
September 1, 2024 (Lesson 1)
PHARAOH PERSECUTES ISRAEL
1. Midwives Oppose Pharaoh’s Evil Command (Exodus 1:15-22)
2. Pharaoh Seeks Moses’ Life (Exodus 2:5-15)

3. Israel Cries Out to God (Exodus 2:23-25)

Central Truth:  Recognize God’s favor on His people and respond with obedience to Him.

Focus:  Examine Pharaoh’s persecution of Israel and gain an appreciation for ways God guards His people.

Evangelism Emphasis:  God’s people are witnesses of the one true God. 

Golden Text:  “ ADVANCE \r 1It came to pass in process of time, that the king of Egypt died: and the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage, and they cried, and their cry came up unto God by reason of the bondage” (Exodus 2:23).


We begin a study of the watershed event in the history of the nation of Israel—the exodus from Egypt and the period immediately following. The Lord had told Abraham that his descendants would be enslaved in Egypt and then delivered (Gen. 15:13-14). This prophecy was fulfilled generations later. Israel suffered under bondage for four hundred years and then experienced the marvelous, miraculous deliverance of the Exodus. During this period, lasting for several decades, we see the rise of some of the key figures in Israelite history—Moses, Aaron, and Joshua. Through the Exodus, God demonstrated His love for His specially chosen people. Despite their tendency to wander spiritually, complain about their circumstances, and rebel against spiritual authority, God never gave up on them.


The deliverance God brought about through the Exodus greatly impacted the minds and hearts of the children of Israel. They would always look back to this event as their beginning as a nation and the inauguration of their covenant relationship with God. Even today, Jewish people look back to the Exodus as the most significant incident in their history. It is remembered in song, commemorated in poetry, celebrated yearly in the Passover meal, and studied as an event of momentous historical and spiritual importance. It has been said that without the Exodus, Israel has no history. We cannot minimize the significance of this study.

1.
MIDWIVES OPPOSE PHARAOH’S EVIL COMMAND

A.
The First Murderous Order (Exodus 1:15-17)


15 And the king of Egypt spake to the Hebrew midwives, of which the name of the one was Shiphrah, and the name of the other Puah: 16 And he said, When ye do the office of a midwife to the Hebrew women, and see them upon the stools; if it be a son, then ye shall kill him: but if it be a daughter, then she shall live. 17 But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men children alive.


The background of the Exodus story began centuries before the event itself. The closing chapters of Genesis tell how God used Joseph and a widespread famine to relocate the sons of Israel from Canaan to Egypt (chs. 39-47). Once in Egypt, the children of Israel settled in the land, grew in numbers, and became very prosperous (Ex. 1:7). However, they were viewed with scorn by the Egyptians, who called them the Habiru, meaning “dusty ones.” In other words, they were seen as a dirty people. They were shepherds, an occupation despised by the people of Egypt (see Gen. 46:33-34). Furthermore, their increased population became a threat to the Egyptian people (Ex. 1:8-10). As a result, the king of Egypt, called the Pharaoh, enslaved the Israelites and turned them into laborers—forcing them to work on his building projects (v. 11). Despite their enslavement and the harsh treatment they received, the blessings of God rested on the Israelites, and they continued to grow in population (vv. 12-14).


In response to the increasing number of Israelites, Pharaoh acted with tyrannical cruelty. He ordered the Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, to kill all male newborns (vv. 15-16). This measure would ensure the eventual depletion of the Hebrew population. Since there were so many Israelites, it is unlikely these two women were the only midwives. Probably, they were highly regarded leaders of the many midwives in charge of delivering Hebrew babies. The king told these midwives to watch when women sat on “the stools.” This literally refers to two stones, which were commonly used for women to sit on when giving birth.


For the midwives, this mandate was abhorrent. They were responsible to bring life into the world, not destroy it. Yet, theirs was a very dangerous position. These were Hebrew women, but they lived in a pagan society. In ancient Egypt, the Pharaoh was viewed as a divine being. He supposedly was the living embodiment of the god Horus; son of Osiris, god of the underworld. What Pharaoh said was divine law. To resist him was not only civil disobedience, it was also sacrilege of the highest order. Although these midwives did not follow the religion of Egypt, they lived next door to those who did. Yet, these were God-fearing women. At the risk of their lives, they disobeyed the king and saved the newborn male children of Israel.


For Pharaoh, this edict was a political and social action. He saw it as preserving Egyptian society and culture. Yet, we look back on this event with far clearer vision. We know that ever since the Garden of Eden, the people of God had been expecting the coming of a Deliverer (Gen. 3:15). And ever since Eden, Satan had been attempting to thwart God’s plan. Pharaoh’s desire to eradicate the children of Israel was diabolical. Throughout history, Satan made many efforts to destroy the family line that eventually led to the coming of the Messiah. Here we see one of these attempts—slay all the Hebrews, and destroy the possibility of the Savior being born.

—According to verse 17, what motivated the Hebrew midwives to disobey Pharaoh’s decree? What principle should we learn from their example?       

B.
The Second Murderous Order (Exodus 1:18-22)


18 And the king of Egypt called for the midwives, and said unto them, Why have ye done this thing, and have saved the men children alive? 19 And the midwives said unto Pharaoh, Because the Hebrew women are not as the Egyptian women; for they are lively, and are delivered ere the midwives come in unto them. 20 Therefore God dealt well with the midwives: and the people multiplied, and waxed very mighty. 21 And it came to pass, because the midwives feared God, that he made them houses. 22 And Pharaoh charged all his people, saying, Every son that is born ye shall cast into the river, and every daughter ye shall save alive.


Pharaoh took note of the disobedience of the midwives. He called them to appear before him, likely with great anger. He demanded to know why boys were surviving among the Hebrews. The midwives gave this excuse—the Hebrew women are strong and deliver on their own. At first glance, this appears to be untrue since the midwives were actively allowing the newborn boys to live. Yet, it was probably not entirely false. The midwives claimed the Hebrew women were more “lively,” or “vigorous,” than Egyptian women. The implication is they were hardy and stronger than the delicate women of Egypt. In ancient times, both Hebrew and Arab women were known for delivering children by themselves. The rabbis interpreted the words of the midwives as indicating Hebrew women were strong and knowledgeable in this area and did not need help in delivering their young.


It is not recorded how Pharaoh responded to this. He could not have been happy. Indeed, he acted to bypass the midwives and issued orders to the people that they were all responsible to destroy all newborn Hebrew males. They were to preserve their daughters but cast their sons into the Nile River. Again, we understand the satanic nature of this mandate. Thankfully, this order was disobeyed by faithful Hebrews.


Pharaoh was undoubtedly furious with the midwives. But they feared God and acted in obedience to His ways. As a result, the Lord blessed and rewarded them. Verse 21 says, God “made them houses.” In other words, the Lord established their family households and ensured a legacy for them. The midwives were honored by God, and most likely esteemed by the people. It is interesting to consider their names in this regard. Shiphrah means “beauty,” and Puah means “splendor,” indicating the favor and blessings of God on their lives.

God Alone

“Blessed is the man who stands before the cruelest king and fears only his God.”—Calvin Miller
2.
PHARAOH SEEKS MOSES’ LIFE

A.
Moses’ Life Spared (Exodus 2:5-10)


5 And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to wash herself at the river; and her maidens walked along by the river’s side; and when she saw the ark among the flags, she sent her maid to fetch it. 6 And when she had opened it, she saw the child: and, behold, the babe wept. And she had compassion on him, and said, This is one of the Hebrews’ children. 7 Then said his sister to Pharaoh’s daughter, Shall I go and call to thee a nurse of the Hebrew women, that she may nurse the child for thee? 8 And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, Go. And the maid went and called the child’s mother. 9 And Pharaoh’s daughter said unto her, Take this child away, and nurse it for me, and I will give thee thy wages. And the women took the child, and nursed it. 10 And the child grew, and she brought him unto Pharaoh's daughter, and he became her son. And she called his name Moses: and she said, Because I drew him out of the water.


Now we are introduced to one of the Bible’s greatest figures—Moses. The story begins with a woman of the tribe of Levi giving birth to a boy. Despite Pharaoh’s order, whether assisted by a midwife or delivering him by herself, she chose to save the child. She hid him as best she could for three months (vv. 1-2). 


Moses here recorded his own birth. He didn’t give many details about his early life. After all, he was reckoned the world’s humblest man (Num. 23:15). At this point, he did not even mention his parents’ names—Amram and Jochebed (Ex. 6:20). He did record he was a “goodly child” (2:2), meaning a “beautiful” baby (Heb. 11:23 NKJV), considered a sign of divine favor.


Soon Jochebed found it impossible to continue to hide him; she decided to entrust him into God’s hands. She made a “papyrus basket” (Ex. 2:3 NIV). Papyrus was a type of reed that grew along the Nile River. The Egyptians used it to construct boats (Isa. 18:2), as well as for making paper. Jochebed coated the basket with tar, making it watertight. She set it afloat among the reeds growing along the riverbank. Jochebed trusted God would care for her baby, yet she also took practical measures. She sent her daughter, Miriam, to see what would happen to the child.


We now see the sovereign hand of God at work. Pharaoh’s daughter came to bathe in the river. The Egyptians highly prized cleanliness, so this was not unusual. In addition, the Nile was considered sacred, so bathing in it was also a religious exercise. While bathing, she saw this basket among the reeds and sent a servant to retrieve it. The small papyrus box apparently had a lid on it, for verse 6 says she “opened it.” Inside she saw the child, who immediately began weeping. The cries of this beautiful child touched her heart. A child being set adrift in such a manner was odd, which is probably the reason she recognized this must be a Hebrew baby, with this extreme measure done to save its life.


In some way, she indicated a desire to keep the child. This was a courageous act, considering her father’s mandate to kill all Hebrew boys. Miriam, watching the scene, stepped forward and offered to find a wet nurse for the baby. Pharaoh’s daughter readily agreed. What transpired next demonstrates God’s providential care and a bit of humorous irony. Miriam returned to her mother, who was brought before Pharaoh’s daughter and instructed to nurse and care for the child. The princess even offered to pay Jochebed for this service! We can imagine that Jochebed quietly rejoiced (and the Lord smiled) at this arrangement.


After the child was weaned and began to grow, he came to live with Pharaoh’s daughter. She named him Moses—an Egyptian name meaning “is born,” and derived from a verb meaning “to draw forth.” The princess alluded to this when she said she “drew him out of the water” (Ex. 2:10). Pharaoh’s daughter then raised Moses as her own son, a royal prince of Egypt (see Acts 7:21-22; Heb. 11:24-26).

Soft Pillow

“When you go through a trial, the sovereignty of God is the pillow upon which you lay your head.”—Charles Spurgeon       
B.
Moses’ Life Preserved (Exodus 2:11-15)


11 And it came to pass in those days, when Moses was grown, that he went out unto his brethren, and looked on their burdens: and he spied an Egyptian smiting an Hebrew, one of his brethren. 12 And he looked this way and that way, and when he saw that there was no man, he slew the Egyptian, and hid him in the sand. 13 And when he went out the second day, behold, two men of the Hebrews strove together: and he said to him that did the wrong, Wherefore smitest thou thy fellow? 14 And he said, Who made thee a prince and a judge over us? intendest thou to kill me, as thou killedst the Egyptian? And Moses feared, and said, Surely this thing is known. 15 Now when Pharaoh heard this thing, he sought to slay Moses. But Moses fled from the face of Pharaoh, and dwelt in the land of Midian: and he sat down by a well.


Though raised in the royal household, Moses matured to become a passionate defender of the Hebrews. How Moses realized his heritage, we do not know for sure. Perhaps he maintained contact with Jochebed, despite being raised by Pharaoh’s daughter. If so, he may have heard about God’s word to Abraham (Gen. 15:13-14), passed down from generation to generation. We do know that he studied in Egypt’s great schools and libraries (Acts 7:22). Perhaps there, he read about Joseph and the history of Israel. Either way, by the time he was forty years old, he clearly identified himself as a Hebrew.


Consequently, when he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew slave, fury arose within him. Making sure he was not seen, he killed the Egyptian. This incident occurred as he was observing the oppression (“burdens”) of the Hebrews (Ex. 2:11). Some suggest Moses may already have sensed God’s call to be Israel’s deliverer—with this act being his mission’s beginning. However, it was neither God’s time nor the means for Israel’s deliverance.


Although Moses thought no one had seen what happened, some of his brethren had. The next day he tried to prevent two Hebrews from fighting. They confronted him about the previous day’s event. They also questioned his authority to judge them: “Who made you ruler and judge over us?” (v. 14 NIV). How ironic that forty years later (Acts 7:28-30), Moses would indeed become their leader! But for now, he was a marked man, and fear entered his heart. This was justified, for when Pharaoh discovered Moses’ crime, he attempted to have him killed. Moses fled for his life. He traveled hundreds of miles and settled in the land of Midian.

—In verse 12, why did Moses look “this way and that way,” and then what made him fearful (v. 14)?
3.
ISRAEL CRIES OUT TO GOD

A.
God’s People Groan (Exodus 2:23)


23 And it came to pass in process of time, that the king of Egypt died: and the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage, and they cried, and their cry came up unto God by reason of the bondage.

Moses is now in Midian. He wanted a new life. He may have tried to forget the Israelites and their suffering in Egypt, but we know God did not forget His people. 


Exodus 2:23 says the king of Egypt died. But the death of Pharaoh and the reign of a new king brought no relief to the Hebrew people. They were still slaves, forced to do hard labor. They still worked on the building projects the new Pharaoh would envision. They toiled, making bricks of mud and straw, allowing them to dry in the sun. They had to be transported to the building site and lifted into position. It took thousands of bricks for just one building. Life was hard, and it was exhausting.


At the same time, they suffered the derision and scorn of their Egyptian masters. The “dusty ones” were mocked, beaten, and held in contempt. Their days were long stretches of miserable existence. So, they cried out to God. And, in their bondage and misery, the Lord heard them. After all, the Lord declares He is a “refuge for the oppressed, a refuge in times of trouble” (Ps. 9:9).

—What happened “in the process of time” (v. 23 NKJV), and how should this encourage us?
B.
God Remembers His People (Exodus 2:24-25)


 24 And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. 25 And God looked upon the children of Israel, and God had respect unto them.

The cries of God’s people did not go unnoticed. The Lord heard them and had compassion on them. Of course, the Lord knew they would come to this point in their history. He had planned for this all along.


The text says God responded for two reasons. First, He “heard their groaning.” In God’s divine compassion, He cared about their suffering. It was not because of their goodness. They did not deserve God’s favor, as would become evident over the next forty years. God’s compassion was primarily grounded in His own nature, not their condition. Yet, because God is love itself, He acts in mercy and compassion toward His people. Indeed, the Scriptures teach us that God involves Himself in the suffering of Israel. “In all their affliction, he was afflicted” (Isa. 63:9). What a lesson for us! We do not deserve the loving compassion of God. Yet, He pours it out upon us because of who He is, not who we are.


The second reason for God’s response was His promises and “covenant” with the patriarchs (Ex. 2:24). This is the first time the word covenant is mentioned in Exodus. It is a common theme in the Book of Genesis. In Genesis 12:2-3, the Lord entered into a binding covenant with Abraham and promised blessing on his descendants. He also told Abraham about the future bondage of his descendants and that He would deliver them (15:13-14). Exodus 2:24 links these covenant promises with God’s concern for Israel’s suffering and slavery. “For he remembered his holy promise, and Abraham his servant” (Ps. 105:42). God is always faithful to His word (Jer. 1:12). What He has said, He will do.


Exodus 2:25 says the Lord “looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them” (NIV). He did not just glance their way; He was aware of their plight and cared about them. This reminds us of when the Lord “remembered Noah” (Gen. 8:1). The idea is that God turned His attention to the situation and began to act in their behalf. Psalm 34:15 declares, “The eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous, and his ears are open unto their cry.”


This entire incident reminds us of a larger truth. Every human being on earth was in bondage, enslaved to sin and death (John 8:34). But just like the children of Israel bound in Egypt, God took notice of our condition and turned His attention to our suffering. He himself became involved in our lives. God took on the form of a servant (Phil. 2:7) and suffered with us and for us. In all our affliction, He was afflicted. As Hebrews 2:14-15 says: “Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; and deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.”


We can thank God that, like the children of Israel, God had compassion on us in our bondage. He provided a Deliverer, and we can experience our own exodus from sin’s slavery into the glorious freedom of the children of God.

God Cares

When the cartoon character Hobbes asks his little friend, Calvin, “Do you think there’s a God?”  Calvin ponders momentarily. Then, he replies, “Well, somebody’s out to get me!”


With all the worries and troubles of life, we may sometimes feel like Calvin. But God does care for us and the troubles in our lives. Isaiah 63:5 is still true.
GOD REMEMBERS HIS OWN

We live in a troubled world full of problems, full of evil. This causes some of us to question God. Is He there? Does He care? One of the great takeaways from this lesson is that God never forgets His own. His people are precious to Him. He cares about our misfortunes. He has compassion on us in our suffering. Just as God watched over Israel in Egypt, heard their cries, and gave attention to their needs, so we can count on the Lord to take care of us. Let this lesson encourage us to have faith in God and His everlasting care for us.

Daily Devotions 
 ADVANCE \l 2M. 
Rachel’s Midwife Saves Benjamin’s Life (Genesis 35:9-21)

T. 
Ordaining and Guarding God’s Officers (1 Kings 19:8-18)

 ADVANCE \r 1W ADVANCE \l 1. 
King Hezekiah Cries Out (2 Kings 20:1-11)

T. 
The Holy Spirit Gives Vision (Acts 9:8-19)

F. 
Unconditional Contentment (Philippians 4:10-13)

S. 
Joy in Trials (James 1:1-5)





