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Text 
One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were and watched them at their 

hard labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his own people. 
12

 Glancing this way and that 

and seeing no one, he killed the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 
13

 The next day he went out and saw two 

Hebrews fighting. He asked the one in the wrong, "Why are you hitting your fellow Hebrew?" 
14

 The man 

said, "Who made you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?" 

Then Moses was afraid and thought, "What I did must have become known." 
15

 When Pharaoh heard of 

this, he tried to kill Moses, but Moses fled from Pharaoh and went to live in Midian, where he sat down by 

a well. 
16

 Now a priest of Midian had seven daughters, and they came to draw water and fill the troughs to 

water their father's flock. 
17

 Some shepherds came along and drove them away, but Moses got up and came 

to their rescue and watered their flock. 
18

 When the girls returned to Reuel their father, he asked them, 

"Why have you returned so early today?" 
19

 They answered, "An Egyptian rescued us from the shepherds. 

He even drew water for us and watered the flock." 
20

 "And where is he?" he asked his daughters. "Why did 

you leave him? Invite him to have something to eat." 
21

 Moses agreed to stay with the man, who gave his 

daughter Zipporah to Moses in marriage. 
22

 Zipporah gave birth to a son, and Moses named him Gershom, 

saying, "I have become an alien in a foreign land." 
23

 During that long period, the king of Egypt died. The 

Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of their slavery went up to 

God. 
24

 God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with 

Jacob. 
25

 So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them. 

 

Introduction 
 We’ve been getting into the story of the Exodus for the last couple weeks.  We 

pointed out that it really starts with getting back into the flow of Genesis.  Genesis is the 

first book of the Bible; Exodus is the second and it’s simply a continuation of the story 

begun in Genesis.  So Adam, Eve, Cain, Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and 

his brothers…  Then 400 long, hard years pass where it seems like things are at a stand 

still, but God’s promise of making Abraham into a great nation is quietly coming to 

fruition.  Even though it’s moving slowly and amidst suffering, God’s plan is 

progressing. 

 Last week we noted the spiritual opposition to God’s plan as seen in the form of a 

Pharaoh ruthlessly ordering the murder of all male babies born to the Israelites.  But one 

particular Hebrew child was dramatically spared and in a twist of irony ends up being 

raised in Pharaoh’s own household!  God’s hand was on this boy from the beginning.  It 

says in v. 2 that he was a “fine child;” he was “no ordinary child” as Stephen’s 

paraphrase puts it in Acts 7:20.  Moses is a special baby.  Acts 7:22 tells us that “Moses 
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was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and was powerful in speech and action.”  

Moses was well-trained, poised for greatness.  There is a great sense of anticipation at 

this point in the story.  Something big is about to happen.  Here is somebody. 

 But today’s story shows that Moses wasn’t all that.  We’ve been here before – a 

fresh new face comes on the scene with great promise and we wait and wonder, “Could 

this be the one?”  You can think of Joseph.  Moses and Joseph have much in common – 

lives spared at a young age, end up living in foreign lands and marrying daughters of 

priests…  Moses and Joseph are both figures largely painted in glowing terms.  But the 

first real story about Joseph after the account of his birth is a tainted story; Joseph is a 

tattle tale, a bit of a spoiled brat (Gen. 37).  That’s to keep us from being too high on an 

otherwise highly admirable character.  Well today the first story we hear about Moses 

right off the bat after his birth reveals his temper and the fact that he murdered someone! 

 Moses is just a fallen man.  Despite all of his greatness, giftedness, preservation, 

and preparation when it comes to enacting redemption, as we’ll see today, he is impotent.  

In fact, his best efforts not only fall flat but dig a deeper hole.  Today’s text provides a 

great lesson to us about how God’s salvation works.  We are all sinners.  We need 

salvation.  Our best attempts at achieving salvation on our own not only fail, but increase 

our sin from which we need to be saved.  We cannot put our hope in ourselves or any 

man.  In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: God is the only one who can 

accomplish God’s plan. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Moses to the Rescue! 

 “One day, after Moses had grown up…” (v. 11).  We don’t get anything on 

Moses’ childhood or early adulthood in Exodus.  The NT fills in some of the blanks for 

us, yet it’s still kind of mysterious.  Stephen in Acts 7:23 says that he’s forty years old at 

this point.  What was he doing during this time?  Well, he was being educated in the 

palace, groomed for greatness (Acts 7:22). 

But the book of Hebrews also tells us that at some point along the way Moses 

determined that he would find his identity as a Hebrew.  “By faith Moses, when he had 

grown up, refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter.  He chose to be 

mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a 

short time.  He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the 

treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward” (Heb. 11:24-26).  How 

did he know he was a Hebrew?  Perhaps he had some memories of his mother telling him 

stories before he was weaned.  Maybe.  But he was no doubt reminded every time he 

used the bathroom that he was different and in his studies he sought out the stories of his 

native people. 

Moses believed those stories.  He identified with that narrative so much that he 

was willing to walk away from wealth and power and prestige.  It is quite remarkable.  

“One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were…” (v. 

11).  Notice that twice in v. 11 the detail is highlighted that these were ‘his own people’.  

He identified with them.  He “watched them at their hard labor” no doubt with pain.  The 

plight of his people tugged at his heart, offended his sense of justice, stirred his desires to 

see something happen, to see the promises made to the patriarchs realized. 
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Then it all came to a head.  “He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his 

own people.  Glancing this way and that and seeing no one, he killed the Egyptian and 

hid him in the sand” (vv. 11b-12).  “Glancing this way and that” could mean that he was 

looking for someone to step in and right the wrong, but nobody was there.  Or it could 

mean that he was checking to make sure no one was watching before he stepped in.  

Either way, Moses takes matters into his own hand.  He was filled with anger and 

executed vengeance on the Egyptian foreman.  He probably thought it was righteous 

anger and he was enacting lex talionis justice – the word used for what the Egyptian did 

to the Hebrew and what Moses did to the Egyptian are the same.  But he took it too far, 

actually killing the Egyptian and then hiding his body.  We hide things because we know 

deep down they are wrong. 

And this was wrong.  First, because he killed someone.  When an individual 

acting as a mere individual not on behalf of a government and not in self-defense takes 

another individual’s life that is murder and that is always a sin.  Second, and more subtly, 

Moses’ actions were wrong because he thought he was going to be the great deliverer of 

his people.  He was going to speed up God’s plan.  He was going to make things happen.  

He was circumventing God and assuming he could do God’s job.  That’s the even greater 

sin here. 

“The next day he went out and saw two Hebrews fighting.  [Again he steps in:] 

He asked the one in the wrong, ‘Why are you hitting your fellow Hebrew?’” (v. 13).  

Here Moses is presumptuously assuming that he’s all that, that he’s the one to settle 

disputes and arbitrate justice and lead his people.  After all, he was a powerful man who 

was identifying with them.  They should flock to him.  But listen to how he’s received – 

“The man said, ‘Who made you ruler and judge over us?’”  In other words, “What makes 

you think you can just come in here and be everybody’s savior?”  “‘Are you thinking of 

killing me as you killed the Egyptian?’  Then Moses was afraid and thought, ‘What I did 

must have become known’” (v. 14).  Word had gotten out and the response wasn’t – 

“three cheers for Moses, hip-hip-hooray!” 

Moses’ own people didn’t welcome him as their highly anticipated deliverer.  

Here’s a man with power and zeal, identifying with and coming to the aid of his 

oppressed people and they don’t receive him.  It’s a foreshadowing of the reluctance 

Moses would face from his own people later in life, and thus a type of the opposition 

Jesus faced from the Jews in his life, as well as an example of the trials of leadership in 

general.  But more importantly here in this immediate context it serves to show that his 

efforts at saving his people in his own strength and in his own way backfired.  As one 

person has said, “He had grown to adult years as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, a prince 

of Egypt, with the riches of Egypt at his disposal (Heb. 11:26).  Who could blame him if 

he thought that all he had to do was lift his little finger and Egyptians and Hebrews alike 

would come running?”
1
 

“When Pharaoh heard of this, he tried to kill Moses, but Moses fled from Pharaoh 

and went to live in Midian” (v. 15).  Moses’ actions reignited Pharaoh’s hatred and 

paranoia at the Hebrews.  The Hebrew slaves were probably perturbed with Moses 

because his rash behavior and messiah-complex would result in a harsher crackdown on 

them.  Moses thought he was helping his people, but he probably just got them in trouble 

and caused them more suffering.  “The point to be made here and the conclusion to be 

drawn is obvious,” says Alec Motyer: “in the work of God mere human effort, however 
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well-intentioned, committed or influential, results in failure.”
2
  Moses was ready to come 

to his people’s aid and be their great redeemer, but his efforts only resulted in him 

becoming a murderer on the run and his people languishing in more misery. 

 

Moses in Midian 

 Moses had to get out of there.  What had just happened?  Why was I ineffective?  

“He sat down by a well” (v. 15b) to sort through his confusion.  He left the palace 

thinking he would be a revered leader and liberator.  But he ends up rejected and dejected 

in a far away and arid land, the land of Midian.  And it’s here that as Moses begins to 

come to the end of himself and recognize his impotency that God starts to roll up his 

sleeves to show his power. 

 Just like Jacob had fled for his life back in Genesis 28 and ended up at a well in 

which he met his wife, so here Moses finds himself at a place of desperation and God 

starts to intervene and orchestrate his life in unexpected ways.  Verse 16 – “Now a priest 

of Midian had seven daughters, and they came to draw water and fill the troughs to water 

their father’s flock.  Some shepherds came along and drove them away, but Moses got up 

and came to their rescue and watered their flock.”  Here again we see him acting for the 

cause of justice, but this time a bit differently – as a servant instead of judge, jury, and 

executioner.  God is working on him, redeeming his qualities and passions. 

 “When the girls returned to Ruel their father, he asked them, ‘Why have you 

returned so early today?’  They answered, ‘An Egyptian rescued us from the shepherds 

[perhaps Moses’ clothing or accent still identified him as an Egyptian].  He even drew 

water for us and watered the flock.’  ‘And where is he?’ he asked his daughters.  ‘Why 

did you leave him?  Invite him to have something to eat.’  Moses agreed to stay with the 

man, who gave his daughter Zipporah to Moses in marriage” (vv. 18-21).  The Midianites 

were distant cousins to the Hebrews, descended from Abraham through his later marriage 

to Keturah (cf. Gen. 25:1-4).  God is using this time to cause Moses to settle down and 

slow down.  He’s not going to achieve great things for God, but simply learn how to be a 

shepherd, a husband… and a father. 

 “Zipporah gave birth to a son, and Moses named him Gershom, saying, ‘I have 

become an alien in a foreign land’” (v. 22).  The name of his son reflects that this is a 

time of humbling for Moses.  He’s taken down a notch or two.  He is no longer a 

cocksure, self-appointed savior.  He’s a broken man living in obscurity as an alien in a 

foreign land, not at home in Egypt and not at home with his people.  He’s now in a place 

where God can use him.  It has become very clear to him that he’s not the indispensable 

key to God’s plan progressing.  Those are the Midianite years – 40 of them, to be 

specific! 

 

God to the Rescue 

 One commentator has analyzed the words in this section and pointed out that the 

first part is “all about Moses.”  “In vv. 11-15a there are sixteen verbs, and Moses is the 

grammatical subject of fourteen of them.”  But in this last section “the action passes into 

the hands of God.”
3
  Any illusions of Moses being the answer to everyone’s problems 

have been dispelled.  He’s just a man, a sinful man who learns that he’s impotent in and 

of himself.  Now as Moses and as the rest of God’s people come to the end of themselves, 
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God steps in.  And HE is the real deal.  “This little ‘postscript’ prepares us to expect that 

God will now take action.”
4
 

 Verse 23 – “During that long period, the king of Egypt died [but that wasn’t the 

end of the people of God’s troubles; the oppression continued under the new regime].  

The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of 

their slavery went up to God.  God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant 

with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob.”  It’s only the second time God is explicitly 

referred to in this book!  And it’s the first time that his covenant is directly referenced, 

but that’s what’s been in the front of the readers’ minds, has it not?  Where’s God and 

what about God’s bold promises?  When is his plan going to take off – a people, in a 

place, under God’s blessing and benevolent reign, dispensing blessing to all people’s of 

the earth? 

 Well now something big is about to happen.  God’s people have come to the place 

where they are desperate, where they are aware of their dire need, praying for 

deliverance, crying out to God, and completely cognizant that they cannot save 

themselves.  This segment began in v. 11 with the statement that Moses “watched them 

[the Israelites] at their hard labor.”  This segment closes in v. 25 with the statement that 

“God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them.”  ‘Watched’ in v. 11 and 

‘looked’ in v. 25 are the same verb in Hebrew.  Moses had a crack at being Israel’s savior 

and flopped.  Now it’s God’s turn. 

 One scholar has explained that this whole episode is here at the beginning of this 

larger narrative of God’s deliverance of his own people “to show that the salvation that 

was given to the people was of divine origin.  When Moses acted in his own strength, 

according to his own wisdom and by his own timetable, the outcome was failure.  What 

the Israelites had experienced could only be explained by divine intervention and divine 

power.”
5
  The Israelites confessed their need and their impotence and looked to God and 

God remembered his covenant and, as we’ll see in the coming weeks, acted.  This is a 

great set up for God’s great act of deliverance that we’ll be looking at shortly. 

 

Application 

 But let’s let this segment’s purpose in the narrative sink in.  This shows us that 

God is the only one who can accomplish God’s plan.  Or to put it another way – human 

beings can’t do anything in their own strength to contribute to God’s plan.  This has 

significance for at least three different classes or collections of people: for churches, for 

leaders, and for sinners. 

 First of all, what does this mean for churches?  It’s easy for a church to brashly 

think that it is the solution to a neighborhood’s, a city’s, a country’s, a world’s problems.  

We can talk about what we are going to do and how we are better/more with it/smarter 

than other churches.  We have all these grandiose plans for reaching a city for the name 

of Christ, but really it’s often times more to make a name for ourselves.  A church like 

this is either going to fall flat on it’s face or be extremely successful in creating a bunch 

of self-sufficient, self-righteous do-gooders… not a redeemed people worshipping the 

One who saved them.  It’s good for churches to fall on their faces… before God in 

prayer, groaning and crying out for him to move.  Only to the extent that we are a church 

characterized by prayer are we truly learning the lessons of this passage – groaning, 

crying out prayer.  Jesus said that he will build his church and the gates of Hades will not 
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overcome it (Mt. 16:18).  We are not building or expanding his kingdom; “we are 

receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful and so worship God 

acceptably with reverence and awe (Heb. 12:28). 

 Secondly, what does this say to leaders of churches?  First of all me and the other 

elders, but we want to be raising up all kinds leaders in this church – men and women 

who can be used of God.  God’s plan throughout history has involved the anointing of 

particular people to lead God’s people forward (more on this next week).  One great 

leader in the history of the church was Charles Spurgeon.  He’s quoted as saying, “Is it 

not a curious thing that, whenever God means to make a man great, he always breaks him 

in pieces first?”
6
  If anyone is going to be a mighty leader among God’s people he must 

first give up all aspirations of being a mighty leader and come to grips with the fact that 

on his own he is an utter failure.  He is not the solution to all the church’s problems.  

1Tim. 3:1 – “If anyone sets his heart on being [a leader], he desires a noble task.”  But 

just know that one of the prerequisites is recognizing that you’re nothing and one of the 

expectations should be that God will constantly remind you of that as a leader.  God’s 

plan, God’s kingdom doesn’t need you.  His plan will progress no matter what you do.  

So chill out a bit. 

 Finally and thirdly, what does this say for sinners, that is what does this say to all 

of us?  Do you recognize yourself as a sinner?  Not just someone who has committed a 

few sins here and there, but a sinner through and through?  If not you cannot experience 

salvation.  You may feel good that you have never killed a man with your bare hands, but 

by God’s standards the hatred in your heart makes you a murderer too. 

We need to be saved.  Every human knows that deep down.  What every human 

does, however, because he or she is a sinner, is try to remedy the situation on his or her 

own.  We take matters into our own hands.  We try to be good enough.  This can be done 

without religion or with it.  We try to make God happy or make ourselves feel better by 

something we do.  But even our best attempts at saving ourselves only end up getting us 

in more trouble.  “All our righteous acts are like filthy rags” (Is. 64:6).  When we say to 

God, “I can do this on my own, thank-you very much,” even if we have some measure of 

success at self-reformation on the surface, we only add to the sins from which we need to 

be forgiven – this time the sin of self-sufficiency and pride. 

We need to hear about something that we don’t know deep down, that we won’t 

get by going deeper into ourselves.  Like Moses and the Israelites, we need to come to the 

end of ourselves and we need to hear the announcement of something that has happened 

entirely outside of ourselves – the gospel!  The good news interrupts our self-salvation 

project and tells us of what God has done for us, on our behalf.  Salvation is of the Lord 

(Jonah 2:9; KJV).  It is by grace (Eph. 2:5). 

 And grace is not unmerited assistance.  It is unmerited merit.  We don’t just admit 

that we can’t do it alone.  We admit that we can’t do it period.  This is a big 

misconception whereby those who say they believe in grace are still operating as if they 

have some part in it.  My three year old has a hard time for some reason eating her food.  

The rule is she has to clean her plate.  She whines, “Please help me!”  And we sit beside 

her and cheer her on and spoon feed her her food.  Eventually, she eats it.  Recently, 

however, she cried out, “Mommy!  Will you eat my bread for me?”  Aha!  She’s three but 

she understands the rudimentary logic of substitution.  The analogy’s not perfect; no 

analogy is.  But salvation is not us eating our dinner; it’s not us eating most of it and God 
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saying, “That’s good enough;” it’s not God helping us eat it ourselves.  It’s us realizing 

we can’t clean our plates and crying out, “God, will you do it for me?”  Here is probably 

one of the most important passages in all of the Bible: Romans 4:5 – “To the man who 

does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as 

righteousness.” 

 And this is not a one-time occurrence.  A lot of people may say, “Yeah, yeah, 

yeah.  I believe in salvation by grace, not by works.”  But that’s what makes you a 

Christian, not how you live as a Christian.  How many times have you done something 

you wish you could undo, something that really showed the sin in your heart and you felt 

horrible and you just couldn’t let it go – “Ugh!  I can’t believe I did that; I can’t believe I 

did that!”… it occupied your mind… you wanted to desperately speed up time so that 

you could get back to the place with that person or in that scenario where you could fix it, 

where you could prove that you’re not really like that?  It’s as if you wanted to say to 

God, “Hey, can I get back to you in a week?  I need to take care of this and then I can 

resume relating to you as a person with it all together?”  Sound familiar?  It doesn’t work, 

though, does it?  We usually end up making a bigger mess of things and live in anxiety 

and stress in the meantime.  If we do manage to smooth stuff over, something else always 

pops up.  But we keep on insisting on reverting to saving ourselves.  God keeps on 

working to get us to distrust ourselves and trust in Christ and wouldn’t you know that 

when we are finding our security and pleasure in his gracious acceptance of us we start to 

act differently in those situations that always seemed to trip us up before? 

 

The Lord’s Table 

God is the only one who can accomplish God’s plan.  And that is exactly what 

God has done in the gospel.  God himself came to earth in the person of Jesus Christ to 

accomplish for us what we could never accomplish for ourselves.  He alone lived a life of 

perfection and then he assumed our place as a sinner and was crucified on a cross, taking 

our judgment and giving us his righteousness in exchange.  The only thing we contribute 

to the deal… is our sin. 

We need to keep coming back to this again and again.  Passages like today’s 

portray for us the folly of taking matters into our own hands.  Only when we come to the 

end of ourselves and look up to God is there salvation.  And there is salvation.  God gave 

us emblems of his grace to refresh our memories of our sin and his solution – the Lord’s 

Table.  As we repent of our many attempts at self-salvation and acknowledge our sin and 

our dire situation on our own we come and take in our hands this bread representing 

Christ’s body and this wine representing his blood and are reassured that God remembers 

his covenant.  Jesus said, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out 

for you for the forgiveness of sins” (Lk. 22:20; Mt. 26:28).  If you’re not yet a Christian, 

don’t eat.  Come talk to me afterwards or the person you came with.  If you are a 

Christian, joined to Christ by faith, take this bread and wine and know that the Lord 

remembers his covenant.  He never reneges on his promise of forgiveness.  No matter 

how bad your sin is.  Christ’s body has been broken, his blood has been shed.  You don’t 

have to atone for your sins… you can’t!  He has!  He has enacted salvation on your 

behalf.  Eat.  Drink.  Rejoice! 
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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 25, 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. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 J.A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus: The Days of Our Pilgrimage, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers 

Grove: InterVarsity, 2005), 38-39. 
2
 Motyer, 41. 

3
 Motyer, 41. 

4
 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, The New American Commentary: Vol. 2 (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2006), 

102. 
5
 John L. Mackay, Exodus, A Mentor Commentary (Christian Focus Publications, 2001), 57. 

6
 Charles H. Spurgeon, “David’s Prayer in the Cave,” The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit (No. 2282) 

(Pasadena, TX: Pilgrim, 1971), 38:5. 


