Today, we are beginning a series through the book of Exodus.  Having gone through the book of Genesis and seen how God created the world and then, once Adam and Eve rebelled, set about rescuing it by calling out Abraham and making Him into a great people, we will continue following the story of this people. 

As we saw, Genesis ended with the people of God safe and sound in the land of Egypt.  But, though they were safe, it seemed that the promises of God were in danger.  How could the people possess the land God had promised them if they were in the land of Egypt?  Would God be faithful?  How would it happen?  All of these questions are answered in the book of Exodus.  And they are answered in such a way that God's greatness is revealed even more.  And they are also answered in such a way that we gain greater insight into the great and glorious work of Jesus Christ that would happen so many years later.  

So, that said, look us begin by looking at the first two chapters of Exodus, which set the stage for the rest of the story.  

I. God faithfully multiplied and blessed His people (1:1-7).

From its very beginning, the book of Exodus reminds us that it is part of a bigger story by connecting back with the story that came before.  Though most English translations obscure this fact, the book actually begins with the Hebrew word for “and” - a conjunction that signifies connection and continuation.  From the very first word, we are reminded that something has come before.  

And we see it as well in the fact that the first five verses are almost an exact quotation of Genesis 46:8 and 46:26-27, which tell about Jacob's family migrating to Egypt.  From the beginning, we are reminded of where we are in the story: Abraham's descendants – Jacob's family – had made their way down to Egypt in order to survive a terrible famine.  So, the book of Exodus is picking up that story where it left off.  

And as the story picks up, we see that the people have stayed in Egypt for many years: “Then Joseph died, and all his brothers and all that generation” (1:6).  So we are dealing with the same story – just a new chapter.  

But the text also makes clear that we are dealing not merely with the same subject matter but with the same faithful, promise-keeping God.  We read, “But the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (1:7).  This is a theologically rich declaration about the people of Israel and about their God.  From the very beginning of creation, God had told Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28), but they rebelled against Him and filled the earth with sin and rebellion instead of the glory of God.  Eventually, it got so bad that God destroyed the entire sinful world with a flood – sparing the one righteous man on the earth – Noah – with his family.  And after God spared them, God reiterated the command to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 9:1).  But Noah and his family demonstrated that the human race was truly and totally unable to carry out the task on their own.  So, in Genesis 12, God called out a man named Abram and promised to make him into a great nation through whom the whole world would be blessed (Gen. 12:1-3).  Then, again and again, God reiterate the promise that He would make Abraham's descendants into a large and numerous people (Gen. 12:2; 15:5; 17:4-6; 22:17; 26:4).  The beginning of Exodus makes clear that God did exactly what He promised.  He made Abraham's descendants fruitful, and they multiplied greatly.  Once again – as was the case throughout Genesis – we are reminded of the faithfulness of God.  He does what He says He will do.  And, at least at Exodus 1:7, everything appeared to be going well for God's people and God's plan.  

II. God allowed His people to be persecuted and enslaved by the Egytians (1:8-22).

But, beginning in verse 8, we see the story take a very negative turn.  The text says, “Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.  And he said to his people, 'Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us.  Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and, if war breaks out, they join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land” (1:8-10).  So this new Pharaoh – who did not know Joseph – comes to power and his intentions and allegiances are clear.  This Pharaoh is out to exalt His own people and His own land and His own glory.  He is afraid of the Israelites doing two things: growing numerous and leaving the land.  This is important to notice because it helps us understand the true nature of this struggle.  Ultimately, Pharaoh was not not just opposing Israel but God.  God had told His people that they were going to multiply and grow and that He would give them the Promised Land, and – as we just saw – He was working toward that end.  But Pharaoh was opposed to both of those things.  He wanted to keep Israel from growing numerous, and he wanted to keep them in the land.  Ultimately, this was a struggle between Pharaoh and God.  And, if we remember the declaration of Genesis 3:14-15, we will see that this was yet another continuation of the struggle between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman.  The battle was still raging.  

And, in order to carry out his desires, Pharaoh brought about the enslavement and oppression of God's people.  The text tells us, “Therefore they set taskmasters over them to afflict them with heavy burdens.  They built for Pharaoh store cities, Pithom and Raamses” (1:11).  Later, we read, “So they ruthlessly made the people of Israel work as slaves and made their lives bitter with hard service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work in the field.  In all their work they ruthlessly made them work as slaves” (1:13-14).  Clearly, the Egyptians were oppressing the people of Israel in an attempt to overcome and control them.  And the description of this slavery is intended to highlight the horror and difficulty the people of Israel were experiencing.  

But the trouble did not end with slavery.  Eventually, Pharaoh instituted outright infanticide in an attempt to overpower the Israelites.  First, we read, “...the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was name Shiphrah and the other Puah, 'When you serve as midwife to the Hebrew women and see them on the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill him, but if it is a daughter, she shall live'” (1:15-16).  Rightly, the midwives refused to do this, so Pharaoh eventually gave the command to all of the people: “Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, 'Every son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but yo shall let every daughter live” (1:22).  Once again, Pharaoh is using every bit of his power to overpower – and even annihilate – God's chosen people.  

In order to fully understand this, we must remember that the Israelites were in Egypt because God told them to go there.  In Genesis 46:3, God told Jacob, “I am God, the God of your father.  Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there I will make you into a great nation.”  The people of Israel had gone down to Egypt “by divine command” and “under divine promise”, as one commentator puts it.
  So, where was God in the midst of this horrible persecution of His people? 

The answer is that He was right there working through the entire situation – in complete control.  We see this explicitly in 1:17-19 as God used the midwives to spare the lives of the Hebrew boys who were supposed to be killed.  Because of their fear of God, the midwives refused to obey Pharaoh's command, and God blessed them for it (1:20-21).  Moreover, as we will see in a moment, God used Moses's parents to preserve Moses (2:1-10) – the one who would eventually be the deliverer and leader of these enslaved people.  Even in the midst of Pharaoh's terrible, oppressive behavior, God continued to multiply and preserve His people.  After they were enslaved, we read, “But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and the more they spread abroad.  And the Egyptians were in dread of the people of Israel” (1:12).  God was present throughout this entire situation.  We see this even more when we remember that God had promised Abraham that this would happen long before (Gen. 15:13-16).  He promised that Abraham's descendants would be afflicted, and He also promised that He would bring them out.  Even in the midst of the horrible suffering of His people, God was in complete control.  He did not keep His people from suffering but blessed them and kept them through the midst of the suffering.  

III. God brought forth and preserved a deliverer for His people (2:1-10).

And, as the text continues, we find out that God was working to deliver His people even while they were suffering in the midst of slavery.  In Exodus 2:1-10, we read the story of one little boy being rescued from the murderous wrath of Pharaoh.  Though at first glance, it seems like a mere feel-good story, in the larger context of Exodus and the Bible as a whole, we see that something far bigger is going on.  There are numerous hints throughout this section that lead us to believe something far bigger is happening through the birth of this child.  

First of all, the only thing the text tells us about the little boy's parents is that they were Levites (2:1).  At this point in the Bible, that is not too significant, but it will be immensely significant later in the book of Exodus when Moses begins serving as a priest by being a mediator between God and the people.  

Second, we read that Moses's mother “saw that he was a “fine” child (some translations say “beautiful”) (2:2).  The literal rendering is “good”, and it is the same word used over and over again in Genesis 1 to refer to God's creation.  There seems to be an allusion to the fact that God was doing some sort of new creation work that imitated the goodness of the original creation work.  

Then, we read that Moses's mother, when she could hide him no longer, put him in an “ark” in hopes that he might pass through the waters safely (2:3).  Hebrews 11:23 tells us that Moses's parents acted “by faith” in doing this – no doubt trusting the Lord for the life of their child.  And just like Noah, who was spared from the waters of the flood in an ark, Moses's life is spared as well.  

Then, in a series of almost humorous ironies, we see Moses rescued and delivered.  After Moses was put in the river, he was found by none other than Pharaoh's daughter who had compassion on him, adopted him as her own son and ended up paying Moses's birth mother (unwittingly) to nurse and raise him (2:4-9).  Interestingly, after Pharaoh told the midwives to let the daughters live (as if females were not the problem), it is females who end up outwitting him.  Moses is protected and nurtured in the very halls of the one who ordered his death.  Moses's mother gets to care for him and get paid for doing it by the very one who opposed her people.  

And in a final indication that something special is happening, the boy officially receives the name “Moses” - because he was drawn out of the water (2:10).  Interestingly, the one who was drawn out of the waters after passing through them safely would be the one who would later lead the entire people of Israel through the waters of the Red Sea safely.  The one who was drawn out of the water himself would become the means of drawing the people safely through the water later.  

At first glance, this seems like a simple story about one of the Hebrew children being fortunate enough to escape the Pharaoh's terrible sentence of death.  But, if we look closer – with eyes of faith and in light of the Scriptures as a whole – we see that God was at work to redeem His people even as they were experiencing terrible suffering.  God was sparing the life of this little one, so that he might lead the people out of their bondage into a glorious deliverance.  God was working – not just in but through and with the terrible circumstances of His people.  He did not take Moses away from the terrible, life-taking waters of the Nile but put him right in them and rescued him from them.  He did not take Moses far away from his would-be killer, Pharaoh but put him right in Pharaoh's house!  And, in the end, God even used an Egyptian woman – the daughter of the bitter enemy of God's people - to spare the child's life.  Truly, as we saw even in Genesis, God is able to work all things for good.  It was so even back then – just as it is so today.  

IV. God protected Moses until the time for deliverance came (2:11-22).  

Between verses 10 and 11 of chapter 2, 40 years actually passes (according to Stephen's speech in Acts 7).  40 years after his birth, Moses went out to look on the burdens of his people.  As he was among them, he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew.  And after looking around and seeing no one else to help, he struck the Egyptian, killed him and buried him in the sand (2:11-12).  Once again, we have to rely on the broader Scriptures to fully understand the importance and significance of this incident.  According to Stephen, in Acts 7:23-29, Moses was trying to demonstrate his status as Israel's deliverer.  And according to Hebrews 11:24-27, Moses made a decisive choice – evidenced in this action – to refuse the fleeting comforts of Egypt and to be numbered among God's people instead.  In that moment, Moses tried to work to deliver His people from the terrible bondage they were experiencing.  

But, as the text goes on to make clear, Moses's labors – despite seemingly good, pure motives – were not successful.  As the text makes clear, his actions did not gain him favor with his fellow Israelites but rejection – demonstrated clearly in the declaration, “Who made you a prince and a judge over us?” (2:13-14).  At that point, Moses realized that his deed was widely known as well as unsuccessful at bringing redemption.  When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses, and – just like the people he would eventually lead - Moses fled into the desert where he would remain for 40 years (2:15).  

The text goes on to tell us how Moses fled to Midian and sat down by a well upon his arrival.  While there, he was able to rescue the daughters of the priest of Midian from the men who routinely persecuted them at the well (2:16-17), and as a result, he was invited into the priest's home, dwelt with him, eventually married his daughter and then had a son – a son named in such a way as to remind him of his time as a sojourner in a foreign land (2:16-22).  

So, in this fourth section of our text, we see this specially protected child fighting to bring about the deliverance of his people but failing in that attempt and then forced to flee to the desert and live in obscurity for the next forty years.  And this raises the question – why?  Why did it happen this way?  The text itself does not give an explicit answer, but it seems that the time for Israel's deliverance had not yet arrived.  God had told Abraham that he would bring his people out of oppression and back to the land when “the iniquity of the Amorites” was complete” (Gen. 15:16).  Apparently, that time had not yet arrived.  Further, it seems like perhaps Moses was not quite ready to lead them.  It seems instructive and important that when Moses sees his people suffering and works to change it, nothing happens.  But when God “sees” his people suffering and works to change it (2:23-14:31), the deliverance actually happens.  It is clear that Moses's time in the desert humbled him because the one who was bold in trying to deliver the people is terribly hesitant to lead them when God calls him to the task in chapter 3.  Moreover, while in Midian, Moses was a shepherd – an occupation which seems to be the paradigm profession for those who lead God's people.  It is very likely that this time as a shepherd helped prepare him for the task.  Ultimately, this section seems to highlight that Moses had the right idea and the right calling but not the right timing.  He had to wait for God to act because the deliverance of God's people would not be accomplished until that sovereignly appointed time came.  

V. God heard His people's cry, remembered His covenant with them, and began their deliverance (2:23-25).

And, in the final few verses of our text, we see that sovereignly appointed time actually arrive.  We read, “During those many days [the 40 years which Moses spent in Midian] the king of Egypt died, and the people of Israel groaned because of their slavery and cried out for help.  Their cry for rescue from slavery came up to God” (2:23).  After all of their suffering and oppression, the people of Israel cry out to God for help.  And, in an explosion of action, God responds to their cry.  The text goes on to say: “And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.  God saw the people of Israel – and God knew” (2:24-25).  

It seems that this part of the text is meant to make some very explicit points.  First of all, we should notice that this is the first time – at least in the text – that the people of God have actually turned to God and cried out for help.  Without doubt, there probably was crying out at some point in the previous hundreds of years, but this is the first mark of it in the text.  

Second, God does not explicitly appear on the scene and start acting until the people call out to Him.  As we have seen, God was at work all through His people's slavery and suffering.  But, other than one brief reference to his blessing the midwives (1:20-21), God is not explicitly presented as doing anything until the people cry out to Him.  And in response to those cries for help from His people, God does not merely act but acts mightily.  God – who is the subject of only one verb through most of the first two chapters – is the subject of four verbs in the last two verses of chapter 2 alone.  God responded to the cries of His people.  

Third, these brief verses at the end of the text reveal to us a great deal about the character of God Himself.  Just in these two verses, we see that God is aware – He heard the cry of His people.  We see that He is compassionate – He saw their suffering and “knew” (this is not mere knowledge but affection and love) and was moved to action.  We also see that He is faithful – He remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  This final section is full of wonderful revelation about God Himself.  

In the end, this text ends on the very brink of God officially beginning the work of delivering His people by calling Moses to lead them.  The next chapter (3:1-10) begins with God laying out to Moses His plan to set the people free.  After 400 years of slavery, God was ready to deliver them.  After 80 years, Moses was ready – at least in God's eyes – to lead them.  The appointed time had come, and God responded to the desperate cry of His people and acted to rescue them.  And, as we will see in the coming weeks, that deliverance was fully accomplished.  In the fullness of time, God would set His people free.  

* How does this apply to us?  

After walking through the meaning of this text, it is right for us to ask, “What does this mean for us?  How does this text about Israel being enslaved and God beginning to work for this deliverance apply to us?”  There are at least three ways it does so. 

1) It reminds us of the true character of God which never changes.  

It is not merely the final two verses of these chapters that teach us about God.  The whole section reveals to us the very nature of God.  First of all, it reminds us that He is sovereign – in control of all things.  Even when His people were suffering terribly under the wicked hand of Pharaoh, God was in control.  He had told Abraham this would happen, and He was allowing it to happen – in His sovereign purposes.  Moreover, He is sovereign in that He is able to work even in the midst of the most terrible and wicked circumstances.  God was active even while Pharaoh was sitting on his throne thinking he was in control.  God was not merely working in spite of Pharaoh but through Pharaoh.  And God can use anyone to accomplish His purposes.  He used Pharaoh's daughter to spare Moses's life.  And He put Moses in Pharaoh's house to grow up.  Truly, God works in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform.  Even when it may appear that He is not working, He is.  Can you imagine how it must have felt during the 400+ years that God's people were enslaved?  No doubt they probably felt abandoned at times.  And yet, God was there.  And He was working.  

As we consider this reality, we must understand that it is the same still today.  No matter how out of control the world appears, God is at work.  No matter how much evil seems to triumph, God is carrying out His plan.  He is sovereign, and He is accomplishing His purpose, His goal and His will.  The will of God is never thwarted.  In our darkest days, we can rest in our sovereign God.  In the midst of horrific wickedness, we can rest in our mighty God.  

The text also reminds us that God is faithful to His promises.  If God has made a promise, it is sure to come true.  Titus 1:2 says that God “never lies”.  Paul told the Corinthians, “...all the promises of God find their Yes in [Christ]” (2 Cor. 1:20).  That means that all of the promises are fulfilled – in Christ.  God always does what He says He will do.  Read through the Scriptures and see the numerous promises God has made.  Every single one of them will happen.  It is certain – no matter how much our experience seems to deny it.  

And God is not only faithful to His promises but to His people.  It is amazing to see how God responded to Israel's cry for help.  He “heard...remembered...saw...knew.”  God knew what His people were experiencing, and He cared.  God has compassion on His people and cares for them in their time of need.  He is both able and willing to help.  As God's people, we can count on His favor and affection.  As children of the King, we can be certain of the King's care.  As true children, we can be certain of the Father's care.  Jesus Himself declared, “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him” (Matt. 7:11).  Paul told the Romans, “If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things” (Rom. 8:31-32).   And Paul told the Galatians, “...when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoptino as sons.  And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 'Abba!  Father!'  So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God” (Gal. 4:4-7).  God cares for us just like He cared for Israel.  We can rest in those faithful, loving arms.  

2) It shows us how we should act and behave as children of God.

This text also teaches us how we should respond to this God.  First of all, the midwives and Moses's parents show us that we should fear God more than anyone else and obey Him faithfully because of our fear of Him.  It was a dangerous thing for the midwives to disobey Pharaoh because he could have them killed.  But the midwives understood that the displeasure of Pharaoh was nothing compared to the displeasure of God.  And it was dangerous for Moses's mother to spare his life, but Hebrews 11:23 says that she acted in faith and was “not afraid of the king's edict.”  Like the apostles so many years later, they understood, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).  They feared God most of all, and their actions demonstrated that.  Likewise, we should fear God and demonstrate that fear by faithful obedience.  As Ecclesiastes declares, “The end of the matter; all has been heard.  Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Eccl. 12:13).  Peter, likewise, told his readers, “Fear God” (1 Pet. 2:17).  We must submit to Him first and everyone else in order after Him. 

Second of all, Moses shows us that we should not be overcome by the fleeting pleasures of sin.  Moses grew up in the, no doubt, luxurious palace of Pharaoh.  He had all the worldly pleasures he could ever want.  But Hebrews 11:24-26 says, “By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin.  He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.”  The attitude of Moses is instructive to us and how we should act.  It reminds us that we should consider association with Christ – and whatever reproach that brings – as greater treasure than any of the fleeting pleasures of sin.  We need to remember that the pleasures of sin are indeed “fleeting”, and therefore, they are not worth comparing with the treasure of heaven that awaits those who are willing to associate themselves with, and suffer with, Christ.  But so often, those fleeting pleasures of sin seem so large and grand because they are so near and immediate.  And the treasures of heaven seem so small and insignificant because they are so far and distant.  But, like Moses, we must remind ourselves of the truth that sin is deceitful.  It always promises greater pleasure than it delivers.  And it always masks the terrible consequences it will bring.  Brothers and sisters, do not be deceived or enslaved by the fleeting pleasures of sin.  Set your mind and heart to follow Christ no matter what because you understand that the reward to come will be far greater than any temporary pleasure sin can offer in this world.  

Third, the enslaved Israelites show us that we should lay our needs and struggles and sufferings before God in prayer and trust that He hears.  As James told his readers, “Is anyone among you suffering?  Let him pray” (James 5:13).  Take your need to the throne of God Himself.  We have a great high priest, Jesus Christ, so “let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).  Brothers and sisters, what are your struggles.  Bring them to the Father.  Lay them at His feet.  He hears.  He remembers.  He sees.  He knows.  He cares.  

Fourth, the story as a whole shows us that we should trust that God is at work, even when it does not seem like it.  And we should trust that God can work even in the midst of, and through, wicked and terrible circumstances, events and people.  We should trust Him, even when everything seems to be spinning horrendously out of control.  Even as it spins, it is in His hand, and He is in control.  

3) It points us to the glorious work of salvation through Jesus Christ that would come about so many years later.  

And as we come to the table to close our service, we should also see that this story ultimately points us forward to Jesus Christ and His glorious work of salvation.  Ultimately, just like the nation of Israel, human beings (including those who will become God's people) are enslaved and oppressed by an evil enemy.  In John 8:34, Jesus declared, “'Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a salve to sin.”  Rom. 8:16 says “Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?”  Gal. 4:8 reminds us, “Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods.”   And Titus 3:3 says, “For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another.”  Every human being, by nature, is a slave to sin – enslaved by something far worse than an evil Pharaoh.  Every human being, by nature, is in bondage – blinded by Satan and under the power of sin.  

And, just like He did in Exodus, God has raised up a redeemer – like Moses and even greater than Moses – to ultimately deliver His people.  Like Moses, Jesus was born in very humble circumstances.  Like Moses, someone sought to kill Jesus when he was very young.  Like Moses, Jesus went through years of preparation before stepping on the scene to rescue God's people.  Like Moses, Jesus experienced the same things as those who He would deliver.  And Like Moses, Jesus was mostly rejected by His own people and accepted by the Gentiles.  Just like in Exodus, when God's appointed time came, He sent forth the redeemer – born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were enslaved (Gal. 4:4-5).  Jesus suffered far worse than Moses by actually dying on the cross and taking the wrath of God.  And then three days later, He rose from the dead to demonstrate that He had conquered Satan and sin and death.  And now, everyone who repents of their sin and trusts in Him can be set free and delivered from their slavery.  

If you have never repented of your sins and trusted Jesus Christ as your Savior, then I would plead with you to repent and believe.  Your slavery is real, and your only hope for freedom is the person and work of Jesus Christ.  He alone can set you free.  

And if you have repented and believed in Christ, then rejoice with us as we come to the table.  Remember the terrible slavery in which you were enslaved and rejoice in the glorious freedom you now enjoy.  And as you do so, exalt the Redeemer who set you free, and worship the God who sent Him to set you free.  Amen.  
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