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A People who refused to die 

Exodus 1:1-22 Pastor Tom Anderson 

Hollywood has made more money off the book of Exodus than any other literature ever written. The 

1956 classic “The Ten Commandments” by Cecile B. DeMille grossed 1 billion in modern dollars. 

DreamWorks’s cartoon version came out in 1999 and was called, “The Prince of Egypt” It won an Oscar 

and grossed over $101 million. 

For Jews, this is the most important book in the Bible. It contains all of the fundamental tenets of 

Judaism: their covenant relationship with God; the defining moment of Jewish history, the name of God, 

the duty to study and know the Law. It is recounted in Jewish daily prayer and it is at the heart of all of 

their major religious festivals. 

For Christians, the book provides all of the theological vocabulary for the Gospel: words like ransom, 

redemption, deliverance, purchase, bondage and freedom are all drawn directly from the Exodus. 

Stephen recaps the entire book in his sermon in Acts 7. We claim Jesus to be the God who appeared to 

Moses at the burning bush. We claim Jesus as our Passover. We claim Jesus to be the prophet Moses 

predicted would come. Moses delivered the people from Egypt. Jesus delivers from sin and death. 

For all people this is the greatest liberation story ever told. It is addressed to oppressed people 

throughout time and place. It tells the story of the only successful slave rebellion in the history of the 

world. Abused and oppressed people have had no trouble seeing this as their own story. No less men 

than Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson argued that the great seal of the United States should have 

featured Moses leading the people to freedom. 

The book establishes the authority of Moses as the greatest prophet of Israel. His authority stands 

behind the book. Three times in the book we find notices of Moses writing: 

17:14 “Then the LORD said to Moses “write this as a memorial in a book…” 

24:4 “And Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD…” 

35:27 “And the LORD said, “Write these words, for in accordance with these words, I have made a 

covenant with you and with Israel.” Clearly the final form of the book of Exodus traces its authority 

directly to Moses. 

The book breaks nicely into 3 parts: 1) Deliverance of  Israel chapters 1-18, 2) Morality—how to live 

in freedom chapters 19-24, and 3) Worship—how we are to host the presence of God in our lives, 

chapters 25-40. The main character in the book is God. The main theme is Lordship. God is Lord over 

Egypt and its gods. God is Lord over the sea. God is lord over the wilderness. God is lord over the 

Hebrews and God is Lord over me. If you don’t want him as Lord you won’t like this book. 
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I believe this book was written specifically for you. 1Corinthians 10:11 says of the Book of Exodus, 

“Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction…” 

The key to understanding Exodus is believing that God has something personal to say to you. 

Four words can get us inside the opening chapter of Exodus. The first word is covenant. The last 

thing God said to Jacob in the book of Genesis was this: “Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there 

I will make of you a great nation.” (Gn 46:3) And that is exactly what has happened in the opening lines 

of Exodus. Two hundred years have passed and the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly. 

They grew from 70 to 600,000! It is God’s promises that connect the book of Genesis to the book of 

Exodus. So we are told from the beginning of Exodus that God is covenant-making God. He makes 

promises and keeps them. He can be trusted. He can be relied upon. 

So when Jesus says “your sins are forgiven.” We can believe. When Jesus says, “I will give you 

eternal life.” We can trust. When Jesus says, “Follow me and you will never hunger or thirst” We can rely 

on it. The reason we remember the past in the Book of Exodus and the life of Christ is to unlock the 

possibilities for faith in the present. Faith is never blind trust. Faith is never certainty either. It grows out 

of the solid facts of the past and carries us through uncertain times. Faith in God makes us his covenant 

people. 

The second word is change. 1:8: “Now there arose a new king over Egypt who did not know Joseph.” 

Joseph was the guy whose administrative skills had saved all Egypt from 7 years of famine. He was an 

international hero. Pharaoh is never named in the book of Exodus but many scholars believe it was 

Rameses II who reigned 1279-1213 BC. Pharaoh didn’t forget Joseph. This wasn’t just a memory lapse. 

This should be taken as a willful rejection of Joseph’s methods and practices. Every rising generation 

feels the same about its predecessors. The thinking goes like this, “We are so much smarter than you, 

and we don’t need you.” Pharaoh knowingly and willfully chose not to know Joseph. 

Life is always changing. You get comfortable in the land of Egypt and suddenly change: you get a 

new boss, a new neighbor, a new in-law, a new government. Or maybe it’s a loss of a marriage, a job or 

a loved one. Our comfortable little worlds suddenly get filled with uncertainty, ambiguity and insecurity. 

We want guarantees, warranties, assurances and security. But what God offers us is a life of faith. We do 

not walk by sight but by faith. Faith is the only healthy response anyone can make to change. 

The third word is conflict.  Pharaoh is dominated and motivated by fear. His fear leads him down a 

path of increasingly insane policies. First he institutes forced labor. Then he goes to outright slavery. 

Then he institutes a policy of secret infanticide asking the midwives to abort the babies. Finally it is 

public infanticide, casting children into the river to drown. Ironically it is Pharaoh himself who will be 
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drowned in the Red Sea in chapter 14. Sin has a way of boomeranging upon the sinner and the wrong 

we intend for others is often the very thing that takes us down. 

Fear makes people do increasingly bizarre things. Pharaoh thinks he is creating security for his 

nation when in actuality he is destroying it. There is no stronger disintegrating force in this world than 

injustice. Yet even here God is at work. For the insanity of the state creates unrest among the Hebrews 

and they begin to hunger and thirst for freedom. As a colleague put it, “As long as we are happy in 

Goshen, we will never yearn for the Promised Land.” Pharaoh’s injustice is only serving to open the 

hearts of the people to receive the message of liberation that will come from Moses in chapter 3. It is 

not too hard to see in these verses that the Bible has a deep and abiding aversion to coercive state 

power. 

The fourth word is commitment. In verses 15-22 it is the commitment of the midwives to fear God 

rather than Pharaoh that turns the whole story. Shiphrah and Puah are the only people who are named 

in this chapter. The Hebrew people are caught between the promises of God made in the past and the 

brutal reality of their present slavery. It is the fear of God in these women that pushes the story forward. 

Pharaoh is confronted with a force he cannot control: the fear of God. That is why tyrants and dictators 

through history have always sought to stifle, control, coopt or neutralize religion. Because they know 

that people who fear God more than the state are the greatest threat to their dominance. Karl Marx had 

it wrong when he said religion is the opiate of the masses. As the Bible shows us, religious commitment 

is the greatest threat to the all-powerful and coercive state. Never forget that it was a God-fearing 

woman named Rosa Parks who in 1955 refused to sit at the back of the bus in Alabama and became the 

mother of civil rights in America.  

God has yet to appear in the story. He doesn’t introduce himself until chapter 3. But God is working 

through these women. God has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise. God chose what 

is weak in the world to shame the strong. Pharaoh’s insane plans are upended by women helping 

women giving birth. This only prepares us to read about how a man dying on a cross upended the entire 

Roman Empire. 

We are living in very uncertain times. It is tempting to get cranky and depressed with so many crazy 

things going on. But know this: no Supreme Court ruling can ever put Jesus back in the tomb. No Islamic 

state can put Jesus back in the tomb. No election can put Jesus back in the tomb. No drunk driver can 

put him back in the tomb. No power on earth can put him back in the tomb. He’s alive. He’s loose in the 

world. He is at work and there is just no stopping him. He chose Shiphrah and he chose Puah and now 

he’s choosing you and me. 


