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Text 
The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, whose names were Shiphrah and Puah, 

16
 "When you help 

the Hebrew women in childbirth and observe them on the delivery stool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a 

girl, let her live." 
17

 The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had told 

them to do; they let the boys live. 
18

 Then the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and asked them, "Why 

have you done this? Why have you let the boys live?" 
19

 The midwives answered Pharaoh, "Hebrew women 

are not like Egyptian women; they are vigorous and give birth before the midwives arrive." 
20

 So God was 

kind to the midwives and the people increased and became even more numerous. 
21

 And because the 

midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own. 
22

 Then Pharaoh gave this order to all his 

people: "Every boy that is born you must throw into the Nile, but let every girl live." 

2:1 Now a man of the house of Levi married a Levite woman, 
2
 and she became pregnant and gave birth to 

a son. When she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him for three months. 
3
 But when she could hide him 

no longer, she got a papyrus basket for him and coated it with tar and pitch. Then she placed the child in it 

and put it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. 
4
 His sister stood at a distance to see what would 

happen to him. 
5
 Then Pharaoh's daughter went down to the Nile to bathe, and her attendants were walking 

along the river bank. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to get it. 
6
 She opened it 

and saw the baby. He was crying, and she felt sorry for him. "This is one of the Hebrew babies," she said. 
7
 

Then his sister asked Pharaoh's daughter, "Shall I go and get one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby 

for you?" 
8
 "Yes, go," she answered. And the girl went and got the baby's mother. 

9
 Pharaoh's daughter 

said to her, "Take this baby and nurse him for me, and I will pay you." So the woman took the baby and 

nursed him. 
10

 When the child grew older, she took him to Pharaoh's daughter and he became her son. She 

named him Moses, saying, "I drew him out of the water." 

 

Introduction 
 Two weeks ago we started into the second book of the Bible – the book of 

Exodus.  Exodus is picking up where Genesis (the first book of the Bible) left off, and we 

went through Genesis previously during part of 2007 and all of 2008.  We took a break to 

go through the NT book of Ephesians earlier this year, but now we’ll be plodding through 

Exodus for awhile. 

That’s what you can expect here at this church – methodically making our way 

through books of the Bible, always relating each subsequent section to the centerpiece of 

the Bible (Jesus) so that we never miss the forest for the trees.  But in doing this we hope 

Sundays provide a sense of stability to your lives, an anchor for the week, a chance to 

escape the hype and the hustle and to sit back and hear God tell you what he’s been up to 

since before time began, what he’s accomplished in Christ, and what he has in store for 

the world. 



2 

Two weeks ago we just looked at vv. 1-14 of Exodus 1, reflecting on the fact that 

roughly 400 years pass without much to report for the children of Israel.  Not only that, 

but these years of waiting turned into years of suffering.  They became unappreciated 

guests in Egypt and eventually oppressed slaves.  But the text gives us clues that God’s 

promises were not failing.  During this time Abraham’s offspring, his seed was becoming 

exceedingly numerous.  God’s plan was progressing even though it didn’t look like it. 

At that very point, however, we’re going to see today that God’s plan is 

threatened.  The seed of Abraham becomes the target of genocide.  The oppression turns 

into outright opposition and the people of God’s are violently attacked, yet even with this 

dark thread God is spinning his magnificent plan of redemption, doing what we’ve 

already seen him do before – using what others intend for evil for good (cf. Gen. 50:20).  

In short, what we’ll see today is just this: God’s plan is progressing even when it is 

being directly countered by evil. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Satanic Opposition 

 All through the book of Genesis the Pharaoh, the king of Egypt was a benign, 

even generous character.  But in Exodus 1:8 we read – “Then a new king, who did not 

know about Joseph, came to power in Egypt.”  And with this new leader the tone 

changes.  This Pharaoh along with his successor, as will become clearer and clearer, is 

the enemy of Israel and thus of Israel’s God.  This Pharaoh is a representative 

embodiment of evil.  That’s the way the text portrays it. 

 Pharaoh’s initial power play of enslaving the Israelites didn’t work to subdue their 

growth so in v. 15 he embarks on a secret plan to thin their stock.  He orders Shiphrah 

and Puah, presumably the heads of the guild of Hebrew midwives, to commit infanticide.  

Whenever there was a birth they were to observe whether the baby was a son or daughter.  

If it was a son they were to kill him.  If a people’s men could be eliminated then the race 

would eventually die out.  The girls would be nice to have around still for various 

diabolical reasons. 

 “The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had 

told them to do; they let the boys live” (1:17).  In this regard the Hebrew midwives give 

us a great lesson applicable to the current state of pro-life issues – abortion, euthanasia, 

eugenics, etc…  They feared God and thus could not engage in such an atrocity even if it 

meant disregarding the law.  It was a gutsy move, but they knew their God’s orders that 

from each person he “will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man” (Gen. 

9:5).  They knew that every human being was created in God’s image and that murder 

was therefore wrong. 

What happens next, on the other hand, makes their status as ethical role models a 

bit questionable.  When they do get called in to account for the fact that there are still lots 

of baby boys being born and surviving, they appear to tell a lie.  Is this text a defense of 

what’s called situation ethics?  I don’t think so.  There are many different explanations 

offered.  I find J.B. Lightfoot’s intriguing.  He described their words as “not a lie, but a 

glorious confession of their faith.”
1
  Phil Ryken elaborates: 
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Their lie – if it can even be considered a lie – was such a whopper that 

they can hardly be accused of trying to deceive anyone!  Think about it: If 

what Shiphrah and Puah said was literally true, then why would the 

Hebrews even need midwives?  This is one of the places where 

understanding the Bible requires a sense of humor.  Speaking tongue-in-

cheek, the midwives were making sport of Pharaoh by suggesting that the 

Hebrews were hardier than the Egyptians.  What they said was more a 

joke than a lie.
2
 

 

 That’s possible.  It’s unclear exactly what to make of this.  The problem with that 

interpretation is that you would then expect Pharaoh to kill the midwives, but instead they 

appear to live and thrive under God’s blessing.  The larger point is nevertheless starting 

to surface: Pharaoh is emerging as an antagonist to God’s people… and God is winning.  

The midwives fear God and are protected and rewarded.  The Israelites continue to grow. 

 But Pharaoh is not easily dissuaded.  Evil doesn’t give up.  The clandestine 

conspiracy didn’t work at all, so Pharaoh then resorted to enacting an open pogrom.  He 

orders all his people that “every boy that is born [no doubt the adjective ‘Hebrew’ is 

understood] you must throw into the Nile, but let every girl live” (1:22).  The Nile is the 

major river that flows north through Egypt and to the Mediterranean Sea.  It was the 

defining feature of life in Egypt.  It was the source of the land’s fertility and thus the 

country’s prosperity.  The Nile, as we’ll make note of again later in the story, was deified, 

that is worshipped as a god.  These were messed up, dark days.  Pharaoh’s pogrom was 

eerily similar to Hitler’s Holocaust. 

 What’s really going on behind the scenes is that Satan and his forces of evil are in 

a heightened state of activity.  Pharaoh, who positioned himself as a god, was having all 

the sons born to the Israelites heaved into the waters, incurring the deadly judgment of 

the god of the Nile.  Satan’s all over this. 

 And what we’re seeing here at the beginning of Exodus is really a continuation of 

the theme of spiritual warfare we looked at toward the end of Ephesians.  Spiritual 

warfare is not just a minor theme found here and there in a few select and spooky places 

in the Bible, it’s one of the major plotlines of the Scriptures, actually.  Let me trace it out 

for you.  In Genesis 3:15 after Satan had entered into the serpent and tempted Eve to 

become like God herself and eat the fruit, followed then by Adam’s disobedience, God 

comes and pronounces this to the serpent (and thus to Satan): “I will put enmity between 

you and the woman, and between your offspring [seed] and hers; he will crush your head, 

and you will strike his heel.”  This verse has commonly been referred to as the proto-

gospel because it foretells a day when the Seed of the woman will finally destroy the 

work of Satan, but this will happen only after a long battle, a constant struggle in which 

Satan will do everything he can to destroy the line of promise. 

 This instance here is a part of that cosmic struggle.  Satan has entered the 

Egyptian system and via Pharaoh is attacking the seed of the woman, the seed of 

Abraham, the seed of promise from whence his ultimate destroyer is to come.  It’s the 

scene symbolically pictured in Revelation 12 where there is an enormous red dragon 

standing in front of a woman about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the 

moment it was born.  This is the cosmic battle.  This is what is going on behind the 

scenes with Pharaoh and God’s covenant people in Egypt.  “In attempting to eliminate 
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the offspring of the woman, the chosen people of God,” says John Mackay, “Pharaoh and 

all Egypt with him are acting as Satan’s pawns.”
3
  Satan is desperately trying to thwart 

God’s plan and attack God’s people. 

 

The Birth of a Savior 
 In times like these God’s people live by faith.  Think of the faith it took for an 

ordinary man of the house of Levi to marry a young woman from his tribe and decide to 

start a family during such a climate.  But that’s what 2:1 tells us happened.  2:2 – “And 

she became pregnant and gave birth to a son.”  That’s a common phrase in the 

Pentatuech, occuring 15x in Genesis, but this is the last time we see it.  There is 

something special about this baby.  Could he be the One, the Seed??  “When she saw that 

he was a fine child, she hid him for three months” (2:2).  Every mother thinks her baby is 

beautiful, but there was something extra special about this baby.  The NT book of 

Hebrews comments on the astounding faith of this baby’s parents – “By faith [they] hid 

him for three months after he was born, because they saw he was no ordinary child, and 

they were not afraid of the king’s edict” (Heb. 11:23).  They trusted that somehow God’s 

plan was progressing even though it was being directly countered by evil. 

 “But when she could hide him no longer, she got a papyrus basket for him and 

coated it with tar and pitch” (2:3).  That’s very significant.  The word used here for 

basket is only used in one other context in the whole OT and that is the Flood Narrative 

in Genesis 6-9.  The word is ‘ark’.  Just like Noah’s ark, this ark was water-sealed with 

pitch (cf. Gen. 6:14; different Hebrew word).  Just like Noah’s ark provided deliverance 

for the seed of the woman, a place of safety for Noah and his family, this ark was going 

to do the same thing for this notable figure – provide him safety from the waters, preserve 

his life so that he could grow up to provide deliverance for the seed of the woman, via the 

line of Abraham. 

 Can you imagine the faith represented by this baby’s mom to place her child in 

this ark and leave him on the river?  That’s what she did.  She had no other choice, so she 

made a mini-Noah’s ark and trusted.  The baby’s older sister stayed nearby “to see what 

would happen to him” (2:4).  Then in a strange twist, of all people, Pharaoh’s daughter, 

with her attendants came by that particular section of the river and went down in by those 

very reeds for a bath!  She spotted the basket.  She sent one of her slave girls to get it.  

She opened it.  A crying, Hebrew baby (he was circumcised)!  What would she do?  Kill 

it, like her father had decreed? 

“She felt sorry for him,” the text says.  And so she had compassion.  Suddenly the 

baby’s sister pops out and volunteers to go find a wet nurse for him and in this weird, 

ironic twist the baby’s mom gets paid to nurse her own son, and after he gets weaned 

(possibly as old as 3 or 4, old enough to be instructed in the stories of Israel’s history), he 

gets adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter to receive all the benefits of the royal household – 

education, protection, etc…  “She named him Moses, saying, ‘I drew him out of the 

water’” (2:10).  This is the beginning of Moses. 

Some would say it sounds too much like other ancient birth narratives of national 

heroes – Sargon for example.  It must be mythological.  But it’s hard to prove literary 

borrowing with stuff like this and the Exodus account is distinct enough and plausible 

enough.  And given that many babies in ancient times were exposed and abandoned for 
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various reasons it’s not surprising to find many stories like this because this kind of thing 

happened somewhat frequently. 

 

The Irony of Evil 
 But more importantly this story rings true because it sounds exactly like the irony 

of evil we’ve come to expect already in God’s unfolding narrative and that we see over 

and over again in the continuing story of God’s dealings with the devil.  Evil, in 

attempting to thwart God’s plans, actually ends up defeating itself.  Evil is… evil.  

There’s simply no way to smooth over babies being drowned.  So don’t hear me saying 

some kind of Zen nonsense that evil is really good.  But we must be clear: in some 

mysterious way God is sovereign even over evil without in any way being the author of 

it.  He’s not caught by surprise.  He actually predicted these 400 long, hard years in Egypt 

way back in Genesis 15:13.  He called it.  And he had a plan to incorporate the Ancient 

Serpent’s vile schemes into his story of redemption, like a Judo expert or a chess master 

or scientist taking the putridity of mold and making penicillin. 

 The harder Pharaoh tries to squash the Israelites, the stronger they grow.  It must 

be maddening for the devil.  “Pharaoh’s plan of genocide included the preservation of 

daughters but, as things turned out, it was daughters who were its downfall”
4
 observes 

Alec Motyer.  It is women like Shiphrah and Puah and Moses’ mom and sister and 

Pharaoh’s daughter that subvert the strategy.  Peter Enns remarks at how “Pharaoh wishes 

to counter God’s plan by casting infants into the Nile.  God saves Moses by casting him 

onto the Nile and bringing him to Pharaoh’s front door.”
5
  God’s people were supposed to 

be annihilated by the Nile – a-Nile-ated get it?  But instead one very special boy gets 

drawn out of the water by the reeds and ends up being the one who draws God’s people 

out of Egypt through the waters of the Yam Suph, commonly referred to as the Red Sea, 

but literally the Sea of Reeds (same word).  The ironies are everywhere. 

 God’s plan is progressing even when it is being directly countered by evil; 

sometimes, somehow precisely by the heinous attacks of the Evil One. 

 Like I’ve alluded to already we saw this at the end of Genesis when Joseph’s 

brothers wickedly beat him to within an inch of his life and sold him as a slave.  It was a 

horrific evil, but in God’s providence it resulted in Joseph going ahead of God’s people to 

rise to the position where he could preserve their lives from starvation and their line from 

extinction.  In the end, Joseph told his brothers – “And as for you, you meant evil against 

me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve 

many people alive” (Gen. 50:20; NASB). 

 

The Culmination of Evil and of God’s Plan 

 Ever since the serpent in the Garden, Satan has been seeking to sway human 

history toward his evil ends, to dethrone God, but God’s plan has prevailed.  A 

descendant of Eve that would crush the serpent’s head was prophesied in Genesis 3:15, 

but so was a continuing battle where the serpent would do everything he could to prevent 

this from happening.  Able was the first victim – murdered at the hands of his brother 

Cain, but then there was the line of Seth.  The promise continued down the line of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob facing opposition from famines, Pharaohs, and Philistines.  

The promise eventually narrowed to the line of David which just barely escaped 

eradication by the evil king Ahab’s daughter, Athaliah.  Read about the intrigue in 2 
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Kings 11.  There are men like Haman in the book of Esther who come this close to 

wiping out the Jews. 

 Then there’s a man named Herod.  You’ve heard of him, right?  He was maniacal.  

He was evil.  The story starts with another young woman of extraordinary faith.  Her 

name is Mary.  Hers is the last and most amazing in a long line of miraculous and 

momentous conceptions.  She is not just barren, but a virgin and she became pregnant 

and gave birth to a son, a very, extra special son indeed for this son is the Seed of the 

Woman, the Seed of Abraham, the Son of David – the Messiah!  The time has come, the 

greatest act of deliverance is about to happen that everything else has just been setting up.  

God has come in human flesh to rescue humanity.  And Satan tries yet again to stop it. 

 You can read about it in Matthew 2.  Some Magi see a star and figure out that the 

king of the Jews has been born and they come to honor him.  They go to the palace first, 

of course, but find out that the king, Herod, doesn’t know what they’re talking about.  In 

fact, he’s quite disturbed at the idea.  He asks the experts of the law where the Messiah 

was supposed to be born and they all tell him Bethlehem, so he sends the Magi there to 

search for the baby and report to him where he is, supposedly so he too can go worship 

him.  They find the baby Jesus, but knowing Herod’s intentions are not right they skip 

town without telling him.  He’s enraged.  Just like Pharaoh had been duped by the 

midwives, we read in Matthew 2:16 that “when Herod realized that he had been outwitted 

by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its 

vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time [table] he had 

learned from the Magi.” 

Do you see what’s going on?  Herod is another man of history aligned with evil, a 

man through which the devil is trying to stop God’s plan.  But Herod’s attempts only 

forced Jesus’ parents to go down into Egypt so that Jesus could recapitulate Israel’s 

exodus – “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Hos. 11:1; Mt. 2:15).  Jesus, like Moses would 

come out of Egypt.  Later in life he would come out of the waters of baptism and spend 

40 days in the wilderness.  It’s all too wonderful. 

But the greatest parallel is the example of evil’s greatest irony.  Satan tried 

everything – temptation, opposition, whatever.  He must have known it was futile, but 

nevertheless delirious with rage towards God he entered into Judas who betrayed Jesus to 

the leaders and in the hour when darkness reigned (Lk. 22:53) everything seemed to 

converge against Jesus.  He was scorned, mocked, cheated of justice, beaten, tortured, 

and executed.  His flesh was mutilated; his blood was drained as he was executed like a 

criminal on a Roman cross.  Satan was drunk with ecstacy, out of his mind with glee at 

what he had accomplished.  Finally, at last he had ended the line.  He had taken out all of 

his aggression against God on God.  This was the apex of evil. 

The irony is that this was the apex of God’s great plan of redemption.  Satan, in 

trying to destroy Jesus, actually played right into his hand.  What Satan thought was his 

greatest accomplishment was actually God’s.  You see, Jesus’ death crushed the head of 

Satan.  Just like Pharaoh wanted Moses thrown in the Nile yet his being cast there 

actually turned out for his deliverance and (eventually) Pharaoh’s defeat; Satan wanted 

Jesus plastered to a cross yet his being put there actually turned out for our deliverance 

and Satan’s defeat. 

It was Jesus’ triumph because there he took on himself the punishment that his 

people deserved for being complicit with Satan in the Garden and made a way for Satan’s 
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work to be undone without compromising God’s integrity (which would have been a 

victory for Satan).  Wicked men put Jesus to death by nailing him to the cross, but it was 

by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge (cf. Acts 2:23).  Even though it was grotesque, 

it was a beautiful plan: Jesus took the full brunt of God’s righteous fury at evil upon 

himself in the place of his people so that his people could be exonerated from their evil 

and God’s character could be maintained. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 

Conclusion (after songs) 

Satan is a defeated foe.  His activity today is merely the flailings of a decapitated 

dragon.  His claw may hurt, but if you’re in Christ there’s no harm he can do.  He wasn’t 

able to wipe out the line of the Messiah all those times, what makes you think he can 

jeopardize the fulfillment of the last part of his plan now?  For the believer his attacks 

only serve to strengthen you in the Lord, to drive you deeper into the gospel, to make you 

love the Lord Jesus Christ – your substitute, your righteousness, your hope – even more. 

 

Benediction 

May you look to Christ with faith and know that God’s plan is progressing even 

when it is being directly countered by evil. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 18, 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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