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Text 
These are the names of the sons of Israel who went to Egypt with Jacob, each with his family: 

2 
Reuben, 

Simeon, Levi and Judah; 
3 
Issachar, Zebulun and Benjamin; 

4 
Dan and Naphtali; Gad and Asher. 

5 
The 

descendants of Jacob numbered seventy in all; Joseph was already in Egypt. 
6 
Now Joseph and all his 

brothers and all that generation died, 
7 
but the Israelites were fruitful and multiplied greatly and became 

exceedingly numerous, so that the land was filled with them. 
8 
Then a new king, who did not know about 

Joseph, came to power in Egypt. 
9 
"Look," he said to his people, "the Israelites have become much too 

numerous for us. 
10 

Come, we must deal shrewdly with them or they will become even more numerous and, 

if war breaks out, will join our enemies, fight against us and leave the country." 
11 

So they put slave masters 

over them to oppress them with forced labor, and they built Pithom and Rameses as store cities for 

Pharaoh. 
12 

But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread; so the Egyptians came 

to dread the Israelites 
13 

and worked them ruthlessly. 
14 

They made their lives bitter with hard labor in brick 

and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their hard labor the Egyptians used them 

ruthlessly. 

 

Introduction 
 I want to talk with you today from this text about why you should expect life to be 

hard and confusing at times and how you can have all the confidence in the world that it 

is going to turn out well.  We’ll get there.  First, a little setting the stage… 

 We’re actually a little over two years into our 10 year plan to preach through the 

Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible) punctuated by corresponding NT books.  So 

in the fall of 2007 we launched into the book of Genesis – the first book of the Bible.  

The word ‘genesis’ means beginning.  We looked there at the beginning of this world and 

of humanity – God created.  Then we saw the beginning of this world’s problems – 

humans sinned.  But we also saw the beginning of the solution – God redeems.  Genesis: 

the book of beginnings. 

 Genesis isn’t actually a stand alone book.  The reason why we’re in this bold 

endeavor to preach through the Pentateuch is that it is a whole.  Genesis is really just 

chapter one, or perhaps the preface, of a larger, multi-volume work.  Genesis serves 

primarily to set up Exodus.  The word ‘exodus’ means departure.  It’s going to tell us of 

the departure of God’s people from a land of slavery for the land of promise.  It’s set 

around the 1500s BC in the land of Egypt and the Sinai Peninsula, not ‘once upon a time 

in a land far, far away’; it’s relating history.  Genesis tells us how a small, Semitic family 



2 

wound up in Egypt; Exodus tells us how they became a great nation and left – God 

orchestrated their departure. 

As we study this account of the seminal, salvific event in the life of Israel, the 

touchstone that all other subsequent theologizing, reflecting, worshipping, praying, etc… 

in the OT scriptures keeps coming back to again and again – “I am the Lord your God 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (i.e. Hos. 13:4)… nothing looms larger over 

the OT than the Exodus – we’re going to see that even it was setting up something more.  

What dwarfs and swallows this up, what this is ultimately just laying the groundwork for 

is Jesus.  It’s going to be so amazing to see Jesus all over this story.  In fact, Jude 5 (a 

short little NT book) actually says that it was “Jesus who saved a people out of the land 

of Egypt” (ESV).  JESUS!  Isn’t that anachronistic?  No, it’s profound.  Jesus is the 

Great SAVIOR and we’ll get to see more aspects of his great salvation as we go through 

this book.  If you had fun seeing Jesus in Genesis in places you had never thought he was, 

you’ll really enjoy this.  As St. Augustine said, “The new is in the old concealed; the old 

is in the new revealed.” 

 Now we want to look at Jesus from both angles and so in between Genesis and 

Exodus over the last nine months we looked together at a NT book called Ephesians that 

was all about Jesus too, interpreting him retrospectively instead of prospectively.  

Genesis talked about the beginning and about grace; Ephesians began by going back 

before the beginning to God’s great plan hatched in eternity past, unveiled over time, 

consummated in Christ, and sweeping us up into it along the way by grace.  Ephesians 

presented God as preeminently sovereign over all rival powers, a theme that will be 

dominant in Exodus.  They will all tie together nicely (as does the whole Bible for that 

matter which is one of the reasons I love it). 

 It will be a bit of a shift going from an epistle to a story, from a didactic style to a 

narrative.  But there are some interesting similarities in structure.  Just like Ephesians was 

easily understood as bifid, two halves – indicative first (chs. 1-3) then imperative (chs. 4-

6); here’s what’s been done, now here’s what you must do – so too is Exodus!  You can 

split it right down the middle.  One scholar has pointed out, “The first part (chaps. 1-19) 

establishes the freedom from human enemies by God’s gracious deliverance, and the 

second part (chaps. 20-40) provides the consequence of that freedom: the opportunity to 

become God’s people and adhere to his covenant requirements.”
1
  So similar to 

Ephesians, the first half is the story of God’s mighty acts in history to redeem a people 

for himself.  The second half is all about how this liberated people are to behave and 

worship.  In many ways it’s going to be a lot like what we’ve been looking at except with 

types and shadows nestled in a narrative instead of explicit declarations and demands 

found in a letter. 

 Oh man it’s going to be fun!  Last week we closed Ephesians by talking about 

having an undying love for the Lord Jesus Christ.  If someone says, “I love my husband; I 

just love him so much,” and you say, “Really, tell me about him; what’s he like.”  “Well 

I, uh, I don’t know; I just love him; he’s great.”  She doesn’t really love him, does she?  

She doesn’t even know him!  You can’t love Jesus without knowing specific things about 

who he is and what he’s done.  And once you’ve learned some and fallen for him, you’ll 

want more, you’ll want to pursue and study him, to spend time with him.  Exodus will be 

great for learning about the Lord Jesus Christ.  Some will fall in love with him for the 

first time.  Others will grow in affection and appreciation. 
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 So let’s dive in.  We’ll start off slowly.  Today we’re just going over the first 14 

verses.  In short, the message is simple and it’s just this: God’s plan is progressing even 

when it doesn’t look like it. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

A Large Story 

 The first word in the original text of Exodus is actually ‘and’.  That’s weird, to 

start a book with ‘and’.  Most English translations leave it out because it’s awkward.  But 

“it’s use at the beginning of this book (and also of many of the historical books of the Old 

Testament) is further evidence of the writer’s consciousness that he is not starting a new 

story, but continuing with the next episode of an ongoing narrative: the story of God’s 

dealings with his chosen people throughout the history of this world,”
2
 says OT scholar 

John Mackay.  The Bible is telling a grand, gradually unfolding story.  We see that in the 

untranslated first word of Exodus. 

 And then vv. 1-5 very clearly situate us in the specific story started by Genesis.  

Almost a verbatim quote from Gen. 46:8, Exodus 1:1 reminds us of and brings new 

readers up to speed on the back story.  It’s kind of like the words, “Previously on 

LOST…”  The Bible is also an intricate story about lost people that makes you ask the 

question, “How are these people going to get rescued?!?”  Almost every book is a cliff-

hanger. 

Well, previously in the Pentateuch there was a man named Israel/Jacob who had 

twelve sons; they’re named here.  He was a scoundrel, proving once and for all that you 

don’t have to be good for God to love you; grace is not predicated on your goodness, but 

God’s.  Jacob’s family was dysfunctional.  Ten of the brothers ganged up on the second 

youngest named Joseph and almost killed him out of jealousy.  They sold him into 

slavery instead and in a beautiful and twisting tale of God’s providence (his good 

guidance of human history) Joseph ended up as second-in-command of all Egypt just in 

time to dispense food to his family back in Canaan suffering from a severe famine.  

Genesis comes to a close with Jacob’s family – a symbolic seventy people by this time – 

packing up their lives and heading to Egypt to join Joseph and live in safety there in the 

region of Goshen.  Verses 1-5 bring all that back to mind – “Ah yes, I remember.  Joseph.  

And his family coming down to stay with him.  I wonder what happened to them down 

there?”  What we’re looking at in Exodus is part of a larger story. 

 

A Long Story 

It’s a great story with drama, heroism, epic characters, but the constantly 

recurring reality is that everyone dies.  It was a refrain in Genesis – “and then he died…” 

(cf. Gen. 5:5ff).  Verse 6 – “Now Joseph and all his brothers and all that generation died.”  

Eve didn’t see her seed crush the head of the serpent (cf. Gen. 3:15).  Abraham didn’t live 

to see his descendants outnumber the stars in the sky, living in the land of promise, being 

a blessing to all the nations of the earth (cf. Gen. 12:2-3).  God made big promises, but 

they were passed on from one generation to the next – Abraham to Isaac to Jacob to his 

sons – without being fully realized.  And now they too are dead.  As General Charles De 

Gaulle said, “The graveyards are full of indispensable men.”  All the “heroes” of the OT 

are mere mortals, which means God is the real hero. 
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But the other thing this highlights is that God takes his time; he’s not in a hurry; 

he is patient.  Think about it: who knows how many years actually passed between Adam 

and Abraham?!  Then Abraham leaves everything in response to this audacious promise 

from God looking forward to a land and a people but all he really gets by the end of his 

life is a small cave at Machpelah to be buried in next to his wife who bore him one son in 

her 127 years of life.  Then there is Isaac.  Things continue to move slowly.  Then Jacob.  

Then Joseph.  There are some exciting moments, but Genesis ends with Joseph’s death. 

And somewhere between v. 5 and v. 8 roughly 400 years pass.  We get that from 

Exodus 12:40 (cf. Gen. 15:13).  400 years (!) of waiting, hoping, wondering what to 

make of the grandiose dreams given to the patriarchs.  400 years of virtual silence where 

it seems like all progress had stopped.  Nothing big to report.  No big names.  No visions 

from heaven.  Nothing, really, for 400 years!  Just when things seemed to really be 

getting going there comes this long stretch where the promises seem to be latent. 

 

A Hard Story 
 Then, if that’s not enough, in v. 8 we see that the Israelites’ time in Egypt turned 

out not just to be long, but hard.  “Then a new king, who did not know about Joseph, 

came to power in Egypt.”  The deeds of Joseph to save the nation from starvation were 

eventually forgotten or at least not appreciated.  If this seems improbable just think about 

how the French view America today, less than 100 years after we saved their skins two 

times.  The vow of protection expired in time.  Perhaps a new dynasty began. 

The new king is not named, frustrating those trying to nail down a specific date 

for the Exodus and giving ammunition to those wanting to dismiss it as myth.  In the 

Pentateuch the kings of Egypt are usually just referred to as ‘Pharoah’ – a reference that 

means something like ‘The White House’.  It doesn’t say Ramses II or Seti I or Ahmose 

or Amenhotep I.  Why?  “This may be a literary device on [the author’s] part,” says one 

commentator, “a way of reducing the greatest man in the greatest national power of the 

day to a mere office via a somewhat generic title.”
3
  As we’ll come to see the Pharoahs 

viewed themselves as gods.  The story of the Exodus is going to show us that there is just 

one God.  The Pharaoh is really nothing.  And so he doesn’t even get his name 

mentioned. 

 But in the immediate for the Israelites this Pharoah wielded a lot of power.  

Wanting to squash the Israelites and eliminate any possible threat from them we read that 

he “put slave masters over them to oppress them with forced labor, and they built Pithom 

and Rameses as store cities” (v. 11).  Contrary to popular belief, the Hebrew slaves did 

not build the Great Pyramids.  Those were actually already there when Abraham 

wandered down to Egypt!  Verse 14 summarizes the Israelites predicament well – “They 

made their lives bitter with hard labor in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in 

the fields; in all their hard labor the Egyptians used them ruthlessly.” 

 Not only were the years coming and going without any seeming activity on God’s 

part, but the people of God ended up suffering as slaves.  Life was not good.  They were 

oppressed ruthlessly.  “God, what are you doing?  But you promised…  This is taking a 

long time!  Our lives are miserable!” 

 

God at Work in the Story 
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 In many ways for God’s people they weren’t just having a bad day.  They weren’t 

just having a bad year or bad decade or century.  They were having a bad 400 years.  I 

wonder if we can even get our minds around this in our instantaneous, individualistic 

Western culture today.  We live in a country that hasn’t even been around 400 years.  

This was a very long dry spell.  Not even Cubs fans can come close to understanding it.  

But there are clues here that despite appearances God’s promises were not lying dormant. 

 Verse 7 – “But the Israelites were fruitful and multiplied greatly [that’s an 

allusion to the blessing of God pronounced on Adam and Eve (cf. Gen. 1:28) and the 

language of creation when living things swarmed or teemed as a result of God’s power 

(cf. Gen. 1:20)] and became exceedingly numerous, so that the land was filled with them 

[that’s language reminiscent of God’s covenant with Abraham (cf. Gen. 17:2).]  For 

having so many barren women among their matriarchs, the Israelites appeared to be quite 

fertile.  Pharaoh recognizes that “they have become much too numerous” (v. 9).  “We 

must deal shrewdly with them or they will become even more numerous” (v. 10).  So you 

get the picture that their numbers were swelling at a rapid pace. 

God was keeping his promise to make Abraham into a great nation!  It may have 

seemed like a down time, but slowly, steadily, uneventfully God was keeping good on his 

word and blessing his people, making them a mighty nation.  Nothing could stop this.  

Verse 12 – “the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread.”  God’s 

plan was progressing even when it didn’t look like it from certain vantage points.  God 

was being faithful to his promises even during this prolonged period where it might have 

been easy to think he had abandoned them or was never real in the first place.  God is not 

flustered or frustrated, but patiently pushing ahead with his program.  Do you see this 

here? 

 

Application 

Let’s bring this to today.  What does this text have to say to us?  We wonder at 

times if God is really working, if our lives are really going somewhere.  We all at some 

point experience some kind of suffering – be it disease, depression, divorce, 

discrimination, and for many much worse.  We quickly get impatient when things seem 

to be taking a long time and easily get angry when things seem to be getting hard.  We 

are tempted to doubt God’s word, God’s goodness in the dry times, the silent spells. 

I don’t pretend to know exactly why God’s timing is the way it is.  I’m glad that 

he’s taken as much time as he has so that he could get around to creating me… but now 

that I’m here he can speed it up a bit!  That’s kind of how we think, right?  But the reality 

is that our lives are often filled with prolonged times where nothing flashy seems to be 

happening.  It’s even possible that our whole lives could come and go as part of an era of 

seemingly no historical or spiritual significance.  That’s what this section of Scripture 

shows us. 

I also don’t know how nor am I going to attempt to give here a fully-fleshed out 

theology of suffering, but again this section shows us that even as God’s people there can 

be experiences of intense suffering and hardship. 

Life is difficult.  I’ve found that I’m always waiting for something.  In February 

last year we were cited for our fire escape being out of compliance with city code.  It took 

until last month to get everything fixed.  Some of you know that was a long ordeal.  We 

had been trying to refinance since last Thanksgiving and finally did it last week, praise 
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God.  But now our car is acting up.  There’s always something.  I know that compared to 

many I haven’t experience that much suffering, but I did have a period of a couple years 

where I lost 50 pounds and was a skeleton with skin laying in bed for weeks in intense 

pain with no end in sight wrestling with God. 

As a pastor sometimes I wonder, “God, what is really happening?  Are lives being 

changed?  This is hard!”  I’ve spent years pouring into someone only to see that person 

walk away from the faith.  What’s going on?  What’s God doing?  Am I the only one who 

experiences such confusion or battles cynicism? 

 Like I said, I don’t have an exhaustive explanation for the pace of God’s plans or 

his allowance of suffering, but here are just a few insights into his ways: 

 (1) God wants us to hate sin.  Charles Spurgeon once said that “in order to cut 

loose the bonds that bound [God’s people] to Egypt, the sharp knife of affliction must be 

used; and Pharaoh though he knew it not, was God’s instrument in weaning them from 

the Egyptian world, and helping them as his church to take up their separate place in the 

wilderness, and receive the portion which God had appointed for them.”
4
  God let’s us 

languish for awhile so that we come to recognize the evilness of sin and experience the 

hardship of living in a world of sin so that we come to truly hate it.  God graciously 

allows the world to be rough so that we will “not love the world or anything in the world” 

(1Jn. 2:15). 

 (2) God wants us to hope for heaven.  Again, Spurgeon said, “The whip of 

persecution is helpful, because it makes us learn that this is the house of bondage, and 

moves us to long after and seek for the land of liberty – the land of joy.”
5
  Dan 

McCartney has remarked, “It is hard enough for us to leave aside the treasures of this evil 

world even though we suffer in it.  How much harder is it for us to desire the new 

heavens and new earth when our lives here are comfortable?”
6
  Romans 5:3 – “We… 

rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 

perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us.”  We 

don’t extol enough the virtue of hope. 

 (3) God wants us to love him above all else.  That is actually his love for us.  

Listen: you will never be able to make sense out of life, to enjoy life unless you are okay 

with your life being all about God’s glory!  Waiting and suffering will always seem 

senseless to you unless you finally realize that it’s not about you.  This story is about 

God’s glory… and that’s for our good.  Liberation theologies completely miss the 

meaning of Exodus.  It’s not just about freeing oppressed people so they can be free.  The 

story is about God liberating people from bondage and slavery so that they can worship 

and God; serving Pharaoh to serving Yahweh. 

 My almost 3 year old, Lucy, will often times make up songs and sing them.  

They’re usually some conglomeration of songs she already knows.  This week Andrea 

and I heard her singing – “How Great I Am”…  not “How Great Thou Art,” but “How 

Great I Am.”  That’s a perfect picture of the human heart.  We are wrapped up in 

ourselves really.  We need to be set free from that.  Lucy loves to be the boss.  Even at 

other kids’ homes she thinks the toys are hers.  She often tells us – “I want to do what I 

want to do!”  Also this week I was putting her to bed and told her to go use the potty.  

“No, I don’t want to,” and she took off running.  I started after her.  She giggled and ran 

faster, climbed up on a chair beside our bed and then started running across our pillows 

and wiped out and SLAMMED her face right into the nightstand.  After it looked like she 
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wouldn’t have to go to the hospital I explained to her that this is exactly where wanting to 

do what we want to do gets us; disobedience is not safe. 

 “There is the tendency,” writes Michael Horton, “to make God a supporting 

character in our own life movie rather than to be rewritten as new characters in God’s 

drama of redemption.”
7
  We want to have God be a supporting actor in our story.  He 

wants us to learn to find ourselves as part of his better story.  We have to recognize that 

God’s taking his time weaving together salvation history and our lives so that Christ is 

seen to be all the more glorious.  Remember: this story, the whole OT, is setting up Jesus.  

That’s what it’s all about.  And that’s what our lives are all about. 

 

Conclusion 

This pattern we see in Exodus 1 has recapitulated itself throughout history, but 

God’s plans have kept snowballing.  Abraham’s descendents continued on toward their 

ultimate aim.  There was another period of 400 years of silence when not much seemed to 

be happening.  Things had seemed to be looking up for God’s people, but then everything 

seemed to halt and over time they became oppressed.  What was God doing?  I’m 

referring to the 400 year period between the end of the OT and the beginning of the new. 

But into that setting another baby deliverer was born – Jesus.  He spent the first 

30 years of his life laying low.  What!?  But eventually he showed up on the scene and 

enacted the ultimate deliverance from sin and Satan and even death itself.  Through his 

blood people are spared from God’s judgment and by his resurrection guaranteed the 

hope of new bodies.  Jesus is the One all others were pointing to.  He died, but not for his 

own sin, but for his people’s sins to pay for them.  But that’s not all.  He rose again.  

Jesus is alive.  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph all died and that was it.  Jesus came back to 

life!  He is different. 

 We still wait for the final stage of his redemption – the resurrection of our bodies.  

It shouldn’t surprise us that it’s been 2,000 years now, given what we know of God’s 

patience.  But someday soon he will return to resurrect our bodies and remake the 

creation for us to live in forever with perfect peace in his presence.  All God’s promises 

have commenced fulfillment in Christ. 

 If you’re not a Christian you still can’t avoid hardship and your greatest life 

achievements are bound to be dubious.  You are going to die like all the rest.  You might 

as well find yourself in the story on the winning team and with a God who has a long and 

proven track record.  Repent of your sin and put your faith in Christ as your Savior to pay 

for your sin and secure for you a future. 

 And know that God’s plan is progressing even when it doesn’t look like it.  

“His purposes will ripen fast, unfolding every hour; the bud may have a bitter taste, but 

sweet will be the flower.” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. – Romans 15:13 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 4, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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