TO RESCUE ISRAELITES FROM EGYPT

Exodus 1-4

Key Verse: 3:8

“So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians

and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land,

a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites,

Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites.”

I.  The plot: Israel is in Egypt. Why? (1:1-5)

As the book of Exodus opens Jacob and his twelve sons, each with his family, are in Egypt. 1:1‑5. “These are the names of the sons of Israel who went to Egypt with Jacob, each with his family: Reuben, Simeon, Levi and Judah; Issachar, Zebulun and Benjamin; Dan and Naphtali; Gad and Asher. The descendants of Jacob numbered seventy in all; Joseph was already in Egypt” How was it that Jacob and his sons left the land to which God had called them and went to Egypt? Perhaps Jacob hesitated because he did not want to leave the promised land. But God told him, “Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there” (Ge 46:3b). Israel was sent down to Egypt with a strategic reason, so to speak. This gives us an insight that each event recorded in the book of Exodus is a step by which God launched the great project to create a great nation. Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy tell us of God’s preparation of the people of Israel for that project up to the time when they reached the border of the promised land.

We may ask what “a great nation” is. We find nowhere in the five books the statement that Israel had become a “great nation”. The population grew from 70 to probably over a million since  there were 600,000 males at the time of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. But the great number didn’t make them a great nation. Even after they succeeded in their attempt to get out of Egypt and worshiped God at Mt. Sinai this hope was still spoken of in future tense (Ex 19:6). Actually, even after many hundreds of years, even in David’s time, the golden age of Israel’s history, this hope still remained as hope. Strangely, however, this hope was uttered with burning expectation by the prophets such as Isaiah (2:2) and Micah (4:1), when the nation was going downhill to be destroyed. In the New Testament, however, we find Peter speaks of it as fulfilled (1Pe. 2:9). Still they do not answer us what a great nation is.

The words, “a great nation”, is a translation of the Hebrew word, gadowl, which means a great, proud thing. We know that Jewish people in Jesus’ time as well as in the Old Testament times took the promise in a nationalistic and political sense and so fooled themselves as if this promise warranties the superiority of their race. We often entertain the thoughts of building an effective evangelical organization quoting Peter. However, we are not a great nation just because we claim to be. We are not just because we consider ourselves teachers and shepherds of others. What we think of ourselves, or what others may speak of us, doesn’t answer the question if we are a great nation. The urgent question to be answered in this series of the Pentateuch study is if God can be proud of us, as a community.

God speaks in Exodus 19:6, “You will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” God intended to make them a kingdom of which each member as well as the whole community functions as a priest who worships the Lord as God. We should pay close attention to the fact that God deals with them as a community. This doesn’t mean that their individuality was ignored. This rather means each person was related to the community as a part of the body. This doesn’t mean that each person is a part of a machine. This community concept is hard to understand for people who grew up in the soil of individualism. This community concept is often misunderstood by those who are accustomed to a group mentality. God help us that we as a community and each as a part of it together may obey the truth that we may function as parts of the body of Christ. 

They were as a community the body of Christ, the Church.  This explains to us why the whole community was often judged because of one person’s misconduct. But no one could destroy the body of Christ. In all their experiences including their failures God would lead them to the goal of creating a kingdom of priests, a holy nation. None of their experiences was bypassed. No one could stop the goal for which the body of Christ was striving. God was with them in all the experiences and led them that their failures and successes may all end up in the praises of God. I pray that this hope which has been with us may rise in your hearts as living and real hope, for which you will strive and by which you will live. God help us that we may obey to the truth that we are parts of the body of Christ.

II.  The Israelites multiplied in the oppression (1:6-21)


In 1:6-21 is the story of the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt. How was it that Israel who were the guests of Pharaoh became slaves in Egypt? There were three reasons. Pharaoh invited the Israelites because he was grateful for Joseph’s help in the famine. Now the bond became thin or didn’t exist since Joseph and all his brothers and all that generation who were the guests of honor died. While the friendly feeling was waning, the population of the Israelites grew at quite an explosive rate to make the Egyptians nervous. 1:7 says, “but the Israelites were fruitful and multiplied greatly and became exceedingly numerous, so that the land was filled with them.”  The final and most decisive factor was that a new king, who did not know about Joseph, came to power in Egypt. He saw that the Israelites were a potential threat to the security of the nation of Egypt. He wanted to put the Israelites, who had been allowed to live independently in Goshen, under the control of the central government. So he oppressed the Israelites and assigned them forced labor to build Pithom and Rameses, the store cities for Pharaoh. It was a shrewd policy. He could control the Israelites by the caste system, by segregating them as slaves. He could build the cities with cheap labor. He could also cut down the vigor of the Israelites that they may not have strength to produce children. 


But things didn’t go as he planned. The more the Israelites were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread. From then on it became a vicious cycle. The Egyptians came to dread the Israelites more and worked them more ruthlessly. Then the king of Egypt devised a new tactic. He persuaded the Hebrew midwives, whose names were Shiphrah and Puah, to kill the newborn boys. But the plan didn’t work either because the midwives feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had told them to do.


We read in 1:20-21 the author’s comment on the reason of the continual increase of the Israelites. “So God was kind to the midwives and the people increased and became even more numerous. And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own.”  He commented on the courageous faith of the midwives as God’s kindness. He also records that the midwives had their own children as if that is a special event. We learn from his comment the spiritual insight to recognize God’s right hand in a person’s faith. We often use the expression that we achieved this and did that by God’s grace. But we rarely say that our faith itself is God’s grace. We should learn this profound insight through the study of the Pentateuch, for this perspective is one of the major fundamental viewpoints of those who know God.


How about the record of the midwives having their own children? This somewhat strange comment to us provides us an understanding of the record of chapter 1 of the book of Exodus. The summary of chapter 1 is that Israel multiplied in oppression. It is an extremely simplistic description to be the history of two to four hundred years of slavery of the Israelites in Egypt. Yet that is the point. There is no record in the Bible or in other records that the Israelites resisted the Egyptians until Moses appeared. In the silent groaning they continued their lives of daily labor and raised their families. There was no light at the end of the tunnel. They were born, worked as slaves and perished. Their children were born and followed the same cycle. Yet here in 1:20-21 the author threw a light on the hopeless existence of the Israelites. Let us not be quick to theorize that it was God’s will for them to suffer. Let us rather look up at God with those who suffer, for their very existence is God’s kindness. Let us not make the men of faith heroes. Let us rather thank God for his kindness. 

We know from history that the new king means a king of the new dynasty. Joseph served sometime during the period of 1700 to 1550 B.C. when the Hyksos, who invaded the land of Egypt from outside, ruled. The defeat of this invader began a period of Egyptian power that lasted from 1550 to 1200 B.C. which is known as the most glorious, strongest dynasty in Egyptian history. But the author does not bother to speak of the change of political power. He simply defies it. What he is saying in 1:20-21 is the understatement that God’s kindness is stronger than the power of Egypt at its peak. Let us learn to appreciate God’s kindness through the study of the Pentateuch. Then we will worship God.

III.  The birth of Moses (1:22-2:23)


1:22-2:22 is about Moses’ birth. We can think of the faith of Moses’ mother and again God’s deliverance of Moses. 

A. The faith of Moses’ mother (1:22-2:11). Pharaoh became openly aggressive and ordered the murder of every Hebrew boy when his “shrewd” policies didn’t work. He said, “Every boy that is born you must throw into the Nile, but let every girl live” (1:22). If anyone disobeyed his edict that would cost the life of that person, maybe even of the family. Why did Moses’ mother dare to disobey Pharaoh? The reason was surprisingly simple. 2:2b says that  she saw that he was a fine child, and so she hid him for three months.  Hebrews 11:23 says that by faith his parents saw that he was no ordinary child. Their fondness for the baby was that they feared the invisible God as living and active. While the epistle to the Hebrews emphasizes their faith, the record in Exodus emphasizes God’s hand working in the humble lives of the couple, especially the mother. The focus is not so much on that they had faith to hide him as much that his birth inspired them to do so. They woke up to the awe of life as the baby was born to them. They woke up to God as they saw the awesome experience of the birth of a baby.

Considering the power and authority of Pharaoh, his hatred, and the humble state of the Israelites, and the record that they never resisted, the act of Moses’ mother is quite extraordinary. In other words, her act was indeed the sign of God’s kindness on her  as we learned it in 1:20. While it was extraordinary we can also see the limit of her faith. We can imagine that Moses’ mother couldn’t see beyond the protection of the baby for three months. She couldn’t imagine that the baby would someday lead his people out of Egypt. Probably they didn’t live to the time of Exodus for Moses was eighty years old by then. But she did her best in her limited situation. When she couldn’t hide him anymore, she made a papyrus basket for him and put the basket among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. Look at the sign that they didn’t give up their faith in 2:4. It says, “His sister stood at a distance to see what would happen to him.” They had hope in God. Even when they couldn’t do anything and couldn’t expect anything they did not give up the hope entrusted in God. Then came a miraculous thing, one after another. Pharaoh’s daughter appeared, and adopted the baby though she recognized that Moses was a Hebrew baby. Moses grew under the care of his mother until he was weaned from nursing. Then he grew as a son to Pharaoh’s daughter. He would eventually deliver his people out of Egypt. More than that he would virtually deliver all people on earth out of the separation from God. And all those great works began because of God’s inspiration on the humble couple who obeyed God when a fine child was born to them. It is not surprising then that their small and humble faith is recognized in Hebrews chapter 11 as equal to that of those great figures who accomplished extraordinary works in history. 


Should we despise others because of the exemplary faith of the parents of Moses? We can imagine the cry of many mothers whose babies drowned on the day they were born. We can imagine the many fathers who became helpless. We remember what Jeremiah prophesied, “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more” (Jer 31:15). In the background of the reality of the misery and suffering of the Israelites, what is the example of the couple? But the author of the book of Exodus is silent about the situation, and records the one example of faith in the otherwise overwhelming misery. Considering the reality we are quite surprised with the quiet joy he expresses in the record of the birth of Moses. However as we meditate we remember that the prophets showed the same faith. We recognize that our Lord Jesus left for us the heritage of the joy in God. We are not talking about indifference. We are talking about the secret of the joy in God. The joy of seeing God and his hand working delivered the parents of Moses and the author from being drowned in the sea of misery and of death. Praise God!  

B. Moses’ faith (2:11-22) How was it that Moses, a Hebrew baby, became a son to Pharaoh’s daughter? As we follow the story we see that God left an indentation that Moses was born by God’s design. What impact was on Moses because of the change of his status? He was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and became powerful in speech and action (Ac 7:21-22). The interesting thing about the following record is that this man who was prepared by God is going to fail at his first attempt to help his people.

2:11-13  “One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were and watched them at their hard labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his own people. Glancing this way and that and seeing no one, he killed the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. The next day he went out and saw two Hebrews fighting. He asked the one in the wrong, ‘Why are you hitting your fellow Hebrew?’” Why did Moses risk his luck and kill an Egyptian? Why did he get involved himself in the fighting of the two Hebrew men? According to 2:11-13 we can see that he identified himself with his own people. He became a prince of Egypt by God’s grace. Why did he give up God’s gift? “He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time. He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward” (Heb 11:25,26). If he chose suffering because of his noble desire he could have been considered a Stoic. If he liked the suffering that was nonsense. If he gave up God’s gift because he saw a better thing to do he is more righteous than God. It was not his nationalism which motivated him either. Simply, he chose God who had given him the gift. This is easy to say but hard to learn. But only when we learn the truth do we learn faith. God help us.

2:14-15 tells us that Moses failed to help his people because his people did not recognize him and because Pharaoh wanted to kill him. He fled from Pharaoh and went to live in the Midian desert. He became a refugee there by the help of a Midianite priest. He settled down there and got a job as a shepherd to take care of cattle. He married Zipporah, the daughter of the Midianite priest, and had a son. He lived there as a nobody for forty long years. Moses was about forty years old when he attempted to help his people (Ac 7:23). He became an eighty year old shepherd now. He was a loser. 

Why couldn’t he help his own people if he started it by faith? What could be said regarding the long silence of God? Why was he silent when the groan of the Israelites reached to heaven? This is a big and urgent question to be answered. Whenever I hear young people being fascinated with the sharp and superb wit of Jewish humor I rather remember their long suffering. Whenever I see young people being fascinated with Woody Allen, or when I see the influence of the dark fatalistic Japanese culture on people, I remember  that the Bible offers a quite different picture. Look what the author says in 2:23-25. “During that long period, the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of their slavery went up to God. God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob. So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them.” There is no explanation of God’s silence. In fact, what explanation could help the suffering of the people? We, however, gather in these verses that their suffering and their groaning were all God’s work. Moses may have thought he was a loser. But God was with him even in the forty years of his life as an alien in a foreign land. The author remembered that God was with them in the long dreary and miserable 400 years’ suffering. He recognized that because of the covenant which was given to them through their ancestor hundreds of years before them. May the faith in the God of Abraham heal the many Jewish people from the cynicism. May God deliver the many who escape into the fatalistic culture of our times which influences us through the media. May the Lord Jesus bring the sunlight of his life onto us. May the Lord encourage us to be the messengers of the good news of great joy for all the people.

IV.  God calls Moses (3:1‑4:31)


In 3:1-4:31 is the record of God’s call of Moses. How had Moses met God?  What did God teach Moses? “Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. So Moses thought, I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.’ When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, ‘Moses! Moses!’ And Moses said, ‘Here I am.’ ‘Do not come any closer,’ God said. ‘Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground’ Then he said, ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.’ At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God” (3:1-6). Moses was taught that the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob is holy. Analytically speaking, Moses graduated from the self-centered faith in God, or from the faith which was based on the experiences of his forefathers. Now he was invited into the holy ground as a sinner to begin to learn God from God’s side.


“The Lord said, ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites.And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt’” (3:7-10). 

In the following verses we meet a quite perplexing attitude of Moses. Moses was reluctant. More than that, he stubbornly refused to do the work for which he risked his life 40 years ago. What happened to him? The Bible says Moses was humble. How humble was he? When we say humbleness we are talking about the attitude of people who bend their pride and restrain their strength. But that is pretense.  In the reading of Moses’ response we find that he was a broken man. He said to God in 3:11, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”  When he acted by faith 40 years ago he knew God was God of his fathers. But now he said in 3:13, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” He was the ignorant. After God told him many things he still said in 4:1, “What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, ‘The Lord did not appear to you’?” He sounds like a man of anxiety and indeed, he was. When he made an excuse in 4:10 we don’t know what to think of him. Moses said to the Lord, “O Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoke  to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.”   That is quite different from what we read in Stephens’s message in Acts 7:22. We are disgusted at reading 4:13. After God promised everything, and gave all the signs, Moses said, “O Lord, please send someone else to do it.”
The perplexing truth is that this same Moses would lead the unruly 600,000 and their families. The only thing he had to lead them with was a staff. We learn from his responses that he became a poor man. He was empty of all his human potential. What lived in him was Christ. Let us stop the practice of pretense. Let us pray that God may call the empty, the broken, the weak and the sinners, who depend on God 100%. Indeed, blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of God!

What was the truth of God which was given to the humble? When Moses wasn’t sure about himself God said to him in 3:12, “I will be with you And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.”  In the worship at the Mt. Sinai, Moses would know God.


What is God’s name? God said to Moses in 4:14, “I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” What does it mean that I am who I am is his name? That is explained in 4:15. God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘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, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.” The benefit of the knowledge is immeasurable. They will be given eternal life.


In 3:16-22 we learn from God’s words they would learn the holy name through the experience of the Exodus. As we read further we can understand that the experience would include their failure because of their unbelief and because of their sin. In 4:24 we find that even Moses was so sinful that God wanted to kill him. But God would lead them to bring praises of him through them.

