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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The Book of Exodus tells how 600,000 Hebrew men 

escaped with their wives and children from slavery in 

Ancient Egypt. This dramatic event launched a nation 

and ultimately two religions that continue to shape the 

world today. At the center of it all was one individual, 

Moses, yet we are told, “Now the man Moses was very 

humble, more than any man who was on the face of the 

earth.” (Num 12:3, NASB). 

That description of Moses stands in stark contrast to 

the character of many leaders today and throughout 
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history. They are the exact opposite. Their arrogance 

has had disastrous consequences, yet we continue to 

follow one after the other hoping in vain for a better 

outcome. 

We desperately need to understand what humble 

leadership is and how it works. I think Exodus 1-18 can 

show us, but is that really the focus of those chapters? 

Some people get wrapped up in sorting through 

historical details, pinpointing people, dates, and 

locations. Others focus on developing theological ideas 

about salvation from the story. As important as those 

pursuits are, they often lose sight of the fact that these 

chapters highlight the personal story of Moses. We will 

examine those other issues, but they all contribute to 

our understanding of how Moses responded to the 

circumstances that he faced. 

Critics claim that Moses had very little to do with the 

book. Many say that the first five books of the Old 

Testament (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Number, and 

Deuteronomy) are a collection of different source 

documents compiled long after the time of Moses for 

political purposes. Some even claim that no such 

individual ever existed. But the Gospels record several 
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instances when Jesus quoted from these books and 

even referred to Moses as the author (e.g. Mark 7:10 & 

12:26). So, I think we can consider the opening 

chapters of Exodus as an autobiographical account. 

Moses was a great man, but he does not gloss over his 

sins or shortcomings. He presents an honest account of 

his struggle to believe and serve God. He shows us the 

kind of person we should follow. Furthermore, though 

he played a very unique role in history, his story helps 

us learn to humbly lead people in our own spheres of 

influence—family, work, church and community. 

May God shape our lives for his glory! 
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S E E I N G  T H E  B I G  P I C T U R E  

E X O D U S  1 : 1 - 2 : 1 0  

When you think of slavery, you might think of chains 

used to restrain a person and limit their freedom. 

However, there is no indication in Exodus that the 

Egyptians used physical chains in their oppression of 

the Hebrew people. In fact, the first mention of a chain 

in the Bible refers to a gold necklace that a Pharaoh 

gave to Joseph when he made him second in command 

of Egypt. But the concept of interlocking links helps us 

grasp a foundational idea in humble leadership.  
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As Americans we love the idea of self-made individuals. 

So, a lot of leaders portray themselves as independent, 

out-of-the-box thinkers. They entice followers with 

new ideas, new goals, and new methods. They 

minimize connections with leaders of the past, 

convincing people to look to them alone. But humble 

leaders see the bigger picture. They think of themselves 

as links in a long chain, recognizing and appreciating 

those who have paved the way for them and preparing 

the way for those who follow after. 

In Exodus 1:1-2:10, Moses helps us see how his life fits 

into the big picture of God’s story. He records four 

examples of humble leadership that prepared the way 

for him, four links in the chain. Nothing he did would 

have been possible without these people. But their 

actions were not necessarily spectacular. They 

responded to their circumstances in ways that should 

characterize every believer in God. So, as we walk 

through this passage, give thanks for the people who 

have modeled these characteristics for you, and aspire 

to do the same for others.  
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E x a m p l e  1  

Wa i t i ng  fo r  the  P romi se  o f  God  

Moses begins Exodus with an example of people 

waiting for the promise of God, but we don’t like 

waiting. We expect immediate results. So, we tend to 

follow leaders who seize the moment and create a stir 

regardless of any long-term consequences.  

But humble leaders are like farmers planting seed that 

will bear crops for years to come. They exercise 

patience grounded in a long-term perspective. In the 

case of the people mentioned here in Exodus, the 

promise God gave them was just beginning to be 

fulfilled several centuries after their lifetime.  
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In Exodus 1:1-7, Moses writes,  

These are the names of the sons of Israel who 

came to Egypt with Jacob, each with his 

household: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and 

Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin, 

Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. All the 

descendants of Jacob were seventy persons; 

Joseph was already in Egypt. Then Joseph 

died, and all his brothers and all that 

generation. But the people of Israel were 

fruitful and increased greatly; they 

multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so 

that the land was filled with them. 

This is exactly where the book of Genesis ends. Genesis 

12 records the original promise that was given to 

Jacob’s grandfather, Abraham. He lived in Ur, an 

ancient city in what is now southern Iraq, but the Lord 

called him to go to Canaan, where modern day Israel is 

located. He promised to give Abraham the land and 

make him a great nation so that all the families of the 

earth would ultimately be blessed through him. So, 

Hebrews 11:9-10 sums up Abraham’s life by saying, 

By faith he went to live in the land of 

promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents 

with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the 

same promise. For he was looking forward to 
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the city that has foundations, whose designer 

and builder is God. 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob could have attempted to 

seize the land from the local people. Genesis 14 tells us 

that Abraham had enough servants in his household 

that he was able to overcome invading armies and 

rescue his nephew’s family from them. Kings of local 

city states even offered to give them land, but they 

chose to wait upon the Lord.  

As Moses reminds us here in Exodus 1, Jacob had 

twelve sons. He had two wives and two concubines, so 

there was a lot of strife and jealousy in the household. 

Joseph was his favorite, so the other sons sold him into 

slavery and told Jacob he had been killed by a wild 

beast. But after many years Joseph rose to a position of 

great power in Egypt, helping the nation weather a time 

of great famine in that part of the world. The famine 

could have wiped out the family, but Joseph was able 

to provide for them in Egypt. They arrived with 70 

people and gradually multiplied. 

But there was still much more that needed to happen 

for God’s promise to be fulfilled. They did not return to 

the promised land until after Moses died. The ultimate 
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blessing for all the families of the earth began with the 

saving work of Christ, but we are still waiting for its 

ultimate fulfillment. Jesus will return and reign as king 

from a new Jerusalem in a new heaven and earth where 

there is no longer any suffering.  

Is that your hope? Are you praying for the promise to 

be fulfilled and the kingdom to come? Some believers 

clamor for power here and now in all the wrong ways. 

Are you willing to wait and hope? Are you setting an 

example of patient, confident faith for future 

generations? The example of the Patriarchs teaches us 

to wait for the promise.  
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E x a m p l e  2  

Endur i ng  Oppos i t i o n  fo r  God  

Next Moses turns to the example of those who endured 

opposition for God. No one likes to encounter 

hardship, particularly when it is brought about by the 

malice of other people. We think of leaders as the 

people who fight back. But humble leaders recognize 

that God is able to use fiery trials to accomplish his 

good purpose.  

We find a great picture of this principle in some 

evergreen trees. Their cones do not open for seed to 

germinate unless they are exposed to intense heat. So, 

forest fires that seem destructive are often necessary 
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and good. In the same way, God works through 

adversity to cause us to grow spiritually, and in the case 

of the people of Israel numerically. 

In Exodus 1:8-14, Moses explains, 

Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who 

did not know Joseph. And he said to his 

people, “Behold, the people of Israel are too 

many and too mighty for us. Come, let us deal 

shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and, 

if war breaks out, they join our enemies and 

fight against us and escape from the land.” 

Therefore they set taskmasters over them to 

afflict them with heavy burdens. They built 

for Pharaoh store cities, Pithom and 

Raamses. But the more they were oppressed, 

the more they multiplied and the more they 

spread abroad. And the Egyptians were in 

dread of the people of Israel. So they 

ruthlessly made the people of Israel work as 

slaves and made their lives bitter with hard 

service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds 

of work in the field. In all their work they 

ruthlessly made them work as slaves. 

This passage raises some chronological questions. 

When did this persecution begin and who was this 

Pharaoh? Since one of the cities is named Raamses, 

some scholars think that this must have occurred 
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during the 13th Century B.C. when there were some 

Pharaohs by that name. But the problem with this view 

is that 1 Kings 6:1 states that Solomon began to build 

the Jewish Temple in the 480th year after the Exodus.  

Scholars generally agree that Temple construction 

began in 966 B.C. So, some say that the 480 years is an 

idealized number to represent 12 generations. But if we 

accept the number in 1 Kings at face value, then the 

Exodus occurred in 1446 B.C. Perhaps the city was 

named after a different Raamses. 

Even knowing the exact date would not tell us how 

early this period of slavery began.  Back in Genesis 15:3, 

God told Abraham that his descendants would be 

afflicted for four hundred years in a foreign land. That 

may place the story of Joseph all the way back in the 

19th Century B.C. The people of Israel needed time to 

multiply to the point that the rulers felt threatened by 

them, but their slavery could have lasted for centuries. 

The throne of Egypt passed through several different 

dynasties during that time, and any one of them could 

have turned against the people of Israel. 
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Why would God allow them to experience this terrible 

opposition? As our passage says, the more they were 

oppressed, the more they multiplied. They must have 

had the power to rise up and leave, but if they had done 

so too early their numbers would have been much 

smaller. Apparently, God did not think that there were 

enough of them to take possession of the land that he 

had promised to give them. This oppression also served 

to keep them separate and united as a people rather 

than simply integrating into Egyptian society. 

I doubt that the people of Israel understood what God 

was doing through their suffering, and yet they 

endured. There is no record of any rebellion. Perhaps 

they remembered Joseph’s words to his brothers: “You 

meant evil against me, but God meant it for good” (Gen 

50:20). We see the same principle at work in the 

church. God has used difficult times of persecution to 

purify the church and scatter them so that the gospel 

spreads (e.g., Acts 8:1).  

Do you believe that God can work this way, even on a 

personal level? Are you willing to endure hardship and 

opposition for God even when you do not understand 

exactly how he will use it? That kind of faith has a 
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powerful influence on those around us and upon future 

generations. The example of the people of Israel 

encourages us to endure. 
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E x a m p l e  3  

S t and i ng  i n  t he  Fea r  o f  God  

The third example Moses gives us is of people standing 

in the fear of God. We often speak of fearless leaders, 

but a leader that fears nothing is bound to be 

unpredictable and reckless. A humble leader, on the 

other hand, finds courage and stability by being 

anchored in truths that are heavier than the pull of the 

storm. No matter what powerful people may threaten 

to do, God’s power is far greater and his condemnation 

far worse. The fear of God enables us to stand firm. 

In Exodus 1:15-21, Moses recounts the stand taken by 

two godly women. He says, 
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Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew 

midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah 

and the other Puah, “When you serve as 

midwife to the Hebrew women and see them 

on the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill 

him, but if it is a daughter, she shall live.” But 

the midwives feared God and did not do as 

the king of Egypt commanded them, but let 

the male children live. So the king of Egypt 

called the midwives and said to them, “Why 

have you done this, and let the male children 

live?” The midwives said to Pharaoh, 

“Because the Hebrew women are not like the 

Egyptian women, for they are vigorous and 

give birth before the midwife comes to 

them.” So God dealt well with the midwives. 

And the people multiplied and grew very 

strong. And because the midwives feared 

God, he gave them families. 

Scholars tend to miss the point of this passage. Some 

debate whether the names of these women are 

Egyptian or Hebrew. Some wonder how there could 

only be two midwives for so many Hebrew people. They 

could have simply been the leaders of a larger group. 

Some make awkward attempts at explaining what kind 

of birthing stool might have been used in Ancient 

Egypt. Some debate whether the response that the 
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women gave to the king was a lie, and if so, how God 

could bless them for it. Perhaps they were being openly 

sarcastic. 

The point is that Shiphrah and Puah feared God more 

than they feared the king. They were not just good, 

moral people who valued life. The Ten Commandments 

had not yet been given, but they might have known the 

command God gave to Noah after the flood. Genesis 

9:6 tells us that God said, “Whoever sheds the blood of 

man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made 

man in his own image.” At the very least, they 

understood that God is the Creator and that everyone 

will answer to him for how we treat people as those 

made in his image. 

The Proverbs say a lot about the value of fearing God. I 

think Proverbs 14:26 captures the spirit that we see in 

these women. It tells us, “In the fear of the LORD one 

has strong confidence, and his children will have a 

refuge.” Many today consider fear to be negative. We 

define confidence as the absence of fear, but here we 

find the exact opposite. 
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The fear of God exposes our sinfulness. But as this 

proverb says, God is also our refuge. Later in the New 

Testament we learn that Jesus died for our sins, so that 

we can be reconciled to God. If your relationship is 

right with him, then you have no reason to fear 

anything anyone else might say or do to you. Your 

eternity is secure. That outlook gives your life a genuine 

stability that influences future generations. We stand 

in the fear of God.  
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E x a m p l e  4  

Trus t i ng  i n  t he  P ro v i dence  o f  God  

The fourth example is of people trusting in the 

providence of God. The world’s approach to leadership 

is all about exerting control to ensure the outcome you 

desire. In a family, this focus translates to helicopter 

parenting, where parents try to monitor and stay in 

control of everything in their child’s life even into 

adulthood.  

But humble leadership is more like training a child to 

ride a bike. You can put on training wheels. You can run 

alongside them for a while. But sooner or later, you 

need to let go. As scary as that may seem, those who 
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serve God need to trust in his sovereign control, his 

providence.  

Moses’s parents were forced to take this step far earlier 

than most parents. Moses tells us what happened in 

Exodus 1:22-2:4. He says, 

Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, 

“Every son that is born to the Hebrews you 

shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every 

daughter live.” Now a man from the house of 

Levi went and took as his wife a Levite 

woman. The woman conceived and bore a 

son, and when she saw that he was a fine 

child, she hid him three months. When she 

could hide him no longer, she took for him a 

basket made of bulrushes and daubed it with 

bitumen and pitch. She put the child in it and 

placed it among the reeds by the river bank. 

And his sister stood at a distance to know 

what would be done to him. 

Apparently, they were able to keep the child’s birth a 

secret for three months. But someone must have 

figured it out. If they resisted, they and all their 

children would probably be executed. So, they had no 

other choice but to comply with the Pharaoh’s 

command. 
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Of course, his intent was for people to drown their 

infants in the river, but he did not specify that. So, this 

mom did all that she could to help her boy survive. She 

built him a waterproof basket and placed it in the reeds, 

so that it would not be swept downstream. But then she 

had to let go and trust God to work.  

Exodus 2:5-10 tells us what happened. Moses says, 

Now the daughter of Pharaoh came down to 

bathe at the river, while her young women 

walked beside the river. She saw the basket 

among the reeds and sent her servant 

woman, and she took it. When she opened it, 

she saw the child, and behold, the baby was 

crying. She took pity on him and said, “This 

is one of the Hebrews' children.” Then his 

sister said to Pharaoh's daughter, “Shall I go 

and call you a nurse from the Hebrew women 

to nurse the child for you?” And Pharaoh's 

daughter said to her, “Go.” So the girl went 

and called the child's mother. And Pharaoh's 

daughter said to her, “Take this child away 

and nurse him for me, and I will give you 

your wages.” So the woman took the child 

and nursed him. When the child grew older, 

she brought him to Pharaoh's daughter, and 

he became her son. She named him Moses, 
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“Because,” she said, “I drew him out of the 

water.” 

God orchestrated a remarkable outcome. The 

Pharaoh’s daughter found the baby and felt pity for 

him. She was even willing to defy her father’s wishes. 

Some who accept the early date of the Exodus think 

that this woman might be Hatshepsut, the daughter of 

Thutmose I. She was smart and powerful. Later after 

her husband and half-brother, Thutmose II, died, she 

became one of the few women to reign as Pharaoh. She 

had a daughter but was unable to bear any other 

children. Perhaps she thought that having a Hebrew 

son might eventually allow her to influence and use the 

Hebrew people to increase her own political power. 

That might explain why she gave him a Hebrew name 

that memorialized and even mocked her father’s 

murderous policy. 

But for the short-term, the baby was returned to his 

family. The Pharaoh’s daughter even paid them to take 

care of him, but their time with him was limited. They 

would have to let go again. They would have to entrust 

his future to the providential control of God.  
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Are you willing to exercise that kind of faith, or are you 

always fighting to maintain control? What influence 

does that impulse have on future generations? 

Certainly not a positive one. The humble leader 

recognizes that there is a time to let go and trust in the 

providence of God. 

Conc l u s i on  

Those who believe in God should be humble leaders 

because we see the big picture. It is not all about me. 

This is God’s story. We are just links in the chain. So, 

we should wait on the promise of God, endure 

opposition for God, stand in the fear of God, and trust 

in the providence of God. 

Do you believe in him? If not, I encourage you to start 

down the path of a life of faith. Look to the Bible and 

learn more about him. The eleventh chapter of the New 

Testament book of Hebrews would be a great place to 

read to follow up on what we have considered today. It 

provides an overview of the Old Testament by 

highlighting the faith of key individuals. 
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If you are a believer, do you need to focus on one of the 

examples we have seen today? Obviously, much more 

could be said about these ways of relating to God. But 

though these accounts are brief, they give us a starting 

point to change our outlook. When you face 

challenging circumstances, you can remind yourself of 

how those people responded. You can choose to 

humbly view yourself in relation to God in the same 

way that they did. 

Do you know people that have modeled these 

characteristics for you? If so, praise God and express 

your gratitude to them. In a way, that is what Moses 

has done by recording these examples for us.  

May God help us become faithful, humble leaders in his 

great story! 
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. Who has modeled these characteristics for you? How 

could you express your appreciation? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these examples most challenges you? How 

so? What could you do to better follow it? 

 

 

 

3. Who are some of the people God might influence 

through your life? What could you do to set a better 

example? 
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T H E  M A K I N G  O F  A  L E A D E R  

E X O D U S  2 : 1 1 - 3 : 1 0  

On July 1, 1940, the Tacoma Narrows Bridge opened in 

the state of Washington. At the time, it was the third 

longest suspension bridge in the world stretching 

almost 6,000 feet across the Puget Sound. The original 

plan was projected to cost 11 million dollars, but a 

respected engineer named Leon Moisseiff proposed an 

innovative new design. He used 8-foot-deep girders to 

construct the deck of the bridge rather than 25-foot-

deep trusses. Construction took only 19 months, cost 
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only 6.4 million dollars, and the result was slimmer 

and more elegant. 

This shortcut to bridge building was considered a great 

triumph, but the workers who built it noticed problems 

early on. The deck would flex and twist in the wind. 

They called it “Galloping Gertie.” Four months after it 

opened, a storm struck with 40-mile-per-hour winds. 

The oscillations of the bridge grew so strong that it tore 

itself apart. You can find surreal video of the terrifying 

collapse online. It looks like something created by 

modern movie makers using special effects. Observers 

seem mildly amused by the erratic motion right up to 

the moment when it plunges into the water below. 

Shortcuts do not always work as expected. This 

principle extends beyond engineering and construction 

to every part of life, particularly the development of 

good leaders. There is no quick and easy formula. It 

does not happen through a book or a seminar. The 

making of a good leader is a long, hard journey, and I 

think the story of Moses demonstrates that process. 

Roughly 3,500 years ago, Moses led the people of Israel 

out from slavery in Egypt. The key to his leadership was 
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his humility, but that characteristic does not come 

naturally to anyone. Most people get a big head when 

presented with the opportunity to lead, and Moses is 

no exception. Though he was born under slavery, he 

miraculously ended up being adopted by one of the 

Pharaoh’s daughters. The royal families of Egypt were 

certainly not known for humility. They were regarded 

as divine, and their tombs were wonders of the ancient 

world. We are told that Moses was instructed in all the 

wisdom of the Egyptians (Acts 7:22). So, I can only 

imagine that this education filled him with a sense of 

superiority.  

So, how did he become the humble leader that God 

could use? In Exodus 2:11-3:10, he recounts five steps 

down that long road. As unique as his story is, every 

good leader goes through a similar process. In fact, we 

find each of these steps reiterated in the New 

Testament as essential qualifications for church 

leaders.  

Why does this process matter for you? First, you should 

not follow someone unless you see clear evidence of 

this process in their life. Second, you need to recognize 

that God is leading you through the same steps. He 
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wants to use you as a leader in your personal spheres 

of influence. So, do not fight the process. Trust him. 

Third, God has a role for you to play as those around 

you make their way through that same journey. So, 

understanding the process can help you encourage, 

guide, and pray for them. 
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S t e p  1  

A sp i r a t i on  

The making of a leader begins with aspiration. You can 

be going along in life when suddenly you are struck 

with an idea. It can be as if someone flips a switch and 

turns on a light. You become aware of a need and you 

see a way that you might be able to meet it. Aspiration 

is simply that desire to step up and help. 

Exodus 2:11 describes this point in the life of Moses. 

One day, when Moses had grown up, he went 

out to his people and looked on their 

burdens, and he saw an Egyptian beating a 

Hebrew, one of his people.  
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We do not know whether he understood his Hebrew 

heritage all along, or if he had just discovered it. But 

Acts 7:23 tells us that this pivotal moment happened 

when he was forty years old.  

This going out to his people does not seem to be a 

random occurrence. The same Hebrew word is later 

used to describe the people of Israel leaving Egypt. So, 

in this verse the term may communicate that Moses 

was decisively separating himself from the royal 

family. Hebrews 11:24-26 gives us further insight. It 

tells us, 

By faith Moses, when he was grown up, 

refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's 

daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated 

with the people of God than to enjoy the 

fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the 

reproach of Christ greater wealth than the 

treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the 

reward. 

I don’t think the author of Hebrews means that Moses 

knew specifics about the future suffering of Jesus. But 

Moses must have understood something about God’s 

plan as revealed in the covenant promise given to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. So, he made the choice to 
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identify with his people. He recognized the heavy 

burden they bore as slaves. He wanted to help them. He 

had been groomed for leadership, and he aspired to 

rescue them.  

Aspirations are not always good. Our dreams can be 

selfish, vain, and materialistic. But the point of these 

verses from Hebrews is that Moses had admirable 

aspirations. He desired to accomplish something great 

for God, and we should as well. Every Christian should 

seek to advance the cause of Christ in the world. In 1 

Timothy 3:1, Paul specifically commends those who 

aspire to serve as leaders in the church. He says, “The 

saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of 

overseer, he desires a noble task.” 

But even with good aspirations, you need patience and 

wisdom. You can cause a lot of damage by being 

impulsive. Exodus 2:12 reveals how Moses responded 

to his impulses when he saw an Egyptian beating a 

Hebrew. It says, “He looked this way and that, and 

seeing no one, he struck down the Egyptian and hid 

him in the sand.” 
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Some commentators have argued that Moses was 

justified in his actions. As part of the royal family, he 

may have had authority to put someone to death. But if 

that were so, he would not have hidden the body. Plus, 

if he had already turned away from the royal family, he 

would have abdicated that power. 

Some say that this was warfare and that he was 

enforcing the justice of God. But his action stands in 

such stark contrast to the midwives in chapter 1 who 

valued life. He was acting more like a Pharaoh than one 

of God’s people. It is never right to carry out God’s 

business in the world’s ways. Furthermore, even from 

a worldly perspective, this was a foolish move. If he 

wanted to lead an uprising, he should have built up a 

following first. He acted purely on impulse.  

So, godly aspirations are good. Pay attention to those 

times when your eyes are opened to a need. Encourage 

others who have godly aspirations. But don’t be 

impulsive and don’t follow impulsive people. Seek God 

for the rest of the process.  
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S t e p  2  

Humi l i a t i o n  

The next step in the making of a leader is often 

humiliation. Even with good aspirations, you can puff 

yourself up with a lot of hot air. You overestimate your 

abilities and underestimate the difficulties. So, 

circumstances always seem to come along to let the air 

out and bring you back to earth. 

For Moses, this step came quickly. Exodus 2:13-14 tells 

us, 

When he went out the next day, behold, two 

Hebrews were struggling together. And he 

said to the man in the wrong, “Why do you 
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strike your companion?” He answered, “Who 

made you a prince and a judge over us? Do 

you mean to kill me as you killed the 

Egyptian?” Then Moses was afraid, and 

thought, “Surely the thing is known.” 

I suspect that the Hebrews all knew the story of Moses 

being adopted into the royal family. How could it be 

kept quiet? They would have listened for any news they 

could get about him. Some may have envied the 

luxurious life and opportunities given to him. Others 

probably hoped that he would provide relief from their 

slavery. But this man’s response confirms that Moses 

left behind whatever authority he may have had as part 

of the royal family. Acts 7:25 says, “He supposed that 

his brothers would understand that God was giving 

them salvation by his hand, but they did not 

understand.” So, Moses faced the humiliation of 

rejection by his own people.  

Since this Hebrew knew about the murder, then word 

would undoubtedly spread. Moses’ departure from the 

royal family made him a threat to them. They would see 

his murder of this Egyptian as the beginning of an 

uprising that needed to be crushed. So, Exodus 2:15 

tells us, “When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill 
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Moses. But Moses fled from Pharaoh and stayed in the 

land of Midian. And he sat down by a well.” 

Since Moses is 40 years old by this point, this is 

probably a different Pharaoh from the one who ordered 

that the Hebrews boys be cast into the Nile. Scholars 

who hold to the early date of the Exodus, identify him 

as Thutmose III. He was only two years old when his 

father died, so Hatshepsut, who was both his 

stepmother and his aunt, reigned as his co-regent for 

22 years. As I mentioned previously, she may have 

been the one who adopted Moses. If so, that would have 

only heightened the distrust Thutmose had for Moses. 

So, Moses experienced the additional humiliation of 

fear. He had no other choice but to flee into the 

wilderness. The land of Midian was at least 200 miles 

away across the rugged, dry terrain of the Sinai 

Peninsula. He probably traveled on foot, alone with the 

thoughts of his foolish actions and failed aspirations. 

Such isolation carries its own sense of humiliation. 

Ironically, success can also be humiliating. Moses 

aspired to rescue a multitude of people from one of the 
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most powerful nations in existence. Instead, Exodus 

2:16-17 tells us, 

Now the priest of Midian had seven 

daughters, and they came and drew water 

and filled the troughs to water their father's 

flock. The shepherds came and drove them 

away, but Moses stood up and saved them, 

and watered their flock. 

It was brave of Moses to defend these young women, 

but I suspect that this event forced him to come to 

terms with the true level of his abilities. He could fend 

off a few shepherds, but he was n0t ready to lead a 

nation. This would be like a Harvard MBA who expects 

to be the CEO of a Fortune 500 company finding that 

the only job he can get is making hamburgers at 

McDonald’s. It is hard to accept your personal 

shortcomings. Some people refuse, but true humility is 

necessary for growth. As Peter talks about church 

leadership in 1 Peter 5, he gives this advice to young 

men in verses 6 and 7: “Humble yourselves, therefore, 

under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper 

time he may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on 

him, because he cares for you.” 
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We should not need to experience humbling 

circumstances in our lives. We serve a Savior who 

humbled himself by taking on humanity and suffering 

for our sins on the cross. Though he was perfectly 

righteous, he suffered rejection, threats, and isolation. 

We should be quick to humble ourselves, but we are 

still stubborn and proud. So, God uses difficult 

circumstances to deflate our egos and bring us back to 

earth. Do you trust him? Do n0t fight the process. 

When you see others going through it, pray for them 

and encourage them. When you encounter leaders that 

refuse to be humbled, beware!  
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S t e p  3  

Matu ra t i on  

A third step in the making of a leader is maturation. To 

be strong and stable, leaders need more than 

aspirations. Humiliating circumstances bring them 

down to earth, but then they need to grow deep roots. 

They must develop character. Without it their 

leadership will not bear long-term fruit. 

For Moses, this maturation step required that he learn 

to lead a family. Exodus 2:18-22 takes us back to these 

young women that Moses helped and tells us, 

When they came home to their father Reuel, 

he said, "How is it that you have come home 
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so soon today? They said, “An Egyptian 

delivered us out of the hand of the shepherds 

and even drew water for us and watered the 

flock.” He said to his daughters, “Then where 

is he? Why have you left the man? Call him, 

that he may eat bread.” And Moses was 

content to dwell with the man, and he gave 

Moses his daughter Zipporah. She gave birth 

to a son, and he called his name Gershom, for 

he said, “I have been a sojourner in a foreign 

land.” 

As we saw back in verse 16, Reuel was a priest of 

Midian. His name means friend of God. Later he is also 

called Jethro which could be translated as remnant or 

remaining one. Like the Hebrews, the Midianites were 

descendants of Abraham. Genesis 25 tells us that after 

Sarah died, Abraham married a woman named 

Keturah, and Midian was one of her sons. Now the 

promise of God passed down to Abraham’s 

descendants through his son Isaac not Midian. 

Nevertheless, Reuel probably continued to worship the 

God of Abraham. So, he may have been an important 

spiritual influence upon Moses.  

At some point, he gave Moses his daughter, Zipporah, 

in marriage. Moses became part of the family, and they 
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began to have children. He named his firstborn 

Gershom, sojourner in a foreign land. Some say that he 

chose this name because he felt out of place in Midian. 

But God used the word sojourner to describe Abraham 

and his descendants as they waited for God to grant 

them the promised land (Gen 15:13). Perhaps Moses 

gave his son this name in remembrance of God’s 

promise. Even today, New Testament believers are still 

sojourners waiting for the promise (1 Pe 2:11; Phil 

3:20).  

Moses and Zipporah stayed with her family for forty 

years. The Midianites were probably semi-nomadic 

herdsmen, living in tents and moving wherever they 

could find food and water for their flocks. We will see 

in a moment that Moses took over the duty of caring for 

his father-in-law’s flocks. Egypt must have seemed like 

a very distant memory.  

But these common life experiences were helping Moses 

grow into a mature leader. Both the Old and New 

Testaments picture leadership as caring for a flock. 

Furthermore, the qualifications that Paul gives for 

church leaders emphasize family experience. In 1 

Timothy 3:2-5 we read, 
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Therefore an overseer must be above 

reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-

minded, self-controlled, respectable, 

hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not 

violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a 

lover of money. He must manage his own 

household well, with all dignity keeping his 

children submissive, for if someone does not 

know how to manage his own household, 

how will he care for God's church? 

The world does not make this connection. They do not 

care if a leader’s family life is in shambles if they get 

results. But our priorities should be different. Your true 

character comes out at home. A healthy family life is a 

necessary part of a leader’s maturation. So, how are 

your roots? Are they deep and strong? Good leadership 

begins at home.  
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S t e p  4  

Supp l i c a t i o n  

A fourth step in the making of a leader is supplication. 

People often approach prayer as if it’s a performance to 

impress God. Some even use King James English to 

make it sound loftier. But we should approach prayer 

as if we are pinned down on a battlefield, calling for air 

support. We are in desperate circumstances. We need 

God to intervene, and the way that he often responds is 

by raising up a leader.  

We do not know whether Moses was praying about the 

situation back in Egypt. He may have put it all behind 
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him, but the people there were still suffering. So, 

Exodus 2:23-25 tells us,  

During those many days the king of Egypt 

died, and the people of Israel groaned 

because of their slavery and cried out for 

help. Their cry for rescue from slavery came 

up to God. And God heard their groaning, 

and God remembered his covenant with 

Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God 

saw the people of Israel--and God knew. 

These verses give us a powerful description of God.  

When times are hard, we need to remember that he 

hears, he remembers, he sees, and he knows. Yet we 

often look everywhere else for help. We need to 

recognize how desperate we are. We must look to him. 

In a sense, we all live under slavery. Apart from Christ 

we are slaves of sin, and even as Christians, we live in a 

world that is in bondage to corruption. In Romans 

8:23, Paul says, “And not only the creation, but we 

ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan 

inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 

redemption of our bodies.” 

We need Christ to return and set us free. Through faith 

in him, sin’s hold over you can be broken today. Cry out 
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to him. He is also the ultimate answer to all our 

suffering. We should cry out for his kingdom to come. 

But while we wait, God works through good leaders to 

refresh us and encourage us. He raises up people to 

proclaim his gospel. Jesus told his disciples to pray for 

this. Matthew 9:37-38 tells us, “Then he said to his 

disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 

few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest 

to send out laborers into his harvest.’” 

For the people of Israel, Moses was the immediate 

answer to their prayers. Perhaps someone somewhere 

is crying out to God for help today, and he intends to 

use you as the answer to their prayers. Perhaps there is 

a future leader unknown, patiently maturing 

somewhere who will be the answer to your prayers. 

Leaders are made and sustained through supplication, 

so keep praying with a sense of desperation and 

urgency.  
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S t e p  5  

Reve l a t i o n  

A fifth step in the making of a leader is revelation. Life 

can seem like so many random disconnected pieces, a 

massive puzzle. But sometimes God opens our eyes to 

see how it fits together. He enables us to understand 

who he is and what he is doing in the world. He shows 

us who we are and how to move forward.  

For Moses, this moment came about through an 

encounter unlike any other recorded in Scripture. 

Exodus 3:1-6 tells us, 

Now Moses was keeping the flock of his 

father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian, 
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and he led his flock to the west side of the 

wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain 

of God. And the angel of the LORD appeared 

to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a 

bush. He looked, and behold, the bush was 

burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses 

said, “I will turn aside to see this great sight, 

why the bush is not burned.” When the 

LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God 

called to him out of the bush, “Moses, 

Moses!” And he said, “Here I am.” Then he 

said, “Do not come near; take your sandals 

off your feet, for the place on which you are 

standing is holy ground.” And he said, “I am 

the God of your father, the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And 

Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look 

at God. 

There was nothing special about Horeb before this 

encounter. Moses did not go there to seek God. He was 

just taking care of his sheep. But the angel of the Lord 

appears to him. He sees not a literal fire, but a 

manifestation of divine glory, radiating out from the 

middle of a bush. Later the glory of God appears to him 

apart from any bush, but perhaps this was the Lord’s 

way of being near and yet still distant and untouchable. 

That tension becomes clear as the Lord begins to speak. 
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First, he reveals his holiness. He tells Moses to take off 

his sandals because he is standing on holy ground. This 

is the first mention of holiness since Genesis 2:3 when 

God finished his work of creation and made the seventh 

day holy. The Lord’s presence at this mountain turns it 

into a sanctuary. Dirty shoes from a sinful world had 

no place there. The Lord also reveals himself to be the 

eternal God, the same one who established his 

covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Back in 

chapter 2, Moses hid the man he killed and feared the 

Pharaoh, but here 40 years later in the presence of 

God’s holiness, he hides his face and begins to fear the 

Lord.  

As I mentioned, this encounter was unique to Moses, 

so I don’t think that we should expect to see a burning 

bush or hear an audible voice. But God continues to 

reveal his holiness to us through the Scripture. As his 

Spirit works in us, it can feel as if he is calling us by 

name. He exposes the sin in our life and convicts us 

with fear. He calls us to repent and cast off our past 

sins. How have you responded to his holiness? 

In addition to his holiness, God also reveals to Moses 

his grace. Exodus 3:7-8 tells us, 
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Then the LORD said, “I have surely seen the 

affliction of my people who are in Egypt and 

have heard their cry because of their 

taskmasters. I know their sufferings, and I 

have come down to deliver them out of the 

hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up 

out of that land to a good and broad land, a 

land flowing with milk and honey, to the 

place of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 

Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the 

Jebusites.” 

Though God’s holiness sets him apart, he is still near. 

As we saw in chapter 2, he sees their affliction, hears 

their cries, and knows their sufferings. But now he 

comes down. He intervenes for his chosen people. He 

plans to deliver them and bring them up from their 

place of slavery to a land of abundance as he promised 

to Abraham. Abraham did nothing to earn it and 

neither did his descendants. It was purely a gift of 

God’s grace.  

Even when the people of Israel enter the land, they 

never experience the full measure of prosperity that 

God promised. Their sin kept getting in the way. The 

fullness of God’s blessing will not be fully realized until 

Christ returns to reign. But he drew near and showed 
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his grace in his first coming. Through his death and 

resurrection, he provided forgiveness and cleansing 

and made it possible for us to be set free from our 

slavery to sin. Even those of us who are not descended 

from Abraham can be saved through faith in Christ. We 

can share in this hope. 

The knowledge of God’s holiness and grace leads then 

to the revelation of God’s mission for Moses. Exodus 

3:9-10 tells us that he said, 

And now, behold, the cry of the people of 

Israel has come to me, and I have also seen 

the oppression with which the Egyptians 

oppress them. Come, I will send you to 

Pharaoh that you may bring my people, the 

children of Israel, out of Egypt." 

We will learn more about this mission next time, as we 

continue through chapters 3 and 4. But for now, let me 

point out that the mission of God continues. Everyone 

who believes in Jesus is called to announce the good 

news of God’s grace. By faith people can be set free 

from sin. John 8:31-32 tells us that Jesus said, “If you 

abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you 

will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

52 

So, God’s revelation of his holiness, grace, and mission 

should shape our outlook. It gives us a way to see the 

world and our place in it. Are you living in light of what 

God has revealed? 

Conc l u s i on  

The making of a leader is not a simple process. There 

are no shortcuts. We can identify these steps from the 

story of Moses: aspiration, humiliation, maturation, 

supplication, and revelation. But they do not always 

unfold in this exact order, and you do not necessarily 

leave one behind and move on to the next. You must 

trust God each step of the way. Where are you in the 

process? 

Perhaps you are like the people of Israel. Maybe you are 

just beginning to realize that you are trapped in 

bondage to sin. If so, cry out to God for rescue. Trust in 

Christ as your deliverer. He can set you free from the 

power of sin. If you want to learn more about how he 

does that, I encourage you to read the sixth chapter of 

Paul’s New Testament letter to the Romans.  
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If you are a believer, how do you aspire to serve God? 

We cannot be passive. We should attempt great things. 

But we need to be willing to trust God through the 

process. Commit yourself to serving him.  

May God use us all to proclaim his glory and grace! 
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. What aspirations have you had to serve God? How 

did you respond? 

 

 

2. Which step best describes where you are currently at 

in your life? How so? 

 

 

3. What are some practical things that you could do to 

encourage others as they go through this process? 
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W H E N  H U M I L I T Y  

B E C O M E S  S E L F I S H  

E X O D U S  3 : 1 1 - 4 : 1 7  

For the sake of argument, let us say that you ate a jelly-

filled doughnut covered in powdered sugar as you 

rushed out the door this morning. There might be some 

lingering evidence—a white powder around your 

mouth and a gooey red splotch on your shirt. So, as you 

talk with people, you place them in an awkward 

situation. They try to listen, but they are distracted by 

the sugar and jelly. They know that they should tell you, 
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but they do not want to humiliate you. The whole 

situation could have been avoided if you would have 

just taken a moment to check yourself over in a mirror. 

But it is possible to go to the opposite extreme. You 

might spend so much time staring into the mirror that 

it is no longer a matter of being self-aware. You can 

become obsessed with your appearance, desperately 

trying to achieve a certain image. So, rather than giving 

you confidence to avoid another jelly doughnut 

incident, you end up paralyzed with fear over what 

others think about how you look. 

Growing in humility is like looking into a mirror. It 

requires self-reflection. You must recognize things 

about yourself that need to change. But if you are not 

careful, humbling circumstances can lead you to spend 

far too much time thinking about yourself. You can 

become hyper-introspective and relentlessly critical of 

yourself. This attitude may seem humble, but it is not. 

It is a false humility because it is self-absorbed.  

I have argued that the key to the leadership of Moses 

was his humility. This characteristic is already evident 

in the first few chapters of Exodus. He recounts the 
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example set by the faithful people who went before 

him. Then he tells the humiliating failure of his first 

attempt at leadership. Forty years later, no doubt after 

much self-reflection, God appears to him and calls him 

to go back and lead the people of Israel out of slavery 

in Egypt. But how does he respond? He questions God, 

doubts him, and tries to refuse his mission. That is not 

a humble response. It is so arrogantly selfish, that it 

angers the Lord. 

What went wrong? How did this happen to Moses? 

How can we avoid making the same mistake in our own 

lives? In Exodus 3:11-4:17, the Lord corrects Moses’ 

false humility in three areas. He exposes three wrong 

ways of thinking. In some people, these ideas lead to 

false humility, but in others they lead to overt 

arrogance. So, whichever way you are inclined, we all 

need to hear the Lord’s correction. 
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A r e a  1  

I den t i t y  

The first area that God addresses is identity. It is nice 

when people know your name, but our names are just 

a starting point. We want to be known for more than 

that. Some people go to great lengths to gain reputation 

and fame. Others feel trapped by their lack of notoriety. 

But true humility recognizes that God’s identity 

matters far beyond yours. 

When God calls Moses to lead the people of Israel out 

of Egypt, Moses responds by focusing on himself. He is 

no longer connected to Egypt’s royal household. The 

Hebrews rejected his leadership. He has spent forty 
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years living in obscurity in the wilderness tending 

someone else’s sheep. Most people in Egypt would have 

long forgotten about him. So, Exodus 3:11-12 tells us, 

But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I 

should go to Pharaoh and bring the children 

of Israel out of Egypt?” He said, “But I will be 

with you, and this shall be the sign for you, 

that I have sent you: when you have brought 

the people out of Egypt, you shall serve God 

on this mountain.” 

God does not need for Moses to possess some great 

notoriety of his own. It does not matter who he is. What 

matters is that God will be with him.  

There is some disagreement over how to understand 

this sign that God mentions. Most think that it simply 

refers to the ultimate success of Moses’ mission. But I 

suspect that God is alluding to his presence as a pillar 

of fire leading the people of Israel out of Egypt. When 

that happens, it will be undeniable that God is with 

Moses. He will reveal his presence, just as he was doing 

there on the mountain. 

Of course, God does not always make his presence 

known in a visible way. There are a few occurrences in 
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the Old Testament, but such obvious manifestations of 

his glory are rare. In the New Testament, the Son of 

God takes on flesh and dwells among his people. Jesus 

revealed the glory of God, but only for those who have 

eyes to see and ears to hear. But after he ascended into 

heaven, he sent a Helper to be with his followers 

forever, the invisible indwelling Holy Spirit (John 

14:16-17). So, God is with every believer, and in 

Romans 8:16, Paul explains, “The Spirit himself bears 

witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” In 

other words, the presence of God in our lives should 

define our identity.  

Moses wants to know more. Exodus 3:13-15 tells us, 

Then Moses said to God, “If I come to the 

people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of 

your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask 

me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to 

them?” God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I 

AM.” And he said, “Say this to the people of 

Israel: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” God also 

said to Moses, “Say this to the people of 

Israel: ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, 

the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 

the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’ This is 

my name forever, and thus I am to be 

remembered throughout all generations. 
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What does God mean when he says, “I AM WHO I 

AM”? Some argue that he is evasively dismissing 

Moses’ question. But that interpretation does not seem 

to fit with verse 15. I think Old Testament scholar 

Walter Kaiser gives us a better explanation. He 

expands upon the meaning of God’s statement by 

saying, “I am truly he who exists and who will be 

dynamically present then and there in the situation to 

which I am sending you” (Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary, Vol 2, 1990). 

So, “I AM WHO I AM” reveals the character of God. He 

is eternal, standing outside of time with no beginning 

or end. He is transcendent and unchanging, the only 

truly independent being. Everything else that exists 

depends entirely upon him. We only exist because of 

him, so he has ultimate power over everything. We find 

these same ideas in Revelation 1:8. “‘I am the Alpha 

and the Omega,’ says the Lord God, ‘who is and who 

was and who is to come, the Almighty.’” 

Most of our English translations put this statement “I 

AM WHO I AM” entirely in capital letters. They do so 

because of the connection with the word LORD in verse 

15. The Hebrew word for I AM is ehyeh, and the word 
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for LORD is Yahweh (some have mistakenly said 

Jehovah). Both words come from the same Hebrew 

root. This is God’s name. But out of fear of taking his 

name in vain, Hebrew people for centuries have said a 

different word, adonai, the common word for Lord. 

That tradition carries over into our translations today, 

so whenever we see the word LORD in capital letters it 

is Yahweh.  

This name was important, in part because the 

Egyptians believed in a whole pantheon of gods. It 

would not be sufficient to simply speak about God. 

Moses would need to declare which god he was 

representing. Yahweh is the God of Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob, and he wants Moses to proclaim his name. 

So, in verses 16-18 he tells Moses, 

Go and gather the elders of Israel together 

and say to them, ‘The LORD, the God of your 

fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of 

Jacob, has appeared to me, saying, “I have 

observed you and what has been done to you 

in Egypt, and I promise that I will bring you 

up out of the affliction of Egypt to the land of 

the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, 

the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, 

a land flowing with milk and honey.”’ And 
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they will listen to your voice, and you and the 

elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt 

and say to him, ‘The LORD, the God of the 

Hebrews, has met with us; and now, please 

let us go a three days' journey into the 

wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the 

LORD our God.’ 

Back when Moses killed the Egyptian forty years 

earlier, he envisioned himself as the savior of Israel. He 

thought it was all about who he was. But with God’s 

correction he comes to see that it is all about who 

Yahweh is, what he has promised, and what he wants 

for his people and from them. We need the same 

outlook. If we become absorbed in ourselves, 

consumed with who we are, then we will either become 

arrogantly self-confident or falsely humble in a “Woe is 

me” sort of way. We must find our true identity and 

purpose in our relationship with the Great “I AM.”  
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A r e a  2  

Ab i l i t y  

God also corrects Moses’ false humility in the area of 

ability. The human hand is a complex piece of 

engineering. It has at least 27 bones controlled by 

ligaments connected to your forearm. With it we can 

hit, grab, and crush or we can write, create, cultivate, 

and build. It is an amazing gift from God, designed to 

be used in his service. But here again, we can become 

arrogant about what we can do with our hands, or 

selfishly humble about what we are unable to 

accomplish. Instead, we need to look to the hand of the 

Lord. 
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At the age of forty, Moses trusted in his own ability. He 

used his hand to kill an Egyptian taskmaster, but that 

violent act turned out to be futile. It did not change 

anything for the people of Israel. By the age of eighty, 

however, Moses had probably lost much of that 

strength. So, before he can even complain about his 

personal weakness, God explains what he will 

accomplish. Exodus 3:19-22 tells us, 

But I know that the king of Egypt will not let 

you go unless compelled by a mighty hand. 

So I will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt 

with all the wonders that I will do in it; after 

that he will let you go. And I will give this 

people favor in the sight of the Egyptians; 

and when you go, you shall not go empty, but 

each woman shall ask of her neighbor, and 

any woman who lives in her house, for silver 

and gold jewelry, and for clothing. You shall 

put them on your sons and on your 

daughters. So you shall plunder the 

Egyptians.” 

What is God able to do with his mighty hand? He can 

force the world’s most powerful king to submit to his 

will. He can strike an entire country with supernatural 

plagues. He can rescue the people of Israel. He can give 
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them such favor with their Egyptian neighbors that 

they willingly restore the wealth that the people of 

Israel deserve for their years of slave labor. 

Moses does not openly deny that the Lord is able to do 

these great things, but his response shows that he is 

still focused on himself. If he truly believed in God’s 

power, then he would have been confident that God 

could work in people’s hearts. Instead, Exodus 4:1 tells 

us, “Then Moses answered, ‘But behold, they will not 

believe me or listen to my voice, for they will say, “The 

LORD did not appear to you.”’” 

So, God responds by giving Moses the ability to 

perform three signs by his hand. He describes the first 

sign in Exodus 4:2-5 by saying, 

The LORD said to him, “What is that in your 

hand?” He said, “A staff.” And he said, 

“Throw it on the ground.” So he threw it on 

the ground, and it became a serpent, and 

Moses ran from it. But the LORD said to 

Moses, “Put out your hand and catch it by the 

tail”—so he put out his hand and caught it, 

and it became a staff in his hand—that they 

may believe that the LORD, the God of their 

fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of 
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Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to 

you. 

As impressive as this miracle is on its own, it probably 

carried symbolic significance. Artwork from this time 

in Egypt’s history shows that the Pharaohs 

incorporated a cobra into their headdresses. God rules 

over every created thing, but Moses’ control over a 

serpent could signify God’s power over the Pharaoh. 

The sign could also have a broader meaning, 

hearkening back to the serpent who tempted Eve to 

disobey God and eat the forbidden fruit in the Garden 

of Eden (Gen 3). It could express the Lord’s ultimate 

control over Satan. He limits his attacks and even uses 

his opposition to accomplish his ultimate saving 

purpose. According to Genesis 3:15, the seed of the 

woman will ultimately bruise the head of the serpent, 

vanquishing evil from the world. 

In Exodus 4:6-8, God gives Moses a second sign. It tells 

us, 

Again, the LORD said to him, “Put your hand 

inside your cloak.” And he put his hand 

inside his cloak, and when he took it out, 

behold, his hand was leprous like snow. Then 

God said, “Put your hand back inside your 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

68 

cloak.” So he put his hand back inside his 

cloak, and when he took it out, behold, it was 

restored like the rest of his flesh. “If they will 

not believe you,” God said, “or listen to the 

first sign, they may believe the latter sign. 

This sign expresses God’s sovereign power over 

disease. He is able to heal. But here, again, it may have 

a broader meaning. Later as Moses delivers God’s Law 

to the people of Israel, there will be several regulations 

regarding leprosy or whatever infectious skin disease is 

described here (Lev 13-14). That condition made a 

person unclean, and therefore unable to draw near to 

God under the Levitical system of worship. Aside from 

the medical rationale of preventing infection, these 

regulations also established a parallel between the 

consequences of leprosy and the consequences of sin. 

Neither has any place in the presence of God.  

So, this sign given to Moses may point to God’s ability 

to cleanse us from sin’s infection and to restore us to 

the spiritual health of holiness. Of course, Jesus 

brought physical healing to many lepers during his 

ministry. He demonstrated himself to be the one who 

will bring complete physical healing in the future 

kingdom of God. 
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God grants Moses one more sign. In Exodus 4:9, he 

says, 

If they will not believe even these two signs 

or listen to your voice, you shall take some 

water from the Nile and pour it on the dry 

ground, and the water that you shall take 

from the Nile will become blood on the dry 

ground.” 

This sign foreshadowed the first plague, when God 

turned the Nile to blood. The Nile was a source of life 

for Egypt, but the Pharaoh at the time of Moses’ birth 

had turned it into an instrument of death. God may 

have been pointing out that the Egyptians had blood on 

their hands. Their nation had maintained their power 

at the cost of Hebrew blood. But this sign might also 

point ahead to the saving power of blood at the 

Passover, and the cleansing sacrifices of the Levitical 

system. In an ultimate sense it points us to the blood of 

Christ that frees us from our bondage to sin and grants 

us eternal life. 

So, it may seem humble of Moses to point out his 

inability to convince the people. But it amounts to an 

arrogant denial of God’s ability. It is fully within his 

power to rescue the people from slavery in Egypt, and 
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from the bondage of sin and corruption. It is also fully 

within his power to persuade people to believe. Do you 

trust his ability?  
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A r e a  3  

G r av i t y  

Finally, God corrects Moses’ false humility in the area 

of gravity. Some leaders seem to radiate a personal 

force. It is like the effect that the sun has over the 

planets. When they speak, they pull people into their 

orbit. 

As Moses continues to focus on himself, he laments 

that he does not possess this gravitational pull over 

people. Exodus 4:10 tells us, 

But Moses said to the LORD, “Oh, my Lord, 

I am not eloquent, either in the past or since 
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you have spoken to your servant, but I am 

slow of speech and of tongue.” 

When Moses says “Lord” here, he does not refer to him 

as Yahweh or even as God. He used those names 

previously in the conversation, but here he uses the 

generic word for lord or master. Perhaps he is working 

himself up to an outright refusal of God’s command. A 

more literal translation of his statement is, “I am not a 

man of words. I am heavy of mouth and heavy of 

tongue.” Some speculate that he might have had a 

speech impediment. We do not know for sure, but he 

was certainly not comfortable speaking. 

But here again God corrects Moses’ false humility. The 

exodus will not be accomplished by any man’s personal 

charisma or eloquence. God will compensate for 

Moses’ personal weaknesses. Exodus 4:11-12 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to him, "Who has made 

man's mouth? Who makes him mute, or 

deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the 

LORD? Now therefore go, and I will be with 

your mouth and teach you what you shall 

speak." 
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The Lord is the Creator. He can give the ability to speak 

or take it away. More importantly, he is the one who 

enables people to hear what is true and see what is real. 

Leading the people of Israel will require a gravity that 

extends beyond human words. The Lord must work in 

their hearts, and he does so through His words. He will 

enable Moses to speak and even give him the words to 

say. Believers through the ages have learned to rely 

upon the power of God’s Word. Hebrews 4:12 tells us,  

For the word of God is living and active, 

sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 

to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints 

and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts 

and intentions of the heart. 

Despite receiving a clear promise from God, Moses still 

resists his call. Exodus 4:13-14a tell us, “But he said, 

‘Oh, my Lord, please send someone else.’ Then the 

anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses…” When 

Adam and Eve sinned, Genesis 3 tells us that God 

declared that they were cursed. It is phrased in a 

passive manner of speaking. Genesis 6 tells us that God 

was grieved when he decided to flood the earth at the 

time of Noah. Before God destroyed Sodom and 

Gomorrah, Genesis 18 tells us that the outcry against 
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these cities was great. But this conversation with Moses 

is the first time in the Bible that the anger of the Lord 

is mentioned. God is passionate about his people 

carrying out his mission.  

Though Moses did not deserve it, the Lord was still 

patient with him. Exodus 4:14b-17 tells us, 

…and he said, "Is there not Aaron, your 

brother, the Levite? I know that he can speak 

well. Behold, he is coming out to meet you, 

and when he sees you, he will be glad in his 

heart. You shall speak to him and put the 

words in his mouth, and I will be with your 

mouth and with his mouth and will teach you 

both what to do. He shall speak for you to the 

people, and he shall be your mouth, and you 

shall be as God to him. And take in your hand 

this staff, with which you shall do the signs.” 

It is not clear how much Moses knew of his family. 

Perhaps he interacted with Aaron around the time that 

he left the royal household and killed the Egyptian. By 

this point he may have not seen him in forty years. 

Later in chapter four, we will read that Aaron is called 

by the Lord and manages to leave Egypt to meet Moses 

at the mountain. God ensured that his mission was 

carried out then, and he continues to do so today. 
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Conc l u s i on  

So, if we are not careful, our humility can become 

selfish resistance to the mission of God. We use our 

insignificant identity, weak ability, and minimal 

gravity as excuses. But true humility focuses on the 

Lord’s identity and his presence with us. It trusts in his 

ability to accomplish everything that is needed. It 

acknowledges that his words alone have the gravity to 

spiritually transform people’s lives.  

So, is the Lord present with you? Do you find your 

identity in him? Paul captures the essence of the 

Christian life in Galatians 2:20 where he says,  

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no 

longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 

And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 

faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 

gave himself for me. 

Christ loved you and gave himself for you to cleanse 

you from sin and set you free. Believe in him. Identify 

with him. Live for him. If you want to learn more about 

what it means to have new life in Christ, 2 Corinthians 

5 would be a good place to read.  
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If you have this relationship with Christ, are you 

trusting him? Are you humbly relying upon his 

strength and carrying out his mission? We don’t need 

to wait for a burning bush. We have clear direction in 

the New Testament.  In 2 Corinthians 5:20, Paul says, 

“Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God 

making his appeal through us.” We should look for any 

and every opportunity to communicate the good news 

of salvation in Christ. Are you representing him? 

May the glory of God shine in and through us! 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How do you behave in times when your humility is 

becoming selfish? 

 

2. In which of these areas is it hardest for you to trust 

God? Why? 

 

3. What could you do to stay focused on representing 

the Lord? 
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R E A C T I O N S  T O  L E A D E R S H I P  

E X O D U S  4 : 1 8 - 5 : 2 1  

One summer when I was growing up, my parents 

bought an above-ground pool. It was a 4-foot-deep, 16-

foot-wide circle, just big enough for a few people to 

float on rafts and enjoy the sun. So, the slightest 

movement would upset the water and make waves. It 

was unavoidable. If you splashed, someone else would 

get wet. If you jumped in, their raft might even flip 

over. Whatever you did was sure to get a reaction. It 
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could be the start of something fun or the beginning of 

an argument. 

Leadership is like that. It makes waves. Even the 

smallest attempt to influence someone will upset the 

still waters of the status quo. It is unavoidable. 

Whatever you do will get a reaction. You might assume 

that humble leadership means keeping everyone 

happy, but that is simply not possible. It is both naive 

and arrogant to think that everyone will respond 

positively. 

Moses discovered this harsh reality in his first effort to 

help the people of Israel. As we have seen, he defended 

a Hebrew slave by killing an Egyptian taskmaster. He 

thought the people would follow him as their savior. 

But when he intervenes in a dispute between two 

Hebrews the next day, one of them responds, “Who 

made you a prince and a judge over us?” He asks if 

Moses plans to kill him the way he killed the Egyptian 

(Ex 2:14). The Pharaoh discovers his rebellious deed 

and sends people to hunt him down. So, he flees into 

the wilderness and abandons his leadership 

aspirations. 
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After forty years, God appears to him and calls him to 

go back and lead the people of Israel out of Egypt. He 

promises to be with Moses. He gives him miraculous 

signs to perform. He even says that he will give him the 

words to say. But does that mean it will be easy? Does 

that mean that everyone will be more receptive? 

Certainly not! In Exodus 4:18-5:21, Moses encounters 

ten different reactions as he sets out to fulfill God’s 

mission. 

I think this account helps us in two practical ways. 

First, it prepares us for the reality of leadership. You 

should not be surprised when you encounter a similar 

assortment of reactions in your spheres of influence: 

family, work, church, or community. In fact, everyone 

who follows Christ will face this array of experiences. 

Negative responses are hard, but awareness that they 

are coming softens their sting.  

You can use this list, secondly, to evaluate your 

response to leaders. We often react in ways that we end 

up regretting. This passage helps us determine the kind 

of follower we should be. 
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R e a c t i o n  1  

A f f i rma t i on  

The first reaction that Moses encounters is affirmation. 

The initial steps in some new undertaking can be 

tentative and uncertain. It is like a child beginning to 

walk. They are wobbly and a little afraid. It is so much 

easier to just sit down, but we encourage them to keep 

going. We instinctively know that it would be callous to 

ignore them, obnoxious to criticize them or knock them 

down. In some ways, leaders can be just as fragile, but 

we do n0t feel the same positivity toward them. A lot of 

people cannot resist pointing out all the obstacles, 

problems, and weaknesses of their aspirations. 
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Moses’ first step toward the Exodus was telling his 

father-in-law that he was leaving. He was taking away 

Jethro’s daughter and grandsons. Plus, someone else 

would need to take over the work of caring for the 

flocks. So, Jethro could have reacted very negatively, 

but Exodus 4:18 tells us, 

Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law 

and said to him, “Please let me go back to my 

brothers in Egypt to see whether they are still 

alive.” And Jethro said to Moses, “Go in 

peace.” 

We do not know whether Moses told him about the 

burning bush or God’s plan. Perhaps he was hesitant to 

share those details at this point. Jethro does not pry. 

He affirms Moses’ plans and pronounces a simple 

blessing. He chooses to trust Moses and probably also 

to trust God. Moses does not say whether he offers any 

advice or support. But this affirmation must have been 

significant because we will see that when Jethro does 

offer significant advice in Exodus 18, Moses listens. 

Simple affirmation like this can be powerful. I have a 

deep appreciation for those who have offered it to me. 

Praise God that he provides vital encouragement 
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through people like Jethro. Are you an affirming 

person?  
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R e a c t i o n  2  

Con f i rma t i on  

The next reaction Moses encounters is confirmation. 

We all have days when nothing seems to go right. You 

drive across town, and every light seems to be red. 

Little things like that can add up and take their toll on 

you. But sometimes God gives us a series of green 

lights. He orchestrates circumstances to help us gain 

momentum and to confirm that we are doing the right 

thing, heading in the right direction. 

Even though Moses had Jethro’s affirmation, he might 

have been tempted to delay. Procrastination feeds our 
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doubts and fears, but God intervened. Exodus 4:19-20 

tells us, 

And the LORD said to Moses in Midian, “Go 

back to Egypt, for all the men who were 

seeking your life are dead.” So Moses took his 

wife and his sons and had them ride on a 

donkey, and went back to the land of Egypt. 

And Moses took the staff of God in his hand. 

We learned about the death of the Pharaoh back at the 

end of chapter 2. But there is no indication that Moses 

was aware of it until this point. Apparently, everyone 

else who had been involved in pursuing him had died 

as well. So, the Lord points to these circumstances as 

confirmation to get Moses moving. 

We read earlier about Moses and Zipporah’s firstborn 

son, Gershom. We are not told how old he is by this 

point, but they have another son. Later we find out that 

his name is Eliezer. They must have been young 

enough to ride with their mother on a donkey. So, 

Moses packs them up, and they head out for Egypt. 

Helpful circumstances are not always an indication of 

God’s confirmation, and negative circumstances 

should not be seen as a rejection. Moses had the benefit 
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of a clear word from God. Even without that kind of 

personal revelation, we should still take circumstances 

into account as we endeavor to serve him. We should 

be ready to act when the opportunity presents itself. 

You might also be able to help provide confirmation to 

someone else by pointing out the green lights in their 

path.  
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R e a c t i o n  3  

I n fo rma t i on  

A third reaction Moses encounters is information. We 

often say, “Look before you leap,” but when you start 

down the path of some leadership endeavor, you may 

not be able to see too far ahead. Sometimes that is a 

blessing. If you knew all that was coming your way, you 

might not ever start. But once the journey has begun, 

you need those who will help you learn and 

understand. 

As Moses prepares to leave Midian, the Lord gives him 

more information about what will happen in Egypt. 

Exodus 4:21-23 tells us, 
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And the LORD said to Moses, “When you go 

back to Egypt, see that you do before 

Pharaoh all the miracles that I have put in 

your power. But I will harden his heart, so 

that he will not let the people go. Then you 

shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, 

Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, 

“Let my son go that he may serve me.” If you 

refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your 

firstborn son.’” 

At the burning bush, the Lord told Moses that Pharaoh 

would not let the people of Israel go unless compelled 

by a mighty hand. But now Moses learns how intense 

the conflict will be. The Lord reveals that he will harden 

Pharaoh’s heart. He plans to display his character 

through Pharaoh’s stubbornness. This battle of wills 

will show the depth of the Lord’s love for Israel. 

Because he thinks of them as his firstborn son, he will 

ultimately threaten to kill Pharaoh’s firstborn.  

Arrogant leaders often refuse to accept information 

that would require them to change their plans. We will 

see the Pharaoh respond this way. But the humble 

leader remains teachable and receptive toward God 

and towards people. You might be able to contribute 
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helpful information to a leader. How they respond will 

reveal much about their character. 
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R e a c t i o n  4  

Ob l i g a t i on  

A fourth reaction Moses encounters is what I call 

obligation. Leadership is like a journey. It requires 

drive. But when you endeavor to accomplish something 

in one sphere of life, those in other spheres can get 

towed along behind, particularly family. To some 

degree, you will pull them every place you go physically 

or emotionally whether they like it or not. 

Moses’ family encountered this sense of obligation in a 

very unusual way. Exodus 4:24-26 tells us, 
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At a lodging place on the way the LORD met 

him and sought to put him to death. Then 

Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son's 

foreskin and touched Moses' feet with it and 

said, “Surely you are a bridegroom of blood 

to me!” So he let him alone. It was then that 

she said, “A bridegroom of blood,” because of 

the circumcision. 

This passage leaves us with several questions that are 

hard to answer. How did the Lord meet them? Was it 

in a dream or some physical manifestation like the 

burning bush? The Septuagint, the early Greek 

translation of the Old Testament, adds the word angel, 

the angel of the Lord.  

Whose life was threatened? Was it Moses or his son? 

Verse 23 just spoke of Pharaoh’s firstborn, so some 

think that the word “him” in verse 24 refers to Moses’ 

firstborn. But it seems more natural to read this as a 

reference to Moses. That might explain why Zipporah 

performed the circumcision rather than Moses. 

Why was the Lord so aggressive about this? Genesis 17 

tells us that God commanded Abraham and his 

descendants to be circumcised as a sign of their 

covenant relationship with him. It was supposed to 
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remind them to keep a tender heart toward the Lord 

(Deut 10:16). Moses was probably circumcised by his 

parents. Did he know about this obligation for his 

sons? If so, did Zipporah resist it? Is that why she called 

Moses a bridegroom of blood? Some say that this 

statement was part of a circumcision ritual, but there is 

not much support for that view. I think that she was 

probably expressing her disgust and anger. Would any 

of this have happened if they would have just stayed in 

Midian? 

My point is that the family paid a price for what God 

called Moses to do. The families of leaders always pay 

a price though not in such a dramatic way. Arrogant 

leaders press ahead without noticing, but humble 

leaders must consider this burden and do whatever 

they can to lighten it. Those who follow a leader can 

either add to a family’s burden of obligation or help 

lighten it. 
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R e a c t i o n  5  

Co l l abo ra t i on  

The fifth reaction Moses encounters is collaboration. A 

lot of people think of work in mechanical terms. If it 

takes person A two hours to complete a task, and 

person B three hours, how long will it take them to 

complete it together? Do the math. But people are not 

machines. When we develop a deep bond with 

someone, we can accomplish far more than the sum of 

our individual effort. True collaboration energizes us. 

Moses finds this synergistic connection with his 

brother, Aaron. Exodus 4:27-30 tells us, 
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The LORD said to Aaron, “Go into the 

wilderness to meet Moses.” So he went and 

met him at the mountain of God and kissed 

him. And Moses told Aaron all the words of 

the LORD with which he had sent him to 

speak, and all the signs that he had 

commanded him to do. Then Moses and 

Aaron went and gathered together all the 

elders of the people of Israel. Aaron spoke all 

the words that the LORD had spoken to 

Moses and did the signs in the sight of the 

people. 

These brothers spent most of their lives apart, but they 

seem to immediately have a deep bond. Aaron was 

three years older, so I am sure that he played with 

Moses a lot during the few brief years before he was 

taken into the royal household. But they also shared a 

similar spiritual experience. The Lord had spoken to 

both in their old age. So, Moses can share all that he 

experienced at the burning bush with someone who 

believes and fully understands. Then they head back to 

Egypt together to deliver their message to the elders of 

Israel. 

We find collaborative relationships like this in the New 

Testament as well. Jesus gathers the Apostles, and Paul 
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mentions several co-workers in his letters. Believers 

are called to gather in local churches led by groups of 

godly elders and deacons. Arrogant leaders stand aloof 

and above, but humble leaders rely upon this close 

collaboration. We must work together to fulfill God’s 

mission for us. 
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R e a c t i o n  6  

Ce leb ra t i on  

The sixth reaction Moses encounters is celebration. 

Sometimes we liven up big events with brightly colored 

helium-filled balloons, but they do not last long. Within 

a day or two, they begin to sag and lose their shine. 

After a week, they are completely flat and useless. 

I think we see a similar pattern in how people react to 

new ideas from leaders. Their initial response may be 

filled with excitement, and that is wonderful. Leaders 

sometimes assume that this burst of enthusiasm will 

carry through to the fulfillment of the mission, but the 
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truth is that it fades. Celebration is a great place to 

start, but it is not the same as lasting commitment. 

As Moses and Aaron deliver God’s message, the people 

of Israel celebrate. Exodus 4:31 tells us,  

And the people believed; and when they 

heard that the LORD had visited the people 

of Israel and that he had seen their affliction, 

they bowed their heads and worshiped. 

This response is good and right. They trust in the Lord 

and rejoice that he has heard their prayers. They 

humbly bow in worship. This reception could not be 

more different from the rejection that Moses 

experienced from a fellow Hebrew 40 years earlier. I 

suspect that he probably felt that it was a great success. 

But there was a long road ahead, and as they encounter 

difficulties, their enthusiasm goes flat. Some of these 

people will dramatically change their reaction. 

We should be people who worship God and celebrate 

his work. But we should not underestimate the 

challenges that will come, and we should be wary of the 

mindset that insists on maintaining a constant 

atmosphere of celebration. Both leaders and followers 
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need to recognize that the mission is bigger than a 

moment’s celebration. 
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R e a c t i o n  7  

M i n im i z a t i on  

The seventh reaction Moses encounters is 

minimization. When people hear something that they 

do not like, their first response is often to simply ignore 

it. They might cover their ears and close their eyes. 

They try to find some way to explain it all away and say 

that it is not a big deal. 

The Pharaoh uses this dismissive tactic in his first 

interaction with Moses and Aaron. Exodus 5:1-2 tells 

us, 
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Afterward Moses and Aaron went and said to 

Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, the God of 

Israel, ‘Let my people go, that they may hold 

a feast to me in the wilderness.’” But Pharaoh 

said, “Who is the LORD, that I should obey 

his voice and let Israel go? I do not know the 

LORD, and moreover, I will not let Israel go.” 

Some who accept the early date of the Exodus identify 

this Pharaoh as Amenhotep II. He served as co-regent 

for a few years before his father’s death. He may have 

been as young as 18 at the time he assumed power. 

Apparently, the request that Aaron and Moses made 

was not unusual. Archaeologists have found records 

from ancient Egypt of various groups of slaves who 

were given time off from their work for religious 

reasons. But this young Pharaoh may have wanted to 

demonstrate his power and control. Even though the 

Egyptians recognized a variety of gods, he refuses to 

acknowledge Yahweh. He minimizes him and 

dismisses the request. 

People often respond this way toward the true God. 

They deny his existence, discount his word, and 

dismiss his followers without much consideration. We 

should not be surprised, and we should not be silenced 
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by this tactic. Far too much is at stake. But we must also 

watch our own hearts lest we drift into this same sort 

of dismissive attitude toward those who speak God’s 

truth to us. 
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R e a c t i o n  8  

Accusa t i on  

The eighth reaction Moses encounters is accusation. 

When minimization fails, people often try to redirect 

the conversation by attacking their opponent’s 

motives. Of course, when you point your finger at 

someone, there are three fingers pointing back at you. 

Such charges say more about the accuser than the 

accused.  

When Moses and Aaron restate their request, Pharaoh 

levels accusations against them and the people. Exodus 

5:3-9 tells us, 
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Then they said, “The God of the Hebrews has 

met with us. Please let us go a three days' 

journey into the wilderness that we may 

sacrifice to the LORD our God, lest he fall 

upon us with pestilence or with the sword.” 

But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses 

and Aaron, why do you take the people away 

from their work? Get back to your burdens.” 

And Pharaoh said, “Behold, the people of the 

land are now many, and you make them rest 

from their burdens!” 

The same day Pharaoh commanded the 

taskmasters of the people and their foremen, 

“You shall no longer give the people straw to 

make bricks, as in the past; let them go and 

gather straw for themselves. But the number 

of bricks that they made in the past you shall 

impose on them, you shall by no means 

reduce it, for they are idle. Therefore they 

cry, ‘Let us go and offer sacrifice to our God.’ 

Let heavier work be laid on the men that they 

may labor at it and pay no regard to lying 

words.” 

He ignores what they have to say about offering 

sacrifices or facing God’s discipline. He argues that 

they are just taking the people away from their work. 

He denies any religious motive, claiming that they just 
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want rest. He accuses Moses and Aaron of being liars, 

and the people of being lazy.  

At some point, every leader faces false accusations. In 

fact, every Christian can expect to be treated this way. 

Jesus warned his followers that people would utter all 

kinds of evil against them falsely on his account. Even 

if the charges are true, the arrogant leader does not 

admit fault but retaliates with false charges against the 

accusers. The humble leader, on the other hand, makes 

every effort to prevent accusation by living a life that is 

above reproach. Is that the character of your life? 
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R e a c t i o n  9  

I n t im ida t i on  

The ninth reaction Moses encounters is intimidation. 

It is said that a lion’s fearsome roar can be heard five 

miles away. He projects a sense of power that extends 

far beyond what he can control. People use this tactic 

too. Sometimes they raise their voice. Sometimes they 

harass in other ways or resort to violence.  

We just read about the Pharaoh’s plan to intimidate the 

people of Israel and frighten them into submission. 

Exodus 5:10-18 tells us how it plays out.  
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So the taskmasters and the foremen of the 

people went out and said to the people, “Thus 

says Pharaoh, ‘I will not give you straw. Go 

and get your straw yourselves wherever you 

can find it, but your work will not be reduced 

in the least.’” So the people were scattered 

throughout all the land of Egypt to gather 

stubble for straw. The taskmasters were 

urgent, saying, “Complete your work, your 

daily task each day, as when there was 

straw.” And the foremen of the people of 

Israel, whom Pharaoh's taskmasters had set 

over them, were beaten and were asked, 

“Why have you not done all your task of 

making bricks today and yesterday, as in the 

past?”  

Then the foremen of the people of Israel 

came and cried to Pharaoh, “Why do you 

treat your servants like this? No straw is 

given to your servants, yet they say to us, 

‘Make bricks!’ And behold, your servants are 

beaten; but the fault is in your own people.” 

But he said, “You are idle, you are idle; that 

is why you say, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to the 

LORD.’ Go now and work. No straw will be 

given you, but you must still deliver the same 

number of bricks.” 
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The people of Israel had multiplied to such an extent 

that the Egyptians feared them, but the Pharaoh uses 

intimidation to wear them down. He wants to break 

their will and make them feel hopeless. Arrogant 

leaders regularly use this tactic, but humble leaders 

should not. When people treat us this way, we must 

stand firm and entrust ourselves to God. 
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R e a c t i o n  1 0  

Repud i a t i o n  

The tenth reaction Moses encounters is repudiation. At 

some point, you have probably seen a Newton’s cradle. 

Most of them have five steel balls suspended in a row.  

If you pull back one and release it, it smacks into the 

next one in line. But that ball does not move, and 

neither do the next two. It is the one at the end of the 

line that goes flying.  

We see a similar dynamic when we face times of 

hardship. When we encounter frustration and pain, we 

often pass it on. The leader is typically the one at the 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

108 

end of the line that goes flying. They may or may not 

have been involved in causing the pain. But they still 

become a target for whatever they did or didn’t do.  

After being beaten and threatened, some of the same 

people who previously celebrated Moses now repudiate 

him. Exodus 5:19-21 tells us, 

The foremen of the people of Israel saw that 

they were in trouble when they said, “You 

shall by no means reduce your number of 

bricks, your daily task each day.” They met 

Moses and Aaron, who were waiting for 

them, as they came out from Pharaoh; and 

they said to them, “The LORD look on you 

and judge, because you have made us stink in 

the sight of Pharaoh and his servants, and 

have put a sword in their hand to kill us.” 

Moses and Aaron were carrying out the Lord’s 

instructions, but these people say that they are worthy 

of his condemnation. Though they probably worshiped 

and celebrated when Moses and Aaron first delivered 

God’s message, they now blame them for the hatred 

and violence of Pharaoh and his taskmasters. Of 

course, the next step down this line of thought is to 
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blame the Lord as well. They have not reached that 

point yet, but they will later.  

Arrogant leaders do whatever they can to stifle a 

reaction like this, but humble leaders recognize the 

dynamic behind it. Rather than responding in kind, 

they entrust the situation to God and seek to show 

Christlike understanding and compassion. We will see 

how Moses responds next time, but how do you 

respond to adversity? Are you passing it on to the next 

person down the line, or taking it to the Lord? 

Conc l u s i on  

Leaders sometimes receive affirmation, confirmation, 

and helpful information. But sometimes those closest 

to them chafe under the burden of obligation. They 

enjoy collaboration and times of celebration, but they 

also face minimization, accusation, and intimidation 

from opponents. Yet the hardest response to endure is 

repudiation from those who once supported you. 

You might wonder why anyone would subject 

themselves to all this. Moses only did so because he was 

called by God. But even if you are not in a formal 
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position of leadership, I think everyone who follows 

Jesus will face these reactions. Jesus told people to 

consider the cost. He was treated far worse. He suffered 

in our place and died for our sins to lead us to salvation. 

Are you willing to follow him? If you want to learn 

more, you might want to consider his Sermon on the 

Mount that begins in Matthew 5. 

If you are already following Christ, what can you take 

from this study? How do you relate to leaders? Do you 

need to grow in one of these positive reactions? How 

are you handling the reactions of others toward you? 

Do you need to humbly accept one of those negative 

responses? 

May we grow to reflect the humble character of Christ! 
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. Which of these reactions have you encountered? 

 

 

 

2. What negative reactions do you need to stop doing? 

What could you do avoid them? 

 

 

 

3. What positive reactions do you need to improve at? 

What practical steps could you take this week?
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T H E  N E C E S S I T Y  O F  F A I L U R E  

E X O D U S  5 : 2 2 - 7 : 7  

Sometimes the things we have built need to be 

demolished. We might feel attached to them, but they 

could be outdated, unused, unsafe, or simply taking up 

space for something else that we need. So, demolition 

experts are called in. They tear it apart with an 

excavator, smash it with a wrecking ball, or even 

implode it with explosives. As entertaining as that 

might be to watch, the goal is not just destruction. 
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Demolition is a step toward the construction of 

something better. 

Sometimes in life, circumstances come along that 

demolish us. We pour ourselves into a project, a job, or 

even a relationship, but it implodes. Something tears it 

apart. It is a complete failure. If it were a story about 

someone else, we might be entertained by it. But when 

it happens to you, it is devastating. It feels as if you have 

been hit by a wrecking ball.  In those moments, we ask 

God, “Why?” Have you experienced times like that? 

Moses found himself in that kind of situation. God 

called him to lead the people of Israel out of slavery in 

Egypt. When he and his brother, Aaron, told the 

people, they celebrated. But when they met with 

Pharaoh to deliver God’s message, he accused them of 

lying and said that the people were idle. The Pharaoh 

made their work harder and had the Hebrew foremen 

beaten when they were unable to keep up. So, the 

people repudiated Moses and Aaron. 

Moses was devastated. Exodus 5:22-23 tells us, 

Then Moses turned to the LORD and said, "O 

Lord, why have you done evil to this people? 

Why did you ever send me? For since I came 
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to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has 

done evil to this people, and you have not 

delivered your people at all." 

God does not always respond to questions like that, but 

in this case he did. This failure was necessary. God was 

tearing down unstable, false ideas. He wanted to build 

something far better. As we continue reading down 

through Exodus 7:7, we will see that God reveals to 

Moses three essential lessons in his failure. 

The specifics of these lessons are unique to Moses’ 

situation, but the main ideas apply to all our failures.  

They are not only essential for humble leadership, but 

for life. We are all spiritual failures. We have sinned 

against God.  We need him to rebuild us anew, but to 

do that he must tear down the old. It can be 

devastating, but it is necessary. Are you willing to let 

him do his work? 
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L e s s o n  1  

Trus t  God ’ s  P romi se s  A l one  

The first lesson of failure is to trust God’s promises 

alone. Picture yourself standing with one foot on a dock 

and the other on a boat in a river flowing straight 

toward a waterfall. As long as the boat is firmly tied, 

you do not have a problem. But if the boat comes loose 

and begins to drift away, you must make a choice. The 

dock is secure and stable, firmly anchored to dry land. 

But if you cannot see that, if you insist on trusting the 

boat, then for your own good, someone should sink it. 

The people of Israel should have stood firm on the 

promises of God, but most of them were probably 
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leaning on the ability and influence of Moses and 

Aaron. Perhaps they believed that Moses’ background 

in the royal household would sway the Pharaoh. If 

Moses and Aaron’s first interaction with the Pharaoh 

would have been a success, the people would have 

hailed them as saviors. So, the Lord needed to sink that 

boat. Their failure was necessary, so that the people 

would have no other choice but to trust God’s promises 

alone.  

So, when Moses complains, the Lord makes this lesson 

clear to him. First, he reveals to Moses that there will 

be a dramatic change in Pharaoh. Exodus 6:1 tells us, 

But the LORD said to Moses, "Now you shall 

see what I will do to Pharaoh; for with a 

strong hand he will send them out, and with 

a strong hand he will drive them out of his 

land." 

Moses and Aaron’s failed first attempt sets up this stark 

contrast. It would not have been clear previously, but 

now they would see it. Back at the burning bush, God 

told Moses that Pharaoh would be compelled by a 

mighty hand. But after Moses and Aaron’s failure, the 

people said that it was as if they had put a sword into 
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Pharaoh’s hand. Here, however, God says that he will 

work in such a way that Pharaoh himself will drive the 

people out of Egypt by his hand. 

This specific, immediate promise of rescue from Egypt 

was grounded in a much bigger plan. Exodus 6:2-5 tells 

us, 

God spoke to Moses and said to him, "I am 

the LORD. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, 

and to Jacob, as God Almighty, but by my 

name the LORD I did not make myself 

known to them. I also established my 

covenant with them to give them the land of 

Canaan, the land in which they lived as 

sojourners. Moreover, I have heard the 

groaning of the people of Israel whom the 

Egyptians hold as slaves, and I have 

remembered my covenant. 

God’s reason for the exodus was to continue making 

himself known. Adam and Eve had the opportunity to 

know him, but when they sinned that relationship was 

broken. Humanity went into a downward spiral that 

resulted in the Great Flood. Afterward, God chose to 

reveal himself to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

Remember that the word LORD in capital letters is his 

personal name, Yahweh. The patriarchs probably knew 
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that name, but not its significance. They knew him as 

El Shaddai, God Almighty. He miraculously enabled 

Abraham and Sarah to have a child in their old age. He 

rained down fire upon Sodom and Gomorrah. So, they 

understood his great power. 

But the most important part of God’s revelation to the 

Patriarchs was his covenant. He wanted them to have 

an ongoing relationship with him. So, he gave them a 

series of promises to describe the form that the 

relationship between God and humanity would 

ultimately take. But they never experienced the 

fulfillment of those promises. They lived as sojourners, 

walking by faith, waiting for God to work. 

The exodus is a step toward the fulfillment of those 

promises. God is not helping the people of Israel as 

some random group of slaves. There were plenty of 

other slaves in the world who were not being rescued. 

The exodus would lead them deeper into this covenant 

relationship that God first established with Abraham. 

The Lord wants Moses to explain this historical 

connection to the people. Exodus 6:6-8 tells us, 
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Say therefore to the people of Israel, 'I am the 

LORD, and I will bring you out from under 

the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will 

deliver you from slavery to them, and I will 

redeem you with an outstretched arm and 

with great acts of judgment. I will take you to 

be my people, and I will be your God, and you 

shall know that I am the LORD your God, 

who has brought you out from under the 

burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you 

into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, 

to Isaac, and to Jacob. I will give it to you for 

a possession. I am the LORD.'" 

Who is going to bring these promises about? Not Moses 

and Aaron! Could God be any more explicit? He says, 

“I am the LORD,” three times. He says, “I will” seven 

times: (1) I will bring you out; (2) I will deliver you; (3) 

I will redeem you; (4) I will take you to be my people; 

(5) I will be your God; (6) I will bring you into the land; 

and (7) I will give it to you for a possession. These 

actions are all expressions of the covenant that God 

made with Abraham. God wanted the people of Israel 

to confidently trust these promises. But did they? 

Exodus 6:9 tells us, “Moses spoke thus to the people of 

Israel, but they did not listen to Moses, because of their 

broken spirit and harsh slavery.” 
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But their unbelief did not derail the promises or plan of 

God. Even today, God continues to work toward the 

ultimate fulfillment of these promises through Jesus 

Christ. He reaches beyond the people of Israel to 

people from every nation, tribe, and tongue. Some 

assume that we can earn his acceptance through 

religious rituals or good deeds, but we are all spiritual 

failures. For us to have a relationship with him, he 

must bring us out from the burden of our guilt, deliver 

us from slavery to sin, and redeem us from judgment. 

That is the only way any of us can have the hope of 

entering his eternal kingdom. That is what Jesus 

accomplished through his death and resurrection. Are 

you trusting in his promises?  
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L e s s o n  2  

Obey  God ’ s  Au tho r i t y  A l one  

The next lesson to learn in failure is to obey God’s 

authority alone. We love stories about rugged 

individuals who accomplish great things in their own 

strength. It could be a superhero with unearthly 

powers, an unstoppable spy with cutting edge gadgets, 

or a Wild West lawman with deadly aim. We bring the 

same mindset into how we talk about history, politics, 

and sports. We always want to find a hero and a villain 

who possess an authority unto themselves. We like to 

envision ourselves with that kind of independence and 

control. 
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Moses thought of himself this way. When he was forty, 

he took independent action to save Israel by striking 

down an Egyptian taskmaster. He should have learned 

from his initial failure, but even forty years later he 

continued to focus on his personal weakness.  So, when 

his confrontation with Pharaoh fails, he is overcome by 

self-doubt. Exodus 6:10-12 tells us, 

So the LORD said to Moses, "Go in, tell 

Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the people of 

Israel go out of his land." But Moses said to 

the LORD, "Behold, the people of Israel have 

not listened to me. How then shall Pharaoh 

listen to me, for I am of uncircumcised lips?" 

This is the same old argument Moses made back at the 

burning bush. He thinks that he failed because he was 

not articulate or persuasive. As I pointed out before, 

this perspective may seem humble, but it is actually 

self-absorbed and conceited. Moses still needed to 

learn that this undertaking would only be 

accomplished by the power and authority of God. So, 

the Lord emphasizes this lesson. Exodus 6:13 tells us, 

But the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron and 

gave them a charge about the people of Israel 
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and about Pharaoh king of Egypt: to bring 

the people of Israel out of the land of Egypt. 

The decision to serve God is not a matter of whether or 

not you have some useful abilities or skills to 

contribute. God does not need your eloquent words, 

brilliant mind, physical strength, material wealth, or 

political influence. He does not need you or me at all. 

But he chooses to use us. He gives us a charge. He 

commands us to go. He selected Moses and Aaron to 

carry his message to the Pharaoh. He calls us as New 

Testament believers to proclaim his gospel and make 

disciples of all nations. 

As we continue in Exodus 6, we encounter an abrupt 

transition. Verses 14-27 present a genealogy for Aaron 

and Moses. It begins as if to recount the entire family 

of Jacob. Verses 14 and 15 speak of his two oldest sons. 

These are the heads of their fathers' houses: 

the sons of Reuben, the firstborn of Israel: 

Hanoch, Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi; these are 

the clans of Reuben. The sons of Simeon: 

Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and 

Shaul, the son of a Canaanite woman; these 

are the clans of Simeon. 
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But Moses and Aaron were not descended from 

Reuben or Simeon. Their family line goes through 

Jacob’s third son, Levi. So, verses 16-20 track this 

connection. 

These are the names of the sons of Levi 

according to their generations: Gershon, 

Kohath, and Merari, the years of the life of 

Levi being 137 years. The sons of Gershon: 

Libni and Shimei, by their clans. The sons of 

Kohath: Amram, Izhar, Hebron, and Uzziel, 

the years of the life of Kohath being 133 

years. The sons of Merari: Mahli and Mushi. 

These are the clans of the Levites according 

to their generations. Amram took as his wife 

Jochebed his father's sister, and she bore 

him Aaron and Moses, the years of the life of 

Amram being 137 years. 

Now some commentators say that the point of this 

genealogy is to establish the pedigree of Moses and 

Aaron. Later the tribe of Levi shows themselves to be 

faithful. God chooses them to handle everything 

related to the Tabernacle. But rather than establishing 

some sort of clout for Aaron and Moses, Old Testament 

scholar Walter Kaiser argues that this genealogy may 

show their insignificance. 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

126 

They were not descended from Jacob’s firstborn or 

even his second born. They traced their heritage back 

to Levi, Jacob’s third son, who was known for 

slaughtering the men of Shechem along with his 

brother, Simeon (Gen 34). Jacob even pronounced a 

curse upon them for that violent act  (Gen 49:5-7). So, 

from this perspective, Aaron and Moses do not seem 

like anything special. 

The genealogy seems to affirm their insignificance as it 

continues in verses 21-25. 

The sons of Izhar: Korah, Nepheg, and 

Zichri. The sons of Uzziel: Mishael, 

Elzaphan, and Sithri. Aaron took as his wife 

Elisheba, the daughter of Amminadab and 

the sister of Nahshon, and she bore him 

Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. The 

sons of Korah: Assir, Elkanah, and Abiasaph; 

these are the clans of the Korahites. Eleazar, 

Aaron's son, took as his wife one of the 

daughters of Putiel, and she bore him 

Phinehas. These are the heads of the fathers' 

houses of the Levites by their clans. 

Aaron and Moses are just links in the chain. The wife 

and children of Moses are not even listed. Aaron’s sons 

are listed, and his grandson Phinehas. God would later 
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choose them to serve as priests. Phinehas will 

distinguish himself by his passion for the Lord (Num 

25). But the Lord will strike down Aaron’s sons Nadab 

and Abihu at the beginning of their priestly ministry for 

offering strange fire at the Tabernacle. The thing that 

sets these people apart is simply that God chose them. 

So, verses 26 and 27 return to Moses and Aaron to re-

emphasize God’s authority.  

These are the Aaron and Moses to whom the 

LORD said: "Bring out the people of Israel 

from the land of Egypt by their hosts." It was 

they who spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt 

about bringing out the people of Israel from 

Egypt, this Moses and this Aaron. 

In case you have forgotten Moses’ original question, 

verses 28-30 restate it. 

On the day when the LORD spoke to Moses 

in the land of Egypt, the LORD said to Moses, 

"I am the LORD; tell Pharaoh king of Egypt 

all that I say to you." But Moses said to the 

LORD, "Behold, I am of uncircumcised lips. 

How will Pharaoh listen to me?" 

Exodus 7:1-2 records God’s response. It says, 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

128 

And the LORD said to Moses, "See, I have 

made you like God to Pharaoh, and your 

brother Aaron shall be your prophet. You 

shall speak all that I command you, and your 

brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let the 

people of Israel go out of his land. 

There is a sense of irony here. The Egyptians were told 

that their Pharaoh was divine, a representative of the 

gods. But the true God had a message for him. Moses 

and Aaron were to speak the word of the Lord with his 

full authority. It did not matter how eloquent they were 

or what their genealogy was. Even though their first 

interaction with the Pharaoh was a failure, they needed 

to obey God’s authority alone, and so should we. All our 

failures point us back to speak and act in obedience to 

the authority of the one true God.  
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L e s s o n  3  

Seek  God ’ s  G l o r y  A l one  

The third lesson in Moses’ failure is to seek God’s glory 

alone. When we fail at something, our impulse is to give 

up. We might try to escape the shame of it all by 

avoiding people and isolating ourselves. We want to 

sweep it all under the carpet and hide our head in a bag. 

Those feelings are rooted in our deep concern over 

what people think about us. 

So, how would you respond, if God called you to do 

something destined to fail multiple times? What if 

those humiliating failures were essential to the 

accomplishment of his goal? If your main concern is 
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about how you look, how you feel, and what people 

think of you, then your answer would be no. You must 

have an overriding concern for the reputation, fame, 

and glory of God. 

In Exodus 7:3-4a, God lays out his plan for Moses. He 

says, “But I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and though I 

multiply my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt, 

Pharaoh will not listen to you.” Moses would interact 

with Pharaoh at least a dozen times, and from a human 

point of view none of those exchanges would be 

successful. God even enables him to perform 

miraculous signs and wonders that impact the entire 

country. Sometimes we are told that Pharaoh hardens 

his heart, but other times we are told that God hardens 

his heart. These conversations seem like failures, but 

they are necessary to God’s plan.  

He wants the Egyptians to know who he is. Even 

though they will not submit to him, he will force them 

to see his glory and acknowledge his power. In verses 

4-5, he explains, 

Then I will lay my hand on Egypt and bring 

my hosts, my people the children of Israel, 

out of the land of Egypt by great acts of 
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judgment. The Egyptians shall know that I 

am the LORD, when I stretch out my hand 

against Egypt and bring out the people of 

Israel from among them." 

God can be glorified in two ways. On one hand, he can 

display his mercy, grace, and saving power by rescuing 

people, drawing them into a worshipful relationship 

with him. That was his plan for the people of Israel, and 

that is the way he receives glory through Christian 

believers today. We know him as our Lord and Savior. 

But on the other hand, God is also glorified by 

displaying his holiness, justice, and wrath as he passes 

judgment upon those who reject his authority. Those 

people never know him in a relational way, but he will 

force them to recognize his supreme power and 

authority as Creator of all things. These are essential 

aspects of his character that he wants to reveal, and he 

chose to use Pharaoh to do it. So, Pharaoh’s failure to 

believe in God or submit to his word was necessary to 

display the glory of God. Those who refuse to honor 

Christ as Lord and Savior today will ultimately serve 

the same purpose. God will be glorified when he passes 

judgment upon them. 
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In 2 Corinthians 2:14-15, Paul speaks of being an 

aroma of Christ, for some a fragrance from death to 

death, and for others a fragrance from life to life. The 

Lord was calling Moses and Aaron to serve that way. 

They would proclaim a message of hope and salvation 

to the people of Israel. But every time they spoke to 

Pharaoh would only lead to greater condemnation.   

Here at the beginning of Exodus 7, the Lord is making 

that lesson clear to them. How did they respond? Verse 

7 tells us, 

Moses and Aaron did so; they did just as the 

LORD commanded them. Now Moses was 

eighty years old, and Aaron eighty-three 

years old, when they spoke to Pharaoh. 

You are never too old to serve God. You can proclaim 

his truth. Many will reject it, but God will be glorified. 

We must seek his glory alone and not our own. 

  



T h e  N e c e s s i t y  o f  F a i l u r e  ( E x o du s  5 : 2 2 - 7 : 7 )  

 

133 

Conc l u s i on  

So, we must recognize the necessity of failure in 

humble leadership and in our spiritual lives. God uses 

it to teach us that we must trust his promises alone 

rather than our own efforts or those of anyone else. In 

failure he leads us to obey his authority alone above 

people’s values and opinions, speaking as his 

representative. Finally, he trains us to seek his glory 

alone, even when it undermines our reputation in the 

eyes of other people. 

As I have mentioned, we have all failed spiritually. We 

have sinned against a holy God, but many people refuse 

to acknowledge that reality. They try to excuse it. They 

act as if it is not a big deal. But we will not trust and 

obey the Lord until we see how desperately we need a 

Savior. If you have never done so, I urge you to confess 

your sins and to receive Christ as your Savior and Lord. 

Glorify him through salvation. If you do not, he will 

ultimately receive glory through his judgment against 

you. If you want to learn more about God’s plan of 

salvation, you could read Ephesians 1.  
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If you are a believer, are you trying to exert a spiritual 

influence in the lives of other people? Are you willing 

to risk failure in serving God? On which of these 

lessons do you need to focus? Are you trusting His 

promises to save? Are you obeying his authority in 

what you say and do? Are you seeking his glory rather 

than your own? 

May God transform our hearts! 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. What failures have you experienced, spiritual or 

otherwise? 

 

2. Did they lead you to these lessons? If not, why? 

If so, how? 

 

3. How could you respond better in future times of 

failure?



O ve r c o m i n g  F a l s e h o o d  ( E x o du s  7 : 8 - 8 : 1 9 )  

 

135 

O V E R C O M I N G  F A L S E H O O D  

E X O D U S  7 : 8 - 8 : 1 9  

How do you respond when you face opposition? Will 

you say or do anything to win an argument? Will you 

descend into the muck to fight your opponent? Does 

the battle become a consuming obsession? Are you 

defined more by what you believe or simply who you 

are against? Opposition reveals your true character. 

I have argued that the story of Moses teaches us about 

humble leadership. But in the first six chapters of 

Exodus, he has not set a great example. At the age of 
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forty, he behaves impulsively, foolishly, and arrogantly 

in killing an Egyptian taskmaster. When God calls him 

at the age of eighty, he demonstrates a self-absorbed 

false humility. Then his first interaction with the 

Pharaoh seems to be a spectacular failure, at least from 

a human perspective. But as we continue in chapters 7 

and 8, Moses begins to change. He encounters 

opposition that brings out the best in him. 

These chapters introduce the story of the Ten Plagues. 

The carefully crafted account presents the first nine of 

those plagues in three waves. Each group begins with 

the Lord sending Moses to Pharaoh early in the 

morning alongside the Nile River. He announces 

plagues 1, 4, and 7 at this place and time of day. To 

announce the second plague of each set (2, 5, and 8) 

Moses goes into the palace to speak with Pharaoh. The 

third plague in these groups (3, 6, and 9) are carried 

out without warning. The intensity increases 

throughout, building to the tenth and final plague. But 

each wave has a particular emphasis, so we will look at 

them separately. 

The common factor in the account of the first three 

plagues is that the magicians of Egypt respond to each 
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of them. God enables Moses and Aaron to perform 

miraculous acts to persuade Pharaoh to let the people 

of Israel go, but the magicians counteract their efforts 

and duplicate their signs. So, at its core, this first wave 

is a theological dispute. Is the Lord the one true God or 

can his power be matched by the religion of Egypt? In 

fact, the contest begins prior to the first plague. 

The book of Exodus does not say much about these 

magicians, but Jewish tradition identifies them as two 

men named Jannes and Jambres. Paul refers to this 

tradition in 2 Timothy 3:8. As he addresses 

Christianity’s struggle with false teachers, he says, 

Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, 

so these men also oppose the truth, men 

corrupted in mind and disqualified regarding 

the faith. But they will not get very far, for 

their folly will be plain to all, as was that of 

those two men. 

So, this showdown with the magicians of Egypt helps 

us understand how to overcome falsehood. We 

regularly encounter opposing worldviews, both 

religious and secular, that work to undermine the cause 

of Christ. God guided Moses and Aaron with four 

instructions that should guide us as well. They do not 
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obsess over Jannes and Jambres or attack them. 

Descending into the mud would only distract them 

from their mission, but I fear that many Christians 

today are making this mistake. They assume that they 

are fighting fire with fire, but they are only slinging 

mud and dishonoring the Lord in the process. God’s 

instructions kept Aaron and Moses focused on what is 

important. We need to follow this pattern of humble 

leadership. 
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I n s t r u c t i o n  1  

P re sen t  God ’ s  P roo f  

The first instruction given to Moses is to present God’s 

proof. We often want God to work in dramatic, 

impressive ways. There are occasions when he does so, 

but he typically uses more subtle, ordinary means to 

accomplish his purpose. The Lord could have used 

indisputable signs to show the Egyptians his 

overwhelming power, but instead he begins with a 

simple piece of wood, a staff. It was probably nothing 

more than a branch from a scraggly desert bush that 

Moses picked up to help him tend his sheep. Could 

anything be more commonplace? 
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Exodus 7:8-10 tells us the story. 

Then the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 

"When Pharaoh says to you, 'Prove 

yourselves by working a miracle,' then you 

shall say to Aaron, 'Take your staff and cast it 

down before Pharaoh, that it may become a 

serpent.'" So Moses and Aaron went to 

Pharaoh and did just as the LORD 

commanded. Aaron cast down his staff 

before Pharaoh and his servants, and it 

became a serpent. 

This was one of the signs that God gave Moses back at 

the burning bush as confirmation for the people of 

Israel. Now they were to present it to Pharaoh. It is not 

clear whether Aaron used Moses’ staff or his own, but 

it does not really matter because the power was not in 

the staff. It was from God.  

As I suggested when we considered Moses’ burning 

bush encounter, the serpent may have had great 

symbolic importance. The Egyptians used it as a 

symbol of authority. It was part of Pharaoh’s 

headdress. So, it could have expressed God’s power 

over Pharaoh and all of Egypt. There were also 

Egyptian deities associated with serpents, not to 
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mention the role that the serpent plays in the story of 

the garden of Eden. But none of those connections are 

made here. The word for serpent that is used here is 

different from the one used in the account of the 

burning bush, but in this context, it simply serves as a 

synonym. 

It is worth noting that the account of this meeting with 

Pharaoh records no dialogue. The Lord gives his 

instruction in verse 9, then Moses and Aaron carry it 

out in verse 10. Compared to what we have read about 

Moses thus far, this simple obedience is a significant 

step. He does not complain. He does not resist. He does 

not make any excuses. He simply follows God’s 

direction. 

Verses 11-13 tell us that Pharaoh’s magicians copy this 

sign. 

Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and 

the sorcerers, and they, the magicians of 

Egypt, also did the same by their secret arts. 

For each man cast down his staff, and they 

became serpents. But Aaron's staff 

swallowed up their staffs. Still Pharaoh's 

heart was hardened, and he would not listen 

to them, as the LORD had said. 
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Over the centuries people have debated how they were 

able to do it. Did they use some sort of snake charming 

trick, or were they able to perform supernatural deeds 

with the help of demons? We are not told, so it must 

not matter. You might think that Aaron’s staff 

swallowing theirs would be persuasive, but it was not 

enough. Pharaoh’s heart was still hard.   

So, how does this story guide us? God does not enable 

us to turn staffs into serpents. He gives us something 

even more commonplace to use as we encounter 

falsehood. He equips us with the testimonies and 

teaching about God’s work recorded in Scripture. Of 

course, false teachers through the centuries have 

distorted it and created their own counterfeits based 

upon revelations they supposedly received. Yet God 

still instructs us to humbly present the Scripture as 

God-breathed, profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness (2 Tim 

3:16). So, in humble obedience to him, we must present 

the proof he has given us.  
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I n s t r u c t i o n  2  

Asse r t  God ’ s  Au t ho r i t y  

The next instruction given to Moses is to assert God’s 

authority. I have taken countless tests in my years of 

schooling. The best ones are black and white. You are 

either right or wrong because your responses are 

graded against a clear standard. Most people assume 

that they left that all behind when they finished school. 

They think of themselves as answerable to no one, an 

authority unto themselves. But they need to recognize 

that life itself is a test, and God has the authority to 

grade every choice we make. 
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The Lord instructs Moses to bring this message to 

Pharaoh. Exodus 7:14-16 says, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Pharaoh's 

heart is hardened; he refuses to let the people 

go. Go to Pharaoh in the morning, as he is 

going out to the water. Stand on the bank of 

the Nile to meet him, and take in your hand 

the staff that turned into a serpent. And you 

shall say to him, 'The LORD, the God of the 

Hebrews, sent me to you, saying, "Let my 

people go, that they may serve me in the 

wilderness." But so far, you have not obeyed. 

From the beginning of Moses’ interaction with 

Pharaoh, God’s message to him was phrased as a 

command: “Let my people go.” I doubt anyone else 

spoke that way to the ruler of Egypt. Of course, the Lord 

informed Moses that Pharaoh would not listen. But 

here, Moses is called to point that out to Pharaoh 

himself! Depending upon the context, the Hebrew 

word for listen can also be translated as obey. So, the 

ESV uses that translation here in verse 16. This is an 

assertion of God’s authority. He is testing Pharaoh, and 

Pharaoh is failing.  
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So, God instructs Moses to perform a sign as 

confirmation of his authority over Pharaoh. Exodus 

7:17-21 tells us, 

Thus says the LORD, "By this you shall know 

that I am the LORD: behold, with the staff 

that is in my hand I will strike the water that 

is in the Nile, and it shall turn into blood. The 

fish in the Nile shall die, and the Nile will 

stink, and the Egyptians will grow weary of 

drinking water from the Nile."'" And the 

LORD said to Moses, "Say to Aaron, 'Take 

your staff and stretch out your hand over the 

waters of Egypt, over their rivers, their 

canals, and their ponds, and all their pools of 

water, so that they may become blood, and 

there shall be blood throughout all the land 

of Egypt, even in vessels of wood and in 

vessels of stone.'" Moses and Aaron did as the 

LORD commanded. In the sight of Pharaoh 

and in the sight of his servants he lifted up 

the staff and struck the water in the Nile, and 

all the water in the Nile turned into blood. 

And the fish in the Nile died, and the Nile 

stank, so that the Egyptians could not drink 

water from the Nile. There was blood 

throughout all the land of Egypt. 

Some try to explain this first plague as a natural 

occurrence. They say that heavy rain at the headwaters 
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of the Nile could have washed red soil into the river, 

and an infestation of algae could have depleted oxygen 

in the water causing the fish to die. It is possible that 

the water could have been bloodlike rather than literal 

blood. God may have used natural means to bring it 

about. But the key to this sign is the timing of it. The 

Egyptians recognize that Moses and Aaron triggered it. 

It was supernatural. 

In Egypt’s arid climate, the Nile was a source of life. 

Egyptian deities were associated with it, which is 

probably why Pharaoh went out to the river early in the 

morning. He may have been performing some sort of 

religious ritual. This plague shows the Lord’s 

superiority over those deities, but there is no mention 

of Egypt’s religion. The focus is kept on the Lord alone. 

He is sovereign over nature. 

So, again Pharaoh’s magicians counteract the Lord’s 

sign. Verses 22-25 tell us, 

But the magicians of Egypt did the same by 

their secret arts. So Pharaoh's heart 

remained hardened, and he would not listen 

to them, as the LORD had said. Pharaoh 

turned and went into his house, and he did 

not take even this to heart. And all the 
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Egyptians dug along the Nile for water to 

drink, for they could not drink the water of 

the Nile. Seven full days passed after the 

LORD had struck the Nile. 

If the magicians had true power, they would have 

reversed the plague, but they were unable to do so. As 

a result, the Egyptians spend the next week seeking 

clean water from other sources. The smell of dead fish 

must have been everywhere. But despite this powerful 

evidence, Pharaoh persists in his rejection of the Lord’s 

authority.  

Of course, people today still look for ways to deny that 

God has any authority over them. Some do it by 

rejecting his existence. If the universe came into being 

by chance and human beings developed through 

evolution, then who has the right to determine right or 

wrong? In Romans 1, Paul argues that people know of 

his existence and authority as they behold his creation, 

but they suppress the truth. Others arrogantly pick and 

choose the characteristics of God that fit their personal 

preferences. To both groups we must assert God’s 

absolute authority.  
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I n s t r u c t i o n  3  

Dec l a re  God ’ s  Wa rn ing  

The third instruction given to Moses is to declare God’s 

warning. Smoke alarms are irritating. Something as 

small as a piece of burnt toast can trigger their piercing 

sound. You might be tempted to silence them, but we 

know that would be foolish. If a fire broke out in your 

home, you would be grateful for the disturbance.  

Many people in the world feel the same sense of 

irritation when Christians warn of God’s ultimate 

judgment. It is far easier for us to remain silent, but 

that would be harsh and unloving. Compassion 

compels us to speak. 
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The Lord instructs Moses to declare this kind of 

warning to Pharaoh prior to the second plague. Exodus 

8:1-4 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go in to 

Pharaoh and say to him, 'Thus says the 

LORD, "Let my people go, that they may 

serve me. But if you refuse to let them go, 

behold, I will plague all your country with 

frogs. The Nile shall swarm with frogs that 

shall come up into your house and into your 

bedroom and on your bed and into the 

houses of your servants and your people, and 

into your ovens and your kneading bowls. 

The frogs shall come up on you and on your 

people and on all your servants."'" 

The Egyptian goddess of fertility and childbirth was 

often depicted as a frog. So, this plague presents 

fertility to the extreme. Frogs would be everywhere. 

Any reliance the Egyptians had upon their gods would 

backfire. But God gave Pharaoh the opportunity to 

avert this situation. It would only come about if he 

refused, which he did, of course. 

So, Exodus 8:5-7 tells us, 

And the LORD said to Moses, "Say to Aaron, 

'Stretch out your hand with your staff over 
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the rivers, over the canals and over the pools, 

and make frogs come up on the land of 

Egypt!'" So Aaron stretched out his hand 

over the waters of Egypt, and the frogs came 

up and covered the land of Egypt. But the 

magicians did the same by their secret arts 

and made frogs come up on the land of 

Egypt. 

Here again, the magicians copy the plague in some way 

rather than reversing it. They do not have any real 

answers to the problems confronting Egypt. The same 

can be said about those who criticize Christians for 

warning people about God’s judgment. People are 

burdened with guilt over the sins. They fear what 

awaits them after death. The world tells them to reject 

those old traditional standards and to accept 

themselves. It tells them to embrace death as a normal 

part of nature. When people fail to find comfort in 

those foolish ideas, they look for something to deaden 

the pain. But the church proclaims the real solution. 

Repent and receive the forgiveness that Jesus Christ 

purchased for us through his death and resurrection. If 

you do so, you can be confident of the hope of eternal 

life. So, we must declare God’s warning.  
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I n s t r u c t i o n  4  

P ray  fo r  God ’ s  I n te r ven t i on  

The fourth instruction for Moses is to pray for God’s 

intervention. Email and social media give us the 

impression that we can instantly communicate with the 

world’s most influential people. Of course, the reality is 

that they might not ever see it. But I remember when 

we had to physically dial a number to call someone. If 

you did not know their number, you might not get 

through to them. But if you had the right number, you 

had direct access. One of the great privileges of having 

a relationship with God is that we have direct access to 

him. We can pray with the assurance that he hears us. 
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The Lord does not give Moses specific instruction 

about prayer in Exodus 8, but it could certainly be 

inferred from the ways God had spoken to him 

beforehand. Surprisingly, even Pharaoh draws this 

conclusion. In response to the plague of frogs, he asks 

Moses and Aaron to intercede with the Lord. Exodus 

8:8-11 tells us, 

Then Pharaoh called Moses and Aaron and 

said, "Plead with the LORD to take away the 

frogs from me and from my people, and I will 

let the people go to sacrifice to the LORD." 

Moses said to Pharaoh, "Be pleased to 

command me when I am to plead for you and 

for your servants and for your people, that 

the frogs be cut off from you and your houses 

and be left only in the Nile." And he said, 

"Tomorrow." Moses said, "Be it as you say, so 

that you may know that there is no one like 

the LORD our God. The frogs shall go away 

from you and your houses and your servants 

and your people. They shall be left only in the 

Nile." 

Pharaoh wanted to get rid of the frogs, but Moses saw 

this as something more. This answer to prayer would 

be another sign to Pharaoh. Here again, the timing is 

key to showing that this is not merely a natural 
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occurrence. So, Moses has Pharaoh select the time. But 

Moses does not just pray about the frogs. As he says in 

verse 10, he is praying that Pharaoh will recognize that 

no one is like the Lord our God. That same purpose 

should guide our prayers as well. When unbelievers ask 

us to pray about some situation, we should pray that 

the situation will lead them to recognize his power and 

glory.  

The Lord immediately granted the first part of Moses’ 

prayer but not the second. Exodus 8:12-15 tells us, 

So Moses and Aaron went out from Pharaoh, 

and Moses cried to the LORD about the 

frogs, as he had agreed with Pharaoh. And 

the LORD did according to the word of 

Moses. The frogs died out in the houses, the 

courtyards, and the fields. And they gathered 

them together in heaps, and the land stank. 

But when Pharaoh saw that there was a 

respite, he hardened his heart and would not 

listen to them, as the LORD had said. 

In prayer we encounter the mysterious intersection of 

divine sovereignty and human responsibility. On one 

hand, the Lord hears Moses’ request and responds to 

it. He stops the plague because Moses interceded. On 
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the other hand, the Lord has a plan for Pharaoh. He 

does not open Pharaoh’s eyes. Sometimes we are told 

that he hardens Pharaoh’s heart, but here in verse 15, 

we are told that Pharaoh hardens his own heart. The 

Lord holds him responsible for his choice. 

Pharaoh’s violation of his commitment leads to a third 

plague that comes without warning. Exodus 8:16-17 

tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Say to Aaron, 

'Stretch out your staff and strike the dust of 

the earth, so that it may become gnats in all 

the land of Egypt.'" And they did so. Aaron 

stretched out his hand with his staff and 

struck the dust of the earth, and there were 

gnats on man and beast. All the dust of the 

earth became gnats in all the land of Egypt. 

There is some debate over the term used to describe 

this plague. Most modern translations use the word 

“gnats,” but the King James Version speaks of “lice.” 

Some scholars argue that it could refer to mosquitoes 

or even maggots. Whatever the exact definition may be, 

it certainly made for a very unpleasant experience. 

Here again some look for explanations from nature. 

With the pollution of the Nile and the presence of piles 
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of dead fish and dead frogs, there were certainly ample 

sources for these disgusting pests.  

But the people with the strongest motivation to identify 

a natural cause could not. Exodus 8:18-19 tells us, 

The magicians tried by their secret arts to 

produce gnats, but they could not. So there 

were gnats on man and beast. Then the 

magicians said to Pharaoh, "This is the finger 

of God." But Pharaoh's heart was hardened, 

and he would not listen to them, as the LORD 

had said. 

Pharaoh’s spiritual reinforcements give up. For some 

reason, they are unable to copy this plague. This failure 

shows that they probably never had any real power. 

Their duplication of God’s signs was probably nothing 

more than trickery. They do not acknowledge the Lord 

by name, but they recognize this plague as the 

supernatural work of God. Since they have nothing 

more to contribute to Pharaoh’s resistance, they exit 

the story other than a passing reference during the 

sixth plague. Their false religion was proven to be a 

sham. 
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Perhaps this development was God’s answer to Moses’ 

prayer. Pharaoh’s heart was still hard, but those 

around him were beginning to recognize that there is 

no one like the Lord. We do not always know how or 

when God will answer our prayers. But we can trust 

that he is working to accomplish his perfect plan. Do 

not give up. Keep praying for God’s intervention in 

people’s lives. 

Conc l u s i on  

So, how do we overcome falsehood like that pushed by 

the Egyptian magicians? Rather than descending into 

the muck, humble leaders must choose the high 

ground. Follow the pattern that we have seen in God’s 

instruction to Moses. Present God’s proof, assert his 

authority, declare his warning, and pray for his 

intervention.  

If you do not yet have a relationship with God, I need 

to follow that pattern with you. God sent his son to save 

us. Jesus died in our place, so that we could be forgiven 

for our sins. His empty tomb and his resurrection 

appearances to his disciples are the proof. Your Creator 

does not just invite you to respond in faith, he 
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commands it by his authority. This gospel is something 

to be obeyed. If you do not, then I must warn you that 

your eternal condemnation is certain. So, I pray that 

God will lead you to believe. If you want to learn more 

about this authoritative message, Paul gives us a 

helpful explanation in the tenth chapter of his letter to 

the Romans. 

If you believe in Christ, then you have an important 

role to plan in overcoming falsehood in the world. It 

cannot be fulfilled by isolating ourselves. We are not 

called to be moral watchdogs or critics of false religion. 

We must reach out to people to personally present the 

saving truth of God’s word. We must humbly 

communicate his authority, lovingly warn of his 

judgment, and urgently pray for his intervention in 

their lives. Are you praying for family, neighbors, co-

workers, and other acquaintances? Are you seeking 

opportunities to present the gospel? 

May God keep us focused on our mission. 

  



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

158 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. What are some of the most common falsehoods that 

you encounter? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these instructions are easiest for you to 

follow? Which ones are difficult? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to better follow these 

instructions? 
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A  P E O P L E  S E T  A P A R T  

E X O D U S  8 : 2 0 - 9 : 1 2  

We live in a very divided society. People separate over 

race, ethnicity, class, religion, politics, and a host of 

other issues. Such differences are not new, but they 

seem to provoke more intense and widespread 

animosity than many of us have experienced in our 

lifetimes. Our natural reaction is to withdraw, fencing 

ourselves off from others socially, intellectually, and 

even physically. Of course, that just deepens those 

divides. To make matters worse, arrogant leaders 
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exploit the hatred and fear that often accompany these 

divisions for their own benefit. 

In response, others emphasize acceptance and unity. 

That seems like a humble approach, but it is equally 

arrogant if it dismisses important issues. The Bible 

teaches us that God’s people should be set apart. But 

set apart how? If we are not careful, we can distinguish 

ourselves in ways that God never intended. Will he be 

pleased if we divide over all the wrong things? Certainly 

not. We are called to be holy, but with careful 

examination we may find that our definition of holiness 

is shaped more by Christian culture than by Scripture. 

So, humble leadership must guide people to be set 

apart in the right ways for the right reasons. 

Holiness becomes a primary focus in Exodus 20 where 

the Lord declares the Ten Commandments to the 

people of Israel. But even before that, he begins to 

teach them what it means to be set apart during the Ten 

Plagues. As I mentioned previously, the plagues are 

presented in three waves that each have a particular 

emphasis. The first wave shows how Moses and Aaron 

overcame the magicians of Egypt and their falsehood 

that propped up Pharaoh’s resistance to letting the 
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people of Israel go. As we examine the second wave of 

plagues in Exodus 8:20-9:12, we find an emphasis on 

the people of Israel being set apart from the Egyptians. 

This reality continues throughout the rest of the 

plagues, but it is a particular focus in plagues 4, 5, and 

6. The Lord works through these plagues to reveal four 

distinctions that set the people of Israel apart. 

When we think of holiness, most of us think of specific 

behaviors. That way of thinking is not entirely wrong, 

but it can overlook the fact that holiness begins with 

the Lord not with us. Holy behavior is a response to 

how he sets us apart; it flows from our relationship 

with him. So, these four distinctions in the second wave 

of plagues describe Israel, but they also apply to all of 

us who are New Testament believers. We need to ask 

ourselves whether these are the distinctions people see 

in us. 
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D i s t i n c t i o n  1  

The  Owne rsh ip  God  C l a ims  

The first distinction is the ownership God claims. I do 

not have many good memories of middle school. One 

of the few highlights, if you could call it that, was that 

we were given lockers. If you could remember the 

combination and dial it in correctly, you had your own 

personal space. Some kids went crazy decorating it. 

They felt pride of ownership, at least until the end of 

the school year. 

The desire to own something can lead to sins like 

covetousness and greed, but claiming ownership is not 

inherently sinful. From the very beginning of Moses’ 
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interaction with Pharaoh, the Lord’s demand for their 

release was grounded in his claim of ownership. The 

people of Israel belong to him not to Pharaoh. So, in 

the fourth of the ten plagues, God makes this 

distinction clear. 

Exodus 8:20-24 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Rise up early 

in the morning and present yourself to 

Pharaoh, as he goes out to the water, and say 

to him, 'Thus says the LORD, "Let my people 

go, that they may serve me. Or else, if you will 

not let my people go, behold, I will send 

swarms of flies on you and your servants and 

your people, and into your houses. And the 

houses of the Egyptians shall be filled with 

swarms of flies, and also the ground on which 

they stand. But on that day I will set apart the 

land of Goshen, where my people dwell, so 

that no swarms of flies shall be there, that 

you may know that I am the LORD in the 

midst of the earth. Thus I will put a division 

between my people and your people. 

Tomorrow this sign shall happen."'" And the 

LORD did so. There came great swarms of 

flies into the house of Pharaoh and into his 

servants' houses. Throughout all the land of 

Egypt the land was ruined by the swarms of 

flies. 
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The people of Israel were probably affected by the first 

three plagues, but this time was different. Pharaoh’s 

people suffered, but God’s people did not. Scholars 

debate exactly what insect is identified here. The 

Hebrew text simply uses a generic word for swarms. It 

was probably some sort of blood-sucking fly because 

Psalm 78:45 speaks of the Egyptians being devoured by 

them. Ironically, the Egyptians were known for their 

cleanliness. But here the filthy creatures that swarmed 

around rotting garbage and stinking manure piles were 

infesting their homes. Egypt was polluted and corrupt, 

but God’s ownership made his people clean! 

The idea of God’s ownership over Israel becomes even 

more pronounced after the Exodus. As the Lord 

prepares to give them the Ten Commandments, 

Exodus 19:5-6 tells us that he says,  

Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my 

voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for 

all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me 

a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. 

Everything belongs to him because he is the Creator.  

But his covenant relationship with the people of Israel 
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sets them apart. They are his treasured possession, and 

their obedience is supposed to display his lordship for 

all the world to see. 

Today God claims his ownership over us as New 

Testament believers. Peter applied many of the same 

words from Exodus 19 to the church in 1 Peter 2:9, 

where he says, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 

a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the 

excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

Does your life reflect the ownership of God? Do you 

proclaim his excellencies in all that you say and do?  
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D i s t i n c t i o n  2  

The  Sac r i f i c e  God  Demands  

The second distinction is the sacrifice God demands. As 

we go through life, we each construct a worldview. We 

adopt ideas about what is real, what is true, and what 

is good. It can be firm and secure, or it might be as 

flimsy as a house of cards. If it is unstable, nothing is 

more threatening than someone knocking down one of 

your foundational ideas. The whole thing could come 

tumbling down, so people do not take such challenges 

lightly. 

The ancient Egyptian worldview did not draw a sharp 

distinction between animals and human beings. We see 
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this in many of their deities. Many of them are 

portrayed entirely or partially in animal form. They 

saw a connection between all living things, and we find 

the same way of thinking in other religions, including 

modern Hinduism. The theory of evolution leads many 

atheists to a similar belief. When animals are sacred, 

who is to say that people are more valuable? 

The Bible contradicts that perspective. Genesis 1 

teaches us that human beings are made in the image of 

God. We are set apart from animals. God holds us 

accountable for our behavior. So, when we commit sin, 

we are worthy of his judgment. In the Old Testament, 

God instructs believers to atone for their sin by offering 

an animal sacrifice. But we will see in a moment that 

this practice was completely at odds with the Egyptian 

worldview. 

In response to the second plague, Pharaoh offered to 

let the people of Israel go to sacrifice to the Lord, if 

Moses and Aaron would plead with their God to take 

the frogs away (Ex 8:8). Of course, once the frogs were 

gone Pharaoh still refused. So, he tries this tactic again 

in response to the plague of flies, but he wants them to 

remain in the land. Exodus 8:25-28 tells us, 
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Then Pharaoh called Moses and Aaron and 

said, "Go, sacrifice to your God within the 

land." But Moses said, "It would not be right 

to do so, for the offerings we shall sacrifice to 

the LORD our God are an abomination to the 

Egyptians. If we sacrifice offerings 

abominable to the Egyptians before their 

eyes, will they not stone us? We must go 

three days' journey into the wilderness and 

sacrifice to the LORD our God as he tells us." 

So Pharaoh said, "I will let you go to sacrifice 

to the LORD your God in the wilderness; only 

you must not go very far away. Plead for me." 

The people of Israel were set apart by their form of 

worship. The type of sacrifices God demanded from 

them contradicted the core beliefs and values of the 

Egyptians. It would so offend them, that they would be 

provoked to riot. Going out to the wilderness was the 

only option. 

New Testament believers are set apart in a similar way. 

We understand that those Old Testament animal 

sacrifices point forward to the one true and sufficient 

sacrifice: the death of Jesus Christ. We proclaim that 

no one can be saved apart from faith in him and the 

atonement he accomplished for us. We remember his 



A  P e o p l e  S e t  A p a r t  ( E x o du s  8 : 2 0 - 9 : 1 2 )  

 

169 

death and celebrate it symbolically in the Lord’s 

Supper.  

But many people find the sacrifice of Christ offensive. 

In 1 Corinthians 1:23, Paul said, “but we preach Christ 

crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to 

Gentiles.” People want to take pride in their good deeds 

and religious rituals, but the cross reveals that such 

efforts cannot save. It declares that we are sinners. 

People want a religion of power and personal control, 

but Jesus willingly submitted to suffering. He 

experienced injustice, and he calls all who follow him 

to accept similar treatment. So, the cross contradicts 

the fundamental ideas and values at the base of many 

people’s worldview. Are you set apart by faith in the 

sacrificial death of Christ? 

People today are like Pharaoh. When they are in 

trouble, they want some relief from God, but they are 

not willing to let him change their entire worldview. 

Moses warns him, but he does not listen. Exodus 8:29-

32 tells us, 

Then Moses said, "Behold, I am going out 

from you and I will plead with the LORD that 

the swarms of flies may depart from 
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Pharaoh, from his servants, and from his 

people, tomorrow. Only let not Pharaoh 

cheat again by not letting the people go to 

sacrifice to the LORD." So Moses went out 

from Pharaoh and prayed to the LORD. And 

the LORD did as Moses asked, and removed 

the swarms of flies from Pharaoh, from his 

servants, and from his people; not one 

remained. But Pharaoh hardened his heart 

this time also, and did not let the people go. 

The Lord continues to make himself known through 

this fundamental clash of worldviews. He knows the 

hardness of Pharaoh’s heart. He knows that he will 

violate his commitment, but he still answers Moses’ 

prayer and removes the flies. Despite Pharaoh’s 

duplicity, the sacrifice that God demands cannot be set 

aside. The story continues.  
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D i s t i n c t i o n  3  

The  P ro v i s i on  God  Supp l i e s  

The third distinction is the provision God supplies. 

People measure wealth in all sorts of ways. Some look 

at the neighborhood where you live, the car you drive, 

or the clothes you wear. For others it is the numbers in 

your bank account or your stock portfolio. But in the 

ancient world and in some places still today, livestock 

is the primary indicator. Regardless of whether you eat 

meat, they are the primary tools of production. Goats 

produce milk. Sheep provide wool. Oxen, horses, and 

donkeys are nature’s tractors to plow fields and 

transport goods. 
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The fifth plague threatened these vital resources. 

Exodus 9:1-4 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go in to 

Pharaoh and say to him, 'Thus says the 

LORD, the God of the Hebrews, "Let my 

people go, that they may serve me. For if you 

refuse to let them go and still hold them, 

behold, the hand of the LORD will fall with a 

very severe plague upon your livestock that 

are in the field, the horses, the donkeys, the 

camels, the herds, and the flocks. But the 

LORD will make a distinction between the 

livestock of Israel and the livestock of Egypt, 

so that nothing of all that belongs to the 

people of Israel shall die."'" 

As we have made our way through the book of Exodus, 

we have tracked the focus on whose hand is doing what. 

Early on the Lord told Moses that Pharaoh would be 

compelled by a mighty hand (3:19). But when Moses 

and Aaron’s first encounter failed, the people said that 

they had put a sword into Pharaoh’s hand (5:21). The 

Lord told Moses that he would stretch out his own hand 

against Egypt (7:4-5), but the account of the first three 

plagues focused on Aaron’s staff and hand. Here in the 

second wave, Moses is told to declare that this fifth 
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plague would be carried out by the hand of Yahweh 

himself.  

As with the fourth plague, the Lord uses this fifth 

plague to show that the people of Israel are set apart 

from the Egyptians. Moses spoke of a condition (If you 

refuse…), but the narrative does not even bother to tell 

us Pharaoh’s response. Verses 5-7 tell us, 

And the LORD set a time, saying, "Tomorrow 

the LORD will do this thing in the land." And 

the next day the LORD did this thing. All the 

livestock of the Egyptians died, but not one 

of the livestock of the people of Israel died. 

And Pharaoh sent, and behold, not one of the 

livestock of Israel was dead. But the heart of 

Pharaoh was hardened, and he did not let the 

people go. 

The Lord was teaching a powerful lesson through this 

plague. If this was just a natural occurrence, a disease 

spread by the flies, then the livestock of the people of 

Israel would have been affected as well. But they were 

not. So, Pharaoh was confronted with the truth that 

since the Lord is the one who provides wealth, he can 

easily take it away. The Egyptians had no confidence 

that God would continue to provide for them at all. If 
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he could wipe out their cattle this way, he could destroy 

everything. 

The people of Israel, on the other hand, were set apart 

by God’s commitment to provide for them. This plague 

was teaching them to trust him. They should have 

arrived at the same conclusion that Jesus made in his 

Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 6:31-32 tells us that he 

said, 

Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What 

shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 

'What shall we wear?' For the Gentiles seek 

after all these things, and your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them all. 

Everything we have comes from the hand of God. When 

you are a child of God, you are set apart by his fatherly 

care for you. We should respond with confident trust in 

him. Is that what people see in us? 
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D i s t i n c t i o n  4  

The  Hea l t h  God  G i ve s  

The fourth distinction is the health God gives. 

Sometimes in history, widespread sickness leads 

people to cry out to God for help. But I have not seen 

many respond that way to the COVID pandemic. Some 

minimize the crisis, but many are placing their hope 

entirely in modern medical science. Our society expects 

medical professionals to have all the answers and the 

power to solve every problem. In times like this, when 

it becomes clear that they are not all-knowing or all-

powerful, people panic. Their worldview is under 

threat. 
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The ancient Egyptians had a similar dependence upon 

medical practices. So, perhaps it should come as no 

surprise that the Lord challenged their confidence with 

another plague. Exodus 9:8-9 tells us, 

And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 

"Take handfuls of soot from the kiln, and let 

Moses throw them in the air in the sight of 

Pharaoh. It shall become fine dust over all 

the land of Egypt, and become boils breaking 

out in sores on man and beast throughout all 

the land of Egypt." 

Some scholars speculate that the kiln or furnace 

mentioned here may have been used by the people of 

Israel to make bricks. If so, it was a tool of oppression, 

part of their toilsome slavery under the Egyptians. That 

connection gives this plague a sense of poetic justice. 

The Egyptians were getting a small taste of the 

suffering that the people of Israel endured for 

generations. 

Like the third plague, this sixth one comes without 

warning. The account does not record any dialogue. 

Verses 10-12 tell us, 

So they took soot from the kiln and stood 

before Pharaoh. And Moses threw it in the 
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air, and it became boils breaking out in sores 

on man and beast. And the magicians could 

not stand before Moses because of the boils, 

for the boils came upon the magicians and 

upon all the Egyptians. But the LORD 

hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he did 

not listen to them, as the LORD had spoken 

to Moses. 

Perhaps the magicians are mentioned here because 

they were the medical experts of the day. But they have 

no cure for this outbreak. They cannot even come 

before Pharaoh. Perhaps it was too painful for them to 

stand, but Pharaoh does not give in. In the previous 

plagues he hardened his own heart, but here the Lord 

hardens it. God had more lessons ahead for them in 

another wave of plagues. 

The text does not say how the people of Israel fared 

through this outbreak, but it seems reasonable to 

conclude that the Lord set them apart again. In fact, a 

generation later as the people of Israel were preparing 

to enter the land of Canaan, God warned them that if 

they disobeyed him, they would be struck with the 

same sickness (Deut 28:27). They needed to learn that 

God is the one who sustained their physical health. 
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Later in Exodus 15 we will see that the Lord proclaims 

himself to be their healer (15:26).  

We must learn this lesson as well. God is the one who 

sustains our health. We see abundant evidence of his 

healing power in the ministry of Jesus. Now I do not 

think that we should reject modern medical science. I 

believe that God works through scientists and medical 

professionals. Many faithful believers work in these 

fields. We should be grateful for their efforts, but 

science will never solve our ultimate health struggle. 

Only God can do that. Revelation 21 tells us that He will 

make a new heaven and earth for his people. Verse 4 

says,  

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall 

there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 

anymore, for the former things have passed 

away. 

That great hope sets believers apart. In response, we 

should trust that God holds our health in his hands. In 

times of sickness, we should cry out to him for healing. 

If he decides that I must suffer, then I should trust his 

perfect wisdom and look forward to the healing that 
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awaits me in eternity. Can people see that confidence 

in you? 

Conc l u s i on  

The people of Israel were clearly set apart from the 

Egyptians but not because of anything they did. The 

Lord made them distinct because of the ownership he 

claimed, the sacrifice he demanded, the provision he 

supplied, and the health he gave. This second wave of 

plagues impressed these realities upon the Egyptians. 

But later in the story, we find that the people of Israel 

were supposed to learn too. They needed to believe in 

those distinctions and reflect them in how they lived. 

Are you set apart? Do you accept that God is your 

owner because he is your Creator? Do you understand 

that you need a sacrifice to atone for your sin? Do you 

trust Christ as your sacrifice? If you want to learn more 

about how he fulfills that need, you could read the 

tenth chapter of the letter to the Hebrews.  

Do you reflect these distinctions in how you live? Is 

there one of them on which you should focus? Can 

everyone see that God owns you? Do you honor the 
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sacrifice of Christ? Are you confidently trusting God for 

provision and health? 

May God display his saving power through us. 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. What is your understanding of holiness? Can you 

support it with Scripture or is it more a matter of 

culture and tradition? 

 

 

2. How do these distinctions change your 

understanding of holiness? 

 

 

3. On which distinction do you most need to focus? 

Why? What steps can you take to do so? 
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B A T T L E  O F  T H E  H E A R T  

E X O D U S  9 : 1 3 - 1 0 : 2 9  

On June 6, 1944, 160 thousand Allied troops landed on 

the beaches of Normandy in Northern France. Their 

goal was to fight through Western Europe to defeat 

Adolf Hitler in Berlin, Germany, but his Nazi forces 

were prepared. As the Allies hit the beach, they 

encountered all sorts of defensive obstacles: land 

mines, barbed wire, wooden stakes, steel anti-tank 

tripods, and incessant machine gun fire from concrete 

bunkers built into the bluffs. It took them almost three 
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months to reach Paris 160 miles inland, and another 

eight months before they were able to claim victory 

over the Nazis. 

We have been examining a battle with a different 

villain, the Pharaoh of the Exodus. He was like Hitler 

in his intense opposition to the Jewish people. But 

while World War II was fought across Europe, the 

Exodus was a battle of the heart, specifically the heart 

of Pharaoh. Moses and Aaron came to him with God’s 

demand to let the people of Israel go, but he refused. 

So, the Lord brought the Ten Plagues upon Egypt. 

These frightening events were designed to destroy the 

defensive obstacles around Pharaoh’s heart. We have 

seen that the first wave of plagues overcame the 

falsehood taught by the Egyptian magicians. That was 

Pharaoh’s first line of defense. The next wave 

demolished the presumption of Egyptian superiority 

by showing that the people of Israel were set apart by 

God. Now we will see that the third wave, plagues 7, 8, 

and 9 recorded in Exodus 9:13-10:29, exposes five 

more obstacles in the battle for Pharaoh’s heart. 
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Before we delve into the passage, it is worth 

considering why God would devote so much attention 

to the villainous heart of Pharaoh. He could have 

simply struck him down along with anyone else who 

stood in the way of Israel’s release from captivity. The 

Lord used this battle to reveal his existence and 

supreme power to the entire world. But the account of 

this group of plagues goes beyond the miraculous 

events themselves to show us Pharaoh’s internal 

struggle.  

Villains like Pharaoh and Hitler may seem like 

uniquely depraved beings who share nothing in 

common with us. But we must recognize that we all use 

the same defensive obstacles that Pharaoh deployed to 

counteract the work of God. In fact, you even see them 

in the people of Israel after the Exodus. Perhaps that 

explains why Moses includes these details in the story. 

He is a humble leader, but he cannot ignore the sin in 

people’s lives. He wants all his readers then and now to 

clear the way for the Lord and his truth to invade our 

souls and claim victory over our hearts. 
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O b s t a c l e  1  

A r rogance  

First, God calls Moses to expose Pharaoh’s arrogance. 

Sometimes small dogs have a big bark. They make up 

for their size by being aggressive. They lunge at big 

dogs with no idea of the fight they would be getting 

themselves into. Pharaoh is nothing in comparison to 

God Almighty, but he acts as if he is the biggest dog 

around. On a human level, his prominence was 

undeniable, but he was nothing before the Lord. His 

arrogance needed to be destroyed because it insulated 

him from this reality. 
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The Lord sends Moses to announce a seventh plague, 

but before he does so he must confront this sinful 

attitude in Pharaoh. Exodus 9:13-14 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Rise up early 

in the morning and present yourself before 

Pharaoh and say to him, 'Thus says the 

LORD, the God of the Hebrews, "Let my 

people go, that they may serve me. For this 

time I will send all my plagues on you 

yourself, and on your servants and your 

people, so that you may know that there is 

none like me in all the earth. 

A more literal translation of verse 14 is that the Lord 

will send all his plagues upon Pharaoh’s heart. The 

attack is taking a personal turn. At the outset of the 

plagues, we were told that Pharaoh would not listen 

because his heart was hardened (7:13, 14, 22, & 23). In 

response to the second and fourth plagues, the frogs 

and flies, Pharaoh actively hardened his own heart 

(8:15 & 32), but after the sixth plague, the boils, the 

Lord did the hardening (9:12). So, he is both 

strengthening Pharaoh’s defenses and blasting them at 

the same time. 
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God’s purpose is to show Pharaoh that there is none 

like him in all the earth. He is sovereign, in control of 

all things, yet Pharaoh is not merely a puppet. The Lord 

still holds him responsible for his arrogance. In verses 

15-17, God instructs Moses to say, 

For by now I could have put out my hand and 

struck you and your people with pestilence, 

and you would have been cut off from the 

earth. But for this purpose I have raised you 

up, to show you my power, so that my name 

may be proclaimed in all the earth. You are 

still exalting yourself against my people and 

will not let them go. 

Pharaoh is lifting himself up, acting like a god, and 

such arrogance is not limited to world rulers. 

Whenever we refuse to listen to the Lord, we are 

exalting ourselves. We are sitting in judgment over him 

and his truth. We are claiming the power to determine 

what is right, true, and good, but that authority belongs 

to the Lord alone. 

So, the seventh plague is presented as a test. God gives 

Pharaoh and his servants an opportunity to start 

listening. In verses 18-19, he instructs Moses to say, 



B a t t l e  o f  t h e  H e a r t  ( E x o du s  9 : 1 3 - 1 0 : 2 9 )  

 

187 

Behold, about this time tomorrow I will 

cause very heavy hail to fall, such as never 

has been in Egypt from the day it was 

founded until now. Now therefore send, get 

your livestock and all that you have in the 

field into safe shelter, for every man and 

beast that is in the field and is not brought 

home will die when the hail falls on them."'" 

The Nile Delta in Egypt rarely receives any 

precipitation. In modern times, the area closest to the 

Mediterranean averages less than 8 inches per year, 

but that quickly drops as you move inland to less than 

an inch per year. A storm like the one in this warning 

would be entirely unexpected. So, this pronouncement 

tests to see whether they will believe God’s threat. 

Verses 20-21 record their response: 

Then whoever feared the word of the LORD 

among the servants of Pharaoh hurried his 

slaves and his livestock into the houses, but 

whoever did not pay attention to the word of 

the LORD left his slaves and his livestock in 

the field. 

The alternative to arrogance is a healthy fear of the 

Lord that pays attention to his word. Is that the attitude 

that characterizes your life? Proverbs 9:10 tells us that 
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the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the 

seventh plague vividly illustrates this lesson. Exodus 

9:22-26 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out 

your hand toward heaven, so that there may 

be hail in all the land of Egypt, on man and 

beast and every plant of the field, in the land 

of Egypt." Then Moses stretched out his staff 

toward heaven, and the LORD sent thunder 

and hail, and fire ran down to the earth. And 

the LORD rained hail upon the land of Egypt. 

There was hail and fire flashing continually 

in the midst of the hail, very heavy hail, such 

as had never been in all the land of Egypt 

since it became a nation. The hail struck 

down everything that was in the field in all 

the land of Egypt, both man and beast. And 

the hail struck down every plant of the field 

and broke every tree of the field.  Only in the 

land of Goshen, where the people of Israel 

were, was there no hail. 

As we saw with the second wave of plagues, God sets 

the people of Israel apart, but the Egyptians who 

ignored his warning paid a steep price. We find similar 

warnings about massively destructive hailstorms in the 

book of Revelation (8:7; 11:19; 16:21). God will unleash 

them in the last days before Christ returns. Do you fear 
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the word of the Lord? The wise choice is to set aside our 

arrogance and humble ourselves before our Creator.  
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O b s t a c l e  2  

W i c kednes s  

The seventh plague exposes a second obstacle in the 

battle for Pharaoh’s heart: wickedness. Have you ever 

wondered how people who are colorblind are able to 

drive? They often have trouble distinguishing between 

red and green. Both colors can appear as different 

shades of yellow. On most traffic signals, the red light 

is on the top and the green light is on the bottom, but 

not always. Sometimes lights are mounted sideways. 

Furthermore, some people say that in bright daylight 

they have trouble determining whether a red light is on 

at all. 
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The wickedness inherent in a fallen human heart 

makes us all morally colorblind. We are slow to 

distinguish good and evil until we run the red light and 

experience the consequences. The Pharaoh exhibits 

this delayed reaction in response to the plague of hail. 

Exodus 9:27-28 tells us, 

Then Pharaoh sent and called Moses and 

Aaron and said to them, "This time I have 

sinned; the LORD is in the right, and I and 

my people are in the wrong. Plead with the 

LORD, for there has been enough of God's 

thunder and hail. I will let you go, and you 

shall stay no longer." 

Pharaoh’s response is almost comical: “This time I 

have sinned”? What about his initial refusal and his 

conversations with Moses and Aaron before and after 

the six previous plagues? It is never too late to repent 

of sin, but is his acknowledgment of God’s 

righteousness and his own wickedness genuine? Moses 

was not convinced of his sincerity. Verses 29-30 tell us, 

Moses said to him, "As soon as I have gone 

out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to 

the LORD. The thunder will cease, and there 

will be no more hail, so that you may know 

that the earth is the LORD's. But as for you 
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and your servants, I know that you do not yet 

fear the LORD God." 

Pharaoh does not fear God or recognize his 

righteousness. There is no sense of desperation, no 

indication of repentance. He does not recognize the 

sweeping influence of wickedness in his own life. He is 

not surrendering to the Lord. He is simply playing a 

game. He wants to do just enough to get God to back 

off.  

A lot of people play the same game. They will say a 

prayer or two if things get tough. They might even go to 

church a few times, but they are still in the driver’s seat. 

We need to recognize our wickedness and repent of it. 

We cannot see clearly. We need a Savior. We must 

surrender to the Lord, allowing his word to lead us 

forward in the path of righteousness. But we will 

continue to find remnants of wickedness, so we must 

stay humble and repentant. 

It did not take long for Pharaoh’s true nature to 

manifest itself. He must have realized that the situation 

was not as bad as it initially seemed. Verses 31-35 tell 

us, 
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(The flax and the barley were struck down, 

for the barley was in the ear and the flax was 

in bud. But the wheat and the emmer were 

not struck down, for they are late in coming 

up.) So Moses went out of the city from 

Pharaoh and stretched out his hands to the 

LORD, and the thunder and the hail ceased, 

and the rain no longer poured upon the 

earth. But when Pharaoh saw that the rain 

and the hail and the thunder had ceased, he 

sinned yet again and hardened his heart, he 

and his servants. So the heart of Pharaoh was 

hardened, and he did not let the people of 

Israel go, just as the LORD had spoken 

through Moses. 

Pharaoh exhibits the same stubborn, sinful response as 

before. But this time, verse 34 notes that the hearts of 

his servants are hardened as well. If we fail to root out 

wickedness in our lives, it will influence those around 

us. We must keep up the battle.  
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O b s t a c l e  3  

F oo l i s hne s s  

As Moses announces the eighth plague, a third obstacle 

in Pharaoh’s heart is exposed: foolishness. Guitars 

endure an enormous strain. When tuned up, a set of 

light-gauge strings exerts around 200 pounds of force. 

To counteract that tension, modern guitar makers 

insert an adjustable steel rod that runs the length of the 

neck. Over time older guitars that do not have those 

rods begin to warp under the pressure. Their necks bow 

and their sound boards can bubble up. They may still 

look beautiful, but they cannot play in tune. They no 

longer fulfill the purpose for which they were created. 
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Sin has a similar effect on a person’s intellect. Our 

minds are designed to stay in tune with our Creator and 

his truth. But as we succumb to temptation, the tension 

of guilt warps our perception. Our logic goes askew on 

moral issues. We do not anticipate obvious 

consequences of our actions. We begin to lose touch 

with any sense of personal responsibility. Even those 

with high I.Q.’s can end up acting utterly foolish. 

This distortion of the mind explains why two people 

can look at the same events and draw completely 

different conclusions. For those who are teachable, the 

ten plagues reveal the character of God. The Lord 

makes this point with Moses in Exodus 10:1-2.  

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go in to 

Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and 

the heart of his servants, that I may show 

these signs of mine among them, and that 

you may tell in the hearing of your son and of 

your grandson how I have dealt harshly with 

the Egyptians and what signs I have done 

among them, that you may know that I am 

the LORD." 

Obviously, Pharaoh and most of the Egyptians failed to 

learn from the first seven plagues, so Moses and Aaron 
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return to announce the eighth. This time, they confront 

Pharaoh’s foolishness by asking how long he will 

continue to resist. Verses 3-6 tell us, 

So Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh and 

said to him, "Thus says the LORD, the God of 

the Hebrews, 'How long will you refuse to 

humble yourself before me? Let my people 

go, that they may serve me. For if you refuse 

to let my people go, behold, tomorrow I will 

bring locusts into your country, and they 

shall cover the face of the land, so that no one 

can see the land. And they shall eat what is 

left to you after the hail, and they shall eat 

every tree of yours that grows in the field, and 

they shall fill your houses and the houses of 

all your servants and of all the Egyptians, as 

neither your fathers nor your grandfathers 

have seen, from the day they came on earth 

to this day.'" Then he turned and went out 

from Pharaoh. 

Locusts are a type of grasshopper. Most of the time they 

are not a problem, but under certain circumstances 

they undergo a change. One modern expert says, “Their 

brain changes, their coloration changes, their body size 

changes... Instead of repelling one another, they 

become attracted to one another—and if those 
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conditions persist in the environment, they start to 

march together in coordinated formations across the 

landscape.” East Africa experienced conditions like this 

in 2020. One swarm covered over 100 square miles. 

Here again the miraculous part of this plague is that 

Moses identifies the timing of this massively 

destructive event. 

Pharaoh has had seven previous opportunities to learn 

that he should pay attention to the Lord, but he 

foolishly ignores this warning. His servants try to 

reason with him. They ask the same question as Moses 

and Aaron: how long? Verses 7-11 tell us, 

Then Pharaoh's servants said to him, "How 

long shall this man be a snare to us? Let the 

men go, that they may serve the LORD their 

God. Do you not yet understand that Egypt is 

ruined?" So Moses and Aaron were brought 

back to Pharaoh. And he said to them, "Go, 

serve the LORD your God. But which ones 

are to go?" Moses said, "We will go with our 

young and our old. We will go with our sons 

and daughters and with our flocks and herds, 

for we must hold a feast to the LORD." But 

he said to them, "The LORD be with you, if 

ever I let you and your little ones go! Look, 

you have some evil purpose in mind. No! Go, 
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the men among you, and serve the LORD, for 

that is what you are asking." And they were 

driven out from Pharaoh's presence. 

Pharaoh’s foolishness is on full display. He does not see 

that the destruction of Egypt is a consequence of his 

choices. He has nothing to bargain with, yet he tries to 

make a deal. When Moses refuses, Pharaoh 

pronounces a curse against them. If he could not 

overcome the plagues, what threat could he pose? He 

even accuses Moses and Aaron of having an evil 

purpose and drives them out from his presence.  

We should not be surprised when unrepentant people 

exhibit foolish behavior like this. Sin warps the mind. 

The only way to be restored is through salvation. We 

need to be born again through faith in Christ. We need 

the Holy Spirit to renew our minds day by day through 

the truth of Scripture. But if we begin to resist his work 

and give into temptation, we must beware. Sin will 

distort our thinking again. We must stay humble and 

teachable. 
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O b s t a c l e  4  

Dea th  

The eighth plague exposes a fourth obstacle in the 

battle for Pharaoh’s heart: death. The lowest point in 

North America is found in Death Valley, a national 

park on the border of California and Nevada. According 

to the park service, the place was given its name by a 

group of lost 49’ers headed to California for the gold 

rush. They became lost in the vast, barren place and 

thought that they would all die there. Despite their 

hopelessness, they were ultimately led to safety and 

only one person in their group died. 
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The plague of locusts leaves the fertile delta of the Nile 

looking just as barren as Death Valley. Exodus 10:12-15 

tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out 

your hand over the land of Egypt for the 

locusts, so that they may come upon the land 

of Egypt and eat every plant in the land, all 

that the hail has left." So Moses stretched out 

his staff over the land of Egypt, and the 

LORD brought an east wind upon the land all 

that day and all that night. When it was 

morning, the east wind had brought the 

locusts. The locusts came up over all the land 

of Egypt and settled on the whole country of 

Egypt, such a dense swarm of locusts as had 

never been before, nor ever will be again. 

They covered the face of the whole land, so 

that the land was darkened, and they ate all 

the plants in the land and all the fruit of the 

trees that the hail had left. Not a green thing 

remained, neither tree nor plant of the field, 

through all the land of Egypt. 

Egypt’s food supply was destroyed. The country would 

face a time of famine. But Pharaoh’s response seems 

entirely self-focused. Verses 16-17 tell us, 

Then Pharaoh hastily called Moses and 

Aaron and said, "I have sinned against the 
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LORD your God, and against you. Now 

therefore, forgive my sin, please, only this 

once, and plead with the LORD your God 

only to remove this death from me." 

Of course, Pharaoh represents his entire nation, but he 

does not mention the people of Egypt. Nor does he offer 

to let the people of Israel go. He speaks in personal 

terms this time. He acknowledges that he has sinned 

against the Lord and against Moses and Aaron. He has 

witnessed eight plagues, but he wants this one sin to be 

forgiven. But the last phrase stands out to me. He 

wants to personally escape this death. 

By death, he is probably referring to the physical 

conditions created by the plague of locusts, but he 

speaks of it in such a broad sweeping way. Sometimes 

our words are more accurate than we realize. Pharaoh’s 

true problem was not the death all around him, it was 

the death within. Moses prays and the plague ends, but 

the deadness of Pharaoh’s heart does not go away. 

Verses 18-20 tell us, 

So he went out from Pharaoh and pleaded 

with the LORD. And the LORD turned the 

wind into a very strong west wind, which 

lifted the locusts and drove them into the Red 
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Sea. Not a single locust was left in all the 

country of Egypt. But the LORD hardened 

Pharaoh's heart, and he did not let the people 

of Israel go. 

Apart from the life-giving power of God, our souls are 

as barren as Death Valley. Though physically alive, we 

are like a corpse, unable to respond to spiritual stimuli. 

Our only hope is to be born again through union with 

Christ in his death and resurrection. 
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Obs tac l e  5  

Da r kne ss  

The ninth plague exposes a fifth obstacle in Pharaoh’s 

heart: darkness. We have all probably experienced the 

inconvenience of a power outage. It interferes with our 

electronic forms of entertainment. If it lasts long 

enough, it could cut off your communication with the 

outside world. It could cause problems in storing and 

preparing food. It leaves you in the dark. 

The people of Egypt experience far greater limitations 

in the ninth plague. Like the third and sixth, it comes 

upon them without warning. Exodus 10:21-23 tells us, 
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Then the LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out 

your hand toward heaven, that there may be 

darkness over the land of Egypt, a darkness 

to be felt."  So Moses stretched out his hand 

toward heaven, and there was pitch darkness 

in all the land of Egypt three days. They did 

not see one another, nor did anyone rise from 

his place for three days, but all the people of 

Israel had light where they lived. 

As with the other plagues, some people seek a natural 

cause for this darkness. They say it was simply a bad 

sandstorm, but that explanation struggles to account 

for the people of Israel still having light. If you believe 

in the existence of God, however, it makes more sense 

to say that this event was supernatural. Perhaps he 

intervened in the laws of nature in such a way as to 

entirely hinder any light from shining in Egypt, 

whether from the sun or from a lamp. 

This miracle reminds us that God is the original source 

of light. The account of creation in Genesis 1 tells us 

that he spoke it into existence and established the first 

day, even though he did not create the sun, moon, and 

stars until the fourth day. Light is part of the common 

grace that he shows toward all his creatures (Mt 5:45). 

It enables us to see and understand. It warms us and 
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dispels our fears, yet we easily take it for granted. 

Without it the Egyptians were isolated and paralyzed. 

Light also carries a spiritual significance. First John 1:5 

tells us that God is light, and in him there is no 

darkness. Believers are instructed to walk in light, not 

in darkness. Sin festers in the darkness, so we must 

seek to know the Lord and let his truth guide us. He 

must shine in our hearts for us to even grasp the gospel. 

So, this plague of darkness exposes the spiritual 

condition of Pharaoh. Despite witnessing this series of 

miracles, he persists in his rejection of God. He was 

already in the dark before the plague began. Through 

the earlier plagues, he wavered back and forth, showing 

some openness to the possibility of letting the people of 

Israel go to worship the Lord. But in his response to the 

ninth plague, his opposition to the Lord solidifies. 

Verses 24-29 tell us, 

Then Pharaoh called Moses and said, "Go, 

serve the LORD; your little ones also may go 

with you; only let your flocks and your herds 

remain behind." But Moses said, "You must 

also let us have sacrifices and burnt offerings, 

that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God. 

Our livestock also must go with us; not a hoof 
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shall be left behind, for we must take of them 

to serve the LORD our God, and we do not 

know with what we must serve the LORD 

until we arrive there." But the LORD 

hardened Pharaoh's heart, and he would not 

let them go. Then Pharaoh said to him, "Get 

away from me; take care never to see my face 

again, for on the day you see my face you 

shall die." Moses said, "As you say! I will not 

see your face again." 

The physical darkness ends after three days, but 

Pharaoh is determined to remain in spiritual darkness 

forever. He is unwilling to hear anything more from 

Moses or from the Lord. Any opportunity to gain true 

spiritual understanding is an expression of God’s grace. 

We reject it to our peril. 

Conc l u s i on  

One more plague remains. It is the worst of all for the 

Egyptians, but also the most hopeful for the people of 

Israel and all subsequent believers. But first, we must 

respond to what we have learned from the third wave 

of plagues. Pharaoh’s heart was entrenched behind five 

obstacles: arrogance, wickedness, foolishness, death, 

and darkness. But the plagues demonstrate the Lord’s 
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ability to overcome those obstacles. He sweeps away 

every defense and demolishes every excuse.  

God could be doing the same work in you, though 

perhaps in a less dramatic way. Is he using 

circumstances in your life to destroy those obstacles? If 

so, do not resist any longer. Stop fighting and 

surrender your heart to him. Receive Christ as your 

Lord and Savior. In his grace, he will shine his light 

within you and give you new life. If you want to learn 

more about surrendering to the Lord, I encourage you 

to read Luke 18. 

If you are following Christ, have you begun to erect 

some of the same obstacles? Do you have an arrogant 

attitude? Is your moral perception blinded by 

wickedness? Are you living foolishly, giving way to 

spiritual deadness, or hiding in darkness? If so, root 

out those obstacles. Commit yourself to humbly 

following the Lord and obeying his truth.  

Perhaps you know someone who is hiding behind these 

obstacles. Would you pray for God to invade that 

person’s heart? Would you humbly seek to lead them 

to the Lord? 



H U M B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  

 

208 

May God display his mighty saving power for all the 

world to see! 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How have you seen these obstacles in your life? How 

has God worked to destroy them? 

 

 

 

2. What remnants of these obstacles are still present in 

you? How can you respond when you recognize them? 

 

 

 

3. How should understanding these obstacles guide our 

outreach to friends 
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P R O C L A I M I N G  

G O D ’ S  J U S T I C E  

E X O D U S  1 1 : 1 - 1 2 : 2 8  

What could be more innocent than a six-year old’s 

birthday party? There are no cliques at that age, so 

everyone in class is invited. But for some kids it might 

be the first time they wrestle with questions about 

fairness and injustice. Why does he get all the gifts? 

Why can’t I sit next to him? Who gets the piece of cake 

with the biggest lump of frosting? Why can’t I choose 
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the games we play? Some children handle it well, but 

others have an emotional meltdown. 

We would like to think that we move beyond such petty 

questions as we grow. But do we? We phrase them 

differently. We get better at hiding our self-interest. We 

speak in terms of principles and rules for the good of 

society. But the underlying questions are still the same. 

So, whoever exercises leadership, no matter the 

context, must deal with questions about justice. 

Parents must do it with their children, bosses with their 

employees, and government officials with their 

constituents. But none of the answers these people give 

us are ever satisfying. We yearn for a justice that 

transcends the political give and take of this world. We 

seek an ultimate judge. But are we willing to accept the 

answers he gives? 

The cry for justice underscores the story of the Exodus. 

The people of Israel were enslaved by the Egyptians. 

So, God sends Moses as his spokesman saying, “Let my 

people go!” As Pharaoh refuses, the Lord brings a series 

of plagues to overcome the falsehood perpetrated by 

Egypt’s magicians, to demonstrate his commitment to 
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Israel, and to expose the hardness of Pharaoh’s heart. 

The earliest plagues are temporary inconveniences: 

polluted water, frogs, gnats, and flies. The subsequent 

ones become increasingly costly: the death of livestock, 

painful boils, destructive hail, and locusts. The ninth is 

ominous: three days of complete darkness. But the 

tenth plague is decisive. It breaks the stubborn will of 

the Egyptians, defining the identity of the people of 

Israel forever as a people set free. 

I have argued that Exodus 1-18 presents Moses as an 

example of humble leadership that we should all 

imitate. But how does this humility relate to injustice? 

Does it mean speaking up for every cause, righting 

every wrong in this fallen world?  We learned in Exodus 

2 that Moses tried that approach when he was forty. He 

attempted to enforce a justice of his own reckoning by 

killing an Egyptian taskmaster who was beating a 

Hebrew slave, but his violent act did not serve the cause 

of ultimate justice. Over the next forty years, Moses 

learned to humble himself before the Lord, looking to 

him as the one true Judge. 

So, we find a much different understanding of justice 

in Exodus 11:1-12:29. Moses proclaims four principles 
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of God’s justice in preparation for the tenth plague. 

Though he was addressing specific circumstances in a 

specific context, these principles express the character 

of God. We can trace them throughout the Bible. In 

fact, they shape the ultimate justice that God will bring 

about for eternity. So, I challenge you to ask yourself, 

“Do I understand these principles? Am I humbly 

submitting to them? Will I boldly proclaim them as 

Moses did?” 
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P r i n c i p l e  1  

Re s t i t u t i o n  

The first principle that the Lord calls Moses to proclaim 

is restitution. The concept of ownership is not difficult 

for us to grasp. Children are quick to learn the word, 

“Mine!” But we also teach them the value of money and 

the importance of saving. Yet if someone steals what 

belongs to us, we feel violated. We want justice. Our 

society has laws that require criminals to make 

restitution. But criminals may never make enough 

money to pay back all that they stole, and, of course, 

repayment cannot happen at all if they are never 

caught. 
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The Egyptians stole something from the people of 

Israel. At some point, they enslaved them. They took 

away their freedom and exploited their labor, but the 

Lord recognized this injustice. When he appeared to 

Moses in the burning bush, he revealed his plan for 

restitution to be made. Exodus 3:21-22 tells us that he 

said,  

And I will give this people favor in the sight 

of the Egyptians; and when you go, you shall 

not go empty, but each woman shall ask of 

her neighbor, and any woman who lives in 

her house, for silver and gold jewelry, and for 

clothing. You shall put them on your sons 

and on your daughters. So you shall plunder 

the Egyptians." 

At some point during or soon after the plague of 

darkness, the Lord tells Moses to enact this plan. 

Exodus 10 ends with Moses saying that Pharaoh will 

not see his face again. Moses has one final warning to 

give before he leaves the palace, but those words begin 

Exodus 11:4. Verses 1-3 stand as a parenthesis. Perhaps 

the passage is a flashback to a time before that final 

meeting or even a message Moses hears right in that 

moment. 
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The LORD said to Moses, "Yet one plague 

more I will bring upon Pharaoh and upon 

Egypt. Afterward he will let you go from here. 

When he lets you go, he will drive you away 

completely. Speak now in the hearing of the 

people, that they ask, every man of his 

neighbor and every woman of her neighbor, 

for silver and gold jewelry." And the LORD 

gave the people favor in the sight of the 

Egyptians. Moreover, the man Moses was 

very great in the land of Egypt, in the sight of 

Pharaoh's servants and in the sight of the 

people. 

We are not told what was said in these conversations. 

Did the people of Israel ask to borrow jewelry with no 

intent of returning it? The King James Version uses the 

word “borrow” here in verse 2, but the Hebrew term is 

not that specific. Modern translations simply use the 

word “ask.” The Hebrews may have argued that they 

deserved compensation for all their work. Exodus 3:22 

says that they would “plunder” the Egyptians, but the 

Hebrew term used there does not necessarily have the 

negative connotation that translation would suggest. 

The favorable response of the Egyptians suggests that 

no deception, theft, or threat of force was involved. 

Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, but the Lord may have 
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opened the eyes of many of his people to see the 

injustice perpetrated against the people of Israel. 

We find this principle of restitution throughout the 

Bible. First, it becomes clear as God reveals his Law to 

the people of Israel. It is one of the first things he 

addresses after giving them the Ten Commandments in 

Exodus 20. Chapters 21 and 22 use the word for 

restitution fourteen times. It must be paid by a person 

who carelessly leaves an open pit, if someone else’s 

animal falls into it and dies (21:34) and by the person 

whose ox gores someone else’s animal (21:36). A thief 

must pay fivefold restitution for an ox, fourfold for a 

sheep (22:1). Even if he returned the animal, he had to 

pay double (22:4). Restitution was also required when 

someone was responsible for damaging a neighbor’s 

crops (22:5-6) or losing a borrowed object (22:7-15). 

Old Testament history also reveals that God himself 

demands restitution. One of the requirements of the 

Law was that the people of Israel observe a Sabbath 

year. After six years of farming, they were commanded 

to take a year off. (Lev 25:1-7). Aside from the benefit 

to the land itself, this was a test of faith. They needed 

to trust that God would provide for them, but the 
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people never obeyed this command. Because of this 

and other sins, God allowed them to be conquered by 

the Babylonians and taken into exile for seventy years. 

2 Chronicles 36:21 notes that God established this time 

frame because they skipped seventy Sabbath years. 

So, it should not surprise us to find this principle of 

restitution reflected in New Testament teaching about 

eternity. Luke 18:29-30 tells us that when Peter spoke 

of the sacrifices that he and the other apostles made, 

Jesus said, "Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has 

left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for 

the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive 

many times more in this time, and in the age to come 

eternal life." God will ensure that ultimate restitution 

is made to us, but first we have a much larger debt to 

pay to him.  

We have not given God the devotion and obedience 

that he rightfully deserves as our Creator. We have no 

way to pay it off, but Jesus fulfilled the requirement of 

the Law for us (Rom 8:4). When we believe in him, his 

righteousness is imputed to us. He made restitution to 

God for all that we owe him.  
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P r i n c i p l e  2  

Re t r i bu t i on  

Next the Lord calls Moses to proclaim the principle of 

retribution. At many courthouses you will find statues 

or paintings of Lady Justice. She bears a sword but also 

wears a blindfold to signify impartiality. To be fair, 

punishments should be determined by the facts of the 

case according to the law apart from a person’s race, 

class, wealth, popularity, or political connections. But 

is any human judge capable of true impartiality? It 

seems impossible, so some people think that we should 

abandon any attempts at retribution. They say we 
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should only rehabilitate criminals, but some crimes are 

too terrible to leave unpunished. 

The book of Exodus begins with that sort of evil. The 

Pharaoh commanded that every son born to the 

Hebrews must be cast into the Nile (1:22). Moses was 

born during that time, and God protected him, but 

other families lost their sons. In their grief, they must 

have cried out to the Lord for justice. Eighty years went 

by. That Pharaoh died, and so did his son, but the Lord 

had not forgotten those events. Exodus 4:22-23 tells us 

that as the Lord leads Moses back to Egypt, he tells 

him,  

“Then you shall say to Pharaoh, 'Thus says 

the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I 

say to you, "Let my son go that he may serve 

me." If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will 

kill your firstborn son.'” 

We are not told whether Moses delivered this message 

to Pharaoh in their early interactions, but the first nine 

plagues are all precursors to this finale. The Lord gives 

Pharaoh multiple opportunities to repent, but he 

refuses. Of course, Pharaoh is not alone in his 

oppression of the people of Israel. Other Egyptians 
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were complicit, so the tenth plague threatens them all. 

Exodus 11:4-7 takes us back to Moses’ final interaction 

with Pharaoh and tells us, 

So Moses said, "Thus says the LORD: 'About 

midnight I will go out in the midst of Egypt, 

and every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall 

die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on 

his throne, even to the firstborn of the slave 

girl who is behind the handmill, and all the 

firstborn of the cattle. There shall be a great 

cry throughout all the land of Egypt, such as 

there has never been, nor ever will be again. 

But not a dog shall growl against any of the 

people of Israel, either man or beast, that you 

may know that the LORD makes a distinction 

between Egypt and Israel.' 

The other plagues were indirect. God orchestrated 

circumstances in nature that affected people. But this 

time, the Lord speaks of personally going out through 

Egypt to carry out this judgment against them. In that 

culture, great prominence was attached to being the 

firstborn. In the royal household, he would be the heir 

to the throne. The Egyptians would cry out in grief just 

like the people of Israel did. But this time the people of 

Israel would be protected.  
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The result of this plague would be what Moses sought 

all along. Verses 8-10 tell us that Moses said, 

And all these your servants shall come down 

to me and bow down to me, saying, 'Get out, 

you and all the people who follow you.' And 

after that I will go out." And he went out from 

Pharaoh in hot anger. Then the LORD said to 

Moses, "Pharaoh will not listen to you, that 

my wonders may be multiplied in the land of 

Egypt." Moses and Aaron did all these 

wonders before Pharaoh, and the LORD 

hardened Pharaoh's heart, and he did not let 

the people of Israel go out of his land. 

After all the interactions Moses had with Pharaoh, this 

is the first time we are told of his anger. What does that 

tell us about Moses? The passage does not reveal his 

thoughts. If he were vindictive, he would have left with 

delight not with anger. It seems that Moses would have 

preferred that Pharaoh back down. He was angered by 

his stubbornness and the consequences of it. I suspect 

that his anger flowed from compassion for the people 

of Egypt. But the Lord was using these plagues to 

demonstrate his power for the entire world, so he 

hardened Pharaoh’s heart. 
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When you consider the mass murder of the boys from 

Moses’ generation, this terrible plague seems like a 

fitting act of retribution. But God does not always bring 

justice in this life. Sometimes people commit wicked 

deeds, and there do not seem to be any consequences. 

In such cases, we must exercise faith in the justice of 

God. Revelation 20 tells us that people will be 

resurrected to stand before God and be judged 

according to their deeds. So, in Romans 12:19, Paul 

tells believers, “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but 

leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 

"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." There 

will be a final retribution, but thankfully there is more 

to the justice of God.  
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P r i n c i p l e  3  

Redemp t i on  

As the story continues, God reveals to Moses a third 

principle of justice that he must proclaim: redemption. 

Every culture has their own ideas about different 

animals. When many of us see a lamb, we think of 

purity and innocence, not to mention cuteness. You 

might even want one as a pet. But those who raise 

sheep might have very different feelings about them. 

They must feed them, clean up after them, and shear 

their dirty wool. Yet various Bible passages suggest that 

ancient shepherds in the Middle East still formed 

attachments to them. 



HUMBLE LEADERSHIP 

 

224 

We should bear that attachment in mind as we consider 

the instructions that God reveals to Moses. Exodus 

12:1-6 tells us, 

The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in the 

land of Egypt, "This month shall be for you 

the beginning of months. It shall be the first 

month of the year for you. Tell all the 

congregation of Israel that on the tenth day 

of this month every man shall take a lamb 

according to their fathers' houses, a lamb for 

a household. And if the household is too 

small for a lamb, then he and his nearest 

neighbor shall take according to the number 

of persons; according to what each can eat 

you shall make your count for the lamb. Your 

lamb shall be without blemish, a male a year 

old. You may take it from the sheep or from 

the goats, and you shall keep it until the 

fourteenth day of this month, when the 

whole assembly of the congregation of Israel 

shall kill their lambs at twilight. 

So, these lambs were special. They had no blemishes, 

no abnormalities. In other words, they were the kind of 

animal a shepherd would want to keep for breeding 

other healthy sheep. They were valuable. But on the 

tenth of the month, they were supposed to take them 

apart from the other animals. Perhaps they even took 
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them into their homes. If so, any attachment they had 

would only grow deeper. But then four days later, every 

household had to kill those special animals. 

Why would God have them do such a thing? Exodus 

12:7-13 tells us, 

"Then they shall take some of the blood and 

put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of 

the houses in which they eat it. They shall eat 

the flesh that night, roasted on the fire; with 

unleavened bread and bitter herbs they shall 

eat it. Do not eat any of it raw or boiled in 

water, but roasted, its head with its legs and 

its inner parts. And you shall let none of it 

remain until the morning; anything that 

remains until the morning you shall burn. In 

this manner you shall eat it: with your belt 

fastened, your sandals on your feet, and your 

staff in your hand. And you shall eat it in 

haste. It is the LORD's Passover. For I will 

pass through the land of Egypt that night, 

and I will strike all the firstborn in the land 

of Egypt, both man and beast; and on all the 

gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: I am 

the LORD. The blood shall be a sign for you, 

on the houses where you are. And when I see 

the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague 

will befall you to destroy you, when I strike 

the land of Egypt. 
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The death of the lamb relates to redemption in two 

ways. First, its blood would mark their homes to keep 

them safe from God’s judgment. He would pass over 

that house. But without that sign, their firstborn sons 

would be struck down. So, the lamb was the 

redemption, a substitute dying in place of their sons. It 

was similar to what God did for Abraham in Genesis 

22. He commanded him to sacrifice his son, Isaac, but 

then provided a ram to die in his place. The principle of 

redemption is that God’s justice allows for a substitute 

to take a person’s place in judgment.  

The second purpose for killing the lamb was so that it 

could be the main course for a Passover feast of 

anticipation. Everyone in the family had a portion of 

lamb to eat. They ate it with unleavened bread and 

bitter herbs. Some say the herbs were to remind them 

of the hardship of slavery. But they could not relax 

during this feast. They had to be ready to move. So, this 

hurried meal was an expression of faith that God was 

about to redeem them from slavery and set them free. 

This redemption, then, dealt with the immediate issues 

facing the people of Israel: the death of the firstborn 

and freedom from slavery. But as Jesus begins his 
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ministry roughly 1,500 years later, John the Baptist 

calls him the Lamb of God (John 1:29). He is later 

crucified as all the Jews were celebrating the Passover. 

But on the night before his death, he gives his followers 

a feast of anticipation. So, if we believe in him, his 

blood is applied to our lives to redeem us from God’s 

ultimate judgment of retribution for all the sins we 

have committed. He also frees us from slavery to sin 

and gives us the hope that he will eventually return to 

set us free from all suffering and temptation. Praise 

God that in his perfect justice, he allows for 

redemption! Are you trusting in the Lamb of God? 
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P r i n c i p l e  4  

Re fo rma t i on  

Before Passover begins, Moses proclaims one more 

principle of God’s justice: reformation. It is not easy to 

make permanent changes in our lives, particularly 

when it comes to our diet. We are creatures of habit. 

We may try something new for a few days, but there is 

a powerful pull to slip back into the same old patterns. 

We must cultivate new habits and even new 

celebrations. So, as the Lord prepared to redeem the 

people of Israel from slavery, he gave them a feast tied 

to one of the most basic elements in their diet: bread. 
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Exodus 12:14-20 tells us, 

"This day shall be for you a memorial day, 

and you shall keep it as a feast to the LORD; 

throughout your generations, as a statute 

forever, you shall keep it as a feast. Seven 

days you shall eat unleavened bread. On the 

first day you shall remove leaven out of your 

houses, for if anyone eats what is leavened, 

from the first day until the seventh day, that 

person shall be cut off from Israel. On the 

first day you shall hold a holy assembly, and 

on the seventh day a holy assembly. No work 

shall be done on those days. But what 

everyone needs to eat, that alone may be 

prepared by you. And you shall observe the 

Feast of Unleavened Bread, for on this very 

day I brought your hosts out of the land of 

Egypt. Therefore you shall observe this day, 

throughout your generations, as a statute 

forever. In the first month, from the 

fourteenth day of the month at evening, you 

shall eat unleavened bread until the twenty-

first day of the month at evening. For seven 

days no leaven is to be found in your houses. 

If anyone eats what is leavened, that person 

will be cut off from the congregation of Israel, 

whether he is a sojourner or a native of the 

land. You shall eat nothing leavened; in all 

your dwelling places you shall eat 

unleavened bread." 
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The leavening process in ancient times was similar to 

how people make sourdough bread today. They added 

a pinch of old dough to a new lump so that it would rise. 

But on that night in Egypt, they did not have time for 

that. The whole meal was to be celebrated with a sense 

of haste. The unleavened bread also signified that they 

were starting something new. They were redeemed 

from their old life of slavery. They needed to be 

different. God was reforming them. So, every year after 

that he wanted them to eat unleavened bread for a 

week to remind themselves to honor the Lord with 

their new life of freedom. 

Later the Lord reveals the kind of change that should 

characterize this new life. He gives them His Law to 

shape them into a holy nation. He wanted them to 

conform their lives to his justice, but it is hard to leave 

the old life behind. So, when Jesus warned his disciples 

about the hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders, he referred 

to it as leaven (Lu 12:1). When Christians in Corinth 

ignored blatant sin in the church, Paul told them, 

“Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new 

lump, as you really are unleavened. For Christ, our 

Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us therefore 
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celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the 

leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened 

bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Cor 5:7-8). Is there 

leaven in your life? Do you need to repent and cleanse 

it out? 

We must remember that reformation does not come 

first. It is always a response to redemption. The Lord 

reminded the people of Israel of this connection by 

having them celebrate the Passover every year to begin 

the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Exodus 12:21-28 tells 

us, 

Then Moses called all the elders of Israel and 

said to them, "Go and select lambs for 

yourselves according to your clans, and kill 

the Passover lamb. Take a bunch of hyssop 

and dip it in the blood that is in the basin, 

and touch the lintel and the two doorposts 

with the blood that is in the basin. None of 

you shall go out of the door of his house until 

the morning. For the LORD will pass through 

to strike the Egyptians, and when he sees the 

blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts, 

the LORD will pass over the door and will not 

allow the destroyer to enter your houses to 

strike you. You shall observe this rite as a 

statute for you and for your sons forever. And 
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when you come to the land that the LORD 

will give you, as he has promised, you shall 

keep this service. And when your children 

say to you, 'What do you mean by this 

service?' you shall say, 'It is the sacrifice of 

the LORD's Passover, for he passed over the 

houses of the people of Israel in Egypt, when 

he struck the Egyptians but spared our 

houses.'" And the people bowed their heads 

and worshiped. Then the people of Israel 

went and did so; as the LORD had 

commanded Moses and Aaron, so they did. 

So, they were to observe the feast not just for their own 

benefit. It would be a witness to their children, an 

opportunity to teach them about how God redeemed 

them. It was designed to reform future generations, so 

that they would believe in the Lord and follow his 

commands. When combined with everything else that 

God revealed later in the Law and the Prophets, it 

taught them to look forward to the true Passover—

Jesus, the Lamb of God. 
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Conc l u s i on  

We must understand these four principles of God’s 

justice that Moses proclaimed to prepare people for the 

tenth plague. He requires restitution and carries out 

retribution, but he also provides for redemption that 

leads to reformation. As we have seen, these principles 

extend beyond the plague, the Passover, and the Feast 

of Unleavened Bread. They point us to the saving work 

of Christ who made restitution for us through his 

perfect obedience, suffered retribution for our sins, 

and gave his life as our redemption, so that we would 

experience unending spiritual reformation until we 

reach eternity. 

Are you trusting Christ as your Passover Lamb? If not, 

I encourage you to begin today. Claim the saving power 

of his blood. Ask him to redeem you from your sins and 

to begin reforming your life. If you want to learn more 

about the change he makes in us, you could invest some 

time in reading 1 Corinthians 5 and 6.  

If you are trusting in Christ, does your life reflect the 

justice of God? Have you been a victim of some sort of 

injustice, as the people of Israel were. Are you willing 
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to entrust that situation to God’s justice? Does Christ’s 

work of redemption define you? Is spiritual 

reformation taking place in you? Would you speak 

about God’s justice and help others understand that it 

is more than retribution? Share with them the good 

news of redemption in Christ. 

May God bring forth his perfect justice! 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. Who or what has most influenced your 

understanding of justice? How do those ideas compare 

with what we find here? 

 

2. Which of these principles are hardest for you to 

accept? Why? 

 

3. Are there situations that you hesitate to entrust 

God’s ultimate justice? What are they? Why do you find 

it difficult?
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T H E  F R E E D O M  G O D  G I V E S  

E X O D U S  1 2 : 2 9 - 1 3 : 1 6  

A little freedom can be a dangerous thing. My parents 

were not overbearing or strict when I was growing up, 

but I still longed for the freedom that would come with 

getting my driver’s license. Once they are out on the 

road, some young people abuse that privilege. They 

behave recklessly. They act as if that freedom is 

absolute, but it is not. That is why we spend hours in 

driver training classes learning all the rules. You might 

be able to violate the laws of the state and get away with 
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it sometimes, but the laws of physics will get you every 

time! 

The people of Israel longed for a far greater freedom. 

They had been living as slaves under the abusive rule 

of the Egyptians. They were forced to do back-breaking 

labor and were beaten if they fell short. As their 

numbers grew, Pharaoh even attempted to control 

their population by ordering the execution of their 

newborn sons. But in response to their desperate 

prayers, the Lord called Moses to plead for their 

release. When Pharaoh refused, the Lord brought ten 

plagues upon Egypt, each one an opportunity for him 

to change his mind. God promised that Pharaoh would 

ultimately give in and send them out, but what then? 

How would they use their freedom?  

In Exodus 12:29-13:16, Moses records the event for 

which the book is named. The people of Israel finally 

leave Egypt in their great exodus. So, as Moses 

recounts the story, he presents three definitions of the 

freedom God gives. It was not absolute. Under the 

Lord’s guidance, Moses begins to shape their 

conception of who they are and how they should relate 
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to other people and to God. He leads them to use the 

privilege of their new freedom in a responsible way. 

All of us who are Christians need to learn the same 

lesson. John 8:31-32 tells us that Jesus said, "If you 

abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you 

will know the truth, and the truth will set you free." He 

goes on to explain that we are all enslaved to sin, but 

when we are saved our spiritual exodus begins. Has he 

set you free? If so, how are you using that freedom? 

Moses’ description of the Exodus raises important 

questions about how we respond to salvation in Christ. 

  



HUMBLE LEADERSHIP 

 

238 

D e f i n i t i o n  1  

F reedom by  Fa i t h  

The first part of Moses’ account defines this freedom as 

coming by faith. American history teaches us that we 

must fight for freedom. We celebrate people like the 

minutemen of the Revolutionary War. Most of them 

did not have professional military training or 

equipment. They were farmers with hunting rifles, but 

they were ready to fight at a minute’s notice. Their 

rapid mobilization strengthened the Continental Army 

at key points in battles against the British. 

The people of Israel, however, gained their freedom 

from Egypt in an entirely different way. None of them 
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ever picked up a weapon or even threw a punch. 

Instead, it was the Lord who did all the fighting for 

them. Exodus 12:29 tells us,  

At midnight the LORD struck down all the 

firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the 

firstborn of Pharaoh who sat on his throne to 

the firstborn of the captive who was in the 

dungeon, and all the firstborn of the 

livestock. 

The first nine plagues wore down the Egyptians, but 

this one broke them. They had seen the Lord’s power 

and had been warned about what was coming, but 

Pharaoh persisted in his stubborn refusal. Perhaps 

they continued to trust in the gods of Egypt or the 

power of the royal household, but the events of that 

terrible night forced them to see that their faith was 

entirely misplaced. They were struck with grief and 

fear. Verses 30-33 tell us, 

And Pharaoh rose up in the night, he and all 

his servants and all the Egyptians. And there 

was a great cry in Egypt, for there was not a 

house where someone was not dead. Then he 

summoned Moses and Aaron by night and 

said, "Up, go out from among my people, 

both you and the people of Israel; and go, 
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serve the LORD, as you have said. Take your 

flocks and your herds, as you have said, and 

be gone, and bless me also!" The Egyptians 

were urgent with the people to send them out 

of the land in haste. For they said, "We shall 

all be dead." 

Pharaoh surrendered unconditionally. He sent out the 

people of Israel for good. He even asked for a blessing. 

He was afraid and so were the other Egyptians. They 

knew that their lives hung by a thread. The Lord could 

have wiped out the entire nation as easily as he struck 

down their sons. 

But the people of Israel had an entirely different 

response. They were confident because their faith in 

the Lord was vindicated. The Lord had given them a 

series of instructions to prepare for the Exodus. It must 

have all seemed far too easy, but they trusted and 

obeyed. Verses 34-36 review some of their 

preparations by saying, 

So the people took their dough before it was 

leavened, their kneading bowls being bound 

up in their cloaks on their shoulders. The 

people of Israel had also done as Moses told 

them, for they had asked the Egyptians for 

silver and gold jewelry and for clothing. And 
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the LORD had given the people favor in the 

sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them 

have what they asked. Thus they plundered 

the Egyptians. 

The people of Israel were starting a new chapter with 

their freedom. They were leaving the old life behind, 

just as they had cleaned out all the old leaven from their 

households. They were new like the dough in their 

bowls. God also supplied them with the riches of Egypt 

in restitution for all their years of labor, but they still 

needed faith for the journey ahead. Verses 37-39 reveal 

some of the challenges they were facing. 

And the people of Israel journeyed from 

Rameses to Succoth, about six hundred 

thousand men on foot, besides women and 

children. A mixed multitude also went up 

with them, and very much livestock, both 

flocks and herds. And they baked unleavened 

cakes of the dough that they had brought out 

of Egypt, for it was not leavened, because 

they were thrust out of Egypt and could not 

wait, nor had they prepared any provisions 

for themselves. 

The migration of such a massive group was an 

incredible undertaking. With six hundred thousand 
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men, the total number of people must have been well 

over a million. Imagine the chaos as they all began to 

move. In addition to the Hebrews, a mixed multitude 

of people accompanied them. Some may have been 

Egyptian, but most were probably from other people 

groups that had also been oppressed by the Egyptians. 

Their presence among the people of Israel could create 

problems down the road, but the immediate concern 

was just having enough bread to keep going. 

Though the challenges were massive, they had every 

reason to trust the Lord. He was demonstrating his 

faithfulness to his covenant promises. In Genesis 15:3, 

he told Abraham that his descendants would spend 

four hundred years in Egypt. Moses records the exact 

time frame in verses 40-42, by saying, 

The time that the people of Israel lived in 

Egypt was 430 years. At the end of 430 years, 

on that very day, all the hosts of the LORD 

went out from the land of Egypt. It was a 

night of watching by the LORD, to bring 

them out of the land of Egypt; so this same 

night is a night of watching kept to the LORD 

by all the people of Israel throughout their 

generations. 
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We find the word “hosts” three times in this chapter. In 

some contexts, this Hebrew word could be translated 

as armies, but in this case the Lord fought for their 

freedom while the people of Israel watched and waited. 

Of course, the exodus from Egypt was just one step in 

the fulfillment of God's promises to Abraham. The 

people were to continue watching. They were to look 

back and remember Egypt, but they were also to look 

ahead in faith, anticipating everything else that God 

would do in the future. 

When we consider New Testament teaching about 

salvation in Christ, we find that the same conception of 

freedom still applies. We cannot overcome our 

enslavement to sin by fighting in our own strength. No 

legalistic rules or self-discipline can conquer the 

depravity of our hearts. Jesus fought the battle for us. 

Freedom only comes as we trust him. In Romans 6:5, 

Paul explains that faith unites us with Christ’s death 

and resurrection. Then in verses 6 and 7, he says, 

We know that our old self was crucified with 

him in order that the body of sin might be 

brought to nothing, so that we would no 

longer be enslaved to sin. For one who has 

died has been set free from sin. 
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Our exodus begins when we trust in Christ, but we face 

other challenges. How do we follow Christ as we wait 

for him to return and bring all that he has promised? 

How can we experience confidence and peace? We 

must continue to find freedom through faith in him.  
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D e f i n i t i o n  2  

F reedom f rom Ha te  

As Moses continues his account of the exodus, he also 

defines their freedom as a freedom from hate. Have you 

ever gone door-to-door in a neighborhood for 

something other than Trick-or-treating with your kids? 

I remember selling candles, candy bars, and other 

items for school fundraisers when I was growing up. It 

was always intimidating. There have also been times 

when I have worked with groups surveying people 

about their beliefs or inviting them to church events. 

People may put out a welcome mat, but most do not 

like to be interrupted. In fact, people seem to be less 
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and less open and more and more suspicious. Over 

time those feelings of distrust can become disgust and 

even hatred.  

The people of Israel experienced that hatred from the 

Egyptians, but they were undoubtedly tempted to go 

down the same slippery slope. The Egyptians abused 

and exploited them for several generations. So, it is 

understandable that they would be wary of outsiders. 

Plus, the plagues demonstrated that they were chosen 

by God and set apart. Later in the book we learn that 

the Lord wanted them to reflect this distinction from 

other nations by holy behavior in obedience to his Law. 

But some might twist that blessing into an argument 

for their superiority over other nations—an argument 

that could lead to distrust, disgust, and hatred. In fact, 

the Pharisees exhibit this attitude when Jesus speaks 

of freedom in John 8. 

The Lord does not hesitate to address this concern with 

Moses and Aaron regarding the observance of the 

Passover. He seems to have given them these 

instructions beforehand, but Moses records it 

afterward. Exodus 12:43-47 tells us, 
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And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 

"This is the statute of the Passover: no 

foreigner shall eat of it, but every slave that is 

bought for money may eat of it after you have 

circumcised him. No foreigner or hired 

worker may eat of it. It shall be eaten in one 

house; you shall not take any of the flesh 

outside the house, and you shall not break 

any of its bones. All the congregation of Israel 

shall keep it. 

So, the observance of the Passover is supposed to be a 

household affair. God does not want them to share it 

with anyone who happens to be around. But if there 

came a point when any of them had slaves, those people 

were not to be treated as inferior beings. They were to 

be welcomed into the family and into the nation. They 

were to become participants in God’s covenant with 

Abraham as signified by the mark of circumcision. 

They were part of the congregation. 

As repugnant as the practice of slavery is, it was part of 

life in the ancient world. It was not tied to a particular 

race as in early American history. Some people became 

slaves by being captured in battle. There were also 

cases when people were kidnapped and forced into 

slavery as in the story of Joseph recorded in Genesis 37. 
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But in the absence of any kind of welfare system, people 

sold themselves into slavery to pay off their debts and 

escape poverty. That may seem harsh, but Proverbs 

22:7 observes that every borrower is a slave to the 

lender. From that perspective, we must acknowledge 

that there is a lot more slavery today than we recognize. 

The Old Testament Law includes several commands 

about the treatment of slaves. The major passages are 

found in Exodus 21, Leviticus 25, and Deuteronomy 15. 

The common theme throughout is that the people of 

Israel were to show mercy and compassion because of 

their hard experience as slaves in Egypt. They were not 

supposed to abuse their freedom by despising slaves. 

As we have seen, they were to include them in their 

household observance of the Passover. 

Exodus 12:46 notes that the bones of the Passover lamb 

should not be broken. This seems like a peculiar detail, 

but John 19:36 links it to the crucifixion of Jesus. The 

soldiers broke the legs of the two criminals crucified 

beside him to speed up their death. The hypocritical 

Jews who orchestrated Christ’s execution wanted the 

bodies removed before the Sabbath began at sundown. 

But since the soldiers found that Jesus was already 
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dead, none of his bones were broken. So, even the 

details of the Passover point forward to the death of 

Christ. 

Now from what we have read thus far in Exodus 12, it 

seems as if foreigners were completely shut out from 

participating in the Passover. But verses 48-49 clarify 

that this was not the case. There we read, 

If a stranger shall sojourn with you and 

would keep the Passover to the LORD, let all 

his males be circumcised. Then he may come 

near and keep it; he shall be as a native of the 

land. But no uncircumcised person shall eat 

of it. There shall be one law for the native and 

for the stranger who sojourns among you." 

The people of Israel were supposed to pursue holiness 

and treat the Passover with reverence, but that focus 

did not justify despising or hating outsiders. They were 

supposed to welcome strangers not just to the feast, but 

into Israel’s covenant relationship with God. That was 

the point of circumcision. It was a significant 

commitment, but a foreigner could become part of 

Israel.  
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From the very beginning, the Lord intended his 

covenant with Abraham to bless all the families of the 

earth (Gen 12:3). In fact, we find important examples 

of foreigners taking this step later in Old Testament 

history. Rahab, the prostitute from Jericho, and Ruth, 

the widow from Moab, join with Israel and end up 

becoming ancestors of King David and ultimately of 

Jesus (Matt 1:1-17).  

Moses probably records these stipulations at this point 

in the story to explain the presence of that mixed 

multitude that was mentioned back in verse 38. 

Perhaps those people underwent circumcision to join 

in the first Passover. After witnessing the first nine 

plagues, and hearing the warning of the tenth, it would 

certainly have been a wise choice. If so, then verses 50-

51 may indicate that the people of Israel accepted them 

as God commanded. We are told, 

All the people of Israel did just as the LORD 

commanded Moses and Aaron. And on that 

very day the LORD brought the people of 

Israel out of the land of Egypt by their hosts. 

This focus on incorporating outsiders becomes the 

central focus of the New Testament church. Jesus calls 
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his followers to make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them and teaching them (Matt 28:19). In Ephesians 

2:12-13, Paul wrote to those who were not of Jewish 

descent and said, 

remember that you were at that time 

separated from Christ, alienated from the 

commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the 

covenants of promise, having no hope and 

without God in the world. But now in Christ 

Jesus you who once were far off have been 

brought near by the blood of Christ. 

So, if God welcomed us, shouldn’t we welcome others? 

Christ saves us to set us free from hateful attitudes 

(Titus 3:3-5). We do not gain freedom from sin through 

our own efforts. So, we should not be surprised that 

others are enslaved to sin. We have no right to despise 

or attack them. The gospel of God’s grace must guide 

us as we interact with people.  
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D e f i n i t i o n  3  

F reedom fo r  Devo t i on  

Finally, a third definition of the freedom God gives 

becomes clear in Moses’ account of the exodus. It is a 

freedom for devotion. What happens if you inflate a 

balloon, and let it go without tying it? The latex 

contracts, the air shoots out, and the balloon goes 

flying. It spirals out of control. It is entirely 

unpredictable. Young children find it amusing. 

The same effect happens in a spiritual sense, when 

people claim absolute freedom over their lives. They 

lose touch with any sense of what is truly right or 

wrong, good or bad. As a result, their lives can spiral 
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out of control. The consequences are anything but 

amusing. They can be heart-breaking. 

So, the freedom God gives is not absolute. He 

graciously provides parameters and sets a direction. He 

wants people to use their freedom in faithful devotion 

to him. He begins to articulate this expectation in 

Exodus 13:1-2.  

The LORD said to Moses, "Consecrate to me 

all the firstborn. Whatever is the first to open 

the womb among the people of Israel, both of 

man and of beast, is mine." 

Since God saved these men and animals from the tenth 

plague, he claimed ownership over them. They were to 

be consecrated, set apart to him, and the same status 

applied to every firstborn moving forward. It would be 

a constant reminder of how God rescued Israel from 

Egypt. So, the point was that the entire nation belonged 

to him. They must use their freedom in a way that 

demonstrates God’s ownership. 

Moses will say more about this consecration of the 

firstborn, but first he reiterates the importance of the 

Feast of Unleavened Bread. Exodus 13:3-10 tells us, 
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Then Moses said to the people, "Remember 

this day in which you came out from Egypt, 

out of the house of slavery, for by a strong 

hand the LORD brought you out from this 

place. No leavened bread shall be eaten. 

Today, in the month of Abib, you are going 

out. And when the LORD brings you into the 

land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 

Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, 

which he swore to your fathers to give you, a 

land flowing with milk and honey, you shall 

keep this service in this month. Seven days 

you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the 

seventh day there shall be a feast to the 

LORD. Unleavened bread shall be eaten for 

seven days; no leavened bread shall be seen 

with you, and no leaven shall be seen with 

you in all your territory. You shall tell your 

son on that day, 'It is because of what the 

LORD did for me when I came out of Egypt.' 

And it shall be to you as a sign on your hand 

and as a memorial between your eyes, that 

the law of the LORD may be in your mouth. 

For with a strong hand the LORD has 

brought you out of Egypt. You shall therefore 

keep this statute at its appointed time from 

year to year. 

As we saw previously, cleaning out the leaven reflected 

their break with the old life. The exodus gave them a 
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new life of freedom. So, even in times to come when 

they would prosper in a new land, they were still 

supposed to set aside this week every year to eat simple 

unleavened bread. He says it would be like a sign on 

their hand or something hanging between their eyes, a 

constant reminder. Some Jews take this literally. 

During weekday morning prayers, they tie small boxes 

to their arm and forehead with verses from the Torah 

inside. But I think that practice misses the point. The 

feast itself was supposed to remind them to devote 

themselves to obeying the law of the Lord.  

Moses makes the same point as he continues to explain 

the consecration of the firstborn. Exodus 13:11-16 tells 

us that he said, 

"When the LORD brings you into the land of 

the Canaanites, as he swore to you and your 

fathers, and shall give it to you, you shall set 

apart to the LORD all that first opens the 

womb. All the firstborn of your animals that 

are males shall be the LORD's. Every 

firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a 

lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall 

break its neck. Every firstborn of man among 

your sons you shall redeem. And when in 

time to come your son asks you, 'What does 
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this mean?' you shall say to him, 'By a strong 

hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt, 

from the house of slavery. For when Pharaoh 

stubbornly refused to let us go, the LORD 

killed all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, 

both the firstborn of man and the firstborn of 

animals. Therefore I sacrifice to the LORD all 

the males that first open the womb, but all 

the firstborn of my sons I redeem.' It shall be 

as a mark on your hand or frontlets between 

your eyes, for by a strong hand the LORD 

brought us out of Egypt." 

They were to keep reenacting this principle of 

redemption from the Passover over and over again for 

every firstborn. Animals were to be offered up in 

sacrifice if they were suitable. If not, as with a donkey, 

they could be saved through the sacrifice of a lamb in 

their place. Otherwise, they would have to die. Sons, of 

course, were to be redeemed. The point was to 

encourage ongoing gratitude and devotion to the Lord. 

So, if the sacrifice of a lamb and rescue from physical 

death encourages devotion, how much greater should 

our devotion be in response to our redemption in 

Christ? He died in our place to set us free from the 

penalty and power of sin forever. So, we should use that 
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freedom to serve him. Paul makes this argument as he 

writes to the believers in Corinth. Their city was known 

for sexual immorality, and some in the church were 

justifying such behavior. But in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, 

Paul responds by saying, 

Or do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom 

you have from God? You are not your own, 

for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body. 

Have you been redeemed in Christ? Do you reflect his 

ownership? Are you devoted to him? 

Conc l u s i on  

In the exodus, God freed the people of Israel from 

slavery in Egypt. It was a freedom by faith, a freedom 

from hate, and a freedom for devotion. As we have 

seen, those same definitions apply to the freedom that 

Christ won for all of us who follow him through his 

death. He frees us from slavery to sin. 

Do you possess this freedom? If not, I encourage you to 

seek it by faith in Christ. Believe that he died and rose 

again. Trust him as your Redeemer. If you want to learn 
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more about his saving power, I encourage you to read 

the teaching of Christ in John 8.   

If you have received this freedom by faith, how are you 

using it? Have you been swept up in the hateful 

attitudes of our world? We have no right to despise 

anyone. We must root out such attitudes from our lives 

so that we reflect the kindness and grace of God. We 

must continually renew our devotion to Christ. You 

were bought with a price. Glorify God in your body. 

May God use us to set others free! 

Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How would you distinguish between the freedom the 

world seeks and the freedom that God gives? 

 

2. Which of these definitions is most helpful to you? 

How so? 

 

3. How can you use the concept of freedom to explain 

the gospel to someone?
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O V E R C O M I N G  F E A R  

E X O D U S  1 3 : 1 7 - 1 4 : 3 1  

When I was growing up, I spent lots of summer days on 

sandy beaches in Southern California. I cannot think of 

anything more relaxing than warm sun, a light ocean 

breeze, and the sound of the surf. You can also dive into 

the water and splash through the waves, letting their 

power wash over you. But if the weather turns stormy, 

those breakers become more intimidating. They crash 

with intense force that can sweep you off your feet. You 
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tumble in the churn, not knowing which way is up, 

unable to catch your breath. 

Fear can have a similar effect on us. In the storms of 

life, it comes crashing over us in powerful waves. It 

sweeps you off your feet and leaves you tumbling, 

breathless. Which way is up? How can you gain your 

footing? How can you catch a breath before another 

wave hits? Is it even possible to rise above? 

As Moses leads the people of Israel out of Egypt after 

the ten plagues, they face a frightening situation. 

Though the Pharaoh had sent them out, he changes his 

mind and decides to pursue them with an army of 

chariots. So, in addition to battling his own fear, Moses 

needs to help the entire nation through this intense 

crisis. Some leaders bluff and try to pacify people by 

minimizing a threat like that. Others try to squelch 

people’s panic through intimidation and strict 

discipline. But those tactics are arrogant. They treat 

people as inferiors who are unable to handle the truth. 

Ultimately, they do not work. 

Instead, Moses humbly points the people of Israel to 

the Lord, and as he does so, they find four divine 
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resources for overcoming fear. These resources are 

based in the character of God, and he never changes. 

So, they are expressed in different ways today, but they 

are still available to believers. When fear threatens to 

overwhelm us, we can overcome as we draw strength 

from these resources. 
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R e s o u r c e  1  

God ’ s  Lead i ng  P re sence  

The first resource for overcoming fear is God’s leading 

presence. The people of Israel were shepherds. It was 

part of their heritage. Their ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob were shepherds. Even though they had 

worked as slaves making bricks in Egypt, they still 

owned livestock. So, they understood the careful 

attention that their flocks needed. Someone had to 

protect them from predators and guide them to food 

and water. Without that leadership, the flock would 

scatter and perish.  
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As the people of Israel left Egypt, the Lord guided them 

and protected them like a shepherd. He was concerned 

for their safety and well-being. He knew what they 

could handle, and what would overwhelm them. 

Exodus 13:17-18 tells us, 

When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not 

lead them by way of the land of the 

Philistines, although that was near. For God 

said, "Lest the people change their minds 

when they see war and return to Egypt." But 

God led the people around by the way of the 

wilderness toward the Red Sea. And the 

people of Israel went up out of the land of 

Egypt equipped for battle. 

The quickest way to the promised land was to follow 

the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea through the 

land of the Philistines. But that route would quickly 

lead to conflict. In verse 18, where the ESV says that the 

people were equipped for battle, the term could simply 

mean that they were organized into divisions. God 

could certainly give them victory, but in his wisdom, he 

knew that they were not ready to fight any battles yet. 

Besides, back at the burning bush he had told Moses 

that the people would serve him at that mountain in the 

wilderness (Ex 3:12). 
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The Lord’s leading was not new to the descendants of 

Abraham. Just as he led Abraham to Canaan, he led 

Jacob’s family to Egypt to protect them during a great 

famine. When Jacob’s sons sold their brother Joseph 

into slavery, the Lord was at work. He raised Joseph to 

a position of leadership to provide for his family, and 

Joseph knew that he would be present with them to 

lead them out of Egypt at some point in the future. 

Verse 19 highlights this connection by saying, 

Moses took the bones of Joseph with him, for 

Joseph had made the sons of Israel solemnly 

swear, saying, "God will surely visit you, and 

you shall carry up my bones with you from 

here." 

But on this occasion, God was present with the people 

of Israel in a unique way. He appeared to them in 

visible form. Verses 20-22 tell us, 

And they moved on from Succoth and 

encamped at Etham, on the edge of the 

wilderness. And the LORD went before them 

by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along 

the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give 

them light, that they might travel by day and 

by night. The pillar of cloud by day and the 
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pillar of fire by night did not depart from 

before the people. 

It is difficult for us to identify these locations with any 

certainty, but the Lord guided them through this 

glorious pillar. It was their constant companion. In 

fact, he continued to manifest his presence this way 

during their time in the wilderness. Once the 

Tabernacle was built, this glory cloud resided in the 

innermost chamber, the Holy of holies. Later when 

Solomon dedicated the Temple in Jerusalem, the cloud 

appeared again. 

God does not always appear in visible form to shepherd 

his people, but we can still be confident that he is near. 

David was conscious of his presence and drew strength 

from it to face his fears. In Psalm 23:1-4, he says, 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures. He 

leads me beside still waters. He restores my 

soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness 

for his name's sake. Even though I walk 

through the valley of the shadow of death, I 

will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod 

and your staff, they comfort me. 
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Jesus later presented himself as the good shepherd. 

His words are recorded in John 10. He said that he 

would lay down his life for his followers (v. 15). He said 

that he would give them eternal life, and no one would 

snatch them out of his hand (vv. 28-29). On another 

occasion, he also promised that the Holy Spirit would 

indwell his followers. They were afraid, because he 

announced that he was going away to prepare a place 

for them. John 14:16-17 tells us that he said, 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Helper, to be with you forever, even 

the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 

receive, because it neither sees him nor 

knows him. You know him, for he dwells with 

you and will be in you. 

We may not see or feel him, but the Spirit of God is 

present within every believer. He convicts us to guide 

us away from sin that would harm us. He enables us to 

bear spiritual fruit by helping us understand and apply 

God’s truth in our lives. He assures us that we are 

children of God. So, when we are tempted to fear, we 

can draw strength and encouragement from God’s 

leading presence in our lives.  
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R e s o u r c e  2  

God ’ s  Sove re i gn  Pu rpo se  

A second resource for overcoming fear is God’s 

sovereign purpose. Life often seems random, chaotic, 

and completely out of control. Fear plagues us because 

we do not know what will happen next. Every 

circumstance seems like a roll of the dice, or in ancient 

times they would cast lots. But Proverbs 16:33 tells us, 

“The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is 

from the LORD.” In Ephesians 1:11, Paul says that he 

works all things according to the counsel of his will. So, 

we can be assured that God is accomplishing his 

sovereign purpose through all that happens. 
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As we have seen, the people of Israel were following 

God’s leading presence. But as we continue reading, we 

learn that he leads them to a vulnerable place. Exodus 

14:1-2 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Tell the 

people of Israel to turn back and encamp in 

front of Pi-hahiroth, between Migdol and the 

sea, in front of Baal-zephon; you shall 

encamp facing it, by the sea. 

Here again there are several ideas as to the 

whereabouts of these locations. Back in Chapter 13, 

this sea was identified as the Red Sea. If so, then the 

text could be referring to the Gulf of Suez that western 

arm of the Red Sea. The identification “Red Sea” comes 

from the Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of 

the Old Testament, but the Hebrew text refers to it as 

the sea of reeds. So, skeptics have argued that this was 

some marshy area. There are several marshy lakes like 

that between the northern tip of the Gulf of Suez and 

the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea. In modern 

times, the Suez Canal runs through this region. 

Whatever body of water is in view here, it was large 

enough and deep enough that Pharaoh considered 

them to be trapped. In Exodus 14:3, the Lord tells 



Overcoming Fear (Exodus 13:17-14:31) 

 

269 

Moses, “For Pharaoh will say of the people of Israel, 

'They are wandering in the land; the wilderness has 

shut them in.'” 

Why would the Lord lead them into this trap?  He 

reveals his purpose to Moses in verse 4 by saying,  

And I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and he 

will pursue them, and I will get glory over 

Pharaoh and all his host, and the Egyptians 

shall know that I am the LORD." And they 

did so. 

God’s guiding purpose in all things is to display his 

glory. He wants people to see all his attributes and to 

know that he alone is God. He wants everyone to 

understand that he alone is worthy of worship. Some 

might consider that goal to be selfish, but it is not. He 

created us for that purpose, so we will not experience 

true satisfaction and joy until we live fully for his glory. 

His glory is our good. 

But to fulfill that purpose, God sometimes leads us into 

difficult situations. He allowed Adam and Eve to be 

tempted by the serpent. He allowed suffering and death 

to enter the world as a consequence of their sin. In this 

case, he allowed the people of Israel to be trapped by 



HUMBLE LEADERSHIP 

 

270 

the Egyptians as he revealed to Moses. Exodus 14:5-9 

tells us, 

When the king of Egypt was told that the 

people had fled, the mind of Pharaoh and his 

servants was changed toward the people, and 

they said, "What is this we have done, that we 

have let Israel go from serving us?" So he 

made ready his chariot and took his army 

with him, and took six hundred chosen 

chariots and all the other chariots of Egypt 

with officers over all of them. And the LORD 

hardened the heart of Pharaoh king of Egypt, 

and he pursued the people of Israel while the 

people of Israel were going out defiantly. The 

Egyptians pursued them, all Pharaoh's 

horses and chariots and his horsemen and 

his army, and overtook them encamped at 

the sea, by Pi-hahiroth, in front of Baal-

zephon. 

How would you respond in that situation? Chariots 

were the ancient equivalent of tanks. On their own, the 

people of Israel would not stand a chance against his 

army. Would you believe what Joseph said to his 

brother’s 400 years earlier? Genesis 50:20 tells us that 

he said, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God 

meant it for good.” How do you respond when you feel 
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trapped by circumstances today that seem hopeless? 

Do you believe Romans 8:28, where Paul says, “And we 

know that for those who love God all things work 

together for good, for those who are called according to 

his purpose.” We must draw strength from God’s 

sovereign purpose. He works for his glory for the 

ultimate good of all who believe.  
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R e s o u r c e  3  

God ’ s  Sav ing  P rom i se  

The third resource for overcoming fear is God’s saving 

promise. Fear, to state the obvious, is not restful.  

When you are afraid, you want to fight someone or 

something, even if it is unrelated to the threat that you 

are facing. If you cannot do that you want to run away 

and escape. You certainly do not want to be still or to 

sit in silence and wait. But that is how Moses calls the 

people of Israel to respond. They must trust in God’s 

saving promise alone. 
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Their initial response to being cornered by Pharaoh is 

what you would expect. They panic and start 

complaining. Exodus 4:10-12 tells us, 

When Pharaoh drew near, the people of 

Israel lifted up their eyes, and behold, the 

Egyptians were marching after them, and 

they feared greatly. And the people of Israel 

cried out to the LORD. They said to Moses, 

"Is it because there are no graves in Egypt 

that you have taken us away to die in the 

wilderness? What have you done to us in 

bringing us out of Egypt? Is not this what we 

said to you in Egypt: 'Leave us alone that we 

may serve the Egyptians'? For it would have 

been better for us to serve the Egyptians than 

to die in the wilderness." 

They want to fight someone, so they focus their 

animosity on Moses. But their claims do not make any 

sense. First, Pharaoh’s intent was to enslave them 

again not to kill them. Second, Moses did not bring 

them out of Egypt. God did. Finally, there is no record 

of anyone ever saying that they wanted to keep serving 

the Egyptians. Their servitude was harsh, but that was 

all forgotten in that moment. Panic can distort our 

thinking.  
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How should a humble leader respond in a situation like 

that? Should he concede to their foolish accusations or 

protest them? Moses does neither. Instead, he gives 

them clear direction from the Lord. Verses 13-14 tell us, 

And Moses said to the people, "Fear not, 

stand firm, and see the salvation of the 

LORD, which he will work for you today. For 

the Egyptians whom you see today, you shall 

never see again. The LORD will fight for you, 

and you have only to be silent." 

Moses calls the people to exercise faith. Fear not. Stand 

firm. Be silent. The Lord will fight. Watch the Lord 

accomplish his work of salvation. Be confident in him. 

God calls us to the same response regarding our eternal 

salvation. We cannot earn it through good works or 

religious activity. Jesus fought the battle to win our 

forgiveness, freedom, and life. We must trust the work 

he completed through his death and resurrection, and 

we must trust his ongoing work in our hearts.  

But what about Moses? What was going on in his 

heart? His words seem confident, but perhaps he was 

preaching to himself. He seems to be paralyzed, 

because God must stir him to action. Moses must lead 
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the people in believing the words he just proclaimed. 

He must step out in faith. Exodus 14:15-18 tells us,  

The LORD said to Moses, "Why do you cry to 

me? Tell the people of Israel to go forward. 

Lift up your staff, and stretch out your hand 

over the sea and divide it, that the people of 

Israel may go through the sea on dry ground. 

And I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians 

so that they shall go in after them, and I will 

get glory over Pharaoh and all his host, his 

chariots, and his horsemen. And the 

Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, 

when I have gotten glory over Pharaoh, his 

chariots, and his horsemen." 

Faith is more than words or intellectual acceptance. It 

must translate into action. For Moses that meant lifting 

his staff and believing that God would part the waters 

for them. For the people of Israel, it meant moving 

forward on a seemingly impossible path. God does not 

call us to cross through a sea. But when we are afraid, 

we must go forward trusting the Lord. In Romans 

16:26, Paul speaks of his mission as bringing about the 

obedience of faith. As we trust his promise of salvation 

in Christ, he calls us to put off sin and to live a godly life 

for his glory no matter what dangers or threats we may 



HUMBLE LEADERSHIP 

 

276 

encounter. It seems impossible, but God is able. Trust 

his saving promise. 
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R e s o u r c e  4  

God ’ s  Awesome  Power  

The fourth resource for overcoming fear is God’s 

awesome power. Some people think that the key to 

overcoming fear is to think of God in comforting terms 

like a kind and gentle grandfatherly figure, a heavenly 

Santa Claus. God does present himself as a Father, but 

he is not feeble or docile. His presence is like a mighty 

storm with lightning and thunder. We need to 

understand the full extent of his power as he fights for 

his people. 



HUMBLE LEADERSHIP 

 

278 

We have already read that he appeared to the people of 

Israel in the form of a fiery pillar of cloud. He was 

present with them to lead them. But he was also there 

to protect them. This pillar was intimidating enough to 

keep the Egyptian army at bay. Exodus 14:19-20 tells 

us, 

Then the angel of God who was going before 

the host of Israel moved and went behind 

them, and the pillar of cloud moved from 

before them and stood behind them, coming 

between the host of Egypt and the host of 

Israel. And there was the cloud and the 

darkness. And it lit up the night without one 

coming near the other all night. 

In Exodus 3, it was the angel of the Lord who appeared 

to Moses at the burning bush. Here he is called, “the 

angel of God,” but in Exodus 13:20 this pillar was 

simply called the Lord. As we survey other Old 

Testament references to this being, we find the same 

two identifications: as the angel of the Lord and as the 

Lord himself. He hears prayer, carries out judgment 

(Gen 18-19), and receives worship (Ex 24:1), so he must 

be God. But how then can he appear in visible form? 

Many Christians see the angel of the Lord as the second 
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person of the Trinity, Jesus, the Son of God, prior to his 

incarnation.  

Of course, the Lord’s power is more than an impressive 

light show. As he protects the people of Israel, he works 

through Moses to perform an incredible miracle to save 

them. Exodus 14:21-22 tells us, 

Then Moses stretched out his hand over the 

sea, and the LORD drove the sea back by a 

strong east wind all night and made the sea 

dry land, and the waters were divided. And 

the people of Israel went into the midst of the 

sea on dry ground, the waters being a wall to 

them on their right hand and on their left. 

Skeptics say that this is hyperbolic language. They 

think that if this event happened at all, then the people 

of Israel crossed through a shallow marsh without 

sinking because they were on foot. But if you accept the 

existence of God, is it so far-fetched to believe that the 

one who created the laws of nature could bend them to 

serve his purpose? This mighty wind parts the waters, 

holds them up, and even dries out the seabed. The 

awesome power of God miraculously rescues the 

people of Israel. The same awesome power enabled 

Jesus to miraculously rise from the dead to rescue us. 
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You might assume that the Egyptians would give up 

and go home, but the Lord wanted to display his 

awesome power in judgment against them. As we saw 

back in verse 17, he hardened their hearts. They make 

a foolish choice. Exodus 14:23-28 tells us, 

The Egyptians pursued and went in after 

them into the midst of the sea, all Pharaoh's 

horses, his chariots, and his horsemen. And 

in the morning watch the LORD in the pillar 

of fire and of cloud looked down on the 

Egyptian forces and threw the Egyptian 

forces into a panic, clogging their chariot 

wheels so that they drove heavily. And the 

Egyptians said, "Let us flee from before 

Israel, for the LORD fights for them against 

the Egyptians." Then the LORD said to 

Moses, "Stretch out your hand over the sea, 

that the water may come back upon the 

Egyptians, upon their chariots, and upon 

their horsemen." So Moses stretched out his 

hand over the sea, and the sea returned to its 

normal course when the morning appeared. 

And as the Egyptians fled into it, the LORD 

threw the Egyptians into the midst of the sea. 

The waters returned and covered the chariots 

and the horsemen; of all the host of Pharaoh 
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that had followed them into the sea, not one 

of them remained. 

The approach of the Egyptian army provoked the 

people of Israel to fear. But here the Egyptians are the 

ones who panic. Despite all that they had seen of God’s 

awesome power with the plagues and the parting of the 

sea, they still thought that they and their false gods 

could compete. They could not have been more wrong. 

They are overwhelmed with fear and then with water.  

Verses 29-31 conclude the story by telling us, 

But the people of Israel walked on dry 

ground through the sea, the waters being a 

wall to them on their right hand and on their 

left. Thus the LORD saved Israel that day 

from the hand of the Egyptians, and Israel 

saw the Egyptians dead on the seashore. 

Israel saw the great power that the LORD 

used against the Egyptians, so the people 

feared the LORD, and they believed in the 

LORD and in his servant Moses. 

The crossing of the Red Sea taught the people of Israel 

that they must fight fear with fear. They needed to fear 

God more than man, more than anything. This way of 

thinking may sound harsh, but Jesus made the same 
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point for his followers. Matthew 10:28-31 tells us that 

he said,  

And do not fear those who kill the body but 

cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can 

destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not 

two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one 

of them will fall to the ground apart from 

your Father. But even the hairs of your head 

are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; you 

are of more value than many sparrows. 

When you are afraid, you can draw strength from 

knowing that the same God fights for his followers with 

his awesome power. 

Conc l u s i on  

These divine resources that were available to the 

people of Israel are available to believers today to 

overcome fear. We can find comfort in God’s leading 

presence. The Helper, the Holy Spirit dwells within us.  

We can be confident in God’s sovereign purpose. He is 

always working for his ultimate glory and our ultimate 

good. We can trust in his saving promise that in Christ 

we find complete forgiveness and eternal salvation. 
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Finally, we can fear his awesome power knowing that if 

God is for us, who can be against us? 

Do you believe God’s promise of salvation? Are you 

confident that God will welcome you into his eternal 

kingdom? As I mentioned earlier, no amount of moral 

or religious effort will open that door to you? You must 

rest in God’s promise of salvation through faith in 

Jesus Christ. If you have not done so, I encourage you 

to start believing in him. If you want to learn more 

about his salvation, John 14 would be a great place to 

read.  

If you have a relationship with the Lord, are you 

struggling with fear? Perhaps it would help you to focus 

on one of these resources. Think through how it applies 

to your struggles. Let it guide your prayers and calm 

your anxious thoughts. If you have a friend who 

struggles with fear, would you pray for that person and 

encourage them to trust the Lord. 

May God be glorified as we walk in his presence! 
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. What are some of the things that frighten you? 

 

 

 

2. How can you draw upon these resources to 

overcome your fears? 

 

 

 

3. How should these resources guide your prayers 

for and interaction with a friend who struggles with 

fear?
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R E A S O N S  T O  S I N G  

E X O D U S  1 5 : 1 - 2 1  

Over the past century, many discussions about 

leadership have focused on personality types described 

in psychological terms. To make things simpler, some 

have associated those types with four different animals. 

First is the lion, loud, aggressive, and commanding. 

Next is the fun-loving otter, always chattering and 

having a good time. Then there is the quiet but hard-

working beaver who stays on task and gets the job 
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done. The final type is the faithful and loving golden 

retriever. 

As we consider the pattern of humble leadership from 

the life of Moses, you might wonder if it aligns with a 

particular personality type. The prideful lion and 

shallow otter can both be self-absorbed in their 

respective ways. The beaver is obsessed with tasks. So, 

you might choose the retriever, the personality type 

that focuses on people and relationships, but there is 

more than that to biblical humility. Biblical humility is 

rooted in and focused upon the worship of God, and 

that concern must shape your relationships regardless 

of your personality. 

Most Christians today associate worship with singing. 

It plays a major part in our church services, but 

different personality types respond to it differently. 

Lions see singing as a distraction from the roaring 

proclamation of the truth, beavers see it as another task 

to check off, and the golden retrievers just want to 

make sure everyone is happy. It is the otters who love 

the excitement and emotion of music, but we all can 

miss the point. The essence of worship is not our 

personalities or preferences, but humbly offering 
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ourselves to God. You can participate in singing 

without accomplishing that goal, but singing can and 

should lead us into that kind of devotion. 

Moses wrote a song after the people of Israel crossed 

the Red Sea. In fact, it is the first song in the Bible, a 

prototype for the Psalms. It is recorded in Exodus 15:1-

21, and it demonstrates four reasons to sing. These 

reasons show us the power of singing to help us become 

true worshippers. They also spell out the goals that we 

should have in mind as we sing. So, as we walk through 

these verses, think about how you personally approach 

singing. Let these four reasons be your guide. 
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R e a s o n  1  

S i ng  to  Pe r sona l i z e  

The first reason to sing is to personalize. We 

personalize objects all the time, adding touches that 

show that it belongs to you. You might do it with your 

home, your car, or your clothing. But the most 

personalizing act of all is marriage when a couple 

pledges their exclusive commitment to one another. 

We hear it in the Song of Solomon when the woman 

declares, “My beloved is mine, and I am his” (2:16). In 

1 Corinthians 7:4, Paul goes so far as to say, “For the 

wife does not have authority over her own body, but the 
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husband does. Likewise the husband does not have 

authority over his own body, but the wife does.” 

That kind of personal commitment is also essential to 

genuine worship. Many people approach religion in a 

detached way. For them it is nothing more than 

occasionally going to church. But salvation is designed 

to draw us into a personal relationship with God. The 

people of Israel had experienced God’s saving work 

through the exodus and the crossing of the Red Sea. So, 

the song of Moses opens with an expression of personal 

commitment to the Lord. Exodus 15:1-2 says, 

Then Moses and the people of Israel sang this 

song to the LORD, saying, "I will sing to the 

LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; the 

horse and his rider he has thrown into the 

sea. The LORD is my strength and my song, 

and he has become my salvation; this is my 

God, and I will praise him, my father's God, 

and I will exalt him. 

This song was written for the entire nation to sing, but 

it is phrased as an individual response. Instead of the 

first person plural, we and our, it uses the first person 

singular, I and my. The main verbs express a 

commitment to personal worship: I will sing, I will 
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praise, I will exalt. The song also speaks of the Lord in 

a possessive sense: he is my strength, my song, my 

salvation, my God. 

The song also refers to the Lord as “my father’s God.” 

That sense of heritage was important for the people of 

Israel. God chose Abraham and established a covenant 

relationship with him. The nation was experiencing the 

blessings of that covenant. But God would not be 

satisfied with them approaching worship as a national 

commitment, or a family commitment. It had to be 

personal. 

This focus on individual commitment becomes even 

more important in the New Testament. In the exodus, 

the people of Israel experienced physical salvation as a 

group. Personal commitment was the way God wanted 

them to respond afterward. But even if they did not 

respond that way, their rescue from Egypt had already 

happened. But individuals cannot experience the 

spiritual salvation proclaimed in the New Testament 

until they personally receive it. So, in Romans 10, Paul 

prays for his Jewish countrymen to be saved. Their 

national heritage and religious knowledge was not 

enough. They needed to personally respond to Jesus 
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Christ. In Romans 10:9, he says, “because, if you 

confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe 

in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 

will be saved.” 

Jesus warned his followers that their personal 

commitment to him might even put them at odds with 

their family members. Matthew 10:21-22 tells us that 

he said, 

Brother will deliver brother over to death, 

and the father his child, and children will rise 

against parents and have them put to death, 

and you will be hated by all for my name's 

sake. But the one who endures to the end will 

be saved. 

So, singing to God in personal terms reminds us that 

personal commitment is essential to saving faith and to 

genuine worship.  
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R e a s o n  2  

S i ng  to  Theo log i ze  

The second reason to sing is to theologize. The people 

of Israel had seen God do amazing miracles in the 

plagues and the crossing of the Red Sea. But they were 

leaving that behind. They were moving on. You might 

say it was all in the rearview mirror. Of course, those 

events seem even more distant to us today. But just like 

our mirrors say, objects are closer than they appear. 

Those events are not merely distant history. They must 

continue to shape our lives, and theology is a necessary 

step in that process. 
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The word theology refers to the study of God. So, to 

theologize is to draw universal conclusions about what 

God is like and how we should relate to him from 

specific biblical events like the crossing of the Red Sea. 

Those theological truths are the foundation for 

personal response.  

The Song of Moses models this kind of thinking. As we 

saw in verses 1 and 2, it begins with personal response. 

Then in verses 3-7, it deduces theological truths from 

the events that the people had witnessed. It says, 

The LORD is a man of war; the LORD is his 

name. "Pharaoh's chariots and his host he 

cast into the sea, and his chosen officers were 

sunk in the Red Sea. The floods covered 

them; they went down into the depths like a 

stone. Your right hand, O LORD, glorious in 

power, your right hand, O LORD, shatters 

the enemy. In the greatness of your majesty 

you overthrow your adversaries; you send 

out your fury; it consumes them like stubble. 

The people of Israel were going to encounter intense 

opposition in the future. They could not forget what the 

Lord had done to the Egyptians at the sea. They needed 

to understand the Lord’s warrior-like character. He 
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would continue to use his glorious power to fight for 

them, shattering their enemies and consuming them. 

He displays his majesty for all to see. Those who refuse 

to acknowledge his greatness provoke his fury. 

The crossing of the Red Sea also showed that the Lord’s 

power is incomparable. The song suggests that he 

barely exerted himself to part the waters. It was like a 

strong breath from his nose. Verses 8-12 tell us, 

At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled 

up; the floods stood up in a heap; the deeps 

congealed in the heart of the sea. The enemy 

said, 'I will pursue, I will overtake, I will 

divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of 

them. I will draw my sword; my hand shall 

destroy them.' You blew with your wind; the 

sea covered them; they sank like lead in the 

mighty waters. "Who is like you, O LORD, 

among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in 

holiness, awesome in glorious deeds, doing 

wonders? You stretched out your right hand; 

the earth swallowed them. 

The people of Israel would be tempted to worship other 

gods and conform to the cultures of other nations that 

they would encounter. They needed to understand that 

the Lord’s awesome deeds set him apart. He is not like 
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false gods. He is holy and awesome. He alone is worthy 

of the personal response in the song’s opening lines. He 

deserves to be praised and exalted, and theology is the 

fuel for worship. 

So, every believer in God must engage in theologizing, 

and various sections of the Bible help us do that. The 

Old Testament historical books are full of stories about 

God: creation, the Fall, the Flood, his interaction with 

the patriarchs and the people of Israel. But those 

stories are accompanied by the theological reflection of 

the Psalms, songs to celebrate the character of God, 

responding to who he is. In the New Testament, we 

read of events like the birth of Jesus, his miracles, 

death, resurrection, and ascension. The epistles 

explain the theological significance of these events for 

us. There are no New Testament songs, but there are 

indications that believers sang about theological truth. 

Colossians 3:16 tells us, “Let the word of Christ dwell 

in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in 

all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.” So, we 

should sing songs to learn and celebrate theology.  
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R e a s o n  3  

S i ng  to  E vange l i z e  

The third reason to sing is to evangelize. When it comes 

to news, the old saying is, “If it bleeds, it leads.” 

Publishers quickly learned that good news does not sell 

papers or get clicks in the online world. People want to 

hear bad news. We are drawn to crises, conflicts, and 

controversies, so reporters try to inflame us. They aim 

to provoke fear and anger. Our unending stream of 

news tempts us to put ourselves in the place of God. We 

think that we know all that is happening and can pass 

judgment upon it. It is addicting and idolatrous. But 
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that focus is not consistent with belief in a good, all-

powerful God who alone has the right to judge. 

Instead, our relationship with God should lead us to 

celebrate good news. To evangelize is simply to declare 

good news, and we do that, first, by looking back and 

reflecting upon his saving work. We find this focus in 

Exodus 15:13. It says, “You have led in your steadfast 

love the people whom you have redeemed; you have 

guided them by your strength to your holy abode.” 

This brief verse captures several of the blessings that 

the people of Israel had experienced. God’s steadfast 

love is linked to his covenant with Abraham. Their 

salvation from Egypt was based upon God’s 

faithfulness to fulfill the promises he made to 

Abraham. He redeemed them, setting them free from 

their slavery. He led them with his presence and 

sustained them by his strength. When it mentions God 

guiding them to his holy abode, the song may be 

looking ahead, I will say more about that in a moment. 

Just as Israel looked back to the exodus, believers 

today can look back to the work of Christ. God’s 

steadfast love continues. He promised to bless all the 
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families of the earth in Abraham, and he fulfilled that 

promise in Jesus. He redeemed us from sin and its 

eternal consequences through his death and 

resurrection. He leads us with His Spirit. So, we should 

celebrate this good news in a spirit of gratitude. In 1 

Thessalonians 5:16-18, Paul says, “Rejoice always, pray 

without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for 

this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 

Of course, the good news is more than looking back. It 

also looks ahead with hope. But that is where the good 

news becomes complicated. For those who reject the 

one true God, the news of what is to come is 

frightening. We find this tension in verses 14-18 in the 

Song of Moses. It says, 

The peoples have heard; they tremble; pangs 

have seized the inhabitants of Philistia. Now 

are the chiefs of Edom dismayed; trembling 

seizes the leaders of Moab; all the 

inhabitants of Canaan have melted away. 

Terror and dread fall upon them; because of 

the greatness of your arm, they are still as a 

stone, till your people, O LORD, pass by, till 

the people pass by whom you have 

purchased. You will bring them in and plant 

them on your own mountain, the place, O 
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LORD, which you have made for your abode, 

the sanctuary, O Lord, which your hands 

have established. The LORD will reign 

forever and ever. 

Some debate whether the abode or sanctuary 

mentioned here refers to the Lord’s appearance on 

Mount Sinai, in the Tabernacle, or later in the Temple 

in Jerusalem. But I think the last line points us farther 

ahead to the time when God will dwell among us. He 

will reign and bring justice and peace to the entire earth 

(Rev 21:1-5; 22:1-8). That is the ultimate hope, the 

ultimate good news. But the establishment of that 

kingdom requires judgment.  

For the people of Israel, the next major step in the 

advancement of God’s plan was for them to conquer the 

land that he had promised to Abraham. He was going 

to command them to carry out his judgment against the 

idolatrous inhabitants of Canaan (This responsibility 

was unique to Israel and does not apply to the New 

Testament church.). They would also face opposition 

from the other surrounding nations mentioned here: 

Philistines, Edomites, and Moabites. But those nations 

would hear about what God had done to the Egyptians, 
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and they would fear. God would demonstrate his power 

again. The people of Israel did not need to be afraid of 

what lay ahead. 

These battles that Israel would encounter foreshadow 

the ultimate judgment that will come about when 

Christ returns. Paul describes that event in 2 

Thessalonians 1:6-10 by saying, 

…since indeed God considers it just to repay 

with affliction those who afflict you, and to 

grant relief to you who are afflicted as well as 

to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from 

heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, 

inflicting vengeance on those who do not 

know God and on those who do not obey the 

gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will suffer the 

punishment of eternal destruction, away 

from the presence of the Lord and from the 

glory of his might, when he comes on that 

day to be glorified in his saints, and to be 

marveled at among all who have believed, 

because our testimony to you was believed. 

So, we should celebrate our hope, the good news that 

Christ will return and reign. It should be a source of 

strength and confidence for us. But we must bear in 

mind the frightening side of that message. It is a 
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message of judgment against the unbelieving world, 

but it does not have to be. The same good news that has 

saved us can save others as well. So, celebrate the 

gospel far and wide. Sing to evangelize.  
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R e a s o n  4  

S i ng  t o  Mob i l i z e  

The fourth reason to sing is to mobilize. Music has the 

power to inspire and focus us. Think of the role that a 

marching band plays at a football game. It can stir up a 

crowd and energize a team.  

As we continue in the Song of Moses, we see that 

singing can mobilize people in God’s service. Exodus 

15:19-21 tells us, 

For when the horses of Pharaoh with his 

chariots and his horsemen went into the sea, 

the LORD brought back the waters of the sea 

upon them, but the people of Israel walked 
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on dry ground in the midst of the sea. Then 

Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, 

took a tambourine in her hand, and all the 

women went out after her with tambourines 

and dancing. And Miriam sang to them: 

"Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed 

gloriously; the horse and his rider he has 

thrown into the sea." 

This is the first mention of Miriam by name. We met 

her earlier in Exodus as she kept watch over Moses 

when their mother set him afloat in the Nile River. 

Even as a young girl, she bravely went up and spoke to 

the daughter of Pharaoh about finding a Hebrew 

woman to nurse the baby. Her name seems to be 

related to the Hebrew word for rebel, perhaps that 

expressed her parents’ feelings toward their slavery in 

Egypt. A name like that would undoubtedly shape her 

identity. Later that attitude would get her into trouble. 

Numbers 12 tells how the Lord struck her with leprosy 

after she criticized Moses. 

At this point, however, Miriam uses her influence for 

good. She carries on the celebratory tone from the Song 

of Moses, leading women in singing and dancing for 

the glory of God. She is called a prophetess, so perhaps 
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she had delivered messages from the Lord on other 

occasions. This title is only given to four other women 

in the Old Testament. The best known is Deborah in 

the book of Judges who had a tremendous influence 

upon the nation.  

The mention of Miriam and the women here in Exodus 

15 highlights the fact that the mission of God is bigger 

than any single person. Sometimes that reality can get 

lost in the Old Testament with its focus on kings and 

prophets. But the New Testament tells us that every 

believer receives a spiritual gift. In 1 Peter 4:10-11, 

Peter says, 

As each has received a gift, use it to serve one 

another, as good stewards of God's varied 

grace: whoever speaks, as one who speaks 

oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who 

serves by the strength that God supplies--in 

order that in everything God may be glorified 

through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory 

and dominion forever and ever. Amen. 

So, every believer needs to be mobilized in the service 

of God. If God is worthy of worship, then it is not 

sufficient for me to worship alone. We must use our 
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gifts to encourage others to join us. God deserves to be 

glorified by all. Sing to mobilize. 

Conc l u s i on  

So, why should we sing? The Song of Moses gives us 

these four reasons. We sing to personalize our 

commitment to worshiping the Lord. We sing to 

theologize about the character of God and how he 

works. We sing to evangelize, celebrating the good 

news with gratitude and hope. Finally, we sing to 

mobilize God’s people for his service.  

Are you a worshiper of God? Jesus said that the Father 

is seeking people to worship him in spirit and truth 

(John 4:23). He deserves praise and glory from us. He 

is our Creator and our Savior. So, if you have never 

done so, I invite you to start worshiping God. If you 

want to learn more about worship, I encourage you to 

read the fourth chapter of John’s gospel. 

What role does singing play in your life? Do you see the 

importance of it? Do you approach it from the 

perspectives that we have considered today? Is there 

one of these reasons upon which you need to focus? Are 
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you encouraging others to worship God in spirit and 

truth? May the worship of God spread and grow for his 

glory! 

Que s t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How does this passage change your thoughts 

about singing and worship? 

 

 

 

2. What could you do to benefit more from singing 

songs of praise to God? 

 

 

 

3. How could you encourage others to worship 

God? 
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T E S T S  I N  T H E  W I L D E R N E S S  

E X O D U S  1 5 : 2 2 - 1 7 : 7  

Graduations are significant milestones. They signify 

the completion of a course of study. Assignments were 

completed more or less. Tests were passed, perhaps 

barely but well enough. What more could you need to 

know? So, we like to think that once you receive that 

diploma or degree you move on and life is entirely 

different. But from my experience, the difference is 

never as big as you expect. 
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I suspect that the people of Israel thought of crossing 

the Red Sea as a graduation. Their time of slavery in 

Egypt was completed, and they learned much about 

God in the process. They had a master class on his 

power and glory as they witnessed the Ten Plagues and 

participated in the crossing of the Red Sea. What more 

would they need to know? They were embarking upon 

a new life, but that did not mean that their spiritual 

education was over. It was just the beginning. In the 

weeks after they crossed the Red Sea, the people of 

Israel experienced a series of tests in the wilderness. 

Over the course of my education, I have taken three 

types of tests. Some are assessments of your 

knowledge, abilities, or qualifications. The people 

administering those tests are impartial. They are not 

really concerned about how you do, just whether the 

process is fair and accurate. On the other hand, I have 

encountered a few teachers who seem hostile. They 

design tests to put students in their place. For example, 

one of my professors asked questions based upon the 

footnotes in our assigned reading. But I have taken a 

third type of test where a teacher tells you what to 

expect and thoroughly prepares you beforehand. It is 
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not about a grade, but about helping you learn what 

you need to know. 

The tests that God gives are of that third type. He does 

not test us to assess whether we are worthy. He already 

knows that we are not. He does not use them to punish 

us or put us in our place. He wants us to learn and grow 

so that we are transformed. We see this approach in 

Exodus 15:22-17:7. The people of Israel undergo four 

tests from the Lord that teach vital lessons about living 

by faith. 

Of course, Moses finds himself caught in the middle of 

each test. The people are quick to blame him for their 

troubles, even though he is facing the same problems. 

How does he respond? He does not ignore their 

complaints or intimidate them into silence. He humbly 

leads them to trust the Lord. In each test we will see a 

problem, a protest, a prayer, a procedure, and a 

promise. 
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T e s t  1  

T ru s t  God  to  Hea l  

The first test that the people of Israel face is to trust 

God to heal. The existence of bacteria was first 

discovered in 1676. Since that time, the germ theory of 

disease has shaped the development of modern 

medicine. So, when we are sick, we expect medical 

professionals to have all the answers. Some people 

insist that faith has no place in dealing with health. But 

then circumstances come along that expose the limits 

of our scientific medical knowledge. How should 

believers respond? We must trust God to heal. 
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The people of Israel encounter this test just a few days 

after crossing the Red Sea. Exodus 15:22-24 tells us, 

Then Moses made Israel set out from the Red 

Sea, and they went into the wilderness of 

Shur. They went three days in the wilderness 

and found no water. When they came to 

Marah, they could not drink the water of 

Marah because it was bitter; therefore it was 

named Marah. And the people grumbled 

against Moses, saying, "What shall we 

drink?" 

As we have seen throughout Exodus, many of these 

ancient locations are difficult to identify. But if Mount 

Sinai was in the south of the Sinai Peninsula, then the 

people were probably making their way south along the 

eastern shore of the Gulf of Suez. There is a wide sandy 

strip of land that skirts the mountains that lay farther 

inland. They desperately needed water, but their 

problem was that the pool they discovered was bitter. 

It probably was not just that it tasted bad, but that it 

was polluted with something that would make them 

sick. 

But another type of bitterness becomes evident as they 

respond in protest. In some contexts, the word 
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translated as grumbling refers to stopping somewhere 

to spend the night. In a way that is exactly what 

happens when we complain. We dwell on a problem 

and obsess over it. Worry consumes our minds. 

Bitterness contaminates our hearts and begins to spew 

out in toxic words.  

We are not told all that the people of Israel said on this 

occasion, but they direct their grumbling at Moses. 

How does he respond? He prays and God answers with 

a procedure and a promise. Exodus 15:25 -26 tells us, 

And he cried to the LORD, and the LORD 

showed him a log, and he threw it into the 

water, and the water became sweet. There 

the LORD made for them a statute and a rule, 

and there he tested them, saying, "If you will 

diligently listen to the voice of the LORD 

your God, and do that which is right in his 

eyes, and give ear to his commandments and 

keep all his statutes, I will put none of the 

diseases on you that I put on the Egyptians, 

for I am the LORD, your healer." 

Why did God direct Moses to throw this log into the 

water? As the Almighty Creator, he was certainly able 

to cleanse the water. So, was the log symbolic or could 

it have been some sort of natural antiseptic? We are not 
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told. It is clear, however, that God wants the people to 

place their trust in his healing power. Just as he 

brought plagues upon the Egyptians, he can bring 

healing to the people of Israel. But he still gave Moses 

this physical procedure to follow. The physical and 

spiritual are inseparable here, so it seems that we must 

maintain the same balance in life. We seldom know 

where one stops and the other begins. 

In this case, the Lord’s promise is contingent upon the 

people’s obedience. He has not yet revealed all his 

commandments. But with this test he is preparing 

them to listen and do what is right. Does the 

conditional nature of this promise suggest that all 

sickness is a punishment from God? Is healing 

guaranteed to those who obey? No, this promise relates 

specifically to the people of Israel and the judgments 

the Lord brought upon the Egyptians. He would not 

bring those plagues upon them if they obeyed. 

Nevertheless, God identifies himself as the Lord your 

healer. In his goodness, he desires for all creation to 

enjoy healing and wholeness. Disease only exists as a 

consequence of Adam and Eve’s sin. But part of the 

gospel is that the Lord our healer will ultimately 
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eliminate sickness and death. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul 

describes this as the ultimate outcome of Christ’s 

resurrection.  

So, when we encounter sickness, it is not necessarily a 

punishment for some sin that we have committed, but 

it is always a test to trust God to heal. We can take 

advantage of physical medical treatments, but we 

should also pray for healing on the basis of God’s 

nature as the Lord our Healer. If I do not experience 

healing here and now, then I can live with hope in the 

ultimate healing that will come at my resurrection and 

glorification with Christ. 

But the Lord might choose to lead me to a place of 

health and wholeness. He graciously brought the 

people of Israel to such a place at the next stop on their 

journey. Exodus 15:27 tells us, “Then they came to 

Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and 

seventy palm trees, and they encamped there by the 

water.” So, trust God to heal!  
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T e s t  2  

T ru s t  God  to  P ro v i de  

The next test that the people of Israel face is to trust 

God to provide. Modern supermarkets are the picture 

of abundance. Their aisles are lined with a ridiculous 

variety of choices for every item. It seems like an 

inexhaustible supply, but the system is more fragile 

than we realize. When producers shut down at the 

beginning of the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, stores 

began to experience shortages of some goods. A 

combination of tragic circumstances could wipe out 

stores in a matter of days. Whether we realize it or not, 

we are constantly tested with trusting God to provide. 
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Of course, the people of Israel did not have access to a 

supermarket in the wilderness. Even if they did, 

Exodus 12:37-38 says that there were 600,000 Hebrew 

men plus women, children, and a multitude of other 

people who left Egypt with them. They would have 

emptied a supermarket in the blink of an eye. How 

could they possibly feed so many mouths? They had a 

serious problem. They might have spent a week or 

more resting at Elim, so the narrative resumes about a 

month into their journey. Whatever provisions they 

brought with them were depleted. Exodus 16:1-3 tells 

us, 

They set out from Elim, and all the 

congregation of the people of Israel came to 

the wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim 

and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second 

month after they had departed from the land 

of Egypt. And the whole congregation of the 

people of Israel grumbled against Moses and 

Aaron in the wilderness, and the people of 

Israel said to them, "Would that we had died 

by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, 

when we sat by the meat pots and ate bread 

to the full, for you have brought us out into 

this wilderness to kill this whole assembly 

with hunger." 
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The name “Wilderness of Sin” has nothing to do with 

our English word for sin. Some speculate that the 

Hebrew word may refer to clay. But there is no question 

that the people’s response is sinful. They start 

grumbling again. As we saw at the crossing of the Red 

Sea, their panic distorts their perspective. They speak 

of their slavery in Egypt as a time of plenty, and they 

accuse Moses and Aaron of seeking to kill them. 

The Lord graciously responds with a miraculous 

promise and a procedure. The text makes it seem as if 

Moses has not even had a chance to pray about the 

situation. Exodus 16:4-5 says,  

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Behold, I am 

about to rain bread from heaven for you, and 

the people shall go out and gather a day's 

portion every day, that I may test them, 

whether they will walk in my law or not. On 

the sixth day, when they prepare what they 

bring in, it will be twice as much as they 

gather daily." 

What makes this provision of bread from heaven a test? 

The Lord could eliminate their hunger and sustain 

them without food. But instead, he says that he will give 

them just enough for a daily portion. He does not give 
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them any surplus on days 1-5, just on day 6. They must 

trust him to provide each day.  

As they announce this plan, Moses and Aaron must 

address the people’s grumbling. This test is not merely 

a physical matter of hungry stomachs. It is a test of 

faith. They must believe in the Lord and live for his 

glory. Verses 6-12 tell us, 

So Moses and Aaron said to all the people of 

Israel, "At evening you shall know that it was 

the LORD who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, and in the morning you shall see the 

glory of the LORD, because he has heard 

your grumbling against the LORD. For what 

are we, that you grumble against us?" And 

Moses said, "When the LORD gives you in 

the evening meat to eat and in the morning 

bread to the full, because the LORD has 

heard your grumbling that you grumble 

against him--what are we? Your grumbling is 

not against us but against the LORD." Then 

Moses said to Aaron, "Say to the whole 

congregation of the people of Israel, 'Come 

near before the LORD, for he has heard your 

grumbling.'" And as soon as Aaron spoke to 

the whole congregation of the people of 

Israel, they looked toward the wilderness, 

and behold, the glory of the LORD appeared 
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in the cloud. And the LORD said to Moses, "I 

have heard the grumbling of the people of 

Israel. Say to them, 'At twilight you shall eat 

meat, and in the morning you shall be filled 

with bread. Then you shall know that I am 

the LORD your God.'" 

Some spiritual leaders might be tempted to say that any 

complaint about their leadership is against the Lord, 

but that is not true. Leaders are fallible and sinful, so 

they should accept criticism and hear people out, but 

they must lead people to see the issues of the heart. 

Their knee-jerk reaction might be to approach every 

conflict as a lack of submission. But here Moses and 

Aaron manage to step out of the way and bring people 

directly before the Lord. Every humble leader must 

strive to do the same. 

Though the people do not deserve it, the Lord even goes 

beyond the provision of daily bread by giving them 

meat in the evening. Verses 13-15 tell us, 

In the evening quail came up and covered the 

camp, and in the morning dew lay around the 

camp. And when the dew had gone up, there 

was on the face of the wilderness a fine, flake-

like thing, fine as frost on the ground. When 

the people of Israel saw it, they said to one 
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another, "What is it?" For they did not know 

what it was. And Moses said to them, "It is 

the bread that the LORD has given you to eat. 

Modern quail spend most of their time on the ground. 

They weigh 3 to 5 pounds and are only able to fly in 

short bursts. So, millions of them must have shown up 

that evening. The provision of meat like this does not 

seem to be ongoing, but the Lord promises to give them 

this bread daily. Some have tried to come up with 

natural explanations for these frosted flakes, but it’s 

consistent availability throughout their time in the 

wilderness is clearly miraculous. Psalm 78:25 calls it 

the bread of the angels. 

In verses 16-21, Moses explains more about the 

procedure for gathering bread. This miracle tested the 

people. It was a practical way for them to trust and 

obey. Moses says, 

This is what the LORD has commanded: 

'Gather of it, each one of you, as much as he 

can eat. You shall each take an omer, 

according to the number of the persons that 

each of you has in his tent.'" And the people 

of Israel did so. They gathered, some more, 

some less. But when they measured it with an 

omer, whoever gathered much had nothing 
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left over, and whoever gathered little had no 

lack. Each of them gathered as much as he 

could eat. And Moses said to them, "Let no 

one leave any of it over till the morning." But 

they did not listen to Moses. Some left part of 

it till the morning, and it bred worms and 

stank. And Moses was angry with them. 

Morning by morning they gathered it, each 

as much as he could eat; but when the sun 

grew hot, it melted. 

An omer was probably around a quart. So, this 

procedure for gathering bread trained the people to 

avoid two spiritual temptations. Fear could drive them 

to hoard more than they needed, but God allowed it to 

spoil overnight. They needed to trust his provision each 

and every day. On the other hand, presumption and 

arrogance could lead them to be lazy, so God designed 

these flakes to melt away as the sun grew hot. They 

could not sleep in. To enjoy his provision, they needed 

to get up and get to work. 

Jesus calls all who follow him to the same sort of 

dependence. He teaches us to pray, “Give us this day 

our daily bread” (Matt 6:11). He says that we must not 

be anxious about what we will eat or drink (Matt 6:25). 
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But we must also do our work heartily as unto the Lord 

(Col 3:23). Are we learning from this test?  
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T e s t  3  

T ru s t  God  fo r  Re s t  

The third test that Israel faces in the wilderness is to 

trust God for rest. Genesis 1 and 2 tell us that God 

completed his work of creation in six days and then 

rested on the seventh. By blessing the seventh day and 

making it holy, he established a rhythm of six days of 

work and one of rest. If we stay busy with endless 

activity, it becomes all too easy to push aside thoughts 

of God. But when we stop, breathe, and look around at 

the majesty of creation it points us back to our Creator. 

As we have seen, the Lord incorporated this pattern 

into his provision of bread for the people in the 
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wilderness. He promised to provide twice the amount 

of bread on the sixth day. But inherent in this plan is 

another test. To enjoy this day of rest, the people had 

to prepare. Moses reviews the procedure in Exodus 

16:22-26. 

On the sixth day they gathered twice as much 

bread, two omers each. And when all the 

leaders of the congregation came and told 

Moses, he said to them, "This is what the 

LORD has commanded: 'Tomorrow is a day 

of solemn rest, a holy Sabbath to the LORD; 

bake what you will bake and boil what you 

will boil, and all that is left over lay aside to 

be kept till the morning.'" So they laid it aside 

till the morning, as Moses commanded them, 

and it did not stink, and there were no worms 

in it. Moses said, "Eat it today, for today is a 

Sabbath to the LORD; today you will not find 

it in the field. Six days you shall gather it, but 

on the seventh day, which is a Sabbath, there 

will be none." 

Thus far, most of the account has been focused on the 

leadership of Moses. But verse 22 mentions other 

leaders of the congregation. They report to Moses that 

the people are gathering extra bread. His response 

suggests that they may have been concerned that the 
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people were doing something wrong. Perhaps they 

were already succumbing to the legalistic, judgmental 

impulse that we see later in the Pharisees who 

interacted with Jesus. If so, that is the opposite of 

humble leadership. Moses explains that the people are 

following God’s instructions to prepare for the 

Sabbath. 

The real concern becomes apparent the next day as 

some people ignore the Lord’s instructions. They did 

not prepare for the Sabbath. Verses 27-30 tell us, 

On the seventh day some of the people went 

out to gather, but they found none. And the 

LORD said to Moses, "How long will you 

refuse to keep my commandments and my 

laws? See! The LORD has given you the 

Sabbath; therefore on the sixth day he gives 

you bread for two days. Remain each of you 

in his place; let no one go out of his place on 

the seventh day." So the people rested on the 

seventh day. 

This time it was the Lord who protested, but he was not 

confronting Moses as an individual. The word “you” in 

verse 28 is plural, so it refers to the nation as a whole. 

We are not told why these people went out to gather. 
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Was it negligence or rebellion? Did they hope to gain 

extra bread? Perhaps there were a variety of reasons, 

but the situation reveals the problem that Israel would 

encounter as they received further commands from the 

Lord. They would never fully obey so as to enjoy the full 

promise of God’s rest. 

Jesus presented himself as the true source of rest. 

Matthew 11:28-30 tells us that he said, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light." 

When we are yoked with Christ, he carries the burden 

of obedience. He fulfills the righteous requirement of 

the law for us. He opens the way for us to enter the 

eternal rest in the presence of God. As we journey 

toward that destination, he keeps us on track and trains 

us to grow in obedience. So, to prepare for that time of 

rest, we must receive him. We must believe and take up 

his yoke. 
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The Lord wanted the people of Israel to learn the 

lessons of these tests well and to pass them on to future 

generations. Exodus 16:31-36 tells us, 

Now the house of Israel called its name 

manna. It was like coriander seed, white, and 

the taste of it was like wafers made with 

honey. Moses said, "This is what the LORD 

has commanded: 'Let an omer of it be kept 

throughout your generations, so that they 

may see the bread with which I fed you in the 

wilderness, when I brought you out of the 

land of Egypt.'" And Moses said to Aaron, 

"Take a jar, and put an omer of manna in it, 

and place it before the LORD to be kept 

throughout your generations." As the LORD 

commanded Moses, so Aaron placed it 

before the testimony to be kept. The people 

of Israel ate the manna forty years, till they 

came to a habitable land. They ate the manna 

till they came to the border of the land of 

Canaan. (An omer is the tenth part of an 

ephah.) 

The events of this paragraph probably occurred much 

later. The Tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant seem 

to have already been built to show God’s presence with 

them and commitment to them. But the people did not 

grasp that the Lord would provide for them and give 
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them rest. They refused to enter the promised land as 

he directed. So, God sentenced them to wander in the 

wilderness for 40 years. This jar of manna was to be 

kept in the Tabernacle with the Ark as a reminder to 

trust the Lord. We must find our rest in him.  
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T e s t  4  

T ru s t  God  to  Te s t  

The fourth test that the people of Israel encounter is to 

trust God to test. We like to think of life like a giant 

seesaw. If I go down for a while, then I should get to 

come up, and someone else should go down. We think 

that there should be some sort of cosmic balance. We 

even apply that way of thinking to God. If he leads me 

through several times of testing, then I should have the 

right to question him. But it does not work that way. 

The Lord is always exalted, and I should always bow 

before him, humbly accepting the tests that he brings. 
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The Lord leads the people of Israel into another test. 

But this time, they try to turn it around against him. 

Exodus 17:1-3 tells us, 

All the congregation of the people of Israel 

moved on from the wilderness of Sin by 

stages, according to the commandment of 

the LORD, and camped at Rephidim, but 

there was no water for the people to drink. 

Therefore the people quarreled with Moses 

and said, "Give us water to drink." And 

Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel 

with me? Why do you test the LORD?" But 

the people thirsted there for water, and the 

people grumbled against Moses and said, 

"Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill 

us and our children and our livestock with 

thirst?" 

After all the miraculous things that the Lord had done 

for them, you would think that the people would trust 

him and pray for his help. But their panic this time is 

greater than before. They are angry and quarrelsome. 

Moses tries to show them the implications of their 

response. They are testing the Lord, but they refuse to 

acknowledge that. 
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So, Moses prays and the Lord gives him another 

promise and a procedure. Verses 4-6 tell us, 

So Moses cried to the LORD, "What shall I do 

with this people? They are almost ready to 

stone me." And the LORD said to Moses, 

"Pass on before the people, taking with you 

some of the elders of Israel, and take in your 

hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, 

and go. Behold, I will stand before you there 

on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the 

rock, and water shall come out of it, and the 

people will drink." And Moses did so, in the 

sight of the elders of Israel. 

The Lord responds to the people’s animosity with 

amazing grace. He works through Moses and quenches 

their thirst by miraculously providing abundant water 

for them.  But the presence of the elders gives the event 

a sense of formality. The evidence of God’s faithfulness 

is being presented so that the events of this day will be 

remembered. Verse 7 says, 

And he called the name of the place Massah 

and Meribah, because of the quarreling of the 

people of Israel, and because they tested the 

LORD by saying, "Is the LORD among us or 

not?" 
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Other Scripture passages written later look back to this 

event as a decisive moment. Psalm 95:6-9 captures the 

lesson by saying, 

Oh come, let us worship and bow down; let 

us kneel before the LORD, our Maker! For he 

is our God, and we are the people of his 

pasture, and the sheep of his hand. Today, if 

you hear his voice, do not harden your 

hearts, as at Meribah, as on the day at 

Massah in the wilderness, when your fathers 

put me to the test and put me to the proof, 

though they had seen my work. 

Will we bow before the Lord and trust him through 

times of testing? Will we remember all the ways he has 

carried us before? Or, will we panic when we encounter 

hardship?  Will we grumble and demand proof of God’s 

existence and goodness? We must trust the Lord to test 

us. 

Conc l u s i on  

Though we do not experience miracles like these, we 

face the same tests. Will we trust God to heal, to 

provide, to give rest, and to lead us through times of 

testing? Do we start grumbling? Or do we pray and 
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walk by faith, following the procedures that the Lord 

gives us? 

Perhaps you have never thought of your life this way. 

God exists and he works through the circumstances of 

our lives to teach us. If you have never done so, would 

you start trusting him? If you draw near to God, he 

promises to draw near to you. If you want to learn more 

about how he works through trials, James 1 in the New 

Testament would be a helpful passage to read. 

Are you currently struggling with a time of testing? Is 

there a lesson you need to learn? Do not harden your 

heart. Seek the Lord. Stay humble before him. Perhaps 

you have a friend who is struggling. Would you pray for 

that person and encourage them? 

May we walk by faith!  
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How have you handled past times of testing 

from the Lord? 

 

 

 

2. What lessons from this passage are most helpful 

in facing current tests in your life? 

 

 

 

3. How should we pray for those undergoing a time 

of testing? 
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A V O I D I N G  B U R N O U T  

E X O D U S  1 7 : 8 - 1 8 : 2 7  

Roller coasters do not last long. You might wait in line 

for a few hours, but the ride itself only takes a minute 

or two at most. You scream down a few hills, lurch 

through some twists and turns, and maybe even go 

upside down. Then the car screeches to a halt, and you 

stumble off feeling exhilarated or nauseated. But what 

would happen if the ride just kept going? It might be 

fun at first, but soon exhaustion would set in. It would 

leave you feeling numb. 
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Leadership in the workplace, community, the church, 

and even the home can feel like a roller coaster. You set 

out to climb towering hills, anticipating thrilling 

moments of victory. But along the way you encounter 

unexpected twists and turbulent conflicts, and the ride 

does not stop. It just keeps going. It can wear you down 

and leave you feeling numb and emotionally burned 

out. 

You might assume that faith in God would eliminate 

this struggle, but in some ways, it magnifies it. The 

Prophet Elijah, for example, was called to confront 

Ahab, the idolatrous king of Israel, and his wife 

Jezabel. Elijah’s greatest moment of victory was his 

showdown with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel 

(1 Kings 18). The Lord demonstrated that he alone is 

God by accepting Elijah’s sacrifice. The false prophets 

were executed. Then in response to Elijah’s prayer, the 

Lord ended a three-year long drought. But then Jezabel 

swore to kill Elijah, and he fled into the wilderness and 

asked God to take his life (1 Kings 19). 

Moses probably had similar feelings. He proclaimed 

the word of the Lord to Pharaoh, the world’s most 

powerful ruler at that time. The Lord worked through 
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him to perform miracles and to free the people of Israel 

from slavery. He even parted the Red Sea. But within a 

few days the people began to grumble, making wild 

accusations against him. Nevertheless, Moses 

persevered as a humble leader. In fact, Exodus 17:8-

18:27 reveals seven strategies that helped him avoid 

burnout. 

Now Moses was a unique individual with unique 

responsibilities facing unique challenges. But many of 

these strategies can be used in other spheres of 

leadership, in the community, the workplace, and even 

the family. Of course, they apply most directly to 

leaders in the church. But for these ideas to work, 

everyone in the church needs to understand them and 

embrace them. 
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S t r a t e g y  1  

P repa re  a  Succe s so r  

Moses’ first strategy to avoid burnout was to prepare a 

successor. Good relay teams make sure that they hand 

off the baton smoothly. They do not wing it on the day 

of the track meet, hoping for the best. Such 

carelessness would almost surely result in a bumbling 

loss. Once the team is selected, they train together and 

practice the transition until they can execute it 

flawlessly. 

Leadership transitions have far more significant 

implications than relay races, but most leaders 

approach them with very little preparation. In 



Avoiding Burnout (Exodus 17:8-18:27) 

 

339 

business, churches, and other organizations, many 

simply resign, leaving others to figure out how to move 

forward. But humble leaders must think beyond 

themselves. 

Moses did not know how long he would lead the people 

of Israel, but his first steps in preparing his successor 

were 40 years before that transition would happen. 

Exodus 17:8-10 tells us, 

Then Amalek came and fought with Israel at 

Rephidim. So Moses said to Joshua, "Choose 

for us men, and go out and fight with Amalek. 

Tomorrow I will stand on the top of the hill 

with the staff of God in my hand." So Joshua 

did as Moses told him, and fought with 

Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur went 

up to the top of the hill. 

Rephidim was probably in the south of the Sinai 

Peninsula. But Genesis 14:7 mentions that during the 

time of Abraham, the Amalekites lived near Kadesh 

Barnea much farther north. So, Moses would not have 

expected to encounter a raiding party. The Israelites 

had done nothing to provoke such hostility. Of course, 

the Lord could have simply struck down the 

Amalekites, but apparently he thought it best for the 
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people of Israel to experience their first taste of 

warfare. At 80 years of age, Moses was a bit old to fight, 

so he took the opportunity to enlist Joshua. 

As a recently freed slave, it is doubtful that Joshua had 

any military experience. But he must have shown 

evidence of great faith. He later assisted Moses and 

accompanied him to the foot of the mountain as the 

Lord revealed the Law. When twelve men went to spy 

out the land, Joshua and Caleb were the only ones who 

believed that the Lord would grant them victory. The 

rest of their generation perished during the forty years 

of wandering in the wilderness, but the Lord allowed 

them to enter the land. So, when Moses died, Joshua 

led the nation in conquering the land. He is one of the 

few biblical characters about whom nothing negative is 

said. Perhaps that should not surprise us, since he had 

forty years of preparation. 

Some leaders might see preparing a successor to be an 

unnecessary task to add to an already busy schedule, 

but humble leaders realize that their days are limited. 

Furthermore, Joshua’s training happened on the job. 

He was not designated as a successor, but the 

preparation was happening. With this battle, he began 
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to develop skills that Moses did not have. He was 

becoming a different type of leader—the kind Israel 

would need in the future. Afterward, he accompanied 

Moses, listening and learning from his example. I 

suspect that his presence was a source of 

encouragement to Moses that kept him from feeling 

isolated and alone. Training him also kept Moses 

focused on the future not just the immediate 

challenges. So, whatever influence you have, we all 

should seek to prepare the next generation for their 

good and our own.  
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S t r a t e g y  2  

L ean  on  a  Team  

The second strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout 

was to lean on a team. The classic team building 

exercise used at camps and hyped-up business retreats 

is a trust fall. One person stands on a chair or a table, 

while his teammates form two lines behind. Then he 

must fall back and trust the team to catch him. A game 

like that may be fun for a laugh, but it will probably not 

have any lasting effect on the participants. A significant 

investment of time is required to build trusting 

relationships. 
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Apparently, Moses already had two close friends. As we 

saw in verse 10, he went up to the top of a hill with his 

brother Aaron and a man named Hur. Aaron has been 

Moses’ confidante since he returned to Egypt, but we 

do not know much about Hur. One early Jewish 

tradition says that he was married to Moses’ sister, 

Miriam. Elsewhere in Scripture he is only mentioned 

as the grandfather of Bezalel, the craftsman who later 

built the Tabernacle (Ex 31:2). 

As the battle takes place with the Amalekites, these 

men end up physically supporting Moses. Exodus 

17:11-13 tells us, 

Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel 

prevailed, and whenever he lowered his 

hand, Amalek prevailed. But Moses' hands 

grew weary, so they took a stone and put it 

under him, and he sat on it, while Aaron and 

Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and 

the other on the other side. So his hands were 

steady until the going down of the sun. And 

Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people 

with the sword. 

Interpreters struggle to explain why Moses would need 

to keep his hands aloft. Since there is no mention of the 
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Lord in these verses, you might assume that Moses 

possessed some sort of mystical power. But that idea is 

not consistent with the rest of the book. Many say that 

this was a posture of prayer, and that Moses had to 

keep praying until God gave them a complete victory. 

But there is no mention of prayer. Furthermore, there 

is never any indication that prayer is only heard when 

someone’s hands are lifted. Prayer can be offered from 

various postures. In the previous miracles in Exodus, 

the Lord chose to work through the hand and rod of 

Moses, so perhaps no other explanation is needed. God 

was demonstrating that the victory over Amalek came 

from the same source as the Ten Plagues and the 

parting of the Red Sea. But Moses could not fulfill this 

task for the Lord alone. As he grew weary, he needed 

physical support from Aaron and Hur.  

In their pride, some leaders refuse to admit any 

personal weakness or to accept any help. But we all 

have limitations. We all grow weary. So, we all need 

people in our lives who will hold us up emotionally, and 

even physically. Humble leaders lean upon others and 

are able to endure and carry out God’s work because of 
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it. Are you willing to accept help? Are you being that 

kind of supportive friend to others?  
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S t r a t e g y  3  

Remembe r  God ’ s  Reve l a t i o n  

The third strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout 

was to remember God’s revelation. We use colorful 

flags and banners for a variety of purposes: decoration, 

celebration, identification, and even communication. 

But in the context of ancient warfare, a banner lifted 

high served as a rally point in the chaos of battle. It 

helped you find your way back to the protection and 

strength of friendly forces. 

After the battle with Amalek, the Lord instructed 

Moses to set up a different type of banner that would 
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rally Joshua and God’s people in the future. Exodus 

17:14-16 tells us, 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Write this as 

a memorial in a book and recite it in the ears 

of Joshua, that I will utterly blot out the 

memory of Amalek from under heaven." And 

Moses built an altar and called the name of 

it, The LORD Is My Banner, saying, "A hand 

upon the throne of the LORD! The LORD will 

have war with Amalek from generation to 

generation." 

Israel’s victory in battle against Amalek must be 

remembered. Joshua would need to remind himself of 

it repeatedly because there would be future battles 

against Amalek and other powerful nations. In fact, 

Amalek continued to cause problems for Israel for 

hundreds of years. Israel fought against them in the 

time of King Saul and King David. Even Haman, the 

antagonist in the book of Esther, was a descendant of 

Agag, the Amalekite king that Saul refused to kill. But 

the Lord promised that the Amalekites would 

ultimately be eliminated. 

Moses built an altar as a physical memorial at that 

location and named it The Lord Is My Banner. He 
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recognized that the Lord is the one who rallies his 

people and gives them strength. It is not clear what he 

meant when he said, “A hand upon the throne!” Some 

interpret that phrase as a description of Amalek’s 

persistent opposition to God and his people. But it is 

also possible that he was speaking of the access that 

God’s people have to draw near to him in times of need.  

Of course, the people would move on and leave this 

altar behind in the wilderness. So, the real memorial 

would be this book that God told Moses to write. Verse 

14 is the first mention of writing in the Bible. Perhaps 

it was this command that started Moses down the path 

that led to writing the first five books of the Bible. He 

wrote about the mighty deeds that God had done, the 

promises that he had given, the attributes of his 

character, and the ways that people can draw near to 

him. Joshua would need that revelation as would every 

believer. Even Moses could look back to remind 

himself. Remembering God’s revelation is vital for 

avoiding burnout.  
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S t r a t e g y  4  

P ro te c t  the  Fam i l y  

The fourth strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout 

was to protect the family. Family relationships can be 

fragile, and the rollercoaster ride of leadership can 

strain them in several ways. Leaders can be so 

consumed by other demands that the family ends up 

being neglected. They can bring their frustrations 

home, flying off the handle at the smallest provocation. 

When the family is part of the group being led, they also 

feel the scrutiny and criticism leveled at the leader in a 

uniquely intense way. Others in the group may also 
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place unreasonable expectations on them. So, without 

careful protection, a leader’s family can be torn apart. 

Moses’ wife, Zipporah, and their son, Gershom, were 

last mentioned in Exodus 4:24-26. They were traveling 

back to Egypt after the Lord called Moses at the 

burning bush. Along the way the Lord stopped them, 

and they were forced to circumcise their son. At some 

point, Moses decided to send Zipporah back to be with 

her father, Jethro, but we do not know when that 

happened. It may have been right after the boy’s 

circumcision, sometime during the midst of the conflict 

with Pharaoh in Egypt, or soon after crossing the Red 

Sea as the Israelites began to complain.  

Exodus 18:1-7, however, records their reunion with 

Moses by saying, 

Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses' father-

in-law, heard of all that God had done for 

Moses and for Israel his people, how the 

LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt. Now 

Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, had taken 

Zipporah, Moses' wife, after he had sent her 

home, along with her two sons. The name of 

the one was Gershom (for he said, "I have 

been a sojourner in a foreign land"), and the 

name of the other, Eliezer (for he said, "The 
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God of my father was my help, and delivered 

me from the sword of Pharaoh"). Jethro, 

Moses' father-in-law, came with his sons and 

his wife to Moses in the wilderness where he 

was encamped at the mountain of God. And 

when he sent word to Moses, "I, your father-

in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your 

wife and her two sons with her," Moses went 

out to meet his father-in-law and bowed 

down and kissed him. And they asked each 

other of their welfare and went into the tent. 

We learned of Gershom’s birth and the meaning of his 

name back in Exodus 2:22. But here we learn that 

Moses had another son named Eliezer. The names of 

both boys reflected their father’s experience. Gershom 

meant sojourner, and Eliezer meant God is my help. 

We seldom give children meaningful names like that 

today, but our experiences still impact their lives. So, 

as leaders face hard times, nothing is more 

discouraging than seeing family members burdened or 

hurt by those leadership challenges outside the home. 

But caring family and friends can help protect the 

leader’s family through prayer, deeds of kindness, and 

just giving them space to be a normal family. 
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S t r a t e g y  5  

Ce leb ra te  God ’ s  B l e s s i ng s  

The fifth strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout was 

to celebrate God’s blessings. Quarrels, complaints, and 

even careless comments can hit a leader like cold water 

dumped on hot coals. They quench the warmth of joy 

and make it hard to rekindle into a flame. But an 

interested friend can help the leader remember, gain 

perspective, and celebrate God’s blessings.  

Conversations like that draw the coals back together 

and reignite them. 
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The arrival of Jethro had this effect on Moses. He is 

identified as the priest of Midian. Since the Midianites 

were descendants of Abraham through his wife 

Keturah, they probably worshiped the Lord. Jethro 

almost certainly influenced Moses’ faith during the 

forty years that he was part of Jethro’s household. 

Exodus 18:8-12 describes their interaction on this 

occasion by saying, 

Then Moses told his father-in-law all that the 

LORD had done to Pharaoh and to the 

Egyptians for Israel's sake, all the hardship 

that had come upon them in the way, and 

how the LORD had delivered them. And 

Jethro rejoiced for all the good that the 

LORD had done to Israel, in that he had 

delivered them out of the hand of the 

Egyptians. Jethro said, "Blessed be the 

LORD, who has delivered you out of the hand 

of the Egyptians and out of the hand of 

Pharaoh and has delivered the people from 

under the hand of the Egyptians. Now I know 

that the LORD is greater than all gods, 

because in this affair they dealt arrogantly 

with the people." And Jethro, Moses' father-

in-law, brought a burnt offering and 

sacrifices to God; and Aaron came with all 

the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses' 

father-in-law before God. 
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Jethro rejoiced in the Lord’s saving work. Prior to this 

conversation his heart may have been divided between 

the deities worshiped by other nations. But Moses’ 

testimony seems to confirm his faith in the Lord. He 

even leads a time of celebration before the Lord with 

Israel’s elders. After the conflicts they had endured, the 

leaders of Israel needed to be reminded of all the good 

things that the Lord had done. Every leader needs 

someone like Jethro who will draw the focus back to 

God’s blessings. 
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S t r a t e g y  6  

Heed  W i se  Warn i ng s  

The sixth strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout 

was to heed wise warnings. Humble leaders have a 

hard time saying no. They often take on one 

responsibility after another until they are overloaded. 

They can be like a car piled up with so much weight that 

it scrapes against the ground and the tires rub against 

the fenders. Those going along for the ride may not 

realize how short the ride will be. They need a warning 

from someone with an outside perspective. 
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Jethro provided that outside perspective for Moses. 

Exodus 18:13-18 tells us, 

The next day Moses sat to judge the people, 

and the people stood around Moses from 

morning till evening. When Moses' father-in-

law saw all that he was doing for the people, 

he said, "What is this that you are doing for 

the people? Why do you sit alone, and all the 

people stand around you from morning till 

evening?" And Moses said to his father-in-

law, "Because the people come to me to 

inquire of God; when they have a dispute, 

they come to me and I decide between one 

person and another, and I make them know 

the statutes of God and his laws." Moses' 

father-in-law said to him, "What you are 

doing is not good. You and the people with 

you will certainly wear yourselves out, for the 

thing is too heavy for you. You are not able to 

do it alone. 

When Moses first tried to help his people at forty years 

of age, Exodus 2:14 tells us that one of the Hebrews 

said, “Who made you a prince and a judge over us?” But 

by this point, everyone wanted his judgment. With over 

a million people, there must have been countless 

conflicts. Even though God’s statutes and laws had not 
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been fully revealed, he guided Moses through them 

case by case.  

Jethro recognizes the strain this was putting on Moses. 

He brings both a warning and a suggestion that we will 

see in a moment. Carrying this heavy load would 

inevitably burnout Moses and frustrate the people. So, 

part of being a humble leader is heeding warnings like 

this one. You must recognize your limitations and 

accept that you cannot carry everyone’s burdens. 
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S t r a t e g y  7  

De l ega te  Re spons i b i l i t y  

The seventh strategy that Moses used to avoid burnout 

was to delegate responsibility. The people of Israel 

probably knew well the shape of a pyramid. Many of 

the ones in Egypt were built before Jacob’s family 

arrived. Some of the Israelites’ may have even been 

involved in building some of the later ones. They had 

left that life behind, but that familiar shape could still 

help them organize themselves as a nation.  

After warning Moses about the inevitable exhaustion of 

judging every dispute, Jethro suggested a practical 
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plan for him to delegate authority. Exodus 18:19-23 

tells us that he said,  

Now obey my voice; I will give you advice, 

and God be with you! You shall represent the 

people before God and bring their cases to 

God, and you shall warn them about the 

statutes and the laws, and make them know 

the way in which they must walk and what 

they must do. Moreover, look for able men 

from all the people, men who fear God, who 

are trustworthy and hate a bribe, and place 

such men over the people as chiefs of 

thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of 

tens. And let them judge the people at all 

times. Every great matter they shall bring to 

you, but any small matter they shall decide 

themselves. So it will be easier for you, and 

they will bear the burden with you. If you do 

this, God will direct you, you will be able to 

endure, and all this people also will go to 

their place in peace." 

Jethro advised Moses to divide the responsibility for 

judgment in a pyramid. At the base, a leader was to be 

designated for every ten households. They were then 

grouped under three more levels of leaders moving up 

to Moses. But for this system to work, several 

requirements needed to be met. First, Moses needed to 
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focus on teaching God’s laws to everyone. Then, he 

needed to select the right men, reliable men of integrity 

who genuinely feared God. Finally, the people had to 

cooperate. They had to accept that they would not all 

have direct access to Moses whenever a problem arose. 

This shift was needed not just to give Moses relief but 

for the nation to maintain peace beyond the life of 

Moses. 

This plan was the ultimate test of humble leadership. 

Would Moses be willing to allow others to lead? They 

might make wrong decisions. They might make bigger 

problems for Moses. But Exodus 18:24-27 tells us, 

So Moses listened to the voice of his father-

in-law and did all that he had said. Moses 

chose able men out of all Israel and made 

them heads over the people, chiefs of 

thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of 

tens. And they judged the people at all times. 

Any hard case they brought to Moses, but any 

small matter they decided themselves. Then 

Moses let his father-in-law depart, and he 

went away to his own country. 

This transition was necessary for the nation. The Lord 

was about to reveal His Law to them. In fact, the book 
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of Exodus shifts to that focus in chapter 19. The people 

needed to trust and follow the Lord rather than relying 

exclusively upon Moses. As helpful as leaders can be, 

we must all stay focused on following the Lord not a 

man. Every humble spiritual leader must point people 

toward that goal. 
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Conc l u s i on  

Exodus 18 serves as a fitting conclusion to our study of 

humble leadership from the life of Moses. He 

continued to lead the people of Israel for another forty 

years, facing many other challenges that are recorded 

later in Exodus and in Leviticus, Numbers, and 

Deuteronomy. But Exodus 1-18 has shown us how the 

Lord shaped him, from his amazing background and 

failed first attempt to his calling in the wilderness and 

the miracles that followed. 

These are not just stories to be retold in Sunday school 

classes. Throughout our study I have argued that the 

Lord wants us each to follow Moses’ example of humble 

leadership in our family, community, workplace, and 

in the church. As we have seen in this final passage, for 

humble leadership to work, everyone must share the 

responsibility. Otherwise, someone will get burned out. 

Are you seeking to lead people in your spheres of 

influence? 

Of course, our focus has been on spiritual leadership. 

So, the fundamental prerequisite is that you personally 

know the Lord. It is not enough to just attend church 
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and listen to Bible teaching. You must believe the good 

news that God is a Savior who has sent his Son to 

redeem us from our bondage to sin and death. You 

must embrace that message and respond with praise 

for God as Jethro did. If you want to learn more about 

leadership and salvation from a New Testament 

perspective, I encourage you to read 2 Timothy 2. 

If you are trying to lead and influence people for the 

Lord, are you getting burned out? Do you need to focus 

on one of these strategies that we have identified? Or 

perhaps there are leaders in your life who are growing 

weary. Would you look for opportunities to support 

and encourage them? 

May God use us all for his glory!  
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Ques t i ons  fo r  Fu r the r  Re f l e c t i o n  

1. How has this series changed your perspective on 

leadership? 

 

 

 

2. How could you apply these strategies in your 

own life?  

 

 

 

3. How could you be more supportive of leaders 

with whom you interact 
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