EXODUS

TITLE

The title “Exodus”: was given to the second book of Moses by the ancient translators of the Greek Old Testament.  The title is simply the Greek expression meaning “a going out”.  The departure of Israel from Egypt is the dominant historical fact in Exodus.

In the Hebrew Bible, the opening words “And these are the names” served as the title, and suggests that this book was to be accepted as the obvious sequel to Genesis.

CONTENT

Exodus describes Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, her constitution as a people through covenant law, and instructions for, and construction of, the tabernacle – the place of God’s presence.

AUTHOR

The book of Exodus was written approximately 1446 to 1406 BC, and there is little doubt that Moses is the author.  Moses followed God’s instructions and “wrote down everything the Lord had said” (24:4).  God gave specific instruction to record the battle with Amalek (17:14), the Ten Commandments (34:4,27-29) and the Book of the Covenant (20:22–23:33).  Moses is identified as the one who “recorded the stages in their journey” (Numbers 33:2) and who “wrote down this law” (Deuteronomy 31:9).

At some time during his forty year role as Israel’s leader, beginning at 80 years of age and ending at 120 (7:7;  Deuteronomy 34:7), Moses wrote this second of his five books.  Scripture dates Solomon’s fourth year of reign, when he began to build the temple (c 966BC) as beginning 480 years after the Exodus (1 Kings 6:1) establishing the beginning of the Exodus c.1446BC.

HISTORICAL COVERAGE

From Joseph’s death (c.1600BC), to Israel’s encampment at Sinai (c.1440BC).

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

Moses, born in 1525BC (80 years old in 1445BC), learned the wisdom of the Egyptians (Acts 7:22) while growing up in the courts of Pharaoh Thutmose I and II and Queen Hatshepsut, for his first forty years (Acts 7:23). He was in self imposed Midianite exile during the reign of Thutmose III for another forty years (Acts 7:30), and returned at God’s direction to be Israel’s leader, early in the reign of Amenhotep II, the pharaoh of Exodus.  God used both the educational system of Egypt and his exile in Midian to prepare Moses to represent his people before a powerful pharaoh, and to guide his people through the wilderness of the Sinai peninsular during his final 40 years (Acts 7:36). Moses died on Mt Nebo when he was 120 years old (Deuteronomy 34:1-6) under God’s chastening for his anger and disrespect (Numbers 20:1-3).

EMPHASES

God’s miraculous rescue of Israel from Egypt through Moses; covenant law given at Mt. Sinai; the tabernacle as the place of God’s presence and Israel’s true worship; God’s revelation of Himself and His character;  Israel’s tendency to complain and rebel against God; God’s judgment and mercy toward His people when they rebel.

OVERVIEW

The first 20 chapters of Exodus are narrative, opening with Israel’s enslavement in Egypt (1), followed by the birth of Moses, his flight and subsequent call (where Yahweh’s name is revealed) and his return to Egypt (2-4).  Israel’s labour is increased, leading into Yahweh’s conflict with Pharaoh in the holy war by way of the ten plagues, the Red Sea miracle, and a hymn celebrating God the divine Warrior’s victory over Pharaoh (5:1–15:21).  Israel enters the wilderness and treks to Mt. Sinai (15:22–19:25) where it receives the covenant law (20-23).  It ratifies the covenant (24).  These are the conditions under which Israel must live in order to enjoy an ongoing relationship with God.  There then follows detailed instruction for the building of the tabernacle (24-34) which will become the focal point of God’s presence with His people.  Israel’s ongoing complaining becomes full blown idolatrous rebellion with the incident of the golden calf, followed by God’s judgement and renewal of the covenant (32-34).  The tabernacle is constructed (35-40) and the book concludes with God’s glory filling it (41).  This is the last essential act of preparation.  The people are now ready for their pilgrimage to the promised land.

The glory filling the tabernacle anticipates the next two books of the Pentateuch.  It will be in the tabernacle/Tent of Meeting, that God will speak to Moses (and so to the people) and give detailed instruction on how the tabernacle is to be used – thus introducing Leviticus.  The glory cloud will then reappear early in the Numbers narrative to give guidance when Israel breaks camp and sets out toward the promised land (Numbers 9:15-23).

UNDERSTANDING EXODUS


The book of Exodus narrates the crucial matters that define Israel as a people in relation to their God, Yahweh.  There are three times in the part of Israel’s history as found in Exodus which cause the narrative with its embedding of portions of the law to make sense.

(1) God’s miraculous deliverance of His people from slavery.

(2) The return of the presence of God, as distinguishing His people from all other peoples on the earth.

(3) The gift of the law as the means of establishing His covenant with them.

The first defining moment, and the one referred to, over and over again through both the Old and New Testament, is the exodus itself.  Israel is repeatedly reminded that “it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath He swore to your forefathers that He brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh”  (Deuteronomy 7:8).  Israel itself repeatedly affirms, “The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” (Deuteronomy 26:8).

The narrative will highlight this event. The story of Moses is given solely with his role in the exodus in view.  Israel’s desperately hopeless situation is overcome by God’s miraculous intervention on their behalf. The exodus is portrayed as God’s victory over Pharaoh and the gods he represents, a victory commemorated with the first two celebratory songs in the Pentateuch (15:1-21 cf. Deuteronomy 31:30–32:4).  
The songs emphasise His unrivaled greatness and His triumph in the holy war. Yahweh here “adopts” Israel as His “first born son”, who is to be set free so that “he may worship Me” (4:22,23).  The narrative is interrupted twice on either side of the actual exodus (12:1-28; 12:43–13:16) to give instructions for the Passover (the annual celebration of the exodus), and for the consecration of the first born male (as a reminder of God’s rescue of them as His first born while protecting their first born).

The second defining moment is the restoration of God’s presence, lost in Eden, but now the central feature of Israel’s existence.  This theme begins with the call of Moses at “the mountain of God” (3:1), where he did not dare “look at God” (3:6).  It re-emerges in chapter 19 where the people camp “in front of the mountain” (19:2), and experience a spectacular theophany (a visible manifestation of God) accompanied by warnings not to touch the mountain.  The awesome nature of this encounter with God is further highlighted by the ascending and descending of Moses “up to God” (19:3,8,20) and “down to the people” (19:7,14,25).

The pivotal nature of this restoration of God’s presence is seen especially in chapters 25-40 and helps explain the repetition about the tabernacle on either side of chapters 32-34.  The tabernacle was to assume the role of “the Tent of Meeting” (40:6) and was thus to function as the place where Israel’s God would dwell in their midst (after He “left” the mountain, to use anthropomorphic language).  This is why the debacle in the desert in chapter 32 is followed by Moses’ pleading for Yahweh not to abandon them, for “if Your Presence does not go with us … what else will distinguish me and Your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?” (33:15,16 cf. Isaiah 63:7-14 where the Presence is identified as the Holy Spirit).  

Exodus concludes with God’s glory covering the tabernacle/Tent of Meeting, which means the Israelites are now ready for their journey to the promised land.  At the same time, these final chapters (25-40) prepare the way especially for the regulations for worship and sacrifice that appear in Leviticus, the next book.

The third defining moment is the giving of the law with its centerpiece of the Ten Commandments (20), followed by the Book of the Covenant (21-24).  These laws together focus on Israel’s relationship with God and with one another, the latter as an expression of their living out God’s character in those relationships.  The first expression of the law in the narrative of Exodus thus prepares the way for its further elaboration in the final three books of the Pentateuch.

It is important to note that these laws are patterned after ancient covenants known as suzerainty treaties, where a conqueror made a treaty with the conquered in which he benefited them with his protection and care, as long as they would abide by the treaty stipulations.

There were six parts to such covenants:

(1) Preamble -  which identifies the giver of the covenant (“the Lord your God” 20:2)

(2) Prologue – which serves as a reminder of the relationship of the suzerain to the people (“who brought you out of Egypt” 20:2)

(3) Stipulations – which are various laws/obligations on the part of the people (20:3–23:19;  25:1–31:18).

(4) Document clause – which provides for periodic reading and relearning the covenant.
(5) Sanctions – which describe the blessings and curses as incentives for obedience 
(6) List of witnesses to the covenant
Only the first three of these six covenant ingredients are found in Exodus.  It is only the first portion of the full covenant that continues on in Leviticus and Numbers, and finally concludes at the end of Deuteronomy.
So in Exodus, the key elements of the covenant are evident:

(1) the revelation of who God is and what He wants from His people

(2) obedience is part of covenant loyalty and thereby essential for maintaining covenant blessings.

One final point should be noted about the importance of the context of the laws in Exodus. The Ten Commandments and the Book of the Covenant are sandwiched between two links which refer to the past and the future.

In 20:2 God says,”I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery”.

In 23:20-33 God assures the people of His presence in the future and of the provision of land, providing they keep to His ways.

The first text refers back to Egypt and the second focuses on entering Canaan in the future. The context tells us that these laws are for people who have experienced God’s past and are expecting His future and who will therefore be able to live in His present.
These notes have drawn heavily from “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.34-38), and to a lesser extent from “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” (Thomas Nelson 2003, pp.19-25)

AN OUTLINE OF EXODUS
1:1 – 2:25 The Setting: Growth and Oppression of Israel in Egypt

Two primary narratives comprise the setting for the exodus:

(1) the multiplication and subjection of the Israelites under Pharaoh, including infanticide in a vain attempt to control their population (chapter 1)

(2) Moses, an Israelite who grows up as a privileged Egyptian but sides with his own people (2:1-15). Years later, as an escaped elderly outlaw settled in Sinai (vs.16-22), he is a most unlikely candidate for the role of deliverer of Israel (vs.23-25), picking up a central theme from Genesis

3:1 – 6:27 The Call and Commission of Moses

There are several important features in this narrative: God’s revelation of Himself to the unsuspecting Moses, including the disclosure of His name (Yahweh = the one who causes to exist); God’s repeated announcement that He has seen the misery of His people in Egypt and intends to deliver them by His mighty power; Moses’ fourfold reaction/rejection of the call; and his first encounter with Pharaoh, which leads to increased oppression and Israel’s rejection of Moses. The episode in 4:24-26 reveals how poorly Moses is prepared for the task – as an Israelite father he had not even circumcised his own son

6:28 – 15:21 The Miraculous Deliverance from Bondage 
The narrative is in four parts, each blending into the next. First is the confrontation with Pharaoh (6:28-11:10) which begins with Aaron’s staff becoming a serpent and swallowing those of the Egyptian sorcerers (possibly echoing the curse of the serpent in Eden), followed by nine plagues and the announcement of the tenth. Each of these strikes at the heart of Egyptian idolatry and arrogance. Each plague shows God’s power in an area over which Egyptians believed their individual gods ruled supreme (the holy war motif).

The second part (12:1-30) is a weaving together of the institution of the Passover and the actual narrative of the tenth plague. Because the Passover meal is to be an annual celebration in which the momentous event of deliverance is recounted, greater detail is given here. There is a foreshadowing of redemption through the shedding of blood, which in the New Testament will be seen to be fulfilled when God’s ‘firstborn’ sheds His blood (Colossians 1:15-20) as He assumes the role of the lamb.

Part 3 is the account of the exodus itself (12:31-14:31). Reminders of the first two parts are carefully woven into this narrative. It begins with additional Passover regulations and the law of the firstborn. The actual crossing of the Red Sea involves one final confrontation with Pharaoh –  ending with the destruction of his entire army. At the Red Sea, the people begin grumbling (14:10-12; cf. 5:21), which will become the main theme of the next section of the narrative.

Part 4 is the celebration song of Moses, Israel and Miriam (15:1-21). It begins as a celebration of the triumph of God the Warrior over Pharaoh and his gods (vs.1-12) and concludes by anticipating the same victory in the conquest of Canaan (vs.13-16) and Yahweh’s future settled presence in Zion (vs.17,18; cf. Psalm 68). This aspect of God’s victory will continue to be celebrated in Israel’s hymns (Nehemiah 9:9-11; Psalm 66:5-7; 78:12,13; 106:8-12; 114:3,5; 136:10-15)

15:22 – 18:27 The Journey to Mount Sinai   
Following Israel’s great deliverance are three episodes in the desert in which the people grumble against Moses and so test God (15:22-17:7). These episodes foreshadow many such moments throughout the rest of the story. This is followed by their first opposition along the way (17:8-16), which also anticipates future encounters of this kind, as well as the future leadership of Joshua. The story of Moses as he takes Jethro’s advice about shared leadership, especially for judging (chapter 18), not only prepares for the later organisation of the tribes but also for many of the laws in the Book of the Covenant (21:1-23:19; eg. 21:6,22; 22:8,9)

19:1 – 24:11 The Covenant at Sinai
The prelude (chapter 19) is especially significant to the narrative. In 19:3-6 God combines His deliverance of Israel “on eagles’ wings” (v.4) with the call to obedience and His adoption of them as His own treasured possession (cf. 1 Peter 2:9). The rest takes the form of a great theophany, with the reminder of the awful distance between the holy and living God and His people.

God speaks the Ten Commandments (the “Ten Words” 20:1-17) directly to His people (20:18-21) – as a sign of their primacy. Fundamental responsibilities to both God and neighbour are addressed in proper order (first ‘vertical’ then ‘horizontal’). When the people plead for indirect communication with God, He first repeats the injunction against idolatry (20:22-26).

The Book of the Covenant (chapters 21-23) shows what the Ten Words mean in practice. They primarily cover aspects of societal living – treatment of slaves/servants (standing first in order and in stark contrast to their conditions in Egypt), compensations and penalties for injuries, property law, rape, fairness in dealings with others, and worship. They conclude with a promise of divine guidance and the eventual conquest of Canaan, predicated on the peoples’ obedience to the covenant (23:20-33). The covenant is ratified by Israel’s consent, the sprinkling of blood, and the theophanic meal for Israel’s elders in the presence of God (24:1-11).

24:12 – 31:18 Instructions regarding the Tabernacle
The tabernacle will be the place of God’s presence among them (25:8,22; cf. Leviticus 16:2), which accounts for the order of the instructions. The ark, where Yahweh dwells between the cherubim (25:22; cf. Leviticus 16:2) stands first in place, followed by the table on which will sit “the bread of the Presence” (25:30). All the rest of the furnishings, including the bronze altar and the priests’ clothing, are predicated on the primary reality that Yahweh has chosen to dwell here on earth in the midst of His people. This section ends with a renewal of the Sabbath commandment, which is related to Yahweh’s “rest” (repeated here because this is God’s gift to former slaves who worked all day, every day of the week).

32:1 – 34:35 Rebellion, Covenant Breaking, Covenant Renewal
While Moses is on Mt. Sinai receiving instructions for the place of Yahweh’s dwelling among them, his brother, Aaron, is below, leading the people in constructing and worshipping idols (32:1-26) – although they claim to be worshipping Yahweh (v.5). Punishment (32:27-29) is followed by Moses’ intercession for the people, securing God’s promise that His own presence will accompany them, distinguishing them from all other peoples (32:30-33:23). This is the significance of including here the brief narrative about the Tent of Meeting (33:7-11) and the (foretaste) vision of God’s glory (33:18-23). In chapter 34 the covenant is renewed (vs.1-28; a brief condensing of the Book of the Covenant [chapters 21-23] is included) in the context of another significant theophany. The language of Yahweh’s self revelation in verses 4-7 is one of the more important moments in the biblical story and is appealed to throughout the rest of the Old Testament. The concluding narrative – having to do with Moses emerging from the Tent of Meeting with a face that radiates God’s glory (34:29-35; cf. 2 Corinthians 3) – anticipates the glory that will descend on the tabernacle when it is finished (40:34-38)

35:1 – 39:43 The Construction of the Tabernacle and its Furnishings
This lengthy repetition of the matters from chapters 25-31 highlights the significance of the tabernacle as the place of Yahweh’s presence. The order changes slightly so that the tabernacle will be in place before the symbol of the Presence (the ark) is constructed. But it begins with the Sabbath command (35:1-3). Even something as important as the construction of the tabernacle does not supersede the gift of the Sabbath

40:1-38 The Tabernacle is Set Up and the Glory Descends
Instructions on setting up the tabernacle (vs.1-16) are followed by their implementation (vs.17-33). All of this is so the glory of Yahweh, the same glory that had so impressed the Israelites when it was seen on Mt. Sinai, might fill the tabernacle (v.34; cf. 1 Kings 8:10,11), taking the form of a pillar of cloud by day and fire by night (v.38), a constant visible reminder of God’s presence with His people.
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.38-42)
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