Dear Reader,

Reading through the plagues in the midst of a polar vortex during a pandemic
hit a little too close to home, don’t you think? | mean, at some point, enough is
enough.

If you were hit hard by the storms this week, and there’s anything you need, we
want to help. Just email care@hpumc.org and tell us what’s going on. We’ll do
our best to care for you. If, like me, you emerged from the power outage
unscathed, but you carry that mix of guilt and gratitude, join me in caring for
our neighbors by giving to the HPUMC disaster relief fund.

Before we dive into this week’s reading, | want to go back to Genesis. The
story we’re reading will make much more sense in light of what we read in the
beginning.

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The spirit hovered
above the waters, and with a word, parted sea and sky, bringing order to



chaos. After making the sun, moon, stars, animals and vegetation, God created
the man and woman to live in paradise, with Him. It wasn’t long before the
people chose for themselves what was good, rather than honoring the authority
of their Maker, and when they do, all of creation goes awry. Shame, envy, and
fear lead to violence and murder. God saw the wickedness of humankind, and
His heart was grieved, so He determined to flush out creation, saving one
man’s family to start over: Noah.

He tucks Noah’s family and a handful of creation into an ark (this is the same
word the author uses to describe the basket Moses is tucked into on the Nile),
and they pass through the flood, to begin the world anew.

Even after this, men and women continue their futile efforts to be “like God,”
determining for themselves what is good and evil. God finds a new strategy:
Instead of dealing with humanity as a whole, He picks one couple to be with,
teach and form: Abraham and Sarah, through whom He will build his family.

God says to Abraham, “Go from your country and your kindred and your
father’s house to the land that | will show you. And | will make for you a great
nation, and | will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be
a blessing. | will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you, |
will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis
12:1-3).

What we are reading in Exodus is the fulfillment of that promise, more than 500
years later.

The stories of Genesis, of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, the Tower of Babel,
and so on, show us not so much “what happened back then” as

“what always happens” when humans forget God and determine for ourselves
what is good. Across generations, we see the kinds of evil that naturally lurk in
the hearts of men: pride, greed, lust, jealousy, a desire to dominate and take.
Without God’s intervention, we seem unable to live well, as God’s image-
bearers in the world.

In the same way that Genesis represents the story of humanity, Egypt is a
symbol as well. Egypt is what happens when people pull together en masse



and form an empire, with a worldview, political structure, and set of beliefs
apart from God’s authority. Babylon is to Genesis as Egypt is to Exodus as
America is to today.

We live in Egypt.

And when we choose to follow Jesus, we are called out of Egypt, and into a
new way of being so that through us, the whole world (or our little pocket of the
city) will be blessed.

Okay. Now shall we get to the reading?
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Hannah Buchanan
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About the Reading:

The nine plagues we’ve seen so far were a systematic attack against the gods
of Egypt. Yahweh has stripped the pantheon of power, proving that no one is
like the Lord. Why has He done this? So that Pharaoh, Egypt, and Israel

will know God.

I’m tempted to think this is vain and cruel. Is God an egomaniac with an
unquenchable thirst for fame? But then | remember, what happens to humans
when they do not know God? When they choose for themselves what is good
and evil? (Oh yeah, remember how in Genesis everyone seems to destroy each
other before destroying themselves over and over and over?)

I might argue that God making Himself known, even through painful
circumstances, is the most loving thing He can do to save us from
ourselves.

Nine times Moses warns Pharaoh of the impending doom. Nine times Pharaoh
rejects him, without regard for his people, who are being ravaged by disaster. It
isn’t until the tenth plague that Pharaoh surrenders.

In Chapter 11, Moses speaks the final warning:

Thus says the Lord, “About midnight | will go out in the midst of Egypt, and
every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who
sits on this throne, even to the firstborn of the slave girl who is behind the
handmill, and all the firstborn of the cattle. There shall be a great cry throughout
all the land of Egypt, such as there has never been, nor ever will be again. But
not a dog shall growl against any of the people of Israel, either man or beast,
that you may know that the Lord makes a distinction between Egypt and Israel.
(11:4-6)

Why Kill the firstborn sons?



e Some scholars argue this is God’s retributive justice against Pharaoh’s
slaughter of the Hebrew babies, the infanticide from which Moses was
rescued.

e The Children of Israel are God’s “firstborn.” In a way, God is exacting
justice for the brutal enslavement of His firstborn by Egypt.

« Firstborn sons represent the vigor and strength of a nation. They
represent the next generation of Egypt, the future.

If flies, gnats, darkness, and the like didn’t bring Pharaoh to his knees, perhaps
this one will strike a little closer to home.

We’re told, “the man Moses was very great in the land of Egypt, in the sight of
Pharaoh’s servants, and in the sight of the people” (11:3). Look how far he’s
come since fleeing Egypt in fear as a young man, or stammering resistance at
the burning bush!

When Pharaoh again says, “No,” God prepares His people to leave.

The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, “This month shall be for
you the beginning of months. It shall be the first month of the year for you.”
(12:1-2)

He says, “lI am doing something new.” This moment will be the start of your
year. Your calendar is no longer determined by the revolution of planets, but
by my act of deliverance for you. Mark this date.

In Chapter 12 Israel begins to participate in the plan rather than watch
passively as it seems they’ve done up to this point. Moses relays very specific
instructions about the meal Israel is supposed to prepare — not just at this
moment, but every year henceforth, to commemorate what’s about to happen:

e Take an unblemished lamb for each household. On the fourteenth day,
the whole assembly will kill their lambs at twilight.

o Take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of
the houses where they’re eating.



o Eat the lamb that night, roasted whole, with unleavened bread and bitter
herbs. Not raw, boiled or fancy, but roasted. Don’t waste anything.

o Eat ready to go: belt fastened, sandals on your feet, staff in your hand.
Eat quickly.

“For | will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will strike all the
firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and on all the gods of
Egypt I will execute judgements: | am the Lord. The blood shall be a sign for
you, on the houses where you are. And when | see the blood, | will pass over
you, and no plague will befall you to destroy you, when | strike the land of
Egypt.” (12:12-13)

Did you know that the last dinner Jesus ate with his disciples was the Passover
meal? This was significant and intentional! He took the ancient symbols of
bread and wine. The lamb isn’t mentioned, at least not in reference to meat on
the table. Jesus is the lamb of God. He becomes the Passover lamb

for us (Luke 22:7-20).

After Moses delivers the instructions, “the people bowed their heads and
worshiped.” Then they go and do as the Lord commanded.

Read 12:29-32. Go slowly. Imagine what this would have been like. What
would you feel as an Egyptian? What if you were an Israelite?

Finally, Pharaoh relents.

The Egyptians urge the people out, in haste, loading them up with silver and
gold jewelry and clothing. It’s not entirely clear whether these were gifts the
Egyptians gave gladly, if given out of fear, or if they were plundered. Either
way, reparations have been made to these former slaves so that they

have some wealth to take with them into the unknown.

The time that the people of Israel lived in Egypt was 430 years. At the end of
430 years, on that very day, all the hosts of the Lord went out from the land of
Egypt. It was a night of watching by the Lord, to bring them out of the land of
Egypt; so this same night is a night of watching kept to the Lord by all the
people of Israel throughout their generations. (12:40-43)



Read Genesis 15:12-16. What has just happened?

Exodus 12 closes with instructions for who may eat the Passover. At first
glance, it seems restrictive. But it’s actually revolutionary. Do you see what
God is saying? He’s saying that foreigners are welcome, as long as they enter
the Covenant through circumcision. Leon Kass put it this way:

“The critical requirement for membership [in the family of God] is not the blood
tie of birth and ethnicity (or the ability to contribute to gross national product)
but commitment to the covenantal purposes to which the community is
dedicated...a covenant intended from the start to establish, perpetuate, and
transmit a way of life devoted, in the first instance, to righteousness and justice
(Gen. 18:19) — and later also to holiness.”

Chapter 13 opens with instruction to consecrate (or set apart for a special
purpose) the firstborn of people and beast. The firstborn belongs to God. Why?

Perhaps this is to remember the death of Egypt’s firstborn. There’s some
symmetry there.

But | wonder if it’s deeper than that. Remember, the firstborn represents the
vigor and strength of a nation, the future! When we dedicate our firstborns to
God, we are entrusting our future and our strength to Him. In doing so, we
would affirm that these little ones don’t belong to us, they are entrusted to us
by God. They are devoted to a higher purpose beyond our own personal
legacy. Honestly, wouldn’t we all be better parents if this was the approach we
took?

God tells Israel over and over, “Remember this day in which you came out from
Egypt.” He says it in so many ways. Remember it by what you eat. Remember
it in the stories you tell. Write it on your hand, bind it between your eyes. Do not
forget. Why is this so important?

When Pharaoh finally releases the people, they hightail it out of Egypt, but God

takes them the long way around. Here’s what stands out to me in this part:

o God doesn’t lead them by way of the Philistines, even though it’s closer.
He’s concerned the people might change their minds when they see war



and return to Egypt. He takes them the longer way, through the
wilderness, instead. What does He know about the human heart?

o Moses takes the bones of Joseph with them. | just love this detail! Last
we heard, Joseph was a mummy at the end of Genesis, but Joseph
believed that God would fulfill his promise and deliver his brothers and
their children into their own land.

o God was present with His people, in a pillar of cloud by day and the
pillar of fire by night. He did not depart from before the people. This
imagery appears throughout the Psalms. God makes a way and stays
with us in the wilderness. How has God been with you through
difficult times?

Just when we think the coast is clear and Israel is free, Pharaoh gets up off the
floor and tightens his grip for the last time.

Read Chapter 14 with as much color as you can. Try reading it aloud with
someone. Close your eyes and listen. It’s just SO dramatic.

Take a few moments to imagine how Pharaoh experienced the Exodus after
the death of his firstborn. | wonder, did he look at the ruins around him and
realize he had no slaves to rebuild the infrastructure? Did he realize his
economy was decimated and his god-like status destroyed in the eyes of his
people, who had all seen Yahweh’s hand at work? What was his driving
motivation in chasing after the Israelites?

He mobilizes 600 chosen chariots and all the other chariots of Egypt with
officers over all of them. These numbers should give us some sense of the
scope we’re dealing with.

Meanwhile, Israel is stuck between a rock and a hard place. They see the
Egyptians marching after them, and they are terrified!

And the people of Israel cried out to the Lord. They said to Moses, “Is it
because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the
wilderness? What have you done to us in bringing us out of Egypt? Is not this
what we said to you in Egypt: ‘Leave us alone that we may serve the



Egyptians?’ For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to
die in the wilderness.”

What do we learn about the people of Israel in this moment?

Have you ever been set free from something, yet you long to return to that
familiar pattern or place when things get hard?

| love what happens next.

And Moses said to the people, “Fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of
the Lord, which he will work for you today. For the Egyptians who you see
today, you shall never see again. The Lord will fight for you, and you have only
to be silent. (14:13-14)

| think | have that on a coffee mug somewhere: Fear not, stand firm...the Lord
will fight for you...” Maybe it’s on a greeting card. It’s a very beautiful line of
comfort, but do you see what God actually says?

“Why do you cry to me? Tell the people of Israel to go forward. Lift up your
staff, and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the people of
Israel may go through the sea on dry ground.” (14:15-16)

A few years ago, during a difficult season, | read this passage in a whole new
light. | was trying to make the right decision, wringing my hands, praying that
God would give me direction and show me what to do. When | read his words
to Moses, | heard him say, “Hannah, | am with you. Walk forward in faith”

Yes, the Lord fights for us. Yes, we must trust him. But sometimes, God says,
“I’'ve got your back. Walk on. | will part the seas as you step forward in faith.
Go.”

And so they do.

In an unbelievable display of power over nature, God parts the waters (as he
did in Genesis, dividing the waters above and below), so His children can pass
through. Imagine what this would have been like!



The Egyptians follow. Their wheels are clogged. They’re thrown into a panic
and, in desperation, urge Pharaoh to retreat, “for the Lord fights for them
against the Egyptians.”

And in a moment, the sea returns to its normal course, swallowing the
Egyptians whole.

The Children of Israel have been set free. Egypt is over.
A new creation is being formed.

Chapter 15 is a poetic retelling of the narrative you’ve just read in Chapter 14.
It’s a song! And it’s a fabulous example of comparing different types of
literature within the Bible. Read both, and think about what each re-telling
offers. What differences do you notice between the two chapters? Which do
you prefer reading?

One line that really jumps out to me is 15:11:

Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holiness,
awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders?

Do you remember the whole purpose of the plagues in Egypt? It was so
Pharaoh, the Egyptians, and Israel would know (know, as in experience) God. It
worked. Everyone now knows that Yahweh is Lord. The children of Israel who
had once prospered in Egypt, likely forgetting their special Covenant with
Yahweh, have been reawakened to their God. They have been set free. Now
they are ready to be formed and fashioned into His people. The Covenant
promise to Abraham will be fulfilled.

What lines stand out to you from the song?
Our reading for the week closes with a deal from God:

“If you will diligently listen to the voice of the Lord your God, and do that which
is right in his eyes, and give ear to his commandments and keep all his statutes,
I will put none of the diseases on you that | put on the Egyptians, for | am the
Lord, your healer.” (15:26)



| love that last line: “I am the Lord, your healer.”
God'’s desire is to heal Israel and make them whole.
What is Israel’s role in the healing process?

How does listening to God and obeying His voice factor into your own
journey toward healing and wholeness?

Now, let’s take a deep breath. The hard part is done. (But actually, stuff gets
hard again.)

Egypt is finished.

Dig Deeper
Reflection Questions

Chapter 11:

1. What parallels do you see between Egypt and our current culture?
2. Do you think it is loving or cruel of God to make himself known, even
through pain and suffering? Why or why not?

Chapter 12:

1. Why do you think God gives Israel a specific meal to eat every year to
remember the Passover? If you were to commemorate an act of God in
your life with a meal, what would you be remembering, and what would
the meal be?

2. Inlight of the story of the Exodus, why is it significant that Jesus is
referred to as the Lamb of God?

3. Read Genesis 15:12-16. How is what you just read in Exodus 12
connected to God’s promise to Abraham? What does it make you think
about God?



Chapter 13:

1.

Over and over, God tells Israel to tell their children these stories, to
remember. Why would it be crucial for them to remember what’s
happening? Why is it crucial for us to remember God’s work in our lives?

. God sends Israel the long way around, lest they see war and return to

Egypt. What does God know about the human heart?

How has God been with you in a very real and present way through the
wilderness?

Chapter 14:

. What do we learn about the people of Israel from 14:10-127?
. Have you ever been set free from something, yet you long to return to

that familiar pattern or place when things get hard?
It’s okay to be disturbed by stories like this. What are you wrestling with
at the end of this story of deliverance?

Chapter 15:

1.

This chapter is a poetic retelling of the narrative described in Chapter
14. It’s a song! And it’s a fabulous example of comparing different types
of literature within the Bible. Read both, and think about what each re-
telling offers. What differences do you notice between the two chapters?
Which do you prefer reading?

What lines stand out to you from the song?

This is the first worship song of the Bible. The people have been rescued
in dramatic fashion, and they can’t help but sing and dance to God. If
you were to put words to all that God has done for you in your life, what
would your worship song sound like? Maybe jot down a line or two, if
you want to stretch yourself!

Read 15:26. God wants to heal Israel and make them whole. What is
Israel’s role in their healing process? How does listening to God and



obeying His voice factor into your own journey toward healing and
wholeness?

Resources:

o Listen to this haunting song, “Deliver Us” from Andrew Peterson’s,
“Behold the Lamb of God.” How does it speak to you?






