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Why Exodus Matters

If Genesis is essential to us as Christians because it explains not only the beginning of so many important biblical themes – humanity, sin, covenant, and the like, then Exodus is essential to us because it sets out the most important theme to us as fallen human creatures.  Exodus is about deliverance.

Deliverance is more than just some notion of immediate rescue.  It is the lifting up of those who are downtrodden and the raising up of them to a place where they can be what God calls them to be.  The idea of deliverance, first seen here in Exodus becomes the central theme to understand Israel’s relationship to Yahweh.  This is seen most clearly in the language of the Psalms:

Psalm 3:7

Arise, O LORD! Deliver me, O my God! Strike all my enemies on the jaw; break the teeth of the wicked.
Psalm 6:4

Turn, O LORD, and deliver me; save me because of your unfailing love.
Psalm 31:15

My times are in your hands; deliver me from my enemies and from those who pursue me.

But the key is not just the word deliver, but all that it includes.  For example, in Psalm 118 we find this passage:

﻿22﻿ The stone the builders rejected 

has become the capstone; 

﻿23﻿ the LORD has done this, 

and it is marvelous in our eyes. 

﻿24﻿ This is the day the LORD has made; 

let us rejoice and be glad in it.  

﻿25﻿ O LORD, save us; 

O LORD, grant us success. 

﻿26﻿ Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD. 

From the house of the LORD we bless you. ﻿

If this looks familiar, it is because this is the imagery tied to Christ, especially upon the triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday:

Mark 11:9-10

Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted, 

“Hosanna! ﻿”  

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” ﻿

﻿10﻿ “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!”  

“Hosanna in the highest!”

The word the people in the crowd shouted, is the Hebrew word, “הוֹשִׁיעָה   “ which derives from the root – to save, to deliver by the mighty acts of God.  The entire book of Exodus could have been called “Hosanna” because it is not so much about an Exodus as it is about the deliverance and salvation of the people.  When Jacob is dieing and he prays blessing on his children, after praying for Dan (which in Israel’s history will be the weakest and also one of the most idolatrous of the tribes), Jacob adds this interesting prayer, “﻿ “I look for your deliverance, O LORD” or literally, Yahweh, Hosanna.  

Exodus then plays the role of helping to interpret Israel’s entire experience as the servant and child of Yahweh. Last week we talked about the emphasis on weakness and not strength. That theme remains true throughout the scriptures, and holds true here as well.  For the seeking of deliverance that the children of Jacob desire in Egypt is for Yahweh to come and rescue them – for they cannot do it themselves.  It is only Yahweh who saves, who delivers, who rescues, who protects.  As long as Israel remembers this in their history things go well.  It is Yahweh who saves them from Egypt and the Red Sea disaster.  But then they leave Yahweh behind and make a Golden Calf and the results are disaster.  When they get to the edge of the Promised Land, it is their own strength they trust in and the result is 40 years of wanderings.  It is Yahweh who leads them in conquering the land.  When the tribes become troubled in the times of the Judges, we are told that God sends them Judges.  When the nation becomes “great” they trust in their armies and their wealth. The end result is exile to Assyria and Babylon.  When they are brought back it is by the hand of God as seen in Daniel, Ezra, and Nehemiah.  All of this is so that God work of bringing ultimate blessing (again, back to Genesis 12:1-3) can occur through this chosen people.  And we see, as quoted earlier in Mark, that the people saw in Jesus the answer of Hosanna.  Whether they (or we) see that in terms of military conquering or in terms of the ultimate transformation of the world, the book of Exodus takes us back to Hosanna every time.

Historical Background

Last week we talked about the idea of human history and salvation history (the fancy German theological terms are Universalegeschichte and Heilgschichte).  But as we saw, universal history is actually used by and understood from salvation history. In the book of Exodus, we see this in a very big way.

The historical timing and setting of the Exodus has always been difficult to nail down. The time line that is most often learned comes from an arbitrary (and as it turns out, wrong) connection made by the French archeologist Champollion.  We now know that this time line was probably wrong (not least of which because it makes all of Israel’s biblical history occur in the wrong era).  

One of theories of the timing of Moses is that he is pulled out of the reeds by Hatshepsut, the daughter of Thutmose I. She later becomes Pharaoh, married to her brother Thutmose III, who hated her and it is likely Moses (since his sister and her family by order of birth had the first claim on the empire).  He overthrew his sister, and is was possible that the increase in the suffering of the Israelites occurs as he is striking back at his wife/sister’s adopted son’s people.  It is in that climate that Moses kills, as much because he sees it as an attack on himself as on his people (though it was likely both in his mind). The Pharaoh ruling when he returns is Amenhotep II, the son of Thutmose III.  So we see, in a sense both dynasty jealousy and God’s purposes meeting.

Additionally, at this time Egypt was involved with a serious of costly and sometimes disastrous wars with a people who can at best (due to the scarcity of archeological evidence) be called “Semites.” One of the reasons that Egypt begins to fear the Jews is that they were most likely seen as possible allies of these Semitic peoples, having at some far point family and cultural shared connections. So we see that in the midst of these sometimes small and sometimes significant universal human historical events, that God is working in and through to bring about the true history – salvation history.

The Plagues

Are the plagues real?  This is the question that is first asked by many who come to these stories.  The answer is yes.  Are they natural or supernatural?  The answer is…there is no difference.  The events themselves, all natural disasters (including the river turning to blood) have their roots in natural occurrences.  This, as much as anything, probably led Pharaoh to say, “Big deal.”  Things happen.  Though it is important to note how all of these events take down the “gods of Egypt” which were associated with things like the Nile, the sun and moon, storms, etc.  In this many commentators have pointed to the creation story of Genesis 1, which likewise showed that the “gods” that the peoples assigned to the different aspects of nature were not gods at all, but that these things were in fact under the control of the one true God, Yahweh.  
Passover

To our modern sensibilities the story of the Passover seems incredibly hard to swallow.  Would the God we know in Jesus Christ really kill the first born of every family in Egypt?  Doesn’t that seem incredibly harsh?  The answer is yes, it is harsh, as judgment always is. But if we read the subtext of the story, we see that, like all messages of judgment, it is not an automatic, even for the Egyptians.  The point of the story is that everyone who has acknowledged that Yahweh is God, that the God whom Moses has been proclaiming over what was likely a one year period, and follow his recommendations will be “saved.”  
What we become aware of from is that when Israel leaves Egypt after the Passover is the Egyptians both honour Israel and in some cases join them.  How are we to understand this?  The answer lies in the fact that the plundering of Egypt is not about the people of Israel walking into homes and taking gold and silver, but that many Egyptians, recognizing that Yahweh is God, give offerings to the people of Israel as they leave.  Some of these people very likely were offering gifts to say, “Good riddance to bad slaves.” But others were offering gifts in light of the fact that they too have seen that Yahweh is the one God.  It is very likely, both from the story and from evidence of Egypts strength after this event, that Egyptians participated in the Passover with the Jews (the command from Moses would have been known throughout the land, due to both the proximity of the living and because of the previous plagues.”  

Some might object to this since the text say that there was not one house in all Egypt that did not know death.  But this is not a statement of accounting precision, but is a Hebrew poetic statement that the devastation touched the whole society.  

Regardless, the key is obedience.  Though the story does not say so, one has to imagine that there were a few Jews who said, “Kill a lamb and slop blood on my doorposts?  No way.”  And they too would have experienced this plague as well.  God is going before the historical situation and again, in striking down the first born and passing over those who have offered their best, he reemphasizes that in salvation history, it is not the power of people but their weakness and the strength of God that bring salvation.

The Ten Commandments and the Covenant Code

Of course Exodus is also important because of the Ten Commandments.  These might well have been the first words of the Bible that you learned if you were raised in the church (I wasn’t and they were the first words even I learned).  You have learned many things probably over the years about the Ten Commandments (that they are a summary, that they show the part that they must keep and the part God must keep, etc.).  Those are all good things. But I want to point out that if you stop in Exodus 20:21 you miss what follows.  
In the following three chapters we see the first outline of what it means to be God’s people.  The promise given to Abraham in Genesis 12 was a calling to be God’s people.  To this point they are more a clan than a people, and they are about to become a geopolitical organization which will serve, quite literally, to demonstrate what life lived God’s way is like, so that the people will see in this the character of God, and follow him and give up the original rebellion of Genesis 3 to be “like God.”  (Note: unfortunately, Israel at best lives this out very occasionally, and because of this, the character of God becomes warped in the minds of the people, which leads to the eventual exile of the people as they relearn that human power is always idolatrous, destructive, and enslaving).  Read through these chapters and think to yourself what these codes of conduct say about the character of God.

One last important point.  Up until this point, the promise and calling has been given to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Now the people, having seen what God calls them to do and be, are given their chance to say yes or no:

Exodus 24:7

Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it to the people. They responded, “We will do everything the LORD has said; we will obey.”
The Golden Calf and the Introduction of Corporate Worship

The book closes with both the low point and what is seen by the people as the high point.  The picture of the Golden Calf incident is one of demonstrating the complete lack of faith that occurs in the people.  There is no other way to describe this event. Not only have they just committed to doing all Yahweh commands, but included in this is a specific command: (20:22-23) “Tell the Israelites this: ‘You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you from heaven:  Do not make any gods to be alongside me; do not make for yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold.

Moses is gone (granted for a longtime), and what is the first thing they do:

32:1-2When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods ﻿a﻿ who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.” 

32:6 ﻿ So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.  (Literally, to mock God and to engage in out of control partying)
In the midst of this, Yahweh desire to destroy the people.  Here we see the great interachance where God tests Moses, to see if Moses wants to be the “new Abraham.”  Moses responds by pointing to God’s own character of longsuffering (that is the point of the story) and demonstrates, as Abraham does with Isaac and the sacrifice, that he has learned to trust in God’s character, and that he will carry out the rest of the calling that he at once was so unwilling to participate in.

In this story we also see the redemption of the tribe of Levi. The children of Levi have been under a cloud of suspicion ever since the destruction of the men of Shechem in Genesis 34.  Here, it is the Levites who rallying to God’s side, and because of this the Levites become the priest, or quite literally, “the servants of God.”  

The story does not end here though.  The final eight chapters of Exodus show that God has indeed remained the God of Israel, with the institution of corporate worship and the all important Tent of Meetings.  We see, as we move towards the book of Leviticus and the story of Number and Deuteronomy, that God’s place will be in the middle of the tribes of Israel, as well as their guide by day and guard by night.

An Outline of Exodus:

The Bondage of God’s People (Ex 1-4)


Israel’s Expansion and Oppression in Egypt (1:1-22)


Preparation of Moses (2:1-22)


Call of the Prophet 2:23-4:31

Confrontation with Pharaoh (Ex 5-8)


God’s Demand (5:1,3)


Pharaoh’s Response (5:2,4-9)


Foreman’s Anger (5:10-21)


Confrontation (5:22-7:13)


Plagues Begin (7:14-8:32)

Conflict with Egypt (Ex 9-10)


Plagues Continue (9:1-10:29)

Death and Deliverance (Ex 11:1-15:21)


Passover (11:1-13:16


The Sea (13:17-21)

The First Problems in Their Pilgrimage (Ex 15:22-18:27)

The Law of God and the Covenant Code (Ex 19:1-24:11)

The Golden Calf Tragedy (Ex 24:12-34:35)


The Equipment of Worship (25-31)


The Golden Calf (32)

God’s Dwelling Place Prepared (Ex 35-40)
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