
“THE CHURCH IN EGYPT”

I. Introduction

A. The book of Exodus was written by its central human character:  
Moses.

1. Exodus is part of a larger work by Moses that we refer to as 
the Pentateuch, which includes the first five books of the Old 
Testament. 

2. Exodus is the story of how God delivers his people from 
bondage, gives them his law, and tells them how he is to be 
worshipped.

3. The central event in Exodus is Israel’s deliverance from 
Egypt, and this event serves as the key image of redemption 
in the rest of the Old Testament.

4. The exodus is a picture of the supreme deliverance that 
would be accomplished by Jesus Christ in the fullness of 
time.

5. This is why Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10:11 that the things 
that happened to the exodus generation “happened to them 
as an example, but they were written down for our 
instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come.”

 
B. The book of Exodus can be divided into three distinct parts.

1. In chapters 1-18, God establishes Israel’s national identity by 
delivering them from their slavery in Egypt.

2. In chapters 19-24, God establishes Israel’s national 
constitution by giving them his law.

3. And in chapters 25-40, God establishes the tabernacle as the 
place where his holy nation would assemble before him.

Sermon on Exodus 1! ! Grace PC, Laconia (2/23/14)
An Exposition of Exodus, # 1  ! Rev. Andy Wilson



2

4. Here in this opening chapter, Moses sets the stage for what 
will follow by describing the situation in which God’s 
people found themselves after spending four centuries in 
Egypt.

II. The Church Grows

A. As Exodus begins, there are two things that make it very clear that 
this is a continuation of the book of Genesis.

1. First, verse 1 begins with the word “And” in the Hebrew. 

2. It is usually considered poor English to begin a sentence, let 
alone a book, with the word ‘and,’ but Hebrew often uses 
‘and’ at the beginning of sentences to express a continuing 
narrative.

3. Here, the use of the word ‘and’ tells us that Exodus is the 
continuation of Genesis.

4. It is similar to how Tolkien’s The Two Towers is the 
continuation of The Fellowship of the Ring.

5. You can’t properly understand the one without the other.

B. The second link with Genesis is that Exodus begins right where 
Genesis left off.

1. In the last part of Genesis, Jacob and his eleven sons traveled 
to Egypt, where they were welcomed and provided for by 
Joseph, who was already there.

2. And Genesis ends by telling us that just before Joseph died 
in Egypt, he said this to his brothers:  “I am about to die, but 
God will visit you and bring you up out of this land to the 
land that he swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob… , and 
you shall carry up my bones from here.”

3. Exodus begins by listing Jacob’s twelve sons and telling us 
about their deaths.
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4. This tells us that this book is the story of how God fulfilled 
the words spoken by Joseph, bringing his people up out of 
the land of Egypt to the land that he promised the patriarchs.

C. The opening verses of chapter 1 show us that the covenant people 
transitioned from being a family to being a nation after the deaths 
of the patriarchs.

1. Verse 7 says that, “the people of Israel were fruitful and 
increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly 
strong, so that the land was filled with them.”

2. This reminds us of God’s command to Adam and Eve in 
Genesis 1, where he told them to “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it.” (v. 28)

3. And while Adam and Eve failed to carry out their God-given 
task faithfully, God took what was a command to them and 
turned it into a promise when he revealed himself to the 
patriarchs.

4. He said to Abraham, “Behold, my covenant is with you, and 
you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. No longer 
shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham,for I have made you the father of a multitude of 
nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will 
make you into nations.” (Gen. 17:4-6)

5. He told Isaac, “I will multiply your offspring as the stars of 
heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And 
in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be 
blessed” (Gen. 26:4)

6. He said to Jacob, “I am God, the God of your father. Do not 
be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there I will make you into 
a great nation.” (Gen. 46:3)

7. Here in the opening chapter of Exodus we see that God kept 
that promise.



4

8. Though the people of Israel were not yet in the Promised 
Land, they had become a great nation.

D. The phrase that is translated “people of Israel” in verse 7 is actually 
the same phrase that we find in verse 1, where it is translated “sons 
of Israel.”

1. Their identity is bound up in their relationship to their 
forefather Jacob, whom God renamed ‘Israel.’

2. They are all the children of Israel.

3. And notice that even though they lived in a foreign land for 
over 400 years, they maintained a distinct identity as God’s 
covenant people.

4. This was no small feat.

5. Just consider how quickly immigrant groups in America 
have gotten assimilated into the broader culture over the 
past 100 years.

6. It only takes a couple of generations for a group’s cultural 
distinctives to be lost.

7. How did Israel maintain a separate identity after spending 
400 years in Egypt? 

E. Ultimately, it was God who preserved his people and prevented 
them from being assimilated into Egyptian culture.

1. But because God typically accomplishes his work through 
means, we can surmise that the people passed down to their 
children the things that had been revealed to their fathers.

2. They didn’t have Bibles, but they remembered the Lord and 
the promises that he had made to them.
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3. We know this because of what God said to Moses when he 
spoke to him in chapter 3.

4. He told Moses to tell the people that “the God of your 
fathers…appeared to me.” 

5. The Israelites knew about the God of their fathers.

6. This reminds us that the passing on of the faith from one 
generation to the next is the most basic way in which the 
Lord builds his church.

7. This is why it is so important for us to be faithful in the 
spiritual nurture of our children. 

8. They need to know that they do not belong to the world, but 
to the living and true God.

9. They too are the children of Israel.

III. The Church Is Oppressed

A. In the next part of the chapter, we are given a picture of the 
oppression that Israel came to experience during their time in 
Egypt.

1. Moses tells us that a new king arose in Egypt who did not 
know Joseph.

2. This may be referring not just to a single king but to a new 
dynasty.

3. When it says that this new king did not know Joseph, the 
meaning is probably not that he didn’t know about Joseph 
and what he had done.

4. Instead, the idea is that this new line of kings had no 
personal connection with Joseph and hence had no loyalty to 
Joseph’s people for all that he had done for the nation.
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5. We see something like this in the world today, as so many 
people have forgotten the contributions that Christians have 
made to their culture.

B. As Pharaoh considered the size of this alien population of Israelites, 
he told his people that they might join forces with invaders if war 
ever broke out.

1. In doing this, he was playing on the fears that people often 
have when there is a group of foreigners in their midst.

2. The very same fears would be exploited by Hitler when he 
introduced his policy for dealing with the Jews in Nazi 
Germany and the lands that they conquered.

3. Pharaoh’s policy would eventually be very similar to that of 
Hitler, but at first it was more subtle.

4. He decided to put the Israelites to work in hopes of putting a 
natural check on their population growth.

5. It was common for the Egyptians to make use of conscripted 
labor for their building projects.

6. This was how the pyramids were built.

7. In this particular instance, the Israelites were used to build 
what were probably “royal garrison cities” in the north-east 
corner of the nation. [Stuart, 69]

8. Because these projects were far away from where the 
Israelites lived, the work took them away from their families 
and farms.

9. Pharaoh reasoned that by making life so difficult for the 
Israelites they would stop growing in number.

10. But it didn’t work.
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11. Instead of shrinking in size, “the more they were oppressed, 
the more they multiplied and the more they spread abroad.”

C. After the initial policy failed, the Egyptians made the Israelites’ 
work even more burdensome and difficult.

1. While the Israelites were previously afflicted with heavy 
burdens, now they were ruthlessly made to work as slaves.

2. This marked the fulfillment of a prophecy that was revealed 
to Abraham many centuries before this time.

3. In Genesis 15, where God confirmed his covenant promises 
to Abraham, God also said, “Know for certain that your 
offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and 
will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four 
hundred years. But I will bring judgment on the nation that 
they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great 
possessions.” (Gen. 15:13) 

4. One of the things that is interesting about this is that there is 
no indication that the hardship that the Israelites endured in 
Egypt came upon them as punishment for any specific sin 
that they had committed.

5. While they were certainly not without sin, there does not 
seem to be a direct link between their sin and their suffering.

6. This shows us that it was God’s plan to use hardship to 
build his church. 

7. This is an important thing for us to keep in mind in light of 
the troubles that we experience in life.

8. We need to remember that God works through such things 
to carry out his saving purposes in the lives of his people.

D. While Israel’s oppression was not brought about as punishment for 
their sin, it does serve as a picture of mankind’s fallen condition.
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1. If Israel’s deliverance from Egypt serves as the paradigm for 
salvation, then their enslavement in Egypt gives us a picture 
of what it means to be enslaved to sin.

2. As bad as Pharaoh’s treatment of the Israelites was, sin is a 
much crueler taskmaster.

3. When I ponder the diabolical nature of sin, I think of what 
happens at the end of George Orwell’s novel “1984.”

4. The book tells the story of how the main character resists the 
tyranny of a totalitarian government, symbolized in a figure 
known as Big Brother.

5. But in the end, the government wins out.

6. The book concludes with the main character is sitting in a 
bar, looking at a poster of Big Brother, and the narrator tells 
us this:  “the struggle was finished.  He had won the victory 
over himself.  He loved Big Brother.”

7. That is the kind of oppression that we are under in our fallen 
estate.

8. When we are enslaved to sin, we love the very chains with 
which we are bound.

9. Thanks be to God that he has provided a way for us to be 
delivered from this body of death, through Jesus Christ our 
Lord!

IV. The Church Is Threatened

A. We turn now to the third part of our passage, where the continued 
existence of the church is threatened.

1. When Pharaoh saw that his plan of oppressing the Israelites 
under forced labor was ineffective in reducing their 
numbers, he came up with yet another strategy.
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2. He summoned the Hebrew midwives and instructed them to 
kill all of the male babies that were born among the 
Israelites.

3. Pharaoh only wanted sons to be killed because they could 
grow up to fight.

4. He reasoned that the girls could be taken as slave wives and 
assimilated into Egyptian culture.

5. Even though the Israelites would not all be entirely wiped 
out under this plan, they would cease to exist as a distinct 
people.

6. The great irony to this is that that Pharaoh’s plan was foiled 
by women, the very ones whom he did not see as a threat.

7. Here in chapter 1, the midwives refused to go along with his 
plan.

8. And in chapter 2, Moses was preserved through the actions 
of Moses’ mother, his sister, and Pharaoh’s own daughter.

B. The midwives disobeyed the king’s command because they knew 
that this was evil in God’s sight.

1. They knew that they had to obey God rather than man, even 
when that man was the ruler of Egypt.

2. They feared God more than they feared man.

3. This fear of God is not a slavish fear, but a fear that results 
when a person is mindful of the wonderful blessings that 
God pours out upon his people when he redeems them.

4. It is the fear that is produced by knowing that it is infinitely 
better to have God’s acceptance than the acceptance of the 
world.
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C. There are times when believers today are faced with dilemmas that 
are similar to the one that confronted the midwives.

1. The world may pressure you to do things or to approve of 
things that are in violation of God’s law.

2. In those moments, you are facing a test.

3. Your response will reveal who it is that you fear.

4. Do you fear man, or do you fear God?

5. What do you value more:  the acceptance of the world or the 
acceptance of God?

D. We should also note that this passage has something to say about 
the subject of abortion.

1. The fact that God was pleased with the midwives shows us 
the value that he places upon human life.

2. This is why the earliest Christians refused to condone 
abortion and infanticide, even though it was so common in 
Roman culture.

3. And it is why Christians today should hold firm to the 
conviction that abortion is nothing short of murder.

E. While the midwives’ refusal to kill these babies was commendable, 
their response to Pharaoh does raises an ethical problem.

1. They lied to Pharaoh, yet the text says that God dealt well 
with them for what they had done.

2. Some interpreters have tried to argue that this means the 
truth is not required in situations like this, that it is actually a 
good thing to be untruthful in such situations.
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3. I think it makes better sense to say that God was looking at 
the midwives’ faith, not at their imperfect actions in this 
matter.

4. It was their faith that pleased God.

5. The text says that God gave them families because they 
feared him.

6. As Calvin’s explains, “whatever is opposed to the nature of 
God is sinful,” yet “in his paternal indulgence of his children 
[God] still values their good works, as if they were pure, 
notwithstanding they may be defiled by some mixture of 
impurity.”

7. This is extremely comforting, because nothing that we do is 
completely free from the stain of sin.

8. Christ’s blood even cleanses our good works from the sin 
that is always attached to them.

F. After hearing the midwives’ explanation, Pharaoh decided that it 
was time to change his policy again.

1. He commanded the Egyptians to drown all Israelite males in 
the Nile river.

2. This was convenient for a couple of reasons.

3. First of all, the Nile was a god to the Egyptians.

4. This made it easy for Pharaoh to spin this as some kind of a 
religious issue that served the national interests.

5. Second, the bodies would sink and be carried away.

6. As unpleasant as it was to take such measures, the babies 
would quickly be out of sight and hopefully out of mind.
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7. There is something about this that once again brings to mind 
the practice of abortion in our own nation.

8. Abortion is a medical procedure.

9. It can even be done by taking a pill.

10. This makes it all the more easy for people to ignore the 
reality of what is actually taking place.

V. Conclusion

A. God allowed his people to face serious hardships during their 
sojourn in Egypt, but through it all he was at work building his 
church.

1. Pharaoh tried to wipe out the church by throwing the sons of 
Israel into the waters of the Nile.

2. But before the book of Exodus ends, many of the sons of 
Egypt will be drowned in the waters of the Red Sea.

3. God brought many sorrows upon his children while they 
were in Egypt, but in the end he set them free from their 
chains.

B. God continues to do the same thing today.

1. You will have trouble in this life, but those troubles will not 
be the end of your story if your faith rests upon Jesus Christ.  

2. “For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the 
world.  And this is the victory that has overcome the world
—our faith.  Who is it that overcomes the world except the 
one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?” (1 Jn. 5:4-5)


