
“SONSHIP AND CIRCUMCISION”

I. Introduction

A. In this passage that comes right after the burning bush theophany, 
we learn that Moses obeyed God’s command to return to Egypt.

1. While that aspect of the passage is fairly straightforward, 
two of the things that take place on Moses’ journey back to 
Egypt are not as easy to understand.

2. The first is where the Lord tells Moses that he will harden 
Pharaoh’s heart, which causes some people to ask questions 
about God’s justice.

3. How could God hold Pharaoh responsible for refusing to let 
Israel go when it was God who hardened Pharaoh’s heart in 
the first place?

4. The second difficulty in this passage is even more 
perplexing:  the strange instance of the Lord seeking to put 
Moses to death.

5. Why would God want to kill Moses when he has already 
made it clear that he is going to work through Moses to 
deliver his people from their bondage?

B. These two difficulties may seem to be unrelated, but as we consider 
them in this sermon we will see that they are integrally related to 
each other.

1. And they are not just obscure details that have little bearing 
on the rest of the narrative.

2. They set the stage for what God is about to do.

3. They explain the meaning of Israel’s exodus from Egypt.
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4. The part about Pharaoh’s hardening tells us that God is 
going to deliver Israel from their bondage because he has 
made a distinction between them and the rest of the world. 

5. He has adopted them as his sons.

6. And the part about circumcision tells us that the basis of this 
distinction is not anything inherent in the people of Israel.

7. The basis of this distinction is the sovereign grace of God. 

II. God’s Firstborn Son

A. The passage begins by telling us that after receiving his father-in-
law’s blessing and God’s reassurance that it was safe to go back to 
Egypt, Moses took his wife and his sons and began his journey.

1. On the way, the Lord reminded him of the things that he had 
told him when he appeared to him in the burning bush.

2. He told him to do the miracles that he had been given before 
Pharaoh.

3. The fact that God repeats what he has already said seems to 
indicate that Moses was still unsure about all of this.

4. Remember, at the burning bush Moses responded to God’s 
instructions with four protests.

5. Once again, we see God’s patience on display in his dealings 
with his servant.

6. God also repeats what he told Moses about how Pharaoh 
would respond to him.

7. Moses should not be surprised when Pharaoh refuses to give 
in to his request to leave, because God has told him what to 
expect.

B. God also tells Moses why Pharaoh will not let them go.
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1. God says that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart.

2. This is the first time this is mentioned in Exodus, but it is 
something will be repeated again and again.

3. In some places it is stated as it is here, with God identified as 
the one who hardens Pharaoh’s heart.

4. In other places it simply says that Pharaoh’s heart “was 
hardened.”

5. And in other places it says that Pharaoh hardened his own 
heart.

6. The important thing to note about this theme of the 
hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is that the first mention of it 
comes as a predictive prophecy from God.

7. This makes it clear that God is the ultimate cause of the 
hardening.

8. At the same time, other passages emphasize the fact that 
Pharaoh was not passive in this.

9. He hardened his heart in response to God’s Word and the 
miracles that God gave to confirm his Word.

C. As I noted earlier, some people might think that God was being 
unfair in hardening Pharaoh’s heart and then holding him 
responsible for his refusal to let Israel go.

1. But if we think along those lines we are misunderstanding 
the doctrine of providence.

2. Because God is in sovereign control over everything that 
takes place in the world, he is always the supreme cause of 
everything that happens, even human sin.



4

3. But because God carries out the things that he has decreed 
through secondary causes, he is not the one who actually 
commits sin. 

4. God did not create the obstinate unbelief that reigned in 
Pharaoh’s heart; he simply handed him over to it.

5. After the fall, every human being has the same rebellious 
heart that Pharaoh had.

6. The only way our stubborn unbelief can be overcome is if 
God creates faith in our hearts, and that is exactly what he 
does in the lives of those whom he has chosen to save.

7. But God is under no obligation to this for anyone.

8. He is free to extend his grace to some and to leave the rest in 
their sin.

9. That is what God did in this situation.

10. The message and miracles that stirred up faith in the hearts 
of the Israelites were met with stubborn refusal in the heart 
of Pharaoh.

11. As Paul sums it up in Romans 9, God “has mercy on 
whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.” (v. 
18)

D. The Lord also instructed Moses to tell Pharaoh that Israel is his 
firstborn son.

1. In the ancient world, the firstborn son had special 
inheritance rights.

2. The firstborn son was in a preeminent position.

3. He became the head of the family when the father died and 
received a double portion of the inheritance.
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4. God calls Israel his firstborn son because they were the heirs 
of the promise that was made to Abraham.

E. Now, if Israel is God’s firstborn son, it is not fitting for them to be 
Pharaoh’s slaves.

1. God secures their liberty so that he can bring them into their 
promised inheritance.

2. This is a picture of what God does for all of his children, for 
all of those whom he has appointed to eternal life.

3. As Paul writes in Galatians 4, “But when the fullness of time 
had come, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born 
under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so 
that we might receive adoption as sons.” (vv. 4-5)

4. If you trust in Christ, then you have received this adoption.

5. Whether you are male or female, in Christ you have the 
status of firstborn son.

6. You have an inheritance in the kingdom of God.

F. God also tells Moses to issue a warning to Pharaoh.

1. If Pharaoh refuses to let Israel go, then God will kill 
Pharaoh’s firstborn son.

2. This was a shocking thing for a man in Moses’ position to 
say to the most powerful man in the world, but it 
underscored God’s total sovereignty over Pharaoh.

3. If Pharaoh sets himself against the Lord, it will be the Lord’s 
firstborn, not Pharaoh’s, who will survive the encounter.

4. This warning was a foreshadowing of the final plague, in 
which the Lord went through Egypt and struck down all the 
firstborn in the land who were not within a house that had 
the blood of a Passover lamb painted on its doorframe.
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III. Saved by the Blood

A. We turn now to the second difficulty that confronts us in this 
passage:  the account of how the Lord met Moses at a lodging place 
along the way and sought to put him to death.

1. The context makes it clear that it was Moses’ failure to 
circumcise his son that angered the Lord.

2. Still, why would God wait until Moses was on his way back 
to Egypt before dealing with this?

3. Why not address this matter back at the burning bush?

4. I think the reason becomes clear when we look at the 
surrounding context.

5. We have just noted that God’s instructions about what 
Moses is to say to Pharaoh show that God has made a 
distinction between Israel and the rest of the world.

6. Israel is God’s firstborn son.

7. But the people of Israel did not enjoy this privileged status 
because they were any better than other people.

8. It was only by God’s grace that they were in a special 
relationship with him.

9. They were the nation that God had promised to create out of 
Abraham’s offspring. 

B. This relates to circumcision because circumcision was the sign of 
the covenant that God set up with Abraham.

1. In that covenant, God promised “to be God to you and to 
your offspring after you.  And I will give to you and to your 
offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land 
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of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their 
God.” (Gen. 17:7-8)

2. And when God made that promise in Genesis 17, he also 
said this:  “This is my covenant, which you shall keep, 
between me and you and your offspring after you:  Every 
male among you shall be circumcised… Any uncircumcised 
male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall 
be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.” (vs. 
10, 14)

3. In sending Moses back to Egypt, God was about to bring 
Abraham’s offspring into the land he promised them.

4. Circumcision was the emblem of that promise.

5. It was the symbol of what it was that set the people of Israel 
apart from other people.

6. For some reason, Moses had failed to place the sign of the 
covenant upon his son.

7. By neglecting the sign that testified to what set Israel apart 
from the rest of the world, Moses put himself under the 
same judgment that would eventually fall upon Pharaoh and 
the rest of Egypt.

8. Only when Zipporah cut off the boy’s foreskin was that 
judgment averted.

C. There are a number of details about what took place at that lodging 
place that are not entirely clear to us.

1. We do not know for certain whether it was Moses or his son 
that the Lord sought to kill (though the fact that Zipporah is 
the one who performs the circumcision seems to indicate 
that it was Moses).

2. We do not know how this threat was made manifest.
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3. Was it another theophany?

4. Did God make Moses deathly ill and reveal to Zipporah that 
this was due to divine judgment?

5. We don’t know.

6. We do not know for certain whether it was Moses’ feet or his 
son’s feet that Zipporah touched with the foreskin.

7. And we do not even know whether the word “feet” should 
be understood literally or as a euphemism for the male 
genitalia, which is sometimes the case in Hebrew.

8. One thing that is clear is that what transpired at that lodging 
place pointed to what was going to happen on the night of 
the first Passover.

9. In both instances, the shedding of blood was necessary to 
avert God’s wrath.

10. Just as Moses was spared by the blood of circumcision, so 
also the firstborn of Israel were saved by the blood of the 
Passover lamb.

D. It will be helpful at this point for us to consider what circumcision 
symbolized.

1. Circumcision was a sacrament of the covenant of grace in its 
Old Testament dispensation.

2. Like the other biblical sacraments, circumcision had a dual 
signification.

3. It signified both the blessings and the curses of the covenant.

4. On the one hand, it was a symbol of the blessing of being set 
apart as God’s people.
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5. On the other hand, it was a symbol of the curse of being cut 
off from the covenant community.

6. As a sacrament, it was an outward sign that testified to an 
inward spiritual reality.

7. This is why Moses tells the Israelites in Deuteronomy 30, 
“And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and 
the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the LORD 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you 
may live.” (Deuteronomy 30:6)

8. Circumcision was a sign of regeneration, the work that the 
Holy Spirit brings about by giving us new hearts.

E. In light of this, circumcision finds its true fulfillment in the work of 
Christ. 

1. Paul makes this clear in Colossians 2 when he says this:  “In 
him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made 
without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the 
circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in 
baptism, in which you were also raised with him through 
faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from 
the dead. And you, who were dead in your trespasses and 
the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together 
with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, by canceling 
the record of debt that stood against us with its legal 
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross.” (Col. 
2:11-14)

2. The “body of the flesh” that was put off was Jesus’ body, 
which was cut off from the world when he was put to death 
on the cross.

3. This is what Paul means by the phrase “the circumcision of 
Christ.”
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4. He describes Jesus’ death on the cross as a circumcision 
because it was the reality to which circumcision pointed all 
along.

5. Jesus’ body was removed from the land of the living in order 
to secure cleansing from sin for all who believe in him.

6. Theologian J.V. Fesko explains the connection between 
circumcision and Jesus death this way:  “The circumcision of 
Israelite males visibly preached that a future descendent 
would bring redemption; hence the circumcision of the male 
reproductive organ.  The blood substitute, the One who was 
to avert the wrath of God on behalf of God’s people, the One 
who was to be cut off and circumcised from the land of the 
living, the long-promised seed of the woman, has come.  He 
was cut off so that God’s people would not be cut off and 
suffer a covenant curse.” [Word, Water, and Spirit, 246]

7. This helps us see why the Lord took circumcision so 
seriously in this passage.

8. Apart from the reality signified and sealed by circumcision, 
the life of Moses was forfeit.

9. He was under God’s curse.

10. But when the blood of circumcision was shed, God’s wrath 
was averted.

11. The connection between circumcision and Jesus’ death also 
explains why the sacrament of circumcision was replaced 
with baptism after Jesus died on the cross.

12. Once the reality to which circumcision pointed had taken 
place, there was no more need for the shedding of blood.

IV. Conclusion
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A. This passage teaches us that apart from God’s gracious promise of 
redemption, God’s judgment is hanging over each and ever one of 
us.

B. It also tells us that all who trust in Jesus Christ are covered by his 
blood, so that the wrath of God has been turned away from them 
forever.

C. It tells you that if you are in Christ, you have received adoption as a 
son of God.

D. And if that is true of you, then you can be certain that your Father 
in heaven will not allow anything in this world to hold you captive 
or keep you from the inheritance that he has promised to you.

E. In the words of the apostle Paul, "the sufferings of this present time 
are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 
For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the 
sons of God." (Rom. 8:18–19)


