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  We are here today to talk about Exodus, and there’s an awful lot that we could 

talk about.  It’s a long book about forty chapters, and there’s all sorts of interesting 

historical issues we could talk about, but we’re going to focus on the theology of the 

book of Exodus.  I think that’s important because that’s the reason why the book was 

written in the first place. It’s not written merely to satisfy historical curiosities, things 

like, who the pharaoh was and other sorts of interesting questions. It was ultimately 

written for a purpose and that was to teach Israel about who they’re God was and who 

God is, and also to teach them about who the people are and how they are to respond 

to God.  So we’re going to focus on the theology of Exodus.  

  There are a couple of things that are going to keep coming back into our 

discussion of Exodus. One of these theological themes that seems to pop up through a 

lot of Exodus is how Exodus is connected to Genesis and I think maybe even a better 

way of putting that is how Creation is connected to Israel’s redemption and 

deliverance from Egypt. So we’re going to pick out some places where that’s a 

prominent theme and I think that will help us understand overall just what the book of 

Exodus is about because that’s what we’re aiming for here, to understand what the 

book is about.   

  Another point to make here just at the outset is that the first couple of chapters 

of Exodus especially, really the first the five or six chapters, but especially the first 

two chapters are very important for setting up the theology of the book of Exodus. 

There are themes that are introduced in these first couple of chapters so were going to 

try to spend a fair amount of attention just on the first couple of chapters and lift 

things out to try to understand the book of Exodus as a whole. 

It is important to understand how Exodus first of all is really connected to the 

book of Genesis and even just as you you rifle through the book of Genesis you’ll see 

even there that there is an important Egypt connection with the book of Genesis. The 

name Egypt or Egyptian occurs, on my count, seventy-nine times in the book of 

Genesis. Egypt is a pretty important player.  Abraham enters Egypt in chapter twelve 

and departs in chapter thirteen. So we have an Israelite going down into Egypt and 
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coming back. Hagar is an Egyptian who then is dismissed from Abraham and Sarah’s 

presence.  Isaac himself, like his father before him, goes down to Egypt in chapter 

twenty-six and of course Joseph goes down into Egypt in chapter thirty-seven and that 

sets up the whole drama of the book of Exodus that’s how the Israelites were 

enslaved. So in Genesis itself you already have a lot of hints that Egypt is going to be 

a very important player in the Pentateuch. That’s one way of looking at it.  

  From the other side, even when you begin reading in the book of Exodus you 

see that there are some fairly clear projections back, let’s say, into the book of 

Genesis.  For example, just the very way that the book of Exodus begins.  In chapter 

one verse one, we read, “These were the names of the sons of Israel who went to 

Egypt with Jacob, each with this family” and then it lists the tribes of Israel. In 

Hebrew this would come out very clearly but even in translations like the NIV. This is 

a pretty much an exact citation of what we read in Genesis 46:8 both indicate that 

Israel is going down into Egypt and it gives a list of the tribes. The point is that 

Exodus 1:1 through verse five is already setting up how important understanding 

Genesis is for understanding Exodus as well.   

  More importantly, I think, is when we look at verses like verse seven of chapter 

one and then you see Creation language: “but the Israelites were fruitful and 

multiplied greatly and became exceedingly numerous.” This is something that 

commentators routinely notice is Genesis language. It’s Creation language you can 

compare this, for example, to what you see in Genesis 1:28. It’s also very important, I 

think, that we see this same language in Genesis 9:1 with the story of Noah.  You see 

a pattern developing in Genesis and Exodus where there are continual recreations in 

Genesis and in Exodus.  And that really begins us thinking here a little bit about the 

close connection between God creating and God delivering and a little bit later we’ll 

have a chance to look at some things in the New Testament as well where that theme 

is continued, this very close connection between creation and redemption.  When God 

creates he is actually redeeming.  When he redeems he’s re-creating, he’s making 

things new.  So you have in Exodus the story of redemption a lot of Creation language 

a lot of Creation and Genesis imagery comes into play. What Israel is doing here in 
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verse seven is actually fulfilling the Creation mandate that God gave back in the 

garden.  

  That is a very important thing for the theology of Exodus to keep in mind. See, 

Pharaoh’s problem, what he does that’s so wrong is that he doesn’t like the fact that 

the Israelites are increasing. His problem, we’ll read this in verse nine, is that there are 

too many of them.  He is setting himself up there in a dangerous place. The real 

enemies, the real protagonist and antagonist in the book of Exodus, are not really 

Israel and Pharaoh.  In fact, it’s not really Moses versus pharaoh, it’s actually Israel’s 

God Yahweh versus Pharaoh.  What Pharaoh’s doing here in chapter 1 is he is already 

setting himself up as an opponent to Israel’s true God.  How is he doing that?  By 

saying “you’re not going to be fruitful and multiply. I don’t want you to do that.”  

Now he’s not thinking of Genesis, I’m not suggesting that for a minute, but the way 

Pharaoh is presented here, he’s being presented as an enemy of God himself.  The sin 

of Pharaoh that he commits is not simply in enslaving the Israelites.  Actually, 

enslaving the Israelites is just one of three things that he tries to do. He doesn’t like 

the fact that they are increasing so he tries to enslave them. Then we have the incident 

with the midwives where he tries to kill the male children upon birth. Then that 

doesn’t work and at the end of the chapter he throws the male children into the Nile.  

Those were all attempts to lessen their number to make them fewer, and this is a 

problem. Pharaoh is an anti-creation character in the book of Exodus. He’s an anti-

creative force. Why is that important? Well, this anticipates points that we’re going to 

see later on.   

In the book of Exodus, there’s so much in the first couple of chapters that 

really do set up and anticipate the theology of the book as a whole. Pharaoh, here, is 

being set up as an anti-creation force, and that’s important for this reason. The forces 

of creation will be unleashed later on as punishment of Pharaoh. This is what the 

plagues are. This is what dividing the Red Sea is. In chapter fourteen, the Red Sea is 

divided and dry land appears. Many commentators have picked up on what sounds 

like Genesis language, where God separates the water and dry land appears. The 

forces of Creation will be unleashed against Pharaoh to teach him that Yahweh, 
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Israel’s God is, in fact, God, and he isn’t.  We see that drama already beginning here 

in chapter one.  Pharaoh’s three attempts--the enslavement, the incident with the 

midwives, and the incident at the Nile--those three attempts do not work.  We see that 

very clearly in verse twelve, which is interesting, the language that is used here: “But 

the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread, so the Egyptians 

came to dread the Israelites.”  The “increase” language of verse seven is repeated in 

verse twelve. Pharaoh’s attempts come to naught.  He is not able to resist God’s 

purpose and God’s plan for the Israelites to increase and to multiply.  In fact, 

Pharaoh’s scheme has the exact opposite result of what he intends, which is a picture 

of what is to come.  We’re going to see this again and again, where what Pharaoh 

intends to happen actually works against him. That has some theological importance 

as well. So chapter one ends with a sense of gloom. We have the male infants being 

thrown into the Nile, and readers might be thinking “well how is the story going to 

end, what is going to happen here?” In fact, will this story end even before it begins? 

What will happen if all the male children are thrown into the Nile?”   

  All we know from reading this story, this is a very terse narrative, all we know 

is that one child is born, one very important child, who escapes Pharaoh’s edict. This 

is now the beginning of chapter two, he escapes Pharaoh’s edict, and it is through him 

that God will deliver his people.  

  I am putting it that way so we intentionally think of something that all 

Christians of course are familiar with. It is through one very important child, Christ 

himself, that God will redeem his people. There are many, many connections that we 

could talk about, some of which we certainly will, between what Moses does, and 

what Jesus does later on. When we look now at chapter two, the early life of Moses, 

the first years, and what he does in his adult life, we will see there too that what 

happens to Moses in chapter two is actually a foreshadowing of what will happen to 

Israel later on in the book. It’s as if Moses acts out Israel’s drama, before it happens. 

And when we think here of some things to read perhaps in Paul or elsewhere in the 

New Testament, it’s not unlike that with Jesus as well. What Jesus did, the drama that 

he acted out, is a drama that now the church also participates in. I don’t want to get far 
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afield from Exodus here, but I think as Christians here, we’re going to try to 

understand how Exodus helps us understand the gospel itself which is ultimately 

where I think all this Bible study should go. But Christ died and Paul, for example in 

Romans 6, says we died, Christ was raised, we’re raised from the dead as well. Christ 

has ascended into heaven, and Paul says, for example in Colossians and he says in 

Ephesians, that Christians too have ascended into heaven and we are now seated in the 

heavenly places with Christ. Our head, our leader goes before us and does what the 

people do then as well.  I think we see a similar thing here in the opening chapters of 

Exodus.  

So let’s look at chapter two perhaps a bit more carefully and try to pull out 

some things that are going to be of theological significance for Exodus. First, we can 

talk about the birth of Moses. In chapter two, it’s interesting, I think at least, that the 

parents’ names are not mentioned, but what is mentioned is that he is from the tribe of 

Levi. His parents’ names are mentioned later on but not until chapter six. There’s a 

genealogy in chapter six they’re mentioned there but the tribe of Moses is important, 

the tribe of Levi. Now why might that be? Well, there’s so much of the book of 

Exodus that concerns priestly kinds of things. And specifically what are we talking 

about?--the law and the tabernacle. Exodus is forty chapters long. You’re only in 

Egypt for a few chapters, and you’re taking a trek in the desert for a few more, but by 

the time we get to chapter nineteen, you’re at Mount Sinai. Several chapters then are 

devoted to the law that was given on Mount Sinai, but a good half of the book, or 

nearly half of the book, is devoted to the tabernacle, which we will talk about a little 

bit later. But the law and the tabernacle, those are areas of priestly responsibility. So 

even here toward the very beginning of Exodus, we are seeing that fact already 

anticipated. How? By highlighting Moses and Aaron’s Levite lineage. That’s the 

important part. His parents’ names are not important at this point, but the tribe that he 

comes from.  

  Now there are at least two things in chapter two that help us understand the 

theology of Exodus itself, and the first we find in verse two of chapter two. She, the 

Levite woman, became pregnant and gave birth to a son. “When she saw that he was a 
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fine child,” and that’s an important phrase, “when she saw that he was a fine child, she 

hid him for three months.” What exactly does that mean, “a fine child”? The Hebrew 

word there is tov, and that often times means “good.” Other translations, for example, 

the Greek translation of Exodus has something like beautiful or well-formed, which is 

also what we read in Hebrews chapter seven, verse twenty, which raises an interesting 

question. Does Exodus 2:2 mean to say when she saw that the child was good-

looking, she hid him for three months? This has been a curiosity for commentators for 

a very long time. Are we to think that if Moses was ugly, his mother would not have 

hidden him? That actually makes very little sense. Was he a fine child, ancient Rabbis 

said for example, this shows that Moses was circumcised at birth, this is what made 

him special at the very outset, but you see the Rabbis too were struggling with how to 

understand this. 

What I think is that happening, and I’m not alone in this. There are other 

commentators who think this as well. The phrase there is a phrase you find in Genesis 

chapter one. And when you see in Genesis where God says "it was good" that exact 

Hebrew wording is found here in chapter two of Exodus as well. In other words, what 

we have here is maybe a hint, maybe it's a subtle hint for us, but for Hebrew readers, 

ancient readers of the Bible, it may not have been as subtle. What we have here 

perhaps is an illusion to Creation itself, which is to say that with the birth of Moses, 

there is a new beginning. What we have is Israelites enslaved slaves with the coming 

of Moses, there is now going to be a new beginning for God's people. Not unlike the 

birth of Christ, which is a new beginning for all humanity who have faith in Him.  

  What is, perhaps an even more obvious or clear connection to Genesis is found 

in verse three: “But when she could hide him no longer, she got a papyrus basket for 

him and coated it with tar and pitch.” Now what the NIV has, which is the Bible that I 

use, has the papyrus basket as the Hebrew word that occurs only in two places in the 

entire Bible. It occurs here and it occurs in the Flood story. The Hebrew word here, 

which is teba’, that’s a Hebrew word for “ark” in the Noah Story. There are parallels 

between the story of Noah and the story of Moses. Both alone, of course, Noah with 

his family, both alone escaped a watery death in an ark of some sort. Both represent a 
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new beginning. Both are treated with tar and pitch. It's as if Exodus is sort of banging 

us over the head with a hammer and saying, "think of Noah when you think of Moses’ 

early years." This also anticipates chapter fourteen when the Israelites pass through 

the Red Sea. Moses, now, is going through what his people will go through later on. 

Moses is being delivered from water; God's people later on likewise will be delivered 

from water.  

  It's also, another point that is worth making here, is that in verse five, it says 

that when Pharaoh's daughter went down to the Nile to bathe, and her attendants were 

walking along the river bank, and she saw the basket among the reeds. There here is a 

basket sort of abandoned in the reeds and the people later will pass through the Sea of 

Reeds, which of course is usually translated into English as the Red Sea. But here, 

also there is just a subtle hint saying “don't just read this as a story of the birth of one 

person.” This is also already a theological statement to help us to think backwards to 

the story of Noah and also forward to what's going to happen later on. 

 Moses grows up and we see this in chapter two verses eleven to twenty-five 

which really sort of hits us pretty suddenly you don't learn a lot about his early years. 

It always strikes me every time I watch the movie “The Ten Commandments,” which 

is a wonderful movie.  But it's a four hour movie and at least two hours of if I think 

takes place right around this period which is described in the book of Exodus which 

means that most of it is made up because there is not much here to go on. But we see 

here that Moses was engaged in some activity that likewise foreshadows some things 

that are to come. What happens here? Well, he goes out and sees an Egypt mistreating 

an Israelite. And what does he do? He punishes the Egyptian, in that he kills the 

Egyptian. This is an anticipation of what Moses’ role will be later in the book of 

Exodus, which is to be the instrument of God through which the Egyptians will be 

punished for their treatment of the Israelites. Now, what we have to be careful about 

here is that Moses is not presented as a courageous deliverer of Israel. He's a little bit 

sneaky about it. We read in chapter two that he looked this way and that and that he 

wasn't sure if he would get away with it. He took it upon himself to punish this 

Egyptian. Well Moses is not the perfect moral figure in chapter two, but theologically 
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his behavior here already sets up what we're going to see later on.  

   This act of killing the Egyptian is what leads Moses himself then to depart 

Egypt. The next day, I think it says that Moses went out and he saw two Israelites 

contending with each other and he tries to get involved to settle the dispute and they 

say, "What are you going to kill us just like you did to the Egyptian the other day?" 

And Moses is afraid.  He's afraid that what he has done has been found out and he 

departs. And where does he go? He goes to Midian. Why is that important? He has 

left Egypt, he has gone to Midian, Midian is where the Israelites will later go. 

Remember too, perhaps, this Midianite connection is important for Genesis that there 

were Midianite traders that led Joseph to Egypt in the first place. There were a lot of 

interesting things that we could explore if we had more time perhaps with this 

Midianite connection with the Israelites of Egypt.  And it even affects the possible 

location of Mount Sinai because we'll see in chapter three that Moses' Midianite 

journeys seem to be somewhat close to where Mount Sinai might be. We'll look at that 

in chapter three in a minute.  

  He meets, Moses meets his future wife in Midian. He meets his future wife by 

a well and this is not the first time that has happened in the Bible: Isaac and Jacob 

both meet their wives by a well, another Genesis connection. He takes up a lengthy 

residence in Midian which some commentators have suggested is sort of a preview of 

Israel's forty years in the wilderness wandering. Moses is doing that now already. He's 

living out there in this foreign land, in this desert land. He also, he gains Jethro's 

favor, that's his father-in-law, by this is very important, by acting like a shepherd, 

driving away the enemies of the sheep. And he delivers Jethro's daughters from harm. 

This shepherding activity of Moses is very much what he does in shepherding the 

Israelites into the desert later on.  It's also picked up in a Psalm in chapter three of 

Exodus as well. It's interesting how foreign Moses' early years are. This is more of a 

side comment, but he was raised really functionally as an Egyptian in Pharaoh's 

household and then his much of his young adult years, he spends in Midian. This 

person who will be Israel's deliverer.  I always just found that to be very interesting, 

I’m not sure what to make of it. 



9 

 

  Chapter two closes with what I think is very important indication of how we 

should understand Exodus as a whole, and that’s verses twenty-three and twenty-five, 

which are key passages of book of Exodus. This goes like this: “During that long 

period,” the long period where Moses was in Midian, “the king of Egypt died. The 

Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out and their cry for help, because of 

slavery, went up to God.” Verse twenty-four, “God heard their groaning and he 

remembered his covenant with Abraham with Isaac and with Jacob. So God looked on 

the Israelites and was concerned with them.”  

  The Exodus is response to a promise. God primarily did not deliver the 

Israelites because he felt sorry for them, although we read he did. The reason why 

God delivered the Israelites is because He made a promise to the patriarchs and if we 

can put it this way, God’s honor and his character are at stake. It’s not through what 

the Israelites themselves did, they were suffering, but it’s not through some merit, 

let’s say, of the Israelites themselves rather is because of God’s character to 

demonstrate his faithfulness to his people, his faithfulness to his commitment, and if I 

could use a good Old Testament word here, to demonstrate his righteousness. What 

righteousness typically means in the Old Testament is behaving rightly, doing the 

right, good, and honorable thing. It doesn’t always mean what we read of 

righteousness in the New Testament specifically in Paul’s letters that’s talking about 

something else, but here we are demonstrating God’s righteousness. His right activity, 

his doing the right thing. So this connection with the patriarchs here in verses twenty-

three to twenty-five is important, and already now I want to just mention later on with 

the golden calf episode where God is about to reject Israel for idolatry in the desert. 

Moses basically argues with God, in chapters thirty-two to thirty-four. He basically 

argues with God, in just this wonderful exchange between Moses and God, Moses 

reminds God of his own promises to the patriarchs.   God basically says at that point 

“you know you’re right.” Moses this is all humanly speaking, Moses and God are 

having a dialogue, but Moses reminds God of his own promises that we read all the 

way back here in chapter two. This is why God is doing what he is doing and it is his 

promise to Abraham that guarantees that this is going to happen. 



10 

 

 Now a couple of other points here in opening chapters of Exodus, before we 

start looking at the plagues and Mount Sinai and the tabernacle, these pertain to 

chapters three and four.  This is where Moses meets God and he meets God, we read 

in chapter three, while shepherding the sheep. And the ancient rabbinic interpreters 

said this was good practice. Moses was doing in the desert what he was going to be 

doing later with the Israel’s people. He meets God where? He meets Him at Mount 

Horeb, which is same as Mount Sinai. Again Moses is in the desert approaching 

Mount Sinai, which is where he will later lead the people. He is anticipating in his 

action here what will happen later on. 

 Now the incident of the burning bush is a tricky one and people spend a lot of 

time trying to understand what that means. Why did God reveal himself this way? 

Why of all things a burning bush? And I am afraid there is no definitive answer we 

can give to this question. It’s a favorite topic of allegorical interpretation. For 

example, the ancient interpreter Philo, who lived around the time of Christ, he said the 

burning bush was a symbol of Egypt’s inability to destroy Israel. The fire keeps 

burning but the tree is not consumed, or the bush is not consumed. That may be.  

Maybe an easier explanation could be that fire is a fairly common sign of God’s 

presence in the Old Testament. This is what we call “Theophany language,” the 

appearance of God which is often time accompanied with fire. I think there is a lot of 

truth to that. That may very well be right.  I think  another side of the matter though 

may highlight another theological aspect of the book of Exodus . The bush is burning 

but it is not consumed.  What does that mean?  The natural properties of creation are 

suspended temporarily by God’s hand. Now where that might be important is that this 

is what we see throughout Exodus with Israel being delivered from Egypt.  We have 

the suspension of natural properties throughout the plagues. We have certainly the 

suspension of natural properties in the dividing of the water and the path through the 

Red Sea for the Israelites this may already be partly anticipating what we are going to 

see later on in the book of Exodus. 

 So finally the anticipated deliverance begins. God has an audience with Moses 

and in verse six of chapter three, the announcement is that God, Yahweh, is the God 
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of your fathers and the God of the patriarchs. Again a connection with the past. Who 

am I? God is saying in chapter three “I am the God of these past people. I am the God 

of your ancestors” which is to say, “I am a faithful God. I am the God of the past.” 

This is what we saw at the end of chapter two. “I am the God of the past which is what 

we will show you that I am going to do what I set out to do here,”  even though Moses 

doubts it. 

 Now because our time is limited we obviously can’t go through all of Exodus 

somewhat as carefully as we are trying to do here, we can’t go through all forty 

chapters. But this far I hope what we have seen are two important elements for 

understanding Exodus. These are not the only two elements, but I think these are two 

important elements we can highlight. First, is this connection between Creation and 

deliverance. That when God delivers, Creation language and Creation imagery is used 

to describe that. I think it’s very important not just for Exodus, but as I said before 

even for the gospel itself. The Second element we have seen is that the earlier chapters 

anticipate later chapters.  All that is to say that when we read the book of Exodus for 

its theological content we have to have our eyes sort of looking in two different 

directions. We have to be looking backwards to what led up to this and also forwards 

to where this will lead. And that makes, I think for an interesting and also very 

profitable way of understanding the book of Exodus. 

 Now the next topic that we’re going to cover in more detail is the plagues, but 

before we move on to that there’s just one more theological issue that I want to look at 

and its important because it comes up all the time and it’s something that I think can 

cause somewhat of theological tensions even between Christians talking about it; and 

that has to do with the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. And the two passages that are 

important for us to look at are 4:21, chapter four verse twenty-one and chapter three 

verse nineteen.  Maybe we should just begin by just looking at that here. In 3:19 God 

is talking to Moses it says, “but I know that the king of Egypt will not let you go 

unless a mighty hand compels him.” Meaning Pharaoh will not be convinced to let 

you go unless I compel him. So what we read in 3:19 is that at the end of the day it’s 

because God compels Pharaoh, it’s by Gods doing, that Pharaoh will finally relent. 



12 

 

Now what creates a theological tension at least, is when we read 4:21, “the Lord said 

to Moses when you return to Egypt see that you perform before Pharaoh all the 

wonders that I have given you the power to do, but I will harden his heart so that he 

will not let the people go.” Now what’s going on here? In chapter 3:19 we read that 

God’s role is going to be to push Pharaoh into letting the Israelites go. In 4:21 we 

read, quite frankly, the exact opposite. God’s role now is not to push Pharaoh to let 

him go, it’s that even when Pharaoh wants to let him go, God is going to intervene and 

harden Pharaoh’s heart so that he does not let them go.  

  This creates some interesting discussions I think. We have three options really 

of how we want to deal with this. We can look at this tension and explain it away, 

which is to say, they’re not really saying different things they’re saying the same 

thing. I don’t think that’s helpful. I don’t think they’re saying the same thing and we 

get that I think just from reading our English Bibles. The second option is just to 

dismiss this as just hopelessly confusing and it doesn’t make any sense. I think it 

makes perfect sense. 3:19 says this and 4:21 says that. That makes sense to me, I don’t 

know how they hang together but I won’t say that it doesn’t make sense.  

  I think the better option is that we try to learn something from this. Let me put 

it this way, and I’m trying to be intentionally slightly controversial here as I put it this 

way, but 3:19 and 4:21 contradict each other. There are contradictions in the book of 

Exodus. That contradiction is there intentionally, it is for a purpose. It’s not because 

the writer forgot what he said there and said something else, but this actually creates a 

wonderful theological tension in the book of Exodus which is an intentional tension. It 

is this contradiction between 3:19 and 4:21 that drives much of the theology of the 

book of Exodus. You see, Pharaoh has no chance. Pharaoh is God’s plaything. This is 

how God will show his might over Egypt, even over the superpower of that world, 

even over Pharaoh who in Egyptian mythology was equated with the sun god Re. He 

was the earthly representation of that god. He represented the height of the Egyptian 

pantheon. This is how God will show his might over Pharaoh. God will not only win 

but he will manipulate Pharaoh along the way.  

  This part of Exodus is not designed and this is really what I want to get at here. 
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This part of the book of Exodus is not designed to satisfy our curiosities about freewill 

or determination, does God, you know, make you trip up the stairs, does God pick 

some people to be Christians or not. Exodus doesn’t deal with that. There’s this focus 

there and there is a war going on between God and between Pharaoh.  I don’t think we 

need to take it much further than that. I think that eases some of the tension because 

we shouldn’t expect from Exodus to answer all those kinds of questions. The only 

questions being asked here is who is going to win and the answer is, no question, 

Yahweh. In fact, watch how he does it. It’s not a match between equals, it’s a match 

between one very arrogant king and God who will manipulate Pharaoh so much so 

that at the end there will be no doubt in anyone’s mind as to who brought Israel out of 

Egypt. There will be no doubt in the Israelites minds, there will no doubt in Egypt’s 

mind, and as we read elsewhere in Exodus there will be no doubt in the world’s mind 

as to who is doing this, it is the God of Israel. 

 Now with the plagues, which we are going to begin looking at here, there is 

much that we could look at in this narrative of the plagues. What we are going to go 

though is we are going to look, to go through the plagues one by one more briefly then 

perhaps we would like, but we are going to highlight where each of these plagues 

helps us understand the theological message of the book of Exodus and there are 

several places where we are going to be able to draw out fairly legitimately the 

connection between Exodus and Creation again, even in the plague narratives. And 

it’s important to take the plague narratives as a whole. There are ten of them and we 

have to understand it as an entire theological statement in and of itself. In other words, 

you know if you’re perhaps preaching through the plagues or you’re leading a Bible 

study through the plagues, it’s hard to apply the plague of gnats differently than you 

might apply the plague of flies. That’s not what it’s there for, it’s not meant to be 

taken in such small chunks but as a whole what are the plagues doing in the story, 

what is this trying to communicate theologically. 

  Transcribed by Dave Clemmer, Wonji Kim, Yechan Hur, Johan Ju, Christ O’Connell 
    and edited by Lauren Cain 
  Edited by Ted Hildebrandt 
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                               Dr. Peter Enns, Exodus, Lecture 2 
                                       © 2011, Dr. Peter Enns and Ted Hildebrandt 

  Thanks for joining us for the second presentation on the book of Exodus where Dr. 

Peter Enns will introduce us to the plagues of Egypt to the Red Sea crossing as powerful 

statements about God’s purposes in Egypt and as a backdrop for the for the law at Sinai 

and tabernacle which form the second half of the book. Doctor Enns: 

  Let's look at the plagues then and try to understand the theology of the plagues. 

The first thing that I want to look at actually isn’t a plague but it’s the whole incident of 

the staff turning into a snake and that’s in chapter 7 verses 8-13. This is what is put 

before Pharaoh, the first indication of what is to come. It’s a fair question to ask: Why 

this? Why not a bolt of lightning hitting the court of Pharaoh? Why this staff of Moses 

turning into a snake? Well, because the snake is a power symbol in Egypt. If you 

remember Pharaoh’s headdress, you’ve seen either mummies or pictures on the History 

Channel where Pharaoh is wearing a headdress and the headdress looks like a cobra and 

that’s because that’s the power symbol in Egypt. You could also say that it’s a sign of 

things to come because later on we will read in Exodus 15 that the sea swallows the 

Egyptians. This first sign of the staff turning into a snake and then the snake of Moses 

swallowing the snake of the magicians of Pharaoh is already a harbinger of how Egypt is 

going to get swallowed.  

  Now what is very interesting here is the fact that Pharaoh’s magicians can do it as 

well and I don’t think that we should overlook that. We like to appeal that this story as a 

miracle of God, but Exodus is very clear that the magicians were able to do it as well. 

That reminds me that I think that the universe of the world that we live in is much bigger 

than what our minds allow. So frankly I take that part literally. In fact, the impact of what 

Moses’s staff does means nothing if the staff of the magicians don’t do the same thing. 

So I think we should take that as it stands and not try to find it naturalistic solution as 

some commentators do.  

  The first plague is the water of the Nile and other water turning into blood and that 

starts in chapter 7, verse fourteen and goes through verse 24. This plague effects the Nile, 



2 
 

why the Nile? It’s the Egyptians' power base, politically and culturally. Without the Nile, 

Egypt doesn’t exist. So we’re actually at the very beginning here going right to the heart 

of the matter. It is also an answer to chapter one. Again, let's look backwards and let's 

look forwards as we read Exodus. The male children of the Israelites were thrown into 

the Nile and God is saying if you want to play that game, I can play that game too. You 

turned it red with the blood of Israelite male infants I will now turn it red with blood as 

well. It's also a preview of what’s to come in chapter 14 again where there will be death 

and blood in another body of water, the Red Sea, not the Nile.  

  Another reason why the Nile is picked, and this really connects to the first reason I 

gave, the power base for the Egyptians. There seems to be here at work a polemic against 

the Egyptian pantheon, against the Egyptians gods. The god Hapi is the god of the Nile. 

So to attack the Nile is to attack also Egyptian religion. That, I think, is very important in 

Exodus and we’re going to come back to this in a few minutes as to why that may be an 

important factor theologically.  

  Some commentators suggest that this incident with the snake, the staff, and the 

first plague and the first couple of plagues really are just a softening up process of 

moving to the stronger plagues at the end. There may be some truth to that but I don’t 

think that is the case. I think this first sign of the staff and the first plague are already 

problematic, strong statements. They are indications of what will happen. It's telling at 

the beginning what the eventual outcome will be in no uncertain terms. As with the sign 

of the staff, the magicians here are also able to reproduce this plague, which raises a 

couple questions. Why in the world would they want to, other than to show that they 

could do it too? And the other question is, how are they able to do it when this seems to 

be a miracle? And again the explanation we had before still holds here. For whatever 

reason, the magicians of Pharaoh’s court are able to reproduce this and to take that 

seriously is to take seriously the theological trajectory of the book of Exodus and beyond 

it.  

  The second plague concerns frogs and that’s in chapter 8, verses 1-15. This is 

another Nile plague. These frogs come from the Nile. Here is another plague where there 
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is more death coming from the Nile, there is blood in the first plague, here there are frogs. 

This is not cute; these are not frogs chirping around Egypt. This is a sanitary hazard. It’s 

more than just an annoyance. It’s a bad thing being overrun by these frogs. This is the 

first animal plague; it is the first incident of unleashing the animal kingdom on Egypt. We 

can think here of Genesis where the point of the Creation story in Genesis 1 is God is 

ordering the chaos. There is chaos and God orders it. So he says dry land is here, sea is 

there. You’re going to have all types of animals after their own kind and these animals 

live in the air, in the water, and on the earth. What we see here in the beginning of this 

plague is the undoing of that order. They don’t stay in that place; they invade where they 

shouldn’t be.  Again, as we mentioned before, that’s appropriate theologically in Exodus 

because Pharaoh is such an anti-creation force that here God is unleashing the forces of 

creation against Pharaoh. Here what seems in such an innocent way but which really 

isn’t, Heket is the fertility god in Egypt and that may be important because this a 

response to what we see in chapter 1 where the Egyptian male infants are killed or at least 

attempted to be killed, and here God is punishing the Egyptians in like manner. This is 

also the last plague that the Egyptian magicians can reproduce.  

  That raises the question of why they would want to reproduce it. If they really 

wanted to show how good they were, they should have taken them away and not added to 

the problem. The point however is that only God can restore the order to chaos. The 

magicians can add to the chaos but they cannot restore the order of chaos. That’s the very 

important image of ordering chaos and this is what the true God is supposed to be able to 

do.   

  The third plague concerns the gnats. That is chapter 8, 16 to 19. Think about this 

plague of gnats this way. The second plague concerns the frogs, and this is an animal 

coming from the water. The third plague which we have here, the gnats, animals, coming 

from the dust. The fourth we’ll look at in a second. The flies is animals coming from the 

air. So on the second, third and fourth plagues, you have represented the three elements 

of the ecosystem, water, earth, and air. The magicians are only able to reproduce the Nile 

plagues, they are not able to reproduce the dust or earth plague. The fourth plague, they 
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are not able to reproduce the air plague. That might indicate that again the importance of 

the Nile as somehow the source of their magical abilities. I can't get into that because I do 

not understand it. I don’t know if anybody else does either, but it is significant that their 

ability to do things stops there, which is again is an indication of why it is important for 

the plagues to begin with the Nile to cut off the power base at the very outset. To pull the 

magical rug out from under them, so to speak. This is all they have, they can't do any 

more. This is why we read here in verse 19 of chapter 8.  

  This is the first recognition on the part of Egyptians is that they are in over their 

head. And if we look at verse 19, I’ll read that, “the magicians said to Pharaoh, 'this is the 

finger of God.' But Pharaoh's heart has hardened, so he would not listen, just as the Lord 

had said.” The magicians said to Pharaoh, "this is the finger of God." That is one way of 

understanding what we read of Hebrew of Exodus. I don’t think here Egyptians are 

confessing faith in Israel’s God and saying this is the true God with the capital G. I think 

probably a better way of understanding this is not to say, “this a finger of God” but this is 

“a finger of a god.” They are beginning to recognize that what Mosses is able to do with 

his staff and the plagues ultimately comes from God, a finger of a god. They know they 

are dealing with something or someone very very powerful.  It is a true recognition of 

what’s happening but it’s not a full recognition of what is happening that will have to 

wait for a little bit.  

  The fourth plague is the flying plague and that is chapter 8 verses 20-32. This is 

the first plague to make a clear distinction between the Israelites and Egypt, that is 

something that will become more prominent as we go through the book of Exodus where 

there are distinctions being made between the Israelites most clearly, and we'll see that in 

the crossing of the Red Sea. There is clear distinction made between the Egyptians, who 

pass through and are drowned, and the Israelites, who pass through are not drowned. So 

here we see already in slight anticipation of what we are going to see later on. What may 

be the most interesting aspect of this plague is in verse 22, “On that day I will deal 

differently with the land of Goshen, which is where the Israelites were. This the aspect of 

distinction between Israelites and the Egyptians. "In the land of Goshen is where my 
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people live, no swarms of flies will be there, so that you will know that I, the Lord, I am 

in this land.” I will make distinctions between my people and your people, and the 

miraculous sign will occur tomorrow.  

  The purpose of this plague, in fact, the ultimate purpose of all of the plagues, is so 

that, “Egypt will know that I, Yahweh, I, the Lord, am in this land.” Ultimately, the 

purpose is not salvation for the Israelites, what do I mean by that? The purpose of the 

plagues is not to convince Pharaoh to let the Israelites go. We'll see that a little bit later 

perhaps more clearly. He could have done that very quickly had he wanted to, he could 

have let them go. But the purpose of the plague is so that “the Egyptians will know I am 

in this land.” Earlier, in chapter 5, which we didn't look at in any detail, there was Moses 

and Aaron confronting Pharaoh and saying, “Our God, Yahweh, says ‘Let my people 

go,’” and Pharaoh says, “I don’t know Yahweh. I don’t know your god and I am not 

letting your people go.” Now, you could hardly blame Pharaoh, and I don’t know how he 

would have known who Yahweh was, this was a God of desert crawling people, this is a 

God of slaves. This is not an important God in the Egyptian pantheon. The purpose of the 

plagues is to correct that misunderstanding, or the lack of understanding on Pharaoh's 

part so that he will know who Yahweh is. I think that's important for the theological 

movement of the book of Exodus.  

  The fifth plague concerns the livestock, and this is in chapter 9 verses 1 through 7. 

What’s different about this plague? This is the first plague against created things rather 

than simply employing creation or created things.  Again, this a harbinger or a 

foreshadow of things to come, where the plagues, more and more, will be against created 

things, and ultimately be against the Egyptians themselves. This does not just effect the 

water or the land or cattle, but eventually, it will affect the Egyptians themselves. Verse 3 

here is, I think, a bit tantalizing, and we have to be careful not to make too much of this, 

but a number of commentators point this out, I think this a valid observation to make. 

Verse 3 refers to, “the hand of God.” Starting in verse two, "If you refuse to let them go 

and continue hold them back, the hand of the Lord will bring in a terrible plague on your 

livestock and the field." Commentators have noticed that here in chapter 9, the plague is a 
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result of the hand of God being against the Egyptians. We just read in chapter 8 verse 19 

with the plague of gnats that it’s a finger of God, and again, it’s tempting to read a whole 

a lot into this. Be careful not to do that, but it’s worth pointing out, I think, that it’s the 

finger, and now it’s the hand of God. The plagues are increasing in their severity, and that 

is something that is patterned out, that we will see develop with the rest of the plagues 

culminating and the Red Sea.  

  With the respect to the livestock, also I should point out that the Egyptian goddess 

Hathor, is the mother, or sky goddess in the Egyptian pantheon. She is normally depicted 

as a cow. So, here we possibly have another example of the plagues being focused on 

elements of Egyptian religion, where God is showing, sort of one by one, "I am better 

than this god, and I’m better than this god, and I'm better than that god." As I said before, 

that will come into play a little bit later on, prominently in the book of Exodus.  

   The sixth plague is the plague of boils, and that’s chapter 9:8-12. This is the first 

plague that demonstrates that the lives of Egyptians are in fact in danger. So, we have a 

clear movement towards the tenth plague. The source of the plague is soot from the kilns 

that soot comes up and that creates the boils. And now, why might that be important? 

Well, this is poetic justice for the Israelites making bricks for Pharaoh’s building projects; 

that very source of stress and suffering for the Israelites is now turned right back on to the 

Egyptians and that’s soot from the kilns that produces the boils. This is the first time, also 

in the sixth plague is where God hardens Pharaoh’s heart, and we saw that before when 

we looked at 3:19 and 4:21. Again, what does it say about free will? And my answer is 

nothing. It doesn’t say anything that can be, I think, quickly or superficially applied to 

how we think about faith and salvation. It has specific focus on this story that 

demonstrates God’s complete sovereignty over delivering his people. If it has any 

relevance to other sources of theological discussions, which it may very well, I think that 

has to be done with a little bit of digging and a little bit of leg work, not just too 

superficially. There is a real tension, as I said before, between 3:19 and 4:21, where God 

is really saying, "Let’s keep the game going a little while longer." See? Here, Pharaoh 

already has had enough with the sixth plague. He wants to give up. He seems to want to 
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cooperate, but God simply doesn’t allow it to happen because he is not done yet. The 

purpose for which he raises Pharaoh up has not yet been completely fulfilled. 

  The seventh plague is the plague of hail, and that is chapter 9:13-35. This is the 

largest narrative in the plague except for the tenth plague, which has always struck me as 

being a little bit of unusual. Why the seventh plague?  I am not exactly sure to be honest, 

but it is the longest of the narratives of the plagues. It’s a plague from heaven. Verse 14 

says, “This is now the full force of what God will do,” perhaps because this plague is 

coming from heaven. Hail is often associated with some great act of divine judgment in 

the Old Testament. Verse 23 mentions even fire associated with the hail. Many of you, of 

course, have seen the movie, “The Ten Commandments” with Charlton Heston, and there 

we see a picture of hail falling and bursting into flames. That, at best, is difficult, I think, 

to get out of the Book of Exodus. The fire may simply refer to lightning that is associated 

with this hail storm, and we probably should not make much more out of it than that.  

  But the seventh plague, theologically, is important for another reason. Moses here 

says, “Let’s let Pharaoh in on a little secret,” and we see that in chapter 9:15-16. “For by 

now, I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with the plague 

that would have wiped you off the Earth. But I have raised you up for this purpose that I 

might show you my power, and,” this is the important part, “that my name might be 

proclaimed in all the earth.” This is the reason for the plagues that I hinted at a little bit 

earlier, here’s a name very, very exclusive. “The plagues are there for me to make it 

crystal clear,” if I can put it this way, “that I, alone, am worthy of worship. The gods of 

Egypt are not; later on, the Israelites; the gods of Canaanites are not; I am, because look 

at what I am doing. I am this God of slaves, I am this God of desert dwellers, and what I 

am doing is I am coming into your own territory, I am walking onto you turf, I am 

walking into your powerbase, I am walking into where you would be the most powerful. I 

am coming out off of my mountain, off of mount Sinai, and I am now on your turf and 

your area, and I am pretty much doing whatever I want to do.  I could do this much more 

quickly but I have a point that I want to make, and I want to make the point crystal clear.” 

I would say even, I don’t want to exaggerate these two verses, verses 15 and 16. But 
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along with what we saw in the end of chapter 2:23-25. There’s certain highlights 

theologically of the Book of Exodus that help us really understand what the book is about 

and I think these two verses are one of those highlights. So, I think they bear paying close 

attention to. 

  The eighth plague is the locust plague in chapter 10:1-20. Like the hail, this is 

results of widespread devastation on people, on beasts, on crops. Why locusts? Locusts 

mean judgment in several places of the Old Testament. For example, Joel chapters 1 and 

2, locusts are just bad things because they just eat everything in their path and they're a 

sign of God’s judgment. The locusts come to the land by an east wind. Later on, we will 

read that the parting of the sea also comes from an east wind. So, we have here, maybe 

again, a slight anticipation, a sort of ball rolling, and it’s going down the hill to culminate 

in the Red Sea incident, and we see that anticipated a little bit here. Likewise, the locusts, 

what happens to them? They are diven into the Red Sea and die there. We’re going to see 

that obviously a little bit later as well. The locusts, there are so many of them, they cause 

darkness. What does that do? Darkness anticipates the ninth plague, where there is 

darkness over the land. So, this locust plague is more than just an annoyance, but the 

locust plague is part of the momentum of the plagues that will bring us to the ninth 

plague, the plague of darkness, and the tenth plague, which is a plague on the firstborn. 

  The ninth plague is a bit brief, chapter 10:21-29. This is probably the clearest 

example of anti-idol polemic in the plague narratives, a polemic against Egyptians’ 

pantheon. The Egyptian god, Ra, sometimes spelled Re, is the sun god of the Egyptians, 

and often times, the high god. The Egyptian kings, Pharaohs, were considered the sons of 

this sun god. And so we have a very powerful theological statement on a couple of 

different levels, that by darkening the earth, Israel’s God demonstrates his superiority 

over the most superior element of the Egyptian pantheon. He shows superiority by 

extension over the king of Egypt, that he can make it dark when it should be light. This 

making darkness where there should be light is also a reversal of creation of what we 

talked about before. It’s reintroducing the pre-Creation chaos backs into the Creation 

order temporarily. Remember, Pharaoh sets himself up as an anti-Creation force, and God 
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says, if I can put words into God’s mouth, I don’t feel comfortable doing that, but for 

sake of discussion, God says “If that’s the game you want to play, I will unleash my 

creative forces against you.” And in each and every conception of Creation, again it's 

making order out of chaos. And one of the first elements of order was that God makes 

light. And He separates light and darkness. And here, He’s undoing it and collapsing it. If 

you want to work against me as Anti-Creation force, I’ll show you anti-Creation, and I’ll 

make it dark when it should be light. So, you know we should read this on more than just 

a superficial level, what a nice little trick God pulled. There are theological foundations 

and underpinnings that I think have a lot of meat and substances to these plagues.  

  The last plague is the longest discussion, and that begins in chapter eleven, verse 

one, and it goes until chapter thirteen, verse sixteen. And that, of course, is the plague of 

the death of the firstborn. And in the midst of that, you have a lengthy section on the 

Passover and its significance. They’re obviously very connected. This is the first plague, 

in fact, the only plague that cannot be undone. It’s the final devastating blow. The god 

Osiris? He is the god of the dead. And what we see here is, God has ultimate power over 

death. Why the death of the firstborn? Well, at least one reason for that might be as 

retribution, again, for what happened in chapter one. If you treat my first born this way, I 

will treat you this way as well. This is the plague, also that directly results in the release 

from Egypt of the Israelites, and it is the climax of the story that leads up to this point.  

  Now, there’s so much that we could look at here with respect of the Passover, and 

other kinds of things and we have to restrict our discussion because we don’t have all the 

time perhaps that we could take on this. But I just want to pause on one or two things that 

I think are very, very important. I know as Christians, I know speaking as myself, we lead 

the story of the tenth plague and then the Passover. And it may not connect very nicely 

with our lives. We don’t celebrate Passover, and we know something about Jesus being 

the Passover lamb, and all that’s fine. But how this is functioning in Exodus is all of my 

focus now. Killing the Egyptians’ firstborn is what God has been driving towards all 

along. We must resist the temptation to read the plague narrative as God thinking, “This 

isn’t really working, you know, the Nile, the blood isn’t working because the Egyptians 
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can reproduce that, Ugh, this isn’t working.  Ah! I know what I’ll do! I’ll kill the firstborn 

of Egypt. I betcha that’ll do it. Let’s see if that works.” Remember what we read earlier. I 

could’ve done something all along, but I’m keeping this drama going for one purpose, so 

that there’s no doubt in anyone’s mind, including the eyes of the world, who will be 

looking at this, as to what I am able to do. It’s not the last measure, again, to say, "Let’s 

see if this works." As hard as this might be for us to swallow, and to be honest, I hadn’t 

been able to work through the implications myself.  

  The killing the Egyptian firstborn is something God does for whatever mysterious 

reason, but because he has the right to do it. Now what do I mean by that? This can get us 

so far off-field. But we have to ask ourselves this question: why did the Israelites need to 

distinguish their firstborn? I mean, just think about that for a second. Why isn't the 10th 

plague just saying, "I’m going to kill just the firstborn Egyptians and leave all the 

Israelites out of it?" Why did the Israelite’s need to paint their door posts with the blood 

of a lamb? As if God can’t tell the difference between an Egyptian and an Israelite. Why 

is that? Well, good question, I’ll try to answer it. Why does God do that? Because there’s 

a theme we see in the Bible, not just in Exodus but in other places, especially the 

Pentateuch, where God has a right to the firstborn. The firstborn belongs to God. I don’t 

know what that means. When God asked Abraham to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22, He 

did that because he had the right to do it. The firstborn belongs to him. Now, in Israel, 

you had a system of substitution, where you would substitute the firstborn with 

something else. You would usually substitute the firstborn with some animal, which was 

unblemished, and that’s what’s happening here as well. We can think, in that context, you 

know, maybe think a little bit ahead into the gospel itself, and this is a mystery, I don’t 

claim to understand it, but I think there’s something here that we can think about.  Christ 

is the first instance where God actually exercised the first claim over the firstborn 

completely. His own son, his firstborn, his only son, is the only time God actually carries 

it out. There is no substitute now for that first born, the first born actually becomes the 

substitute for everyone else, and I think I only bring that up to encourage you to not just 

skip over the Passover section too quickly. It's got the regulations of about this and about 
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that and we don’t do that anymore. We don’t do it because it’s done for us, and I think it 

gives us some meaning to Christology and some meaning on Jesus and who he is, when 

we understand Exodus here in the original context and what it's trying to do.  

  Now, the plagues, as we just said, results in Israel’s departure from Egypt, and the 

purpose for which Israel was released was not simply to be freed. When Moses is arguing 

with the Pharaoh, earlier on, he says not, "Let my people go, so they can do whatever 

they want," it's "Let my people go, so that they might serve me in the desert." Well, that’s 

what’s happening now, they leave Egypt, and go into the desert, to Mount Sinai, so that 

the Israelites can serve God, and that, in a way, almost summarizes the drama in the book 

of Exodus, because the question is, “Who will Israel serve?” And Pharaoh says that 

they’re going to be here, he says, "They’re going to serve me, by building these buildings 

and by being my slaves." God says, “No, Israel is my son, Israel belongs to me, and they 

will serve me." So it's not just "Let my people go." In another way of putting it, Israel 

was redeemed from Egypt and they were taken from one form of servitude and put into 

another form of servitude. So you're not serving Pharaoh and what he represents, you're 

now serving Yahweh, the God of Israel, and what he represents. That’s why when you 

leave Egypt, you come very quickly to Mount Sinai, and you spend the rest of the time 

there, you spend an awful lot of time in Mount Sinai, as a matter of fact. The focus of 

attention then is law and tabernacle. Those two things start really in chapter 19, chapter 

20; the second half of the book is concerned with those two things, because Sinai law and 

tabernacle, which have to do with sacrifice and religious worship. That is why they were 

brought out of Egypt. It's not so they would not be slaves, O poor Israel, it's so they 

would now be enslaved to the right God and the right King, which is Yahweh himself. He 

has the right to do that, he has a right to require that from those people because he is the 

one who brought them out of Egypt, he has earned that right, so to speak.  

  We have talked a lot already about the connection between deliverance and 

creation. I want to continue that, I want to keep that in your mind, as we look here at the 

law and the tabernacle. I don’t want to overdue it. I don’t want to say that this is all there 

is to think about with Sinai with the law and with the tabernacle, but this is one way of 
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organizing the theological trajectories of Exodus, to keep in mind this theme of creation, 

and I think we will see that also in talking about the law and the tabernacle. Hopefully 

that will give us maybe mental hooks upon which to hang what appears to be very 

detailed information in the book of Exodus, I think it's a good pedagogical tool for us too 

keep in mind.  

  One idea that may seem like just an extraneous comment here, I don’t want it to 

seem like that, but this will come into play in a minute, I want to point out something in 

chapter 15 before we start talking about the law. Chapter 15 is the song that the Israelites 

sang after they crossed the Red Sea, and the content of that song has a couple of things in 

it that I think are very important for us to get a handle on. I don’t want to read the whole 

of chapter 15, it's far too long. But chapter 15 is a song to God for his deliverance and 

what he’s done bringing the Israelites out of Egypt. It basically has three parts to it: the 

first ten verses praise God for beating pharaoh up, basically, it praises God for winning 

for saying this is what you did, horse and rider you have cast into the sea, and look how 

great you are. Verse 11,  is the verse I want to focus on for a second, it says Yahweh, our 

God, is the best God. And then verses twelve through eighteen basically say, "Watch out 

Canaan, here we come." It is praise to God for what he’s done, and then declaring our 

God is the best God. Verse eleven puts it this way, and this is something you see in other 

places in Psalms and a few other places as well. “Who among the gods is like you, O 

Lord? Who is like you, majestic and holy, awesome in glory working wonders? You 

stretched out your right hand.” Verse t12, “and the earth swallowed them.” God is the one 

who does these things. I don’t want to be misunderstood, because this could be 

misunderstood, it might even sound controversial, but I think in the context of Exodus, it 

isn’t at all. By bringing the Israelites out of Egypt, God demonstrates that the gods in 

Egypt are no match for him. Listen to what I said. I didn’t say there are no other gods, I 

said he demonstrates that he’s greater than the other gods. You have this polemic with the 

plagues where God is showing his mastery over these gods of Egypt, and he’s going to do 

that again. When they go into the promised land, God will show his superiority over the 

gods of Canaan.  
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  This is the point that I want to make, and I think if we can grasp this, Exodus will 

become clearer in certain places. The book of Exodus assumes that these other gods exist, 

now we're saying right away, "Well, they don’t exist," yeah, I know, we know that. Now 

we read places like Jeremiah and Isaiah, these idols, they’re just lumps of wood. He’ll 

take a log, and with half, he'll fall down and worship it, and with the other half, he’ll 

make a fire and warm himself, and say, “Ah, I am warm,” that’s what Isaiah says. But I 

think God actually leads his people to that realization somewhat slowly, and then to the 

full realization that the Christians know in Christ, the real manifestation of who God is. 

Don’t forget that the Exodus community was made up of simple, ancient Near Eastern 

people who lived in a world entirely polytheistic, every nation had multiple gods. The 

way God speaks to them in their context is saying, "I will take care of these gods for 

you." Think of this as Israel’s theological infancy, they’re being catechized at an early 

age, and God explains things to them in ways that are understandable to their world view. 

So when I read fifteen eleven, "Who among the gods is like you, O Lord," I do not take 

that to be an exaggeration or hyperbole, just poetic flowery language. In that world, this 

meant something. In the Exodus community, what Moses is saying is that this desert-

dwelling God who no one has ever heard of, he alone is God.  He alone is worthy of 

worship, and he can take all the gods of the world and render them to nothing, Now to us 

that may seem weak theologically, but in that world, this was a powerfully polemically 

loaded statement to make. You're basically saying everybody is wrong and this desert 

dwelling God is the only right one, and I want to take that literally, and the reason why is 

because we are going to see this again when we talk about the ten commandments, which 

we will do next time. 
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 Welcome to Dr. Enns’ third presentation on the book of Exodus. In this 

presentation, he will focus on the Ten Commandments and how we should think about 

the Law. 

  We’re moving here towards talking about the Ten Commandments, and we can 

start really by even starting in chapter 19, which recounts Israel’s arrival at Sinai, and, 

again, as I said before, this is the beginning of the climax of Exodus. Remember that 

Israel was delivered for a purpose, which was to serve God, to serve Yahweh. And at 

Mount Sinai, is where they will learn what that means, and they will learn that through 

law and through worship. We tend to downplay things like law and rituals that would be 

performed in the tabernacle. We tend to downplay that in Christianity. Not always, but I 

think there’s a tendency to do that. But remember, the Israelites arrive at Mount Sinai, in 

chapter 19, verse 1, three months after the exodus, is what we read. They stay there for a 

year, and we read that in Numbers 10:11. A lot of stuff happens at Sinai. It’s the focus. 

Most of the Pentateuch, without counting verses off the top of my head, but at least half 

the Pentateuch, or more because we have to include Deuteronomy as well, occurs in or 

around Mount Sinai, so it’s very, very central, and we should try to remember that. 

 Before we talk about the Law specifically, there is one interesting idea that is put 

forth here in chapter 19 that I think is worth pausing and talking about very briefly, and 

it’s chapter 19, verses 5 and 6. These are pretty well-known passages, but let me read 

them: “If you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations, you will be 

my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be, for me, a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words you [Moses], are to speak to 

the Israelites.” 

 This raises an interesting theological dimension in Exodus: What is Israel’s 

purpose for being redeemed? And here, what we read, is they are to be “a holy nation” 

and “a kingdom of priests.”  “Holy” meaning what? They are to be separate. They are to 
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be a certain kind of people. That is what the Law does. The Law is not what Israel does to 

prove itself worthy, but the Law is God’s gift to the Israelites, and by obeying the Law 

and living according to God’s standards in that ancient world, they will be “a holy 

nation.”  They will be different.  

  The purpose for being different is to be “a kingdom of priests.”  Now, what does 

that mean? It’s not just they’re all a bunch of priests running around, but what does a 

priest do? A priest mediates God to other people. And Israel is to be a nation of priests, 

meaning, as a nation, as a holy people, they mediate God to the other nations, the 

Gentiles. And here we can go back even to virtually the beginning of the Bible, in 

Genesis chapter 12, verses 1-3, where God promises to Abraham that “all nations will be 

blessed through you”. The purpose for picking Abraham was to be a blessing to the 

nations. Israel, as a nation, is supposed to carry out that task of being, if I can use 

imagery, we read elsewhere in Isaiah and in the New Testament, a light to the Gentiles. 

God did not redeem Israel so they could be sort of a “God club” and, “we’re in and 

everybody else is out.”  God redeemed Israel for a larger purpose, which is to play a role 

in redeeming the world to himself. Now, of course, as we move in Israel’s story, we 

understand that Israel does not do a good job at all of doing that. That’s where Israel’s 

failure to keep the Law, that’s why that’s so devastating. It’s not just they fail to keep the 

Law, “Oh, you’re bad people,”  It’s when you fail to keep the Law, you make yourself, 

and more importantly God says, “You make me a laughing stock to the nations. That’s 

not what I’m trying to do. I’m trying to make you attractive as a people, not because 

you’re fancy or because you have nice things. I’m trying to make you attractive as a 

people because you’re holy and you’re right and you’re good and you’re just in order to 

make this attractive to the nations so that all the nations,” as Isaiah says, “will stream to 

Jerusalem.”  

  There has always been a Gentile dimension to the Old Testament. When Jesus 

came, he was fulfilling that mandate, which Israel was to have fulfilled but did not. That 

is why we think of Jesus as really embodying what redeemed Israel was supposed to look 

like. He was obedient even though Israel of the Old Testament was not. Now it is through 
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Christ, the Holy One, who is himself the priest, that God is now mediated to the people 

through faith. 

  There are evangelistic implications of this as well – the evangelistic implications 

of godly living. Perhaps, we can turn, just briefly to 1 Peter, chapter 2, verses 4-12. I’m 

not going to read all those because really, the main issue begins in verse 9. Peter says, 

“But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,” which is clearly piggy-

backing on the language in Exodus chapter 19, “people belonging to God that you may 

declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once 

you were not a people, but now you are the people of God. Once you had not received 

mercy, but now you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and 

strangers of the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live 

such good lives among the pagans that though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may 

see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.” What I find very instructive 

here is how Peter is tying what we read in Exodus 19, that in the Old Testament it was 

Israel, here in the New Testament is the church. We are called by God to be a “royal 

priesthood,” “a kingdom of priests,” “a holy nation” so that by our behavior we present 

the Gospel to other people.  Not just by what we say, but by what we do. This is, again, 

why Peter says we should, “live such good lives among the pagans that even though they 

accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he 

visits us.” What you believe needs to translate into how you act. This is, I think, very 

much in keeping with what we read in Exodus. God gives them a law, not just to hamper 

them, not to shackle them, but to say, “This is what my people are supposed to act like. If 

you do this, if you obey, then you will be the envy of all the nations; not in a prideful 

way, but this is the way to get word out that I am who I am and that I am a God worth 

worshipping.”  Of course Israel, unfortunately, does not do that, but Jesus does very 

finally, very climactically.  

  Having said that, let’s talk about that Law that’s supposed to distinguish Israel 

from the nations. We read in chapter 19 that Moses approaches the mountain, and when 

we read elsewhere, for example, in chapter 24, verses 1 and 2, there seems to be some 
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sort of division of the mountain, actually a tripartite–a three part division of the mountain. 

There is the foot of the mountain, where the people are allowed to be. Part of the way up 

is where Aaron and the priests are allowed to be. And all the way to the top is where 

Moses alone goes. Commentators have picked up that Mount Sinai, the three part 

divisions of Mount Sinai, look like the three part divisions of the tabernacle, which we’ll 

talk about a little bit later. But the tabernacle has an outer court where the people may be, 

then there is the holy place where Aaron and the priests may go, and then there is the 

most holy place, the holy of holies, where only the high priest is allowed to go. 

  Now, what does that mean? Well, Sinai is God’s dwelling place, and later when 

we look at the tabernacle, the tabernacle is a portable Mount Sinai. It is God’s dwelling 

place, which in the Old Testament is Mount Sinai. This is where God comes from; this is 

where his address is. The tabernacle then is a portable version of that. The tabernacle 

later which we’ll read is patterned after the heavenly tabernacle, and that is very 

important because it’s from that place, from Mount Sinai, which is that dwelling place of 

God, that tabernacle, that the commandments come out. So Moses, what he does is he 

goes, he enters the most holy place, he goes up to the top to receive the law. Here we read 

of the Ten Commandments which we’re are all very familiar with, and in fact maybe in 

some cases too familiar with. 

  What I’d like to do right now is not go through the Ten Commandments, but, there 

are some issues to keep in mind as we think about the Ten Commandments, and I have 

several points, five, six or seven points I would like to go through with you in terms of 

how to think about the Ten Commandments. They seem so easy; there are ten of them; 

just obey them. It’s not that easy, it wasn’t that easy back then, and it’s not that easy 

today. 

  The first point that I think is helpful for us to keep in mind is that the Ten 

Commandments were given to a redeemed people. They were not given to a people so 

that they could keep them, and if they kept them, they will be redeemed. To use maybe 

language we’re more familiar with, the law is in response to God’s grace. It is not the 

condition for God’s grace, but it is what God does because he is gracious. It was given to 
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a redeemed people, as I said.  I think you’d be hard-pressed to find in the Old Testament 

where the nations were expected to keep God’s law in the Old Testament. The law was 

given to Israel for them to keep so that they would be different, so when they get their 

acts together, so to speak, they will be a light to the Gentiles, a light to the nations. These 

are Israel’s laws, these are not the laws of the nations around them, and that is I think an 

important thing to keep in mind because it reminds us of the proper place of law, even in 

the life of a Christian. We do want to obey God’s standards, but we do so because he has 

graciously redeemed us, the church, as the people of God.  God’s laws connect primarily 

to us, and not to just everyone around them. We can’t expect or be surprised when people 

who do not know Christ--elected officials, musicians, Super Bowl Half-Time Shows--we 

cannot be surprised when they don’t act the right way. I don’t expect them to act the right 

way. I know they broke a commandment, that’s the least of their worries that they broke 

one of the Ten Commandments. They don’t know Jesus. That’s the problem.  

  The laws of God are for God’s people, primarily, and not the standard by which 

we should pass judgment on other nations. We see this even in the preamble to the Ten 

Commandments. In chapter 20, the Ten Commandments begin: “I am the Lord your God, 

who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” This is the preamble; this is 

how the Ten Commandments begin. The laws are based on who God is and what God has 

done. It is because I am the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land 

of slavery, it is because of that that you now are to keep them. The law follows 

redemption, in other words. 

  A second point that is, I think, worth bringing up, is: these are not laws that are 

just designed to make the Israelites into nice people, or good people, people that behave 

themselves, people that don’t smoke or chew or go with girls who do. There is much 

more to the Ten Commandments than just making good people. There is actually – I’m 

going to say a mouthful here, but let me explain it. The Ten Commandments is the 

integration of cosmic and social order. The Ten Commandments is an act of re-creation. 

Now, what do I mean by that? It is just like the creation of the physical universe in 

Genesis 1, where God imposes order into chaos, physical order into physical chaos. In the 
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Ten Commandments, God is introducing, let’s call it “order,” into the chaos of everyday 

social living or interaction. This goes for not just the Ten Commandments, but for the 

book of the Covenant that follows in the chapters right after the Ten Commandments. 

The giving of the law, therefore, is an act of re-creation. It is establishing moral order in 

God’s world amid the immorality around it. So there’s much more to it than just “be 

nice,” it is, you’re actually participating in the re-creative event when you obey God and 

keep his law. 

  A third point is, this concerns the division of the law: it seems like the first four 

commandments relate to a vertical dimension, which is upward towards God – no idols, 

no false gods, remember the Sabbath, and don’t use the Lord’s name in vain. Then five 

through ten are considered to be on the horizontal plane, meaning that they have to do 

with our interaction with others. Now that’s obviously true, and when we think of Moses 

coming down with two tablets, for example, and we think usually of the first four 

commandments are on the first tablet and the remaining six are on the second tablet, sort 

of divide between laws that pertain to God and laws that pertain to other people. There is 

an element of truth in that, but we should not make that division too strongly, especially 

in the ancient world. There is always a connection in the mind of the Israelites, if I can 

speak that way, certainly in the Old Testament, there is always a connection between the 

vertical dimension of the Israelite and the horizontal dimension of the Israelite. The two 

are not separate, but they connect intimately with each other. When you break one of the 

first four commandments, you are not sinning against God anymore than if you were to 

break commandments five through ten. There is, in other words, a religious vertical 

dimension to Israel’s law, regardless of which command or law is being spoken of. In 

today’s world, we might speak of this as the connection between orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy. How we think about and relate to God (orthodoxy) should affect how we act 

towards others (orthopraxy, or orthopraxis). And I think too often in our Christian world, 

at least in the West, the only Christian world that I’m familiar with, we sometimes drive a 

wedge between what we think about God and how we act towards other people, and 

biblically that is a very difficult distinction to make and it’s probably a false one.  
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  The fourth point I’d like to bring out here concerns the first commandment, and 

it’s pretty short. It says, “You shall have no other gods before me.” Now earlier we 

looked at the polemics between God, and the Egyptian gods, and the plagues. We also 

saw elsewhere that it seems in Exodus 15, for example, 15:11, that the existence of other 

gods is somewhat assumed in this ancient culture. I think this first commandment is 

another example of that. Remember that Egypt was polytheistic. Remember also that 

where they are going is polytheistic. The only religious world that the Israelites were 

really familiar with was a world where all nations had there own sets of gods and every 

location you went to had sort of local gods and they had their own hierarchies, and that 

was considered normal. Belief in one God was not considered normal. That was very, 

very unusual. To speak, let’s say, the language of the Israelites, to speak in a way that 

they would be able to relate to in the ancient world, It would not be effective to say in the 

first commandment, “There are no gods before me.” That’s certainly true. We don’t get 

that again until we read further on in the Old Testament. Then those things become a 

little bit clearer. But here in Israel’s infancy, it says, “You shall have no other gods before 

me. I am the God worth worshipping. Don’t worship those other gods.” That is 

something that would have spoken very immediately to an ancient people.  

  You see this, for example, in places like Psalm 95 verse 3, there are half a dozen 

places in the Psalms at least that use language like, “For the Lord, Yahweh, is a great 

God. He is a great King above all gods.” That’s how he shows in the ancient world how 

great he is: he shows his supremacy over the gods. Again, only later do they fully 

understand that those gods just don’t exist at all. For this to have any meaning to the 

Israelites, we have to presume that they assume the existence of these gods. For example, 

if your small child is trying to get to sleep at night, and it’s not really working out, and 

they say, “There’s a boogieman under my bed.” It doesn’t matter if that boogieman is real 

or not, the point is that at their young age in life they think there really is one there. As 

we all know as parents, if we go in there and say, “Well, there really isn’t one under your 

bed”, they say, “Yeah right. I know there’s one. My world has boogiemen in it, and they 

really do exist.” As a parent it might be a wiser thing to say, to assume their worldview 
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for the sake of discussion, to say, “I won’t let him hurt you. I’ll stay here in bed with you 

until you go to sleep.” Now that says something to the three year old, or five year old. 

But to get into a logical argument about the way the world really is, it doesn’t really 

work. To me, that’s a helpful analogy about what’s going on here. God meets the 

Israelites where they are, He speaks their language, and he says it in such a way that will 

draw Israel, I think, closer to Him.  

   The fifth issue that I think is worth bringing out here, is that the commandments 

themselves, they seem so simple and strait forward, they seem so easy to keep, but 

they’re not. They’re not specific, if you look at them, the commandments are somewhat 

vague. The fourth commandment, “Remember the Sabbath day…Keep the Sabbath day.” 

What does that mean? What does it mean to keep the Sabbath day? Well, it says don’t do 

any work. Okay, what is work? What constitutes work? You see here, this is why you 

have the history of Judaism, for example, which is sometimes much maligned among 

Christians, which I don’t think it should be. We can learn from this history, something 

even about ourselves. This is why in the history of Judaism there are these long 

discussions that for us seem so arcane and silly about specifically how to keep laws. It’s a 

history of legal discussion. Which is to take the law seriously, which is to say, we want to 

keep the law. We want to make sure we’re keeping it so we have to discuss it. So what 

exactly is work? What does that mean? I’ve heard similar discussions. I hear them on a 

regular basis. Even among Christians, where issues come up, for example keeping the 

Sabbath. Is it okay to go to see a football game on a Sunday? Discussions started coming 

up, like for example, would it cause you to miss church? Well, if so, is there an evening 

service you can go to instead? Or is it a one o’clock game, or is it a four o’clock game? 

And we start having, even there, discussions that are born out of the fact that the 

commandment itself doesn’t tell you what to do specifically, you still have life situations 

where you have to exercise wisdom and maturity to know: what does it mean to keep this 

commandment here? The same goes for the fifth commandment, “Honor your parents.” 

Always? What if they’re wrong? What if they’re just not good people? This 

commandment doesn’t make provision for that, but we all know that situations come up 
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where obeying the letter of the law will get you into a lot of trouble.  

  Sixth commandment—killing. You know: do not kill, do not commit murder. 

What if the killing was in self defense? And here we give into just war theories and 

things like that also. What if someone is about to kill your family? Can you kill them in 

self-defense? People say, “yes;” some people say, “no.”  To solve that is not at all my 

interest, but it’s simply to point out that it’s not that easy. Both are thinking of following 

of God on some level, but it’s not at all easy. The bottom line is, is it really possible? 

Even at the outset, even if here at the very beginning of the law to live by, the letter of the 

law. And my response to that is, no it isn’t. You still have to exercise wisdom, and that’s 

why I want you to encourage you to think of law and wisdom. Such things we read in 

Proverbs or even through Deuteronomy. Job and Ecclesiastes even seem to be a little but 

more skeptical, but understand there is a wisdom dimension to understanding law and I 

think that if we are able to understand law in that way I think is very profitable. I think 

it’s also a very mature Christian thing to do, and of course, then even as Christians we 

have to think in terms of what difference does Jesus make now that he has come and how 

we interact with things like the Ten Commandments. That is a whole issue that the 

church has been debating now for 2000 years, but all, that is to say, that it’s not all that 

obvious sometimes exactly what to be doing with the law.  

  The sixth point that I would like to bring out here is that the Ten Commandments, 

as they’re given here, are not new laws. We think about the Ten Commandments as 

revelation, which is true, but revelation does not mean that they were revealed here for 

the first time, at least I think not for the most part. I don’t think that this is the first time 

that the Israelites said, “O, I didn’t know idolatry is wrong. I really thought it was ok.” I 

don’t think they were saying, “O, I thought I could murder anyone whenever I wanted 

to.” There was an understanding, and this goes back even to the stories of Genesis, that 

you know it’s wrong. Not only Israelite society, but ancient societies as a whole had law 

codes. Some of which look a lot like things we find in the Bible. These are not unique to 

Israel. What makes them unique is that God is saying, “here are my standards for how I 

want you to act, this is my law,” you’ve heard these before haven’t you,  “boom” and he 
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lays them out. “This is what will mark you as a separate people, chapter 19, as a holy 

nation as a kingdom of priests.” What makes the law unique is not necessarily the content 

of the law but it’s the point of origin of the law which is that God gave it.  

  The last point I would like to make about the 10 commandments really does not 

concern Exodus, it concerns Deuteronomy chapter 5, and I would like to read a couple of 

verses there which I think we cannot over look when it comes to thinking about how we 

can think as the law as well. Deuteronomy 5, takes place if you remember, in the 40th 

year in the wilderness: the Israelites are about to enter the promise land. The Ten 

Commandments are given in two places in the Bible they’re given in Exodus 20 and there 

given here in Deuteronomy 5, I want to read the verses that introduce the Ten 

Commandments, and that starts in verse 2 and that goes to verse 4. “The Lord our God 

made a covenant with us.” Think about that for a second. “Made a covenant with us at 

Horeb.” That’s not exactly true, historically, think about this for a second. Why did the 

Israelites spend 40 years wondering the wilderness? Because of rebellion, to make sure 

that that previous generation was essentially exterminated, and that God could start over 

again. So actually he didn’t make the covenant at Horeb which the Deuteronomy 

community here at the end of the wilderness period, he made it with the ones before but 

keep reading.  

  Very explicit, verse 3. “It was not with our fathers that the Lord made the 

covenant, but with us. With all of us who are alive here today.” Now let me just say it and 

I’ll back pedal in new ones in a hundred different ways, that’s wrong. It is precisely not 

with these people that God made the covenant at Sinai, He made it 40 years earlier, but 

this language here is so emphatic. Does this writer not know what’s going on, in the 

history of Israel? I don’t think that’s really the case at all. I think that rather this is a 

statement that the Israelites, who are now about to embark on the journey to enter Canaan 

it is as if they themselves were the original exodus community the original exodus 

congregation. The original exodus congregation blew it. They should have been the ones 

to go but they didn’t. Now God is with Moses, he is really essentially starting over and 

what he is doing is he is renewing that covenant with those people here and saying it in 
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such a way that it may seem odd to us. But the message is crystal clear, it is, “you are the 

original exodus community as far as I’m concerned, you are the people of God not those 

back there, but you and in fact, to make it very clear, I made that covenant with you, not 

with them, I made it with you.”  

  I think to pay off that is to think that the Ten Commandments are meant to be ours 

as well, we are to think of ourselves also as that exodus community that went through, 

and the covenant was made with us also at Mount Sinai, obviously not any literal way  

but by our connection to the exodus community.  

  The reality what makes it real for us living today is our union with Christ who is 

our Moses as Hebrew says, “Christ who’s our priest. Christ who is the means by which 

we connect to God.”  Every generation can appropriate that for themselves, not relying on 

past generations.  

  Now in terms of the law, a bit more that we can say, and maybe just a word or two 

about what is normally called the Book of the Covenant. And this starts after the Ten 

Commandments in chapter 20:22 and it goes to 23:19, the couple primarily kinds of 

issues that we can look at. Then I just want to look at one example and try and make a 

larger point from that one example. One primary issue is that the laws of the Book of the 

Covenant are very specific in places. In fact, they are so specific in places that you have 

to think by some specific situations, some scenarios are being accounted for here they’re 

not general, they’re not principles, they’re just very specific. Not every specific situation 

can possibly be accounted for in a law code like that. And scholars have pointed out, and 

I think there is a lot of truth to this: it’s very difficult to run a society on just these laws. 

So one possible explanation for why this section of the law looks the way that it does is 

that the Book of the Covenant was never intended to be an exhausted list of all the laws 

that the Israelites were to obey but a representative list so we should not expect from 

them an exhaustive direction for how are lives are to be lead. Instead, they are to be 

understood as representative of maybe something that was originally, who knows, more 

extensive then this. So that’s one preliminary issue. 

  Second is that these laws that we read about here are land-locked, and what I mean 
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by that is that these laws are really relevant for Israel after it takes possession of the land. 

In other words, these are not desert laws. One example might be in 22:5, “if a man grazes 

his livestock in a field or vineyard and let’s them stray and they graze in another mans 

field he must make restitution for the best of his own field or vineyard.” This is imagery, 

this is language that pertains to a settled people, not a people wandering through the 

dessert looking for a place to pitch their tent. These laws, in other words, they anticipate 

already imminent inference to the land or at least what was supposed to have been 

imminent interest into the land.  Israel's law was given to them, they were to be given the 

land and within that land they were to behave in certain ways. The land was given, Israel 

entered, and in fact, did not act in the ways that God had wanted them to act, which is 

what brings us to the exile of Israel, eventually, several hundred years later. Now just for 

the fun of it, let's look at one law, before we move on and talk about the tabernacle a bit 

and this is in chapter 22, specifically, verse 16, “If a man seduces a virgin, who is not 

pledged to be married, and sleeps with her, he must pay the bride-price and she shall be 

his wife. If her father absolutely refuses to give her to him, he must still pay the bride-

price for virgins.” Now, the reason I'm picking on that is because in the Bible that I have, 

the NIV Bible, which is a very good one, but there are certain chapter headings and 

divisions that are inserted. Clearly they are not part of the Bible itself but these are just 

helps put in by the editors. But, verse 16 has right before a heading called: “Social 

Responsibility.” Chapter 22:1 one has a heading called: “Protection of Property.” Now, 

what I want to suggest is that that heading: “Social Responsibility” before verse 16 

should be removed, it should not be there. Verse 16 and verse 17, the law about seducing 

a virgin, is likewise an example of protection of property. Now, I'm not saying that to be 

harsh. I'm not saying that because I'm not sensitive to these kinds of things that can even 

happen today, I have two daughters myself, but I'm trying to understand ancient Israelite 

society. If you start reading in chapter 22:1 all these laws begin “If a man,” or “If a thief,” 

or “If this happens, or “If this happens.” All those laws pertain to some destruction of 

property. If that heading weren't there in the NIV: Social Responsibility, you would 

continue reading in verse 16 and there again it would be “If a man”, “If her father” in 
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verse seventeen. The law, or the character of the laws doesn't really change until verse 18. 

And that's, you don't get “if” laws, if-case laws they call them, “if this happens than this 

happens,” until verse 18 when you begin to get pretty much just commandments, like 

you're reading the Ten Commandments.  16 and 17 are likewise laws about the protection 

of property.  

  Let's read it again, “If a man seduces a virgin, who is not pledged to be married, 

and sleeps with her.” What does he have to do? He has to pay the bride-price. To whom? 

To the girl's father. And she shall be his wife. Why does he have to do that? Because, a 

man that seduces a woman, that woman is damaged goods and the father will not be able 

to get the bride-price for her. So, this is protecting the father's property. This is actually 

not really a law that pertains so much to virgins as it does to the father's right to claim the 

bride-price when he gives his daughter in marriage. And if her father, verse 17, 

absolutely refuses to give her to him, he must still pay the bride-price for virgins. What 

this tells me, the reason I bring this up, what this tells me is that I have to really think 

hard about how laws such as this apply in our contemporary society; in some cases they 

may not. Now, we might say well to the letter no, this law doesn't apply, but it's the 

principle of the law that applies. That may be, it may be that the principle of the law 

applies here. But that still raises the question, “well what is the principle that's being 

enacted here?” And I'm not sure I know what that is, maybe others do, I don't think I do.  

  But also, maybe even a little more subtly to say, let's appeal to the principle of the 

law seems to me to be a very modern distinction. For example, as these laws were given 

in ancient Israelite society I don't think Moses would have said “Don't worry about the 

details, it's just the principle that's important,” absolutely not, the law was the detail. So, I 

think we have to be very very careful there just to simply say that these laws are 

principles laid down for us, it's the details of the law that means something. And, in this 

case, this law assumes a certain understanding of the role that a young daughter, a virgin 

daughter, plays in an Israelite society.  

   I think it's very valid for us to ask whether a law such as this is really valid in the 

post-resurrection Christian world in which we live. That is not to say that the law is bad, 
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as Paul would say, “far from it.” That's not to say that we can ignore the Bible or take the 

first five books of our Old Testament and rip them out and throw them out. All it means 

is that we should try to understand what God did back then and then try to understand 

how that develops, how that unfolds, with the focus ultimately coming in what God did in 

Christ and how that changes may be even how we read laws like this. To say, that is to 

raise the whole issue of course, of the relationship between law and gospel, which I 

cannot and will not solve other than to say that it has been a topic of conversation for the 

church since Paul.  Paul did spend a lot of time talking about that relationship and I'm not 

going to solve what Paul didn't either. 

 

  Transcribed by Sarah Woodbury, Jenn Bobzin, Suzie Hager, Abby Quinn, Abbie Weaber  
   and edited by Kara Barosi 
  Edited by Ted Hildebrandt 
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                                       Dr. Peter Enns, Exodus, Lecture 4 
                                            © 2011, Dr. Peter Enns and Ted Hildebrandt 

  Welcome to our fourth presentation of the book of Exodus by Dr. Peter Enns. In 

this last presentation Dr. Enns will talk about the Tabernacle and its relationship to 

Heaven, the Sabbath, and also the Golden Calf. He will then relate this last part of the 

book of Exodus with the gospel and Jesus Christ. Dr. Enns:  

   Okay, the last thing that we’ll look at is the last thing that is in the book of Exodus 

which is the tabernacle. This concerns chapters 25 to 40 the last sixteen chapters of the 

book just about half.  Actually it’s not all sixteen chapters it’s thirteen of the sixteen 

chapters. There is this incident tucked in the middle there, that famous golden calf 

incident which we can touch on in a minute and maybe say one or two things about.  

  I want to focus on the tabernacle though; I want to begin with the punch line and 

that is this: the tabernacle is more than just a place to meet God. It’s not just a church 

building where we can put up pews or baptistery or whatever we put in our churches. The 

tabernacle is not just a place to meet God; it is a piece of heaven on earth. Now we might 

read over this tabernacle section quickly, but I think the sheer mass of material, just the 

sheer number of verses and chapters, should make us stop and pause for a bit to look 

more closely to understand why is so much space devoted to it.  

  The section begins in chapter 25, and it goes through chapter 31where we read 

about the list of instructions that go into the building of the tabernacle. Then starting in 

chapter 35 to chapter 40 those instructions are carried out. So you begin with the 

instructions for the tabernacle, and at the end those instructions are carried out. Then 

what is tucked in the middle is chapter 32 to 34 which is the golden calf episode. This is 

often times considered to be sort of an intrusion into this narrative as if it doesn’t really 

belong there. What’s it doing there? Stick it at the end. Why interrupt the tabernacle 

section of Exodus with this story?  I think there are very good reasons for doing that and 

we can try to pick this apart just a little bit.  

  The instructions for the tabernacle are framed with a comment on the Sabbath. Let 
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me restate that:  a discussion of the Sabbath, frames the Golden Calf episode. The Golden 

Calf episode, chapters 32 to 34. The first section you recall in the tabernacle section 

which ends in 31 are the instructions. The way that section ends is by a discussion of the 

Sabbath. Then you have the Golden Calf episode, chapters 32 to 34. Then you pick up the 

tabernacle discussion again in chapter 35, and the first thing that is mentioned is the 

Sabbath. That is an interesting arrangement. Why might that be the case?  I think one is 

to show that we are just picking up where we left off. What happens in the Golden Calf 

episode? You all know that Aaron is either by his own will or he is forced into it by the 

people. He builds a calf, and that calf is then worshipped as Yahweh is worshipped as 

God, saying, “this is the God that brought us out of Egypt,” which of course is the wrong 

thing to do.   

  Moses is up on the mountain talking to God and the people are down there 

already, breaking one or two of the first two commandments. If this calf represents 

Yahweh, they are not really breaking the first commandment because it is not another 

God, but they are breaking the second commandment which is not to make idols. If it is 

to be thought of as another God then they are breaking the first two commandments but 

regardless whichever one they are breaking or both, they are not supposed to be doing 

that. That is such a heinous episode. But restitution is made and the way in which 

restitution is made is that Moses really talks to God and convinces him not to give the 

Israelites what they deserve.  

  Chapter 32 to 34 is, if I can put it this way, a story of grace. At least, on some 

level.  God sees what they do and he has every right to wipe the Israelites out, to say I’m 

not going to take you to Canaan.  I’m not going to do that. What happens then, is Moses 

steps in and he has an argument with God, and we see that in a couple of places, but the 

place that I think is most helpful for us is in chapter 32, beginning in let’s say verse 9. 

Let’s read from verse 9 through verse 14 and see what we see there. “I have seen these 

people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked people. Now leave me alone 

so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make 

you into a great nation.” Now what does that mean? Basically, it means that God says, 
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you’re okay. Let me get rid of these people then I’m going to start all over again with 

you.  Now, that might be tempting on one level, but Moses doesn’t like that and he argues 

with God. Verse 11, “But Moses sought the favor of the Lord his God. ‘O Lord,’ he said, 

‘Why should your anger burn against your people whom you brought out of Egypt with 

great power and a mighty hand?’” Moses here, humanly speaking is reminding God of 

what he just did. He said, “You brought them out of Egypt by your great power, and 

mighty hand.” Verse 12, “Why should the Egyptians say it was with evil intent that he 

brought them out to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth? 

Turn from your fierce anger, relent and do not bring disaster on your people.” Here you 

remember, chapter  2 verses 23 and 25, how we saw at the very beginning, God brought 

the Israelites out of Egypt because he wanted to fulfill his promise to the patriarchs. Here 

Moses reminds God of that very same promise. He says, “Remember,” verse 13, “your 

servants Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self, ‘I will make 

your descendants numerous as the stars in the sky, and I will give your descendants all 

this land. I promise them that I will be their inheritance forever.’ Then the Lord relented 

and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.”  

  So God intends to do something which is to destroy them, Moses steps in and 

says, don’t do that, and God listens to him. Now passages like this, and this is not the 

only place to find this sort of thing in the Bible, but this is a perennial problem, 

particularly for Christian theology, because we think that God is changing his mind, and 

that creates certain problems for us because God is supposed to know everything, he is 

supposed to be all powerful. He’s not supposed to be moved or persuaded. He is just God 

and God only does what he does. Ultimately if you’d ask me I’d say I think that’s 

absolutely true, but I’m very uncomfortable sort of just brushing these passages aside as 

though they have nothing really to say about God. Too often I think we feel comfortable 

talking about the way we think God really is. We read a passage like this and say, “Yeah, 

I know what’s going on here, but really God intended maybe to do this all along. He 

intended to forgive. He intended to bring Israel in to Canaan no matter what.” The fact of 

the matter for me is that I don’t know that. I don’t know what God intended to do 
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ultimately. All I know is what I read, what I have in front of me, and here in the pages of 

Exodus, God is presented as someone who was persuaded by Moses not to do something.  

This does not mean that I think God is wishy-washy or that God doesn’t know what he’s 

doing or he’s open to all these weird possibilities, or that he has to be convinced of 

everything he does. I’m not talking about that. All I’m talking about is what we see right 

here. We are not given here on the pages of Exodus the God behind the scenes all we see 

is the God of the scenes. When we pray our God is the God of Exodus 32:11-14. This is 

the God that we pray to as well. Because when we pray we assume, either implicitly or 

explicitly, that what we say can have an effect on what God does. When we pray we say, 

“O Lord, please don’t do this,” and then when he doesn’t do it or when he does 

something or doesn’t do something we thank him, we say Lord thank you for doing this. 

We speak to him as if he is interacting with us that there is a dynamic quality to God.  

  Now there are philosophical debates running around today about what God is 

really like. I have to be honest to you I don’t care about those things at all. That has no 

interest in me, nothing that I’m saying here has any bearing on the so called “Openness of 

God debate.”  I know nothing about it and I’ll keep it that way. All I know is what we’re 

reading in Exodus and the God of Exodus is one who interacts with us. God is portrayed 

in a very human way in Exodus.  I’m not going to try to get around that, I’m going to 

accept that and interact with Exodus on that on that level.  

  So what we have then is that God forgives the Israelites and they proceed as 

planned. That’s what I think is important theologically about how the first tabernacle 

section ends with the Sabbath, the second tabernacle section begins with Sabbath. It’s as 

if this horrible thing is happened which actually threated to undo everything but because 

of the turnaround that God made through Moses’s argument, we’re not even skipping a 

beat, were starting where we left off and its okay.   

  The Sabbath connection is also important because there is as I mentioned before 

an important connection with creation as well in the tabernacle. The building of the 

tabernacle is an act of recreation culminating in a new 7th day of rest, or 7th day of 

worship. Now we can’t go into super amounts of detail here, although the text itself is so 
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detailed that it seems to want us to spend a lot of time talking about this. But I do want to 

focus and say a word about how the tabernacle is an act of recreation. That may even 

sound a bit abstract but maybe as we point out a couple of things it will become clear.  

  One thing is we can look at the curtains of the tabernacle itself. The curtains on the 

inside had cherubim woven into them. In gold, if I remember correctly, there were woven 

in a picture of cherubim, pictures of angels. When you’re inside the tabernacle and you 

look up you see a representation of heaven. You see a representation of where God 

dwells. Again this is why the tabernacle is the earthy representation of God’s dwelling. 

It’s meant to be understood that way it really is God's house. It’s not just a place where 

maybe you put up the gymnasium and play basketball and then worship on Sundays – 

there’s nothing wrong with that, but in the tabernacle it’s certainly not the case. This was 

holy ground in a way. That’s even worked into the architecture of the tabernacle itself. 

The tabernacle is heaven on earth.  

  Not to go too far afield here but even as the garden of Eden, the garden of Eden 

was also heaven on earth. In the same way that paradise was lost in Adam and Eve a part 

of that is now being gotten back. It’s fair I think to think of the tabernacle as a piece of 

heaven on earth as was the Garden of Eden. So this is a redemptive dimension to the 

tabernacle.  It’s not just a building.  

  Also other commentators have picked up on the precise measurements of the 

tabernacle, this many cubits here, that many cubits there, and how if you look at an aerial 

view of the tabernacle it’s really made of two squares combined to make a rectangle. The 

one square is the outer court and the other square is the inner court the holy place. Then 

within that is the holy of holies. Commentators have picked up on those precise 

dimensions and suggested that these precise measurements reflect cosmic order amid 

chaos. So that’s another dimension to think of.  

  What may be more clear is the repetition of a phrase “the Lord said to Moses” and 

that is repeated seven times in chapters 25-31, that first tabernacle section where the 

instructions are given. “The Lord said to Moses do this, Lord said to Moses…” that, is 

repeated seven times. Now listen, the first six times that “the Lord said to Moses” is seen 
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in Exodus concerns the building of the tabernacle. The seventh concerns the Sabbath. 

Now for a long, long time, even around the time of Christ, or shortly thereafter, we have 

documented commentaries and Jewish sources, for example, very quick to pick up the 

fact that creating the tabernacle seems to have occurred in six acts with the seventh act 

being Sabbath rest. That’s just what happens in Genesis the creation of the world and I 

think that’s certainly the case. You can look at Exodus 25:1, 30:11, 30:17, 30:22, 30:34, 

31:1. Those are the six times where “the Lord said to Moses” is mentioned. Then in 31:12 

that the beginning of the Sabbath section is a comment on the Sabbath.  

  You also see that another connection along these lines is in Exodus 40:33, jumping 

ahead to almost the end of the book, Exodus 40:33 “Then Moses set up the courtyard 

around the tabernacle altar and put up the curtain at the entrance of the courtyard. So 

Moses finished the work.” Verse 33 is the last thing that is done in setting up the 

tabernacle. Again commentators have noticed that to say that Moses finished the work at 

least in Hebrew it’s more explicit, is what we read in Genesis 2:2 when God finished the 

work. So commentators suggest that this is another connection between the building of 

the tabernacle and all of creation.  

  So the tabernacle is an act of recreation. It is a microcosm of the cosmos. So if we 

look at it that way, and take a step back for a moment away from some of the details, but 

try to get the big picture. You have three elements that are prominent in the second half 

of Exodus. You have the tabernacle here, the Sabbath and the role it plays just now, and 

we see law. The tabernacle is holy space amid an unholy world. The Sabbath is holy time 

amid the time of the world, daily activities and weekly activities. The law is holy activity 

that God’s people are to be engaged in. All three are recreation principles. When you 

have the tabernacle, the presence of the tabernacle is a reminder that God is the creator 

and that he is redeeming something amid a fallen world. The Sabbath is a reminder that 

it’s God’s time and not ours, and he is redeeming the time and the law is an indication 

that the falling of humanity is also being redeemed. These are powerful redemptive, 

recreative symbols of book of Exodus. There is no more holy place to be in the universe 

than in the tabernacle on the Sabbath. You have the holy space and you have holy time 
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coming together and that is the place to be and that is where God dwells. That is why 

when the tabernacle’s picked up and moved, God moves with the tabernacle, and he 

doesn’t run around other places. That is where Israel meets God. That’s where his glory 

is. 

  It is also, I think, important for Christians to understand as well that all three of 

these three instances Tabernacles, Sabbath, law are recreation principles but we also can 

speak of these instances to be fulfilled in the coming of Christ. Exodus is a story of 

recreation because it is a story of redemption. We can say the opposite. Exodus is a story 

of redemption because it is a story of recreation. You pick up in the reading of the New 

Testament within the Gospels or within the letters of how much the gospel itself 

participates in these kinds of themes. We see Jesus, for example, who in John chapter 1, 

“The word became flesh and dwelt upon us.” Another way of translating that is, “the 

Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.”  Jesus is now the tabernacle. He is the 

holy space. He is the place where God dwells in his homeless, when Jesus is talking 

about the Sabbath, he doesn’t seem to have the most favorable things to say about the 

Sabbath, he doesn’t say it’s ridiculous. He basically says, “I’m here now, and the Sabbath 

is not the focus, I’m the Sabbath.  Jesus doesn’t denigrate the law, he actually says “I 

fulfill the law” or “I am the law.”  These three elements those are so important to the 

book of Exodus, Jesus pretty much claims and says “I am here now. You won’t be 

needing that anymore, at least not in the old way.”  

  There are also several instances in which Jesus in the Gospel, and Jesus’ 

redemptive work are described in Exodus in terms of creation language. Many of these 

places are very familiar to most people.  For example, John chapter 1 where the Gospel 

begins, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was 

God.” This is an unmistakable echo of Genesis chapter 1. What does that mean? Because 

with the Jesus here, there is a new beginning. This is what Paul picks up on as well in the 

1 Corinthians chapter 15 and Romans chapter 5, when Paul says Jesus, he doesn’t say it 

the same way that John says it but says it in very similar way, Jesus, is the new Adam or 

the second Adam. Whereas the first Adam blew it and did not get it right.  Jesus the 
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second Adam, comes and it starts all over again. This time it works because Jesus is 

obedient and we are obedient with him through faith.  

  But again the redemption of Christ is a way of talking about the recreation of the 

cosmos. I don’t think that it is stretching it too far. How does the book of Revelation end? 

The book of revelation ends through the new heaven and the new earth coming down and 

then in the very last chapter, “I looked and I saw the tree of life.” That is very instructive 

I think that is an unmistakable echo of Genesis in the tree of life.  

  The point of the Bible, if I can speak as rashly as that, is to get us back in to the 

Garden and not literally but spiritually and in actually a more concrete fuller way than 

Adam and Eve were. The Bible ends where it begins. It begins in the Garden with the 

departure and God’s plan and effort to bring his people through faith in his Son, the 

perfect Israelite, to bring his people back into the garden.     

  We likewise could look at 2 Corinthians 5 where Paul says, “if anyone is in Christ 

he is a new creature,” I think the King James puts it.  Other translations put it better, “If 

anyone is in Christ he is a new creation, the old is no longer effective the new is here.”  

Becoming a Christian means you were recreated in the image of Christ.  You too are 

starting over.  This is what we mean when we say, “Born again.” Maybe sometimes we 

don’t really understand the gravity of saying that.  But we are saying that in Jesus we get 

to start all over again.  When Jesus redeems us he is also recreating us. He is making us 

into new creatures.   

  So what we have then in Exodus is a story that is very old.  It took place a long 

time ago.  But even there we are seeing sort of that soundings and the beginnings of 

theological trajectories that I think by God’s design put there to understand him better.  

But not only to understand God better but to appreciate more fully to understand what 

God has done in Christ 1500 roughly years afterwards.  That is, ultimately, I feel the 

culmination of the study of the book of Exodus is for Christians to better understand the 

gospel because that is where we confess by faith which is where all of this is heading 

anyway.  So the study of Exodus as interesting as it is and as important as it is, is not an 
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end in itself.  But if we understand Exodus better ultimately we understand the gospel 

better and understand Christ better and understand our place in that grand scheme.  
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