourning in the delta and Nile valley during the 13th Dynasty’.12 The principle point we make here regards the historicity of the events, before we even debate exactly which century it is believed that they took place in.


James Hoffmeier is one among many scholars who have evidenced, persuasively in my view, the authenticity of a historic Exodus.13 There are numerous Egyptian references to a large number of enslaved people, who suddenly disappear from the land. For example, an Egyptian letter (known as Anastasi III) gives instruction to guards at a ‘border crossing’ between Egypt and the Sinai. This indicates that, in the thirteenth century BC, the Egyptians maintained a tight border control, allowing no one to pass without a permit. Another inscription from the same cache of documents (Anastasi VI) records that an entire tribe gained permission to enter Egypt from Edom in search of food. This documentation gives a sense of the threat from large numbers of unwelcome guests.


From the early part of the Eighteenth Dynasty until the accession of Rameses II (when many date the Exodus), Egypt was teeming with Semitic-speaking peoples. The presence of the Israelites in this mix during the New Kingdom, then, is very plausible. It is true that the Hebrew Scriptures are concerned with what happened to one particular group, the Children of Israel. Though not brought to Egypt as trophies of war, it is clear that once the policy of employing prisoners of war in labour projects was introduced, the Israelites and other Semites already living in Egypt were treated likewise.14


Is Exodus a ‘cultural memory’?


Some have argued that the Exodus did not occur as written, but nevertheless reflects important nation-shaping events in Israel’s history. This view is prominently reflected in the writing of Ronald Hendel, who argues that Exodus is not reflecting pure history, neither is it fiction, but rather records a story that shapes the nation, through its powerful recollection, down the ages.15


The often-quoted book by Kenneth Kitchen illustrates the way that a ‘cultural memory’ view could be formulated by examining a more naturalistic view of the plagues. It is worth quoting a long section to get a feel for how this argument is worked out and developed, in this case pertaining to the potential natural explanation, rather than miraculous explanation (although these two things need not be at odds with each other, as we shall explore shortly), for the plagues:


Arising from the inundation of the Nile:


The excessive inundation may have brought with it microcosms known as flagellates which would redden the river and also cause conditions that would kill the fish. Decomposing fish floating inshore would drive the frogs ashore, having also infected them with Bacillus anthracis. The third plague would be mosquitoes, and the fourth a fly, stomoxys calcitrans, both encouraged to breed freely in the conditions produced by a high inundation. The cattle-disease of the fifth plague would be anthrax, contracted from the dead frogs, and the ‘blains’ on man and beast (sixth plague), a skin anthrax from the Stomoxys fly of the fourth plague, hail and thunderstorms in February would destroy flax and barley, but leave the wheat and spelt for the locusts whose swarming would be favoured by the same Abyssinian rains which had ultimately caused the high inundation. The ‘thick darkness’ would be the masses of fine dust, Roterde (from dust deposited by the inundation), caught up by the khamsin wind in March.16


Kitchen argues that the first nine plagues could be explained as natural phenomena, with just the last, the death of the firstborn, a supernatural event. Others have pointed out that merely appreciating how it might be that the plagues could be manifested does not deny the sovereign hand of God behind, and overseeing, them. We will explore this further; however, for now, the point we make is that dating conclusions are very much shaped by a view about the nature of miraculous events, and whether such events occurred at a certain period in the time frame.


Hendel argues that there is no need to assume that the miracles took place as described in Exodus 7–11. They are a polemical account of expectations of blessings and curses that the people of God and their enemies, respectively, can expect. Such expectations are there in Egyptian as well as Hebrew literature. This approach is sometimes called ‘mnemohistory’. In conclusion, Hendel suggests that the Exodus is a selective recounting of history: 


The Exodus story can be fruitfully approached as a cultural memory. This means that it is not plain history, nor is it pure fiction. It is a mixture of reminiscences of historical events and circumstances, traditional motifs, and narrative imagination.17


Hoffmeier believes that Hendel misquotes him in assuming that conservative scholars are all ‘literalists’ on this and other matters. He believes that the plagues are God ‘harnessing’ the forces of nature for supernatural ends.18 He goes on to criticise the ‘cultural memory’ view as follows:


In reality [Hendel] does not believe these events were supernatural or natural phenomena, or there is a cause-effect between the plagues and the release of enslaved Hebrews. Hengel’s plagues are literary, not literal. For him, they possibly derive from lists of plagues and curses known from ancient Near Eastern texts.19


We have briefly looked at the positions held by Kitchen and Hendel which argue that the events of the Exodus need not really have had to occur in order for them to be significant in Israel’s history. They are ‘cultural memory’, and not inherently a record of history. Their ‘historicity’ (or otherwise) is thus irrelevant to the usefulness of Exodus as a Jewish (and Christian) story of faith.


We now turn to the three main dates which scholars have argued for the occurrence of Israel’s Exodus from Egypt. While I will tentatively conclude with my preference for a thirteenth-century BC dating of the events of Exodus, the fifteenth-, thirteenth- and twelfth-century dating arguments all advocate a belief that the Exodus actually occurred. There is no reason to assume that the events of Exodus did not happen, not least because Exodus recounts historic events from the perspective of someone who was present at the time of their occurrence.


The founding of the nation and people of God can be evidenced through the unfolding of the entire Bible story, not least in the annual commemoration of the Passover. Further, and more significantly, it is assumed to have happened by Jesus and New Testament writers. For example, Matthew’s Gospel is framed almost entirely as a fulfilment of Exodus. Andreas Köstenberger describes Jesus as the ultimate fulfilment of the Passover. Jesus approvingly quotes Moses and the events surrounding the Passover, assuming them to have happened in history (for example, John 3:14; 5:46–7; 7:19). We also note that, at the transfiguration, Moses conversed with Jesus about his approaching departure, or ‘exodus’, which he was about to bring to fulfilment at Jerusalem (Luke 9:31). Finally, much of the letter to the Hebrews contains strong allusions to the story of Exodus (see later coverage of the Tabernacle in the life and work of Jesus in Hebrews).20


This is a big topic, and not without scholarly dissension. The history of the Exodus is similar to the discussion surrounding the bodily resurrection of Jesus, and many other events which the New Testament writers, and the authors of the Apostles’, Nicene and Athanasian Creeds, take to have occurred historically.


A fifteenth-century BC date


The building of Solomon’s Temple, it is argued, coincides with Assyrian records placing the construction in 967 BC. To this date is added the 479 years spoken of in 1 Kings 6:1: ‘In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt,21 in the fourth year of Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to build the temple of the LORD.’ This would date the Exodus at 1446 BC.22


Accordingly, a fifteenth-century BC date is loosely based on the Bible chronology that flows from 1 Kings 6:1, which states that Solomon began to build the Temple in the 480th year following the Israelites’ departure from Egypt. The Pharaoh involved, it is argued, is Thutmose III or his son Amenhotep II.


We should not be surprised that there is no external corroboration from Egyptian sources. Scott Stripling, a prime proponent of the thirteenth-century BC date, says, ‘The ancient Egyptians almost never recorded events which portrayed them unfavourably, so it would be surprising to find a record of the Exodus.’23


James Hoffmeier (also a prime proponent of the thirteenth-century BC date) responds to the literal reading of 1 Kings 6:1, refuting the fifteenth-century BC dating, with the following:


What should we do with the 480 figure, the foundation of the early Exodus date? One scenario is to reckon this as 12 x 40, twelve generations …. [or] what Julian Reade describes as ‘an approximation relating to the distant past … its purpose was not to provide a historical datum per se but rather to create a link between the building of Israel’s temple and the event that led to YHWH becoming the God of Israel.’24


A thirteenth-century BC date


Dating the Exodus around the thirteenth century BC is the most dominant view, and is my preferred assumption. This view and the next (twelfth century) do not take 1 Kings 6:1 to be an exact number, but assume it to be a loose counting of the generations. 


Exodus 1:11 is key to this dating, mentioning as it does the store houses in Pithom and Rameses, which are known to have been used for a brief period of time at the end of the thirteenth century and beginning of the twelfth century. As Janzen says:


After generations of sojourning in Egypt and tending flocks, herds, and cattle in the lush delta with the approval of a Hyksos (?) King (cf. Gen. 47:1–12), who ruled from Avaris, conditions changed. ‘Then a new king, to whom Joseph meant nothing, came to power in Egypt’ (Exodus 1:8).25


This would likely put the Exodus during the reign of Rameses II. Hoffmeier has provided succinct and scholarly evidence for this middle dating in Israel in Egypt and elsewhere.


A few of the arguments in favour of a thirteenth-century BC dating of the Exodus may be summarised as follows. First, there are some parallels in detail and design between the Tabernacle and the Tent encampment of Rameses II, which imply that there were very similar mobile structures being made in a similar time period.26 Second, there is some evidence of the Israelites working in Pithom and Rameses, and fresh archaeological work is supporting these observations. Third, some have argued that the counting out of the numbers referred to in Genesis 15:13 (Israel spending 400 years in Egypt) and Exodus 12:40 (Israel spending 430 years in Egypt) point in this direction, although again there are some dating discrepancies with the Exodus figures (the LXX asserts it to be 215 years). Although this only provides a range of possible dates for the Israelite presence in Egypt, they broadly align with the thirteenth-century BC dating.27 We will look at a few more arguments in a bit more detail.


Peter Feinman has built up a possible reconstruction of God’s people among the Hyksos during the reign of Rameses II linking with three Egyptian texts, possibly authored by the Pharaoh, causing him also to argue for a thirteenth-century BC dating.28 For similar reasons, Rohl is also inclined to believe the thirteenth-century BC date. Three further interesting arguments made in favour of this dating are as follows:


First, there is evidence of an Asiatic slave population in lower Egypt, which is where the story of the book of Exodus begins (Exodus 1:8–14). This is borne out in burial excavations, as well as the Brooklyn Papyrus which lists the domestic slaves of an Egyptian household. 


Second, the last and climactic plague, the death of the firstborn, is recorded in Exodus 12:29–30. Rohl points to evidence of a ‘a sudden catastrophe at Avaris’, with hastily prepared shallow graves pointing to a terrible and sudden disaster.29


Third, there is possible, albeit scant, evidence of the destruction of Pharaoh’s army, some 600 chariots, recorded in Exodus 14. The key things discovered have included bones of horses and leather charioteers’ gloves.30


Rendsburg’s response to Hoffmeier picks up on the generalities of this numerical range, indicating that it does not rule out a margin of some 200 years. In other words, the research discussed above could potentially point to a wider range of possible dates than the thirteenth century BC.31


To recap, this view (thirteenth century) and the next (twelfth century) do not take 1 Kings 6:1 to be an exact number, but assume it to be a loose counting of the generations. These later dating discussions take into account archaeological reconstructions and speculations, as well as other external and internal biblical concerns.


A twelfth-century date


The twelfth-century BC date (like the thirteenth-century date) reads 1 Kings 6:1 as an indicative rather than an exact count of years, and instead assumes that the Exodus takes place during the reign of the last powerful Pharaoh, Rameses III.


Rendsburg, a chief proponent of this date, also refers to the work of Israel Finkelstein which notes the arrival of a mass of people into the central hill country of Canaan sometime after the late Bronze Age (1500–1175 BC), possibly early in the Iron Age (1175–1000 BC).


The possibility of some Egyptian presence in Gaza and Deir el-Balah could tie in with Exodus 13:17–18: 


When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them on the road through the Philistine country, though that was shorter. For God said, ‘If they face war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt.’ So God led the people around by the desert road toward the Red Sea. The Israelites went up out of Egypt ready for battle.


Do dating matters matter?


While absolute certainty about the date of the Exodus is not essential in order to read the text at face value, in the light of the above comments, I favour a thirteenth-century BC date. I am not convinced that any scholar can be definitive in their dating, not least because those who hold to the twelfth-century BC date argue from a fundamentally similar set of evidence, but their calculations and range of dates mean that their sums add up differently! 


As already noted, there remains considerable debate about which Pharaoh is referred to in Exodus 1:8 (‘Then a new king, to whom Joseph meant nothing, came to power’).32 Matters of dating are similarly contested and complicated. As we welcome new insights and the outcomes of archaeological research, it is important that we take Exodus at face value and treat the text that is before us. 


The critical schools, following Wellhausen, divide up the assumed Jahwist, Elohist, Deuteronomist and Priestly (JEDP) texts of Exodus, as they perceive them, but ultimately they, too, fall into the danger of dissecting rather than listening to the text of Exodus as it has been received.33 Brevard Childs is sympathetic towards JEDP, but he concludes that we should read the text of Exodus canonically, even if there are layers of sources to be detected.34


I am assuming that the Pharaoh (‘king’) referred to in Exodus 1:8 is likely to be Rameses II, during the nineteenth Egyptian Dynasty, but this, of course, is up for debate.


While a thirteenth-century BC dating is, perhaps, the dominant view among scholars, the purpose of this commentary is to deal with the text as it has been received. Most of the time, the interpretation of the text has little need for exact certainty as to the dating. Thus, dating questions do matter, but it is not ultimately critical to a commentary on Exodus to resolve them all.


4. Authorship


Orthodox scholars traditionally ascribe authorship of the Pentateuch, and thus Exodus, to Moses. Although no one suggests that Moses himself wrote the chapter about his own death in Deuteronomy 34!


Of key significance is the way in which Jesus himself viewed the Old Testament. Following Jesus’s dispute with the Jewish leaders’ interpretation of Sabbath regulations, in John 5, he challenges them about their understanding of Moses. They believe Moses, Jesus argues, but ‘these are the very Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life’ (John 5:39–40). Moreover, ‘If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me’ (John 5:46). As Don Carson comments:


No specific passage from the books of Moses is mentioned … If a particular one is in view, perhaps it is Dt. 18:15 [‘the LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your fellow Israelites. You must listen to him’] … But it is perhaps more likely that this verse is referring to a certain way of reading the books of Moses.35


Jesus also said that Moses ‘gave the law’ (see John 5:46; 7:19; Matthew 19:8; Luke 24:44). But this does not finally conclude the question as to how much of the Pentateuch was physically written by Moses. The theological purpose of redaction criticism is to discover the history of the composition of a text. In particular, it considers the ‘layers’ of writing that may have occurred and, along with source criticism, seeks to unearth the various components of the composition. Theologically conservative/traditional scholars often welcome such insights into the texts but are reluctant to overstate the human component in the composition, and are more likely to take the text as it stands. Nevertheless, even among conservative/traditional scholars, many would advocate the Pentateuch to be a collection of Moses’s teaching and writing, rather than arguing that Moses penned every word of each of the books.


Peter Enns helpfully points out that Exodus, as with all Scripture, is a combination of human authors and divine authorship, ‘who do not compete or contradict one another’.36 However, while we commend and appreciate much that Peter Enns has written, particularly his commentary on Exodus, we are aware of some controversies related to how he views the historicity of some of the Exodus events, and the attribution of Mosaic authority, which we will note along the way.37


The Pentateuch does not itself say that Moses wrote the entire work, so we too might not need to be too definite. Christopher Wright summarises this helpfully: Exodus does not specifically attribute the entirety of the writing to Moses, but does imply that Moses wrote down several sections (such as Exodus 15:1–21; 17:14; 24:4; 34:27). It is reasonable to assume that written or oral memories and recollections of Moses, which are likely to have been finally edited into the book of Exodus, include Moses’s intimate conversations and dealings with Pharaoh and, more significantly, Moses’s direct communications with the LORD: 


On the assumption … that the book records events that actually happened, with Moses as the key human actor in those events, it would seem more than probable that there is a substantial Mosaic element in the book, even if we owe the book in its present canonical form within the Pentateuch to a later author/editor.38


5. Contemporary Christian relevance


Abel Ndjerareou, writing into the context of African Christianity, summarises the central theme of Exodus beautifully: ‘God’s presence is the central theme of this book.’ He argues that it is because God uniquely reveals himself to Moses and promises to be with his people that the central theme we have observed (namely, that God knows how to rescue his people) is shown in the liberation of his own people from slavery: ‘It places particular emphasis on divine deliverance and on consecration of the newly formed people of the LORD. It has many historical lessons as well as much prophetic foreshadowing of what God will do in the future.’39


From a different context, P. G. George and Paul Swarup concentrate on the Exodus themes of God as ‘Sovereign, Saviour and Judge’: ‘God eventually judges oppressors. This teaching is clearly relevant to South Asia where many countries have achieved political freedom but are struggling under the heels of ideological and economic slavery.’40


For South Asian contexts, Exodus provides a powerful advocacy of God’s holiness, and the uniqueness of God in a culture surrounded by Hinduism and a plethora of other gods. Exodus is highly relevant.


There are particularities in every culture, but common themes emerge from reading Exodus today. It would be a mistake to reduce the significance of Exodus to a political or social story of redemption. This is a story of spiritual redemption, revealing the character of God. It might include some political and social implications, but it is much more profound.


Exodus 1–15 is about the restoration of a knowledge of God to the world through the Exodus. Michael Morales helpfully draws out the theological significance of Israel’s birth as a nation itself and the strong echoes of God’s creation design. It is nothing less than ‘an exodus from the dark, watery womb of exile in Egypt’. In addition to restoring the ‘knowledge of God’, the rest of the book tells of the gift of God’s very presence ‘to humanity through the covenant gift of his tabernacling presence to Israel’.41


The big redemption plan


As we journey through Exodus, the text will throw up big interpretative questions. For example, we will explore the purpose of the law. Why the repetition of the Ten Commandments (in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5)? How are they relevant to today? Why the repetition of the building of the Tabernacle (Exodus 21–5; 31–40)? And what does this teach us about the later building of the Temple and the replacement of the Temple with the coming of Jesus Christ (e.g., John 2:19; 1 Corinthians 3:16, etc.)? All these matters are clearly important.


Perhaps of primary importance is the Passover and, of course, we cover this in the commentary. From a biblical–theological point of view, the Passover shaped the life of Israel for the rest of the Old Testament story.


From a Christian perspective, the Passover gives shape to a lamb-substitutionary sacrifice made to release God’s people from slavery to sin. Jesus is described by John the Baptist as ‘the lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29).


Jesus goes to Jerusalem at Passover time in a final confrontation with the authorities. The Passover becomes the explanation for Jesus’s death, where he takes and modifies the words of the Seder and applies them to himself:


While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, ‘Take and eat; this is my body.’


Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.’ (Matthew 26:26–8)


Paul, too, uses Passover to call the Corinthians to holiness: ‘Get rid of the old yeast, so that you may be a new unleavened batch – as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed’ (1 Corinthians 5:7).


Of course, there are many more New Testament references to Exodus (‘out of Egypt’ as a picture of redemption; the Tabernacle and priesthood fulfilled in Christ; the pilgrim journey to our final home, and so on).42


History is his story


I have been struck again by how great it is to read Exodus! Jewish scholars such as Leon Kass help us to read the book of Exodus as a piece of literature explaining the foundation of Israel, as a people and as a nation, under God’s direction. To that extent, I hope the study of Exodus will lead you back to read it again with renewed enthusiasm. The story still speaks today. But, of course, Exodus is more than ‘a good read’!


God unfolds his plans throughout history. While Exodus does contain legal texts (such as the Book of the Covenant) and psalms of praise (e.g., Exodus 15), it is primarily a narrative of God’s dealings with his people. The entire Bible is the story of God creating all things for his glory and subsequently redeeming all things for his glory. But particularly in Exodus, as mentioned above, we have a working paradigm, yet to be fully consummated in God’s redemption plan manifested in the cross, but seen in embryo in God’s rescue of his people out of slavery in Exodus. As Enns says:


The story of Exodus … is designed to tell us what God is like, how he thinks of his people, the lengths to which he will go to deliver them, and the proper response of God’s people to this great deed. Applying the book of Exodus begins with understanding what the story is supposed to do and then seeing how we, as God’s people, fit into the story.43


God’s big plan of rescue is brought to birth in the early days of Genesis, and unfolded throughout the rest of the Bible. As Morales puts it:


The goal of Abram’s exodus, the land which Yahweh would show him, was the land of Canaan. Centuries later, Abram’s exodus out of Ur and entry into Canaan would be followed by Israel’s exodus out of Egypt and entry into Canaan. In Genesis 15 God will proclaim to Abram, ‘I am Yahweh who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to inherit’ (Genesis 15:7), a divine declaration – an ‘exodus formula’ – that will be echoed in the proclamation to Israel: ‘I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage’ (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6). In both instances, God defines himself as his people’s deliverer. To his people, Yahweh is, and can only be known, as the God of the exodus.44
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RESCUE OUT OF EGYPT 


EXODUS 1:1–15:21
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God Shows Favour to Israel Over Against Their Enemies


EXODUS 1:1–22


1. Orienting ourselves in the story


The first five books of the Bible are known as the Pentateuch (from the Greek pente, five, plus teuchos, books). These are the five books of ‘law’ or ‘instruction’. They have been held in highest esteem by the Jews as foundational documents, known as the Torah, bound in a singular scroll.1 They belong together, with common authorship traditionally ascribed to Moses.2 They are foundational in understanding the story of Israel and how it came to be the nation God chose to reveal his purposes. While they are called law, Exodus itself has as much narrative recounting the story of Israel’s Exodus as it does the law codes (the Book of the Covenant, Exodus 20:22–23:33).3


Genesis comes first, of course. It is God’s big creation story, recounting how he brought the world into being, and particularly how he called a people for himself. Genesis 12 is key to this unfolding story: under Abraham, and through Abraham’s offspring, the whole of the earth is ultimately to be filled with children of God, true worshippers of him. This is the grand vision for God’s kingdom which continues into Exodus and beyond.


As the story unfolds through the first five books, it becomes clear that Exodus is all about preparing the people of God to leave Egypt in readiness to arrive in the land of promise, so they can start fulfilling that creation mandate (Genesis 1:28) and the Abrahamic promise (Genesis 12). Deuteronomy shows them finally arriving at the land, and the rest of the Old Testament spells out the story of how God’s people, in God’s land, falteringly start to fulfil his vision of filling the whole world with his worshippers and beginning to undo God’s judgment upon their rebellion.4


Exodus picks up the theme of Genesis, the so-called ‘creation mandate’, to fill the earth with God’s offspring (Genesis 1:28). Peter Enns’s inference is surely correct: ‘The Israelites’ increasing in number in Egypt was a sign of God’s presence and blessing.’5 Morales develops this further with associations between the promise of Abraham’s fruitfulness and Exodus:


The goal of Abram’s exodus, the land that Yahweh would show him, was the land of Canaan. Centuries later Abraham’s exodus out of Ur and entry into Canaan would be followed by Israel’s exodus out of Egypt and the entry into Canaan. In Genesis 15 God will proclaim to Abram, ‘I am Yahweh who brought you out of the Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to inherit’ (Genesis 15:7), a divine proclamation to Israel: ‘I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage’ (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6). In both instances, God defines himself as his people’s deliverer. To his people Yahweh is, and can only be known as, the God of the exodus.6


While the book of Exodus has inspired many fantasy tales and Hollywood blockbusters,7 if we were inventing the story, or even rewriting the history, we might be tempted to fast forward the pain of chapter one and move on to the drama of the plagues and God’s plans for deliverance. The narrative of the Exodus, from a purely human perspective, is at pains to show just how fragile is the predicament of the people at the early stages of the promise to provide them a secure future (see further, Genesis 12:2–3).


Nearly half of the book of Exodus recounts the long story of the tyranny experienced by the Israelites at the hands of Pharaoh. The author of Exodus does not rush to get us to their final destination. Exodus 40:38 records the people slowly migrating to the land of promise, albeit with the certainty of God’s presence. We might infer that this shows that when God rescues his people – even today – there may be long periods when it is very tough, when it is hard to know what his purposes are, and when it appears as though God’s enemy is triumphing.


The experience of many Christians in the modern world is not dissimilar to Israel in Egypt. While the Church in the West has enjoyed relative stability (although waning in popularity), in other parts of the world it is very tough. The Church in Iran, China, Korea and elsewhere has frequently been driven underground through direct persecution. However, in most of these cases, it has come out stronger and more prosperous. Moreover, as George and Swarup say, ‘As Christians in South Asia, surrounded by different religions including Hinduism, Islam, and tribal religions, we find ourselves in a similar position to the Israelites.’8


In addition, migration is happening around the world, and millions of people find themselves refugees, whether through economic hardship or war. Exodus points to the fact that the people of God have always been on the move, and this, it appears, is part of God’s plan. The theme of migration, for Christians, might better be understood as a spiritual pilgrimage, but the principles remain similar (see 1 Peter 2:9–10).


In such circumstances, believers might be tempted to despair. We see hostility towards believers, and the apparent weakness of God’s people. We may think that God has forgotten how to rescue his own. We too pray, ‘LORD why don’t you rise up and rescue your people?’ The LORD might just be saying, ‘Yes, I hear you, and yes, I will continue to rescue as I did in the days of Exodus.’


This perspective might give us a sense of why a quarter of the book – chapters 1 to 13 – recounts the people of Israel in great trial and experiencing severe hostility. Things often seem to get worse before they get better. For now, we will restrain ourselves from seeing how the grand paradigm of God’s rescue of his people out of Egypt will anticipate Jesus’s rescue from slavery to sin so that his people can be free. We should note the LORD’s persistence in rescuing a people for himself. Of course, we should also remember the unique one-off nature of what is happening in Exodus. While it is a grand paradigm, it is also an actual event that teaches us about God and, in particular, his sovereign power over all his enemies.


There is great comfort that, despite the best efforts of Israel’s enemies, God is willing and able to do what he promised. Let us now look at some early evidence of God’s rescuing power in this first chapter.9



2. The Israelites oppressed • Exodus 1:1–12



Exodus 1 picks up where Genesis 50 left off. Joseph has found favour in Egypt and has brought his father and brothers down to the land, where they prosper. Jacob, and now Joseph, are both dead. The Israelites’ fortunes have changed, and they are under an unfriendly Pharaoh, feeling the impact of forced labour.




The Israelites oppressed


1These are the names of the sons of Israel who went to Egypt with Jacob, each with his family: 2Reuben, Simeon, Levi and Judah; 3Issachar, Zebulun and Benjamin; 4Dan and Naphtali; Gad and Asher. 5The descendants of Jacob numbered seventya in all; Joseph was already in Egypt.


6Now Joseph and all his brothers and all that generation died, 7but the Israelites were exceedingly fruitful; they multiplied greatly, increased in numbers and became so numerous that the land was filled with them.


8Then a new king, to whom Joseph meant nothing, came to power in Egypt. 9‘Look,’ he said to his people, ‘the Israelites have become far too numerous for us. 10Come, we must deal shrewdly with them or they will become even more numerous and, if war breaks out, will join our enemies, fight against us and leave the country.’


11So they put slave masters over them to oppress them with forced labour, and they built Pithom and Rameses as store cities for Pharaoh. 12But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread; so the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites
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a 5 Masoretic Text (see also Gen. 46:27); Dead Sea Scrolls and Septuagint (see also Acts 7:14 and note at Gen. 46:27) seventy-five





Exodus 1 picks up the end of the Jacob narrative. Genesis 15:13–16 predicts that Abraham’s descendants will be strangers in a land not theirs for 400 years.10 Some find this literalism surrounding exacting dating uncomfortable. The reality is that much of the dating remains speculative, as already noted.11 Enns observes that the first six Hebrew words of Exodus 1:1 are an exact repetition of Genesis 46:8, and although Genesis looks forward and Exodus looks backward, ‘Exodus is to be read as a continuation of the past; it is one part of larger story.’12


Jacob (Israel) had twelve sons. Joseph preceded his brothers, and prospered in Egypt: 




•   Joseph’s brothers sell him to Midianite merchants who take him as a slave to Egypt. However, far from being eliminated, he prospers in Egypt (Genesis 37:12–36).


•   When famine comes upon the land, the brothers make two trips to Egypt in search of grain and find favour from their brother (though they do not know his identity at this time) (Genesis 42–3).


•   Joseph eventually makes himself known and brings his father Jacob down to Egypt (Genesis 45–6).


•   After the death of Jacob, Joseph assures his brothers that, though they had evil plans, God has overcome their evil intent and brought about his prosperity: ‘You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives’ (Genesis 50:20).


•   Joseph dies at the age of 110, and his embalmed body is placed in a coffin in Egypt (Genesis 50:26).




This background is key for understanding the Israelites’ current circumstances and the central message of the book of Exodus: as God intervened in Joseph’s fate, he will do again, to overthrow the evil intent of Pharaoh and to use it for good, to accomplish the saving of many lives. 


Jacob and his sons left Canaan and came to join Joseph in Egypt, settling in the land of Goshen, along with all their family members.13 The number was assumed to be seventy people, which was the number quoted in Genesis 46:27: ‘With the two sons who had been born to Joseph in Egypt, the members of Jacob’s family, which went to Egypt, were seventy in all.’14


God was faithful to his promise and made Abraham the unlikely father of many, so now the people can be assured that God will be faithful to his promise to bring his people safely to the land he promised Abraham, despite the intense opposition from Pharaoh.


This historic review is important for us to recap the identity of God’s people. Ndjerareou quotes the African proverb: ‘You may not know where you are going, but you must know where you came from!’ Moreover, the genealogy listed in Exodus 1:1–5 demonstrates that God’s people are not to be known as slaves or illegitimate children; rather, they are a people formed and rescued by God. Ndjerareou goes on to say that human identity is not to be based on nepotism nor family background, but rather on knowing where we come from in God’s deliverance plan.15


As a new chapter of the story begins, the account of the Exodus, we are told that Joseph, his brothers and all that generation have died. The emphasis on Joseph’s death in 1:6, 8, indicates the passing of an era, with the rise of a new king, and indicates a new phase in Israel’s history.16


The continuity – and discontinuity – with the previous generation is significant at this juncture in the life of Israel. Will they know the blessing and favour which Joseph received? And will the people remain faithful to the God who brought them to Egypt, where they found grace and favour? Wright comments on the dangers of a new generation falling into ‘idolatry, evil and suffering’, and quotes Dozeman: ‘The passing of a generation signifies the loss of memory and the breakdown in the continuity of tradition. In Exodus it leads to violence by pharaoh, and in Judges it results in evil acts of worship against Yahweh.’17


The Israelites were ‘exceedingly fruitful [pārū]; they multiplied [wayyirbū] greatly, increased in numbers [wayyišr∂ṣū] and became so numerous that the land was filled with them’ (verse 7). The word ‘fruitful’ (pārū) has echoes of the teeming of fish and insects in Genesis 1.18 The writer uses three different words to speak of their numerical fruitfulness. The NIV is probably right to translate wayyirbū as ‘multiplied greatly’ rather than ‘exceedingly strong’ (ESV), for it refers to their large numbers rather than their great strength. They are burgeoning with offspring, an indication of God’s blessing and provision. This fulfils the promise made in Genesis 1:28.


We are introduced to the dominant theme of Exodus. God blesses Israel (even though they regularly fail to recognise this fact!). The more he rescues Israel, the greater is the hostility of Pharaoh. But God is able to accomplish his purposes, to his glory, and to rescue a people to be his own. Even with the might and power of a new Pharaoh in town we note here that God nevertheless is still in control. 


In Exodus 1, the people of God are oppressed by the King of Egypt and are subjected to harsh labour. Pharaoh’s abuse of the people of God is an affront to their humanity, and a denial of the very image of God in which all humanity is made.


The creation mandate is a call to subdue the earth so that it will be fruitful, and the whole world will bring God glory. Every newborn human being is a new image bearer, created to show the likeness of God the King. Even though the people of Israel are experiencing very harsh circumstances, they are exceedingly fruitful, multiplying greatly and increasing in number. 


This ought to bring us great comfort. We are right to be upset about abuse of power, and we worry about whether our political leaders are leading us in a right and godly way. We, too, may feel small and insignificant in the world. Exodus should help us refocus our sights on the rescuing power of our sovereign LORD.


It is worth noting that contemporary Western culture has an ambiguous view of people having large families. Great family multiplication and huge numbers of people are viewed as a blessing by Moses. While some Christians have interpreted the creation mandate as a divine call to fill the earth with as many offspring as humanly possible, others infer from this that while God does want the world to be full of his image bearers worshipping him (Genesis 1:26–7), this translates into spiritual progeny rather than physically large families. This is the natural fulfilment of the promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–9 and made explicit in the Great Commission in Matthew 28:16–20.19


A new Pharaoh is on the throne. As the Introduction noted, we are making the assumption that this is Rameses II, which would tie in with the conscription of slave labourers to build monuments to his own honour (including ‘Pi-Rameses,’ meaning ‘house of Rameses’; see also Exodus 12:37), although, as with much of the history recounted here, it is open for debate.20


The terms ‘king’ (meleḵ, also in, for example,1:15, is a common word for the sovereign, used some 896 times in Scripture) and ‘pharaoh’ (1:19, par‘ōh, which occurs 177 times in the Bible, principally in Genesis and Exodus) seem to be used interchangeably at this point in Israel’s history. The title ‘king’ does not yet have the messianic overtones which will be the feature of Israel’s later history. ‘Pharaoh’ might be deemed to give theocentric credence to the king’s powers, not least because traditionally the pharaoh was thought to be a reincarnation of the Egyptian god Horus.21 However, given that these early chapters seem happy to use the terms interchangeably, we are wise not to draw too many inferences. Whichever term is used, Pharaoh behaves as if he has a divine right to do as he wills; and the confrontation that unfolds is clearly, at root, between the pharaoh (a human king) and Yahweh (the LORD God).


The new king, we are told, had no regard for Joseph, and thus refused to afford the people any privilege that was once enjoyed by Joseph, and has no sympathy for a burgeoning Israel. Israel’s fruitfulness is a great threat. He is hostile towards God’s people, particularly that their growing numbers will give them greater strength and power, perhaps even to fight against him.


The confrontation between Pharaoh and the people of Israel is, as just noted, all about two rival claims to sovereignty. This immediately puts the Israelites in a quandary. Should they obey their earthly king? It becomes clear immediately where their loyalties will lie.


The theology surrounding obedience to an ungodly king is further developed in Romans 13:1–7, where Christians are trying to work out what should be their appropriate respect towards Roman tyrants. In Romans it is clear that pharaohs, kings, presidents and prime ministers are understood to be given by God and they will be accountable before God for how they have stewarded their authority. We should select our leaders wisely, of course, if we are given a democratic choice. But we should also remember that sovereign over both good and flawed human leaders is the great King who is on the throne. Despite Pharaoh’s growing hostility towards Israel, and an increasingly hardened heart, which we witness unfolding in the next dozen chapters, God will demonstrate that he is on his throne, and knows how to rescue his people. 


In verse 10, Pharaoh is particularly threatened by the fact that the Israelites have become far too numerous, and if war breaks out they might join Egypt’s enemies and fight against him and leave the country, thus taking away his slave labourers.22 The ‘new king’ is not prepared to continue the privileged status Israel has enjoyed with his predecessor. Hence, he advocates dealing ‘shrewdly’ (niṯḥakk∂māh, to make himself wise towards them) in dealing with them.23


He resolves to suppress them. Using their slave labour, the slave masters force them to build Pithom and Rameses (see also, Genesis 47:11, although some dispute whether in fact this is the same Goshen). It is clear that under Rameses II a large city in the north-eastern delta of Egypt, Pi-Rameses, was constructed, using forced labour.24 As Kass says:


Their forced labour was used to build storage cities for Pharaoh, devoted exclusively to hoarding the surpluses of grain, wine, and oil. In this little vignette, we see a deep truth about Egypt: a land of excessive fertility and growth, many people spend their lives increasing the ruler’s wealth and power, measured in his control over the necessities of life.25


Counter-productively, and ironically, the more the king suppresses them the more fruitful they become. The Egyptians come to ‘dread the Israelites’ (wayyāquṣū is rare and implies both terror and weariness). 



3. Pharaoh’s threefold strategy to crush the Israelites • Exodus 1:13–16





13and worked them ruthlessly. 14They made their lives bitter with harsh labour in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their harsh labour, the Egyptians worked them ruthlessly.


15The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, whose names were Shiphrah and Puah, 16‘When you are helping the Hebrew women during childbirth on the delivery stool, if you see that the baby is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, let her live.’





The first strategy Pharaoh employs is to crush the Israelites is to make their work harder. He advocates ‘ruthless’ (b∂ṗāreḵ) and ‘hard labour’ (qāšāh ‘harsh, hard or cruel’). These words emphasise the intensity of the pressure under which the Israelites now find themselves. He will drive them harder, and in due course make the bricks themselves harder to produce by requiring them to collect their own raw materials. 


Second, he proposes to slaughter the male babies at the point of delivery, thus reducing the possibility of their continued numerical flourishing. The Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, are instructed to kill the newborn baby boys, presumably in the hope that the Israelite line would die out swiftly. They are told specifically to kill any boy born to an Israelite woman. Infanticide is universally recognised as wrong, and family life was valued in ancient Egypt.26 Pharaoh’s policy would have shocked fair-minded people across Egypt.


The third strategy is to kill the surviving boys by drowning them in the River Nile. If the midwives are unable to kill the babies at birth, another strategy will be proposed (see verse 22). Clearly, Pharaoh anticipates that he will cow them into submission through demoralisation, infanticide and murder.



4. The Hebrew midwives – a model of courage in action • Exodus 1:17–21





17The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had told them to do; they let the boys live. 18Then the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and asked them, ‘Why have you done this? Why have you let the boys live?’


19The midwives answered Pharaoh, ‘Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women; they are vigorous and give birth before the midwives arrive.’


20So God was kind to the midwives and the people increased and became even more numerous. 21And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own.


22Then Pharaoh gave this order to all his people: ‘Every Hebrew boy that is born you must throw into the Nile, but let every girl live.’





The women are commended for their courage: they ‘feared God’ and therefore disobeyed Pharaoh’s specific instructions. The NIV may have overstretched here, for we need not infer that they are thinking of Yahweh or the LORD: hā’ĕlōhîm, fear of ‘the god’ or even ‘the gods’ (for it is plural), would imply a general reverence for god/the divine. As Kass comments, ‘Yet it is these decent, life-affirming, and naturally pious women – not the children of Israel, never mind the Pharaoh – who first show awareness of a higher-than-political power that cares about justice and injustice. All honour to them.’27


The midwives lie, deliberately deceiving Pharaoh in order to save the Israelite boys. God is ‘kind’ to them (wayyêṭeḇ, ‘dealt well with them’) and blesses them, with the people of Israel continuing to increase in number.


The midwives were instructed by Pharaoh to kill the boys as they are being delivered. We are told they fear God more than they fear Pharaoh (verse 21). They do not do what the king of Egypt has told them to do, and they let the boys live. This is brave. They indicate their allegiance to a higher authority; they defy a royal decree because they fear God more than human authority, and they prize human life more than Pharaoh does. We need not go as far as Kass, who argues that the ‘god’ they fear is not the God of the Hebrews, because hā’ĕlōhîm is used to describe ‘God’ in Genesis and later in Exodus, not least 3:1, ‘the mountain of God’, the very place where God reveals himself as Yahweh. Perhaps we should say, ‘they fear the god who they have not yet come to fully know’.28 This open-heartedness and reverence for God is rewarded, and God gives them families of their own.


When Pharaoh’s strategy is again thwarted, he implements a third plan to crush the Israelites. The Israelite boys who escaped death at delivery will be thrown into the Nile to drown. Ironically, the baby Moses will be rescued from the Nile (see 2:1–10), to become an even greater threat to Pharaoh through the God he serves.


It is a brutal policy of ethnic cleansing, first to demoralise their people by making their labour harder, then by seeking to kill their male offspring, thus effectively wiping out the next generation. But this strategy fails because God is able to overthrow Pharaoh’s evil intention, a theme that continues in the next chapter with the birth of Moses. As he is able to rescue Moses, so he will rescue his people.


God as rescuer and redeemer consistently revealed through the unfolding story 


First, we know the names of the Hebrew heroes, the midwives Shiphrah and Puah.29 Wright notes that this is the first time the word ‘Hebrew’ is used, implying that this title is generally used in a derogatory way.30 These are real people, who acted boldly in non-cooperation. They must feel very vulnerable in their act of defiance, but God knows who they are and blesses them.


Second, the women are not condemned for lying. Lying is roundly condemned in the Bible, not least in the ninth Commandment, where the people are instructed, ‘You shall not give false testimony against your neighbour’ (Exodus 20:16), and in some cases it comes with severe punishment. It is among the seven things that God considers an abomination (Proverbs 6:16–19). The seriousness with which lying is treated carries over into the New Testament – for example, the treatment of the lying couple, Ananias and Sapphira, in Acts 5. Sometimes people argue that ‘lesser evil’ ethics should prevail. So, it is argued, it is better that they lie than that they take a life. But Exodus goes further: they are commended for their lying (with God’s kindness, verse 20, and blessing, verse 21), which would seem to imply that it was good that they lied, and they were commended for it.


Ananias and Sapphira are killed for lying because they did so from selfish and sinful motivation (see Acts 5:1–10). The Hebrew midwives are commended because they did more than ‘the lesser evil’ – they did what was good, and critical to God’s plans to rescue his people.


Much has been written about the ethics of their lying. This is a complex ethical conundrum, and whether or not Exodus assumes the modern distinction between ‘lesser evil’ and ‘greater good’ is a debated point. John Murray points out that they may be ‘guilty’ of ‘partial truth, not untruth’ because Hebrew women often did give birth without a midwife. He goes on to conclude: 


It is quite true that the Scripture warrants concealment of truth from those who have no claim upon it. We immediately recognise the justice of this. How intolerable it would be if we were under obligation to disclose all the truth. And concealment is often an obligation which truth itself required … It is also true that men often forfeit their right to know the truth and we are under no obligation to convey it to them.31


Third, they choose who they will fear the most: Exodus 1:17, 21, they ‘feared God’, represents the first time the name ‘God’ (’ĕlōhîm) is used in Exodus (see comment under 1:21).32 In the context of the subsequent fuller revelation of the divine name (YHWH) Yahweh, to Moses (Exodus 3), we need not infer anything more. Despite the terror of a human authority and potential penalty under the law, they fear God over human authority (although see comment at Exodus 1:21). For some commentators this is an indication of multiple sources (the JEDP Wellhausen theory), and it is worth pausing to consider why the JEDP theory does not help answer all the questions that are raised. 


Conservative scholars acknowledge that the progressive revelation of God is unfolded through Bible history. For example, Moses knew more about God’s identity after the events of Exodus 3 than he did before. For me, Christopher Wright has responded appropriately to the JEDP theory, and his conclusion is convincing: it seems unlikely that Near Eastern documents came together in this ‘cut and paste’ manner; plus, and more significantly, the delineation of texts into these subcategories rarely brings further light on the meaning and application of the text.33 The people fear ‘God’ (’ĕlōhîm); they can know him clearly but, like all subsequent believers, they do not know him exhaustively. 1 Corinthians 13:12 implies that full knowledge still remains in the future.


The Hebrew midwives provide a good model of how to respond when we are tempted to fear those who threaten us with legal action, when we are tempted to choose the popular or easy path over the difficult and right way. Their primary fear is for the honour of God, which overrides the implied terror of the State. The hymn writers Nicholas Brady and Nahum Tate express this well: ‘Fear him, you saints, and you will then have nothing else to fear.’34 


Conclusion


Exodus 1 reveals that God is at work, but often this is behind the scenes, as the subsequent chapters will show. God is not always centre stage; rather, he directs or stage-manages affairs to achieve his own purposes, which includes using the midwives to help further his plans. Despite the many trials that lie ahead, the people of God are urged to have confidence in the character of God. They are encouraged to know God as omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent: he has seen their suffering, nothing escapes his gaze; and he has shown deep sympathy, revealing a willingness to intervene and act on their behalf. They respond by showing a healthy fear of God.35 


William Cowper expressed this well in the eighteenth century:


God moves in a mysterious way


his wonders to perform;


He plants His footsteps in the sea


and rides upon the storm.


Deep in unfathomable minds


of never-failing skill;


He treasures up his bright designs,


and works His sovereign will.


Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;


the clouds ye so much dread


are big with mercy and shall break


in blessings on your head.


Judge not the Lord by feeble sense


but trust Him for His grace;


behind a frowning providence


He hides a smiling face.


His purposes will ripen fast,


unfolding every hour;


the bud may have a bitter taste,


but sweet will be the flow’r.


Blind unbelief is sure to err,


and scan His work in vain;


God is His own interpreter,


and He will make it plain.36


Even in chronic depression, Cowper knew God to be hiding his face ‘behind a frowning providence’. He is smiling; he is working out his good purposes.


This thread runs throughout Scripture; for example, note Revelation 6. The apostle John, like the first audience of Exodus 1, is given a glimpse of what is about to happen, and just how powerful the LORD is. The people cry out:


‘How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?’ Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the full number of their fellow servants, their brothers and sisters, were killed just as they had been. (Revelation 6:10–11)


The people of God wait until the fulfilment of God’s work, as we shall see in the unfolding chapters of Exodus. But as they wait, they are to be confident that God is overruling the affairs of the kings of this world to ensure that God will be centre stage.
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