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Moses lost the debate about going to Egypt. Now Yahweh assures (and terrifies) him that 
He will bless His people. Israel is the Lord’s firstborn whom He will deliver from Pharaoh, 
passing over when He sees the blood. After Zipporah circumcises Gershom, He sees the 
blood and passes over. Aaron speaks, Moses performs the signs for Israel, and they believe 
and worship, a sign of greater things to come. God will redeem His firstborn Son.  
 
The Heart of Pharaoh 
Moses has his orders, but he goes and asks Jethro’s permission to go see if his brethren are 
still alive (v18). Men who are in authority must know how to be under authority, so Moses 
honors his father-in-law and is blessed with peace. He doesn’t disclose the plan probably 
because he is still reluctant to go. Yahweh tells him to return to Egypt, that the men who 
wanted to kill him are dead (v19; 2:23). The kindness and patience of God assures him, so he 
gathers his wife and sons and takes them along with the rod of God in his hand (v20). God 
tells Moses to do all the wonders before Pharaoh, then Yahweh will harden his heart, and 
then Moses will him that if he refuses to let God’s firstborn son go, He will kill Pharaoh’s 
firstborn (vv21-23). We believe the king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, like the rivers of 
water He turns it wherever He wishes (Prov. 21:1). This means that God is sovereign even 
when those in power are unfavorable toward His people. The first reaction of the fleshly 
heart to God hardening Pharaoh is “That’s not fair!” Paul chooses this exact example to say, 
“But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him 
who formed it, “Why have you made me like this?” (Rom. 9:20). God made Adam upright, 
but he rebelled and every son and daughter of his since has been blaming God and His 
creation for their sin (cf. Gen. 3:12). In Greek fatalism the Fates violate a person’s will. But in 
God’s sovereignty our will is free, part of God’s plan, and we are responsible for our actions. 
Pharaoh will harden his heart, and God hardens it also (v21; 8:32). We shouldn't picture God 
installing a little oven inside Pharaoh’s chest, manipulating his emotions so he feels a way he 
doesn't want to. God brings His purposes to pass like an author writing a story. This event 
may mean He simply brought Moses in front of Pharaoh. The point for Moses is that it only 
gets worse in order to get better, deeper bondage for greater deliverance. God loves His 
firstborn infinitely more than Pharaoh hates him, an immovable comfort for Moses and us!  
 
Son for Son 
The firstborn son is given a birthright, a double portion often including the family’s business 
or estate. He carries this responsibility and is equipped for the future. To destroy him is to 
attack the whole family. God is not flying off the handle when He determines to kill 
Pharaoh’s firstborn. Rather, this is an example of patient justice. Pharaoh has been drowning 
not just the firstborn but all the Israelite baby boys in the Nile, and keeping the rest of the 
nation enslaved. Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, and son for son justice requires this. Right after 
saying He will protect Israel His firstborn, God meets “him” on the way to the Egypt and 
seeks to kill him (v24). One wit said, “Biblical scholars love this passage because it is totally 
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incomprehensible.” Who is God trying to kill, Gershom or Moses, and why? It appears to be 
Moses whose firstborn had not been circumcised. Over and over God has been calling 
Himself the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (3:6, 15, 16; 4:5). What is the mark of Abraham 
and his faith? Circumcision: “And the uncircumcised male child, who is not circumcised in 
the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My 
covenant.” (Gen. 17:14). Israel is not God’s son because they earned it, but the by faith that 
trusts God and the blood of His covenant. Whether God is there to kill Moses or Gershom, 
both their lives are in danger. Zipporah faithfully circumcises him, and God stops the 
execution when He sees the blood. The Israelites will trust God when they slaughter a lamb 
and put its blood on the doorposts of their houses, causing the angel of the Lord to pass 
over the firstborn (Ex. 12). We downplay the importance of God’s covenant and the signs 
that embody it, divorcing reality from sacrament and Old Testament from New Testament 
while we’re at it. But these are grace for us, and we need them: “In Him you were also 
circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the sins 
of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, buried with Him in baptism, in which you also 
were raised with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead” 
(Col. 2:11-12).  
 
A Willing People 
For all of Moses’ complaints and insecurities, Israel believes. Yahweh brings Aaron who 
greets him on the mountain of God with a kiss (v27). Moses gives Aaron the words and 
performs the signs, which they then do for the elders and the people who believe, bow, and 
worship (vv28-31). Sometimes Old Testament types show us the contrast between them 
and Jesus. Here we see the Word of God taking effect among His people. Without the 
shedding of blood, there is no remission of sins (Heb. 9:22). Jesus is the firstborn Son, the 
true Israel. Like Moses, He fled from “Pharaoh” but went back to His people: “Arise, take the 
young Child and His mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the young 
Child’s life are dead” (Matt. 2:20 cf. Ex. 4:19). He was marked as God’s Son at His baptism: 
“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17). He spoke the word with 
authority, did signs and wonders, and healed the lame and the sick. Jesus couldn’t offer a 
lamb; He was the lamb. Annas, Caiaphas, Pilate and all the people had hard hearts to kill the 
righteous one. In God’s perfect sovereignty, Jesus was crucified on the cross, forsaken by 
the Father, and His blood displayed so that God’s wrath would pass over us. This is the 
Word, the sign of death and resurrection, so we believe and worship. In Jesus God has freed 
us from sin and death and calls us His beloved Son.  
 
 

 


