“Drawn Out”

Exodus 2:1-10

January 8, 2012

Read Exodus 2:1-10

Introduction and Setting
In the first chapter of Exodus, we were introduced to the political environment in Egypt at the time when Moses was born. Exodus picked up the history of the Hebrew people hundreds of years after Joseph’s death at the end of Genesis. We read about the new regime, headed by a new king, who had no loyalty or tie to the relationship between the Egyptian people and the Hebrew people through Joseph. In fact, instead of understanding the presence of the Hebrew people as a blessing, the new king perceived them to be a threat to the national security. He encouraged the Egyptian people to oppress and persecute the Hebrew people. He ordered the midwives to kill all the newborn Hebrew boys and, when they did not, he ordered that all newborn Hebrew boys be thrown into the Nile.

That is where we find Moses beginning in Chapter 2. There is undeniable drama as the threat of death hangs over the newborn baby all through the narrative. I remember growing up hearing that Moses’ mother was to be congratulated on her scheme to have the Pharaoh’s daughter find the baby; however, that would be a misunderstanding of the dynamics at play. Yes, Moses’ mother should be congratulated for her clever way of technically complying with the Pharaoh’s order to throw all the boys into the Nile, but it would not be accurate to say that she hoped the baby would be found by someone in Pharaoh’s household. The drama is that being found by Pharaoh’s daughter might have thwarted Moses’ mother’s plan to deliver him safely. Given the atmosphere and the relationship between Pharaoh and the Hebrew people, his discovery made it far more likely that Moses would have been killed rather than saved. Pharaoh’s daughter’s compassion was the dramatic and unforeseen turn in the events – it was not a foregone conclusion.
What should we make of this story? 
It is a good question because it forces us to look at what the author intends us to learn. We need to see that this is how God revealed his plan for our redemption and salvation. Remember: Moses’ story is not normative; that is, we cannot try to universalize the experience of physically being drawn out of the Nile river. Clearly part of the drama of this story is that not all the Hebrew boys were saved and Moses’ life was very much in danger. It is important to see that God does work within human history; but it also is important to see that God does as God deems best, not as we think best. For example, in isolation, it is difficult for us to understand the inherent fairness of providing deliverance for Moses, but not others. If God was going to save Moses, shouldn’t he have had the responsibility to save them all? 

If we, humans, are the center, author, and focus of the story, perhaps the answer would be yes. But even though God is not named or identified in these verses, the presence of God in the midst of these events is the subtext moving things forward. God did not stop the killing of all the Hebrew boys, he stopped the killing of this one. That is not how we think an all-powerful, all-loving, good God should act. However – and this is important to see – Scripture is not creating the God we think we should have; rather, it is revealing the true God who is. 
Scripture reveals how the real God – the one not beholden to us for accountability  -- makes himself known to us. In other words, Scripture is sharing how God actually has chosen to act. Whether we like it or not, this is how God – who knows more and better than we do – has chosen to act. He does not simply wipe out all evil or bad results. He does not wave away sorrows or pain or troubles. This frustrates and confuses us; but our frustration and confusion do not mitigate God’s sovereignty or change who he is. It just means we have to intentionally work to understand who is this God, rather than dismissing the idea of God because we are not pleased with his behavior. 

Even though God did not stop all the killing, even though bad things still happen today, it does not mean God is powerless or uncaring. God has chosen to be involved in our struggle, to join us in our condition, rather than to make it magically disappear. God did not erase our sin, nor did he pretend it did not happen or matter. Instead, God has dealt substantively with sin – all sin, including yours and mine – and its consequence of death. With the incarnation of Jesus Christ, he chose specifically to enter into the world of sorrow and pain and trouble – with us. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that whosoever believes in him would not perish but have eternal life.” We may not fully understand why, but we know that this is how God has acted.
We need to see that we live in the midst of God’s world; and not the other way around. We live in the midst of God’s history. God loves us – Scripture reveals. God cares for us – Jesus showed us. God has a plan for us – and is not beholden to us or revolve around us. God used and uses specific people for his larger purposes. Like he did with Abram (and not others), God chose one person – Moses (and not others) – through whom to effect the course of all. Moses did nothing to earn or deserve this blessing; it was a matter of God’s choice and God’s choice was perfect and good. 
My point is not to make us feel unduly small. It is ok for us to feel a little small as we consider the scope and magnitude of God’s sovereignty. This story reminds us how amazing it is that the God who created the universe and everything in it loves us and cares for us – and – how our starting point in “glorifying God and enjoying Him forever” comes from marveling that we fit into God’s plans at all. The truth is, when we get huffy about God’s job performance; we do so at our own peril. When we get disappointed with God for not giving us what we want, we do so to our own detriment. When we demand accountability from God for who he is, we forget that we are simultaneously taking for granted the expression of God’s grace for washing us clean from accountability and the ultimate consequences of who we are: rebellious sinners in need of a savior. 
As we begin this year, think about it: how have you treated God in the last twelve months? Have you paid your respects and been glad to have been left alone? Have you done what was expected but not done what you might have?
What we have here is how God did act; not how he might have acted, not how we think he should have acted, nor how we think we would act. Can we be grateful that God has acted? Can we worship a God who has acted to save us in a manner we cannot understand – or – are we grateful for the gift and embarrassed by the giver? Do we need God to act consistently with how we think a loving God should act in order to worship and praise him?
Scripture reveals how the real God – the one not beholden to us for accountability, but the one worthy of our praise – makes himself known to us. In other words, Scripture is sharing how God actually has chosen to act. Whether we like it or not, this is how God – who knows more and better than we do – has chosen to act. What we make of this story is that it is God’s story, and God’s story is the story of redemption and salvation.

Because This Is God’s Story…
In these few dramatic verses, there are a number of other revealing things worth mentioning. At the risk of boring you with things that interest me but may not be as impressive to all of you, this ten verse  narrative is thick with important theological features and allusions. 
First, the author emphasized how both Moses’ unnamed parents were from the tribe of Levi, which would be significant later when the Levites would be designated as the priests of God. The reason why this is important is because it demonstrates that nothing happens by chance; that God’s plan is intricate, specific, and thorough. Moses would be the first prophet and priest of Israel; Jesus would be the ultimate prophet priest and king (in the order of Melchizedek, not Levi, as we learned in Hebrews).  Every now and then, God does something to remind us just how awesome he is; just how much he pays attention to detail and does things that are really quite beautiful. 

The upshot is that God works through generations. Things that seem insignificant now may be extraordinarily important in generations to come. God is God of the big picture and the detail in it, including the details in your life. If you are like me, it often feels to us like God causes me to wander and weave all about as I am trying to navigate the way forward; yet I can see God’s straight line when it comes into focus as I look back. At the time, Moses’ parents would not have been that peculiar in their derivation from the tribe of Levi. It was nothing remarkable then. It became remarkable looking back. I am not sure there is any practical application for this thought other than to remember to see how marvelous is God’s hand at work. It is not something we can calculate or manipulate; it is something for us to see and share.
Second, Moses was thrown into the chaos of the water of the Nile in the functional equivalent of an ark. In fact, the word used for his mother’s contraption was the same word for “ark” as used for Noah’s. Deliverance from a watery death via boat is another favorite of God. This may seem like a bit of a stretch; however, it would be difficult to overstate the importance of the Nile to Egypt. The miraculous deliverance of Moses from death in the Nile again demonstrated God’s sovereignty over nature and the gods of the other nations. Further, it foreshadowed both what would happen later with God’s delivering the people from slavery and bondage through the Red Sea and what the baptized Jesus Christ would do in delivering God’s people from sin and death. 

The element of baptism is one of those things that can only be appreciated looking back. Moses was set apart by being placed in the ark, he was joined in death by being “thrown into the Nile,” and rescued unto life by grace. Moses is ritually brought from death to life via his being pulled from the Nile. His name, “Moses,” is a homonym for an Egyptian word meaning “boy-child”, but the name is re-interpreted by Pharaoh’s daughter to mean “drawn out.” 
Being drawn out of the water is the imagery we use during the baptism of children. We note how God acts before we are aware, before we are able, and because we are not capable. Whether metaphorically or literally, we all are in Moses’ position of being under the sentence of death from the time we are born. We are every bit the infant in the pitch and tar ark. We are lost, unaware of the danger we are in due to our sin and rebellion against God’s holiness, and are delivered only by the grace of God expressed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. God acts in love for us before we are aware, before we are able, and because we are not capable.
That we baptize today – in response to Jesus’ command to baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit – is an ongoing testimony to God’s rescuing his children unto life by grace. When I walk up and down the aisle with an infant, it is a physical symbol of how God drew us up out from the midst of death unto life by his grace. Our lives are an ongoing witness to God’s character revealed in salvation. 

Third, consider how prominently Hebrew women feature in this account. In two chapters of Exodus, we have seen how God’s plan for salvation was effected through the faith and courage of women. 

Moses’ mother was shrewd, calculating, and strategic. As a result, she was blessed by being paid to nurse her own child. Moses’ older sister – later identified as Miriam – followed his progress down the river and was quick to intervene when the Pharaoh’s daughter pulled him from the river. Remember, it was Puah and Shiphrah in Chapter 1 who refused to abide by the Pharaoh’s ​order of death; here, it is the women of Moses’ family who are the instruments of grace.
Why is this significant? It is significant because God uses those whom the world deems without power to demonstrate his power. It would have been difficult to find individuals with less power in Egypt at the time than a Hebrew woman and her daughter. As noted in Hebrews 11, “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen,” and, “By faith Moses was hidden by his parents (his mother) for three months after his birth, because they saw that the child was beautiful; and they were not afraid of the king’s edict.”

Similarly, it is worth noting Moses’ role in the whole affair. He did nothing but cry. Please do not hear that as a criticism of Moses – it is not like he should have done anything else – but the fact of the matter is that his life was preserved by God’s hand working through others around him. The point is that he was not some super-hero who was self-sufficient at all points; rather, his vulnerability makes God’s sovereign working more glorious. 
God’s working through those the world deems powerless is significant for many of us today. We wonder what impact we can have with our limited means, our limited energy, our limited physical capabilities. We can feel forgotten, lonely, or like we are just a number. The point is: if the world does not affirm your significance, it does not mean God will not, can not, or does not use you. God does not depend upon human power to make his grace and salvation known; God works through people of all stations and stages of life. He works through the lives of infants, children, mothers and fathers, grandmothers and grandfathers. He works through those who have faith: who live by the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. He works through those who pray, who worship, who walk in obedience to his commands, who live into his promises.

Conclusion
We are just beginning the story of Exodus, but the themes are already coming into view. It is God who calls us, it is God who leads us, and it is God who will be our destination. 
What we read in Scripture is the same as what we live in our day-to-day lives: God’s story of redemption and salvation for his eternal glory. He works that story through the generations; and things we think insignificant today may be the very things that reveal God’s magnificent planning and detail in years to come. He works his story consistently – he is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He works his story in such a way as to reveal his own power, using the vulnerable, the powerless, those who rely on him in faith.
Just as Moses was drawn out of the water of the Nile, just as Jesus was drawn out of the water of the Jordan, so we are drawn out of death and brought to life through the grace and mercy of our Lord. 

Praise God.

Amen.

8:30 Prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering
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