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Text 
Then Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law and said to him, "Let me go back to my own people in 

Egypt to see if any of them are still alive." Jethro said, "Go, and I wish you well." 
19

 Now the LORD had 

said to Moses in Midian, "Go back to Egypt, for all the men who wanted to kill you are dead." 
20

 So Moses 

took his wife and sons, put them on a donkey and started back to Egypt. And he took the staff of God in his 

hand. 
21

 The LORD said to Moses, "When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the 

wonders I have given you the power to do. But I will harden his heart so that he will not let the people go. 
22

 Then say to Pharaoh, 'This is what the LORD says: Israel is my firstborn son, 
23

 and I told you, "Let my 

son go, so he may worship me." But you refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.'" 
24

 At a 

lodging place on the way, the LORD met Moses and was about to kill him. 
25

 But Zipporah took a flint 

knife, cut off her son's foreskin and touched Moses' feet with it. "Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to 

me," she said. 
26

 So the LORD let him alone. (At that time she said "bridegroom of blood," referring to 

circumcision.) 
27

 The LORD said to Aaron, "Go into the desert to meet Moses." So he met Moses at the 

mountain of God and kissed him. 
28

 Then Moses told Aaron everything the LORD had sent him to say, and 

also about all the miraculous signs he had commanded him to perform. 
29

 Moses and Aaron brought 

together all the elders of the Israelites, 
30

 and Aaron told them everything the LORD had said to Moses. He 

also performed the signs before the people, 
31

 and they believed. And when they heard that the LORD was 

concerned about them and had seen their misery, they bowed down and worshiped. 

 

Introduction 
 “This passage is fraught with interpretive challenges that have perplexed 

interpreters for centuries.”
1
  I have to be honest with you, I’m not even very sure what 

this text is saying happened.  I mean, did Moses lie to his father-in-law?  Did he take his 

family with him to Egypt or leave them with his father-in-law, because later in ch. 18 it 

seems like he’s reunited with them?  And who exactly is God about to kill?  Nevermind 

why; first of all who?  Notice that Moses is in brackets.  That’s the translators’ best 

guess.  The text doesn’t actually say.  Who gets circumcised?  And whose feet get the 

foreskin thrown on them.  And is feet really feet or a euphemism for something else?  

And what the heck does this mean – ‘a bridegroom of blood’??  And there are many more 

questions.  This is just one, big, interpretative mess of Scripture. 

 I stared at it for quite awhile trying to make sense not just of its parts, but of its 

overall message and purpose at this place in the narrative.  It almost seems like an 

unnecessary interlude.  But if you stare at something long enough you start to see things.  

And I did.  Hopefully I saw things that are there and not just inventions of my own 

imagination – that this is more like a color blindness test at the optometrist than an ink 
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blot exercise at the psychiatrist.  You must be the judge of that.  But I do think there are 

some profound themes here to reflect on and perhaps a larger, cohesive point to the 

passage.  In short, I think it’s just this: God’s plan is to get worshippers at whatever 

the cost. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Getting Ready to Go (vv. 18-20) 

 So far in our journey through Exodus we’ve seen that God’s plan is progressing, 

even when it doesn’t look like it and even when it’s being directly countered by evil.  We 

saw that God is the only one who can accomplish God’s plan, yet he graciously comes to 

people and calls them to be part of it.  God appears to Moses and taps him as his man to 

carry out his plan of redeeming his people from bondage in Egypt.  Last week we looked 

at the dialogue of disbelief that ensued.  Moses, for a variety of reasons, doesn’t want to 

do it, but God reassures and rebukes him by essentially saying, “I am your ever present, 

all sufficient redeemer, so stop looking at yourself.” 

 Today we see Moses acquiesces and embarks in obedience for Egypt.  But this 

isn’t the end of the story… for God’s people obviously – their great deliverance awaits; 

but neither is it the end for Moses, as if getting him to recognize his impotence and 

encounter God and be sent by God was the culmination of his relationship with God.  

There is so much more ahead.  This is just the beginning.  Those of you here today who 

have acknowledged your inability to save yourselves and the world and have encountered 

God in Christ and have begun to live from his acceptance instead of for his acceptance… 

God’s not done with you yet; there’s always so much more ahead. 

 After his encounter with the Lord we read that Moses returned with his father-in-

law’s flocks to his father-in-law, Jethro.  He doesn’t just bail on his responsibilities.  And 

then he politely asks to be allowed leave to go back to Egypt to, as he says, “see if any of 

[my own people] are still alive” (v. 18).  The request could seem a bit disingenuous.  The 

Lord has just told him that he’s going to go rescue his people.  Does Moses doubt after 

these 40 years if any Hebrews actually still remain in Egypt?  I don’t think so.  It’s 

possible that ‘my own people’ here is referring to his immediate family.  It’s also possible 

that this is just a “courteous discretion within the bounds of truth”
 2

 that allows Moses to 

show respect to his father-in-law who has shown him so much hospitality without going 

into all the crazy details – “You mean you’re going to take my daughter and grandkids on 

a dangerous mission because a bush talked to you??” 

We’ll get a chance to witness more of Moses’ relationship with Jethro later on in 

the story.  It’s quite an interesting relationship.  Here we just see how much Jethro – a 

pagan priest at this point – thought of Moses.  “Jethro said, ‘Go, and I wish you well’” (v. 

18). 

Next verse.  It’s a bit unclear whether v. 19 is referring to the exchange between 

the Lord and Moses at Sinai that already happened in chapter 3 or a new word from the 

Lord nudging Moses out.  And why is it significant that all the men in Egypt who wanted 

to kill Moses are dead?  This too is unclear to me.  What is clear is that Moses is all 

packed and ready to go, staff in hand – the sign of God’s presence and power.  The 

Exodus is about to commence.  It’s go time.  This is exciting. 
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Sonship (vv. 21-23) 

 Now while Moses is riding his donkey wondering what awaits him back in Egypt 

– How have things changed?... How’s this going to work?... How will people receive 

me?...  – the Lord comes to him and helps him rehearse his lines for his upcoming part.  

“The Lord said to Moses, ‘When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before 

Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the power to do.  [e.g. the staff to a snake, the 

water to blood]  But I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go” (v. 21).  

(They just keep coming ☺)  Now I know that this one elicits huge, huge questions.  

Believe me, I have the same objections.  God does this?  How can this even be fair?  And 

we will tackle these questions and more later as this phrase is repeated several times in 

Exodus 4-14.  For now I hope you can let me just point out two things about this puzzling 

assertion that may help us in this immediate context: 

 

(1) We see here that the heart is the organ of volition from which all else flows.  

The origin of Pharaoh’s behavior is his heart.  If his heart is hard, he will not 

let the Israelites go.  Out of Pharaoh’s heart come his actions to oppose the 

Israelites and the Israelites’ God.  The heart is what’s of primary significance. 

(2) God is sovereign over the heart.  God has the ability to affect the heart, the 

volitional seat of human beings.  Its inner workings are not out of the reach of 

God.  God is sovereign over the human heart. 

 

I know, I know this brings up so many questions, but just note those two things.  I 

promise we will explore in more depth why God would ever use his control over people’s 

hearts to make them hard.  But here we see God guaranteeing Moses ahead of time that 

Pharaoh is not going to listen to him. 

 “Then,” God says, “say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is my 

firstborn son, and I told you, “Let my son go, so he may worship me.”  But you refused to 

let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son’” (v. 23).  God has determined to get glory for 

himself through defeating Pharaoh, to unmistakably win the upcoming battle of the 

deities, that his name might be proclaimed in all the earth (cf. 9:16; Rom. 9:17).  This 

may seem to paint an austere picture of God, a God of sheer power and judgment.  But 

notice nestled in this statement on God’s determination to assert his own glory is this 

fabulous disclosure of God as Father and the affection implied in the title of sonship 

that’s given to his people.  “Israel is my firstborn son… Let my son go…”  This is the 

first major point that surfaces in this passage.  God’s people aren’t just God’s people; 

they are his children. 

 Some say that God as Father is something that we don’t find in the OT but is 

revealed in the NT.  It’s not true.  It’s certainly found more in the NT and sonship is scant 

in the OT, but it’s there.  In Deuteronomy Moses describes God’s actions to deliver his 

people and sustain them on their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land this way: “the 

Lord your God carried you, as a father carries his son, all the way you went” (Dt. 1:31).  

It’s such an intimate picture, isn’t it?  God’s people aren’t just his vassals, his army… 

they are his beloved children.  He has seen their misery and is concerned about them.  He 

wants them to know him and love him.  “Let my son go, so he may worship me,” is what 

the text says.  The worship God wants is not just a fear and respect and awe one might 
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have at electricity or firearms, but the warm delight and admiration a child has for her 

daddy. 

 Again, this is right here in the beginning documents of the OT!  But there is no 

doubt that the NT makes this concept clear and central.  There we see that God is 

ontologically Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  And J.I. Packer writes: “You sum up the 

whole of New Testament religion if you describe it as the knowledge of God as one’s 

holy Father.  If you want to judge how well a person understands Christianity, find out 

how much he makes of the thought of being God’s child, and having God as his Father.  

If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers and his whole 

outlook on life, it means that he does not understand Christianity very well at all.”
3
  And 

you heard it here first, folks. 

 As a good Father, God’s heart is turned toward his children and he is after his 

children’s hearts; he is about turning his children’s hearts to himself (cf. Mal. 4:6).  This 

is what those who have their hearts opened to see God for who he is find – a tender 

Father whose love for them involves getting them to find their treasure, delight, joy, 

security, and satisfaction in him… in the only One in whom all those things can truly be 

found.  In short, it’s his Fatherly love for us to cause us to worship him.  My love for my 

kids is ultimately to help their hearts be happy in God.  And when you’re God the Father 

your parenting involves getting your children’s hearts to revel in you; this is love because 

there’s no one greater than God.  Do you know the thrill of being God’s son or daughter? 

 So the first big point that surfaces in this text is the doctrine of sonship.  God 

claims Israel collectively as his firstborn son!  It’s an amazing insight into God’s 

character worthy of much meditation.  You can’t do anything to merit being a child and 

you can’t do anything to cease being a child.  To be God’s child means that you have his 

unconditional, unrestrained acceptance; his “never stopping, never giving up, unbreaking, 

always and forever love.”
4
  He is for you.  He cares.  There is great security in that. 

 

Discipline (vv. 24-26) 

 Now, I think the doctrine of sonship is the key to understanding what happens 

next.  It’s a bizarre passage, I confess.  But we must understand it in the light of what’s 

just been highlighted – Israel is God’s son.  Now Moses is the representative leader of the 

Israelites.  God loves Moses and condescends to engage with Moses.  He has pledged 

himself to Moses… and now God, it seems here, gets quite firm with Moses, rather angry 

in fact… he essentially spanks him.  Let me read you an extended passage from the NT 

book of Hebrews, chapter 12 and then we’ll come back and look at this story: 

 

[Do not forget] that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: 

“My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart 

when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he 

punishes everyone he accepts as a son.” Endure hardship as discipline; 

God is treating you as sons.  For what son is not disciplined by his father?  

If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you 

are illegitimate children and not true sons.  Moreover, we have all had 

human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it.  How 

much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live!  Our 

fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God 
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disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.  No 

discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it 

produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been 

trained by it. (Heb. 12:5-11) 

 

 God has spared Moses’ life as a baby, had his hand on him growing up, appeared 

to him in the bush, commissioned him as his agent, revealed his fatherly compassion to 

him… God loves Moses.  And now we read, “At a lodging place on the way, the Lord 

met Moses and was about to kill him” (v. 24).  As I said earlier, this section is hard to 

translate.  Literally it reads, “The Lord met him and sought to kill him.”  The him could 

be Gershom – Moses’ firstborn corresponding to Pharaoh’s firstborn just mentioned.  But 

I’m going with most commentators and the translators of the NIV here because I think it 

makes the most sense that Moses is the one in trouble. 

 Here’s my paraphrase of the incident: Moses and his family stop at an inn along 

the way back to Egypt and Moses suddenly gets deathly ill.  Unable to move, Moses’ 

wife springs to action and takes a stone scalpel and circumcises their son.  She then takes 

the bloody flap of skin and throws it on Moses and he recovers.  But she’s grossed out, 

saying with blood on her hands, “Yuck, look what being married to you has involved for 

me!” 

 Here’s my interpretation of the incident: Moses knew how important circumcision 

was.  God had given it as a sign to Abraham, a sign marking off the covenant people.  It 

was uncomfortable to do, but continuing it was a way of demonstrating faith in God’s 

promises, of living in this larger story.  Moses had possibly been skeptical at the time of 

his boy’s birth and is being lazy now, selfish perhaps, keeping back some of his 

obedience, still reserving some of his heart from God by his reluctance to circumcise his 

son.  There’s a part of Moses’ heart, there’s an aspect of his life even at this point that is 

sinful.  And God does whatever it takes to get his attention.  He brings about an intense 

physical suffering or danger.  It’s corrective discipline; that’s what it is.  The Lord brings 

the matter to light and they know exactly what to do.  Zipporah, acting on Moses’ behalf, 

applies the sign of the covenant to her son and applies the blood to Moses and he is 

healed.  What we see here is discipline, repentance, forgiveness, and restoration. 

 Now here’s my application of the incident: To be a Christian means to come to 

the end of yourself, to come to the place where you recognize you cannot save yourself or 

the world.  And then you have a vivid encounter with the Holy God where he declares to 

you that he is the Rescuer and he not only lets you live, but he sends you out on his 

mission in this world.  But you’re not just his slave, you’re his son.  He delights in you.  

He loves you.  He’s deeply concerned for your welfare.  He wants what’s best for you.  

He wants your heart. 

And God goes after the heart, by all means necessary.  If you’re God’s child, then 

God will bring hard times into your life for a purpose.  It’s called discipline.  I love my 

daughters to death.  That’s why I make them do hard things; I want to teach them a 

lesson.  That’s why I inflict punishment on them when they do bad things from a bad 

heart; I want them to recognize their sin.  I don’t love them any less in that moment.  In 

fact, my love for them drives me to discipline them.  God is the same way, only perfect.  

He allows hardship into our lives to teach us things like dependence.  And sometimes, 

through uncomfortable circumstances, embarrassing rebukes, emotional suffering, or 
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even physical pain God is bringing to our attention not just sinful behaviors in our life, 

but sinful attitudes in our hearts that keep us from his heart. 

 Even as you are ostensibly serving him, God is committed to constantly digging 

deeper into your heart to unearth idols hidden there.  An idol “is anything more important 

to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, 

anything you seek to give you what only God can give.”
5
  Sometimes the shovel can be 

sharp and the process can hurt.  It can take many different forms: an injury that forces 

you to slow down and exposes your idolatry of success; a stinging criticism that 

devastates you and reveals your idol of human approval; things not going according to 

your plan that showcases your control idolatry; things not just falling into place which 

highlights your laziness, lack of endurance, and idolatry of comfort; a financial hardship 

that shows your true source of security; severe emotional strain and pain to reveal your 

lack of prayer.  Not all suffering is punitive (don’t hear me wrong), but all suffering for a 

Christian is purposeful.  It won’t be pleasant at the time, but do not despise the Lord’s 

discipline, for the Lord disciplines the one he loves; God is treating you as sons and 

daughters!  He is committed to your sanctification.  He wants your heart for himself 

because he wants what’s best for you.  Can you think of some ways he’s doing this in 

your life right now? 

 This is the Christian life.  This is what Martin Luther meant when he wrote in the 

first of his 95 theses, “Our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ… willed the entire life of 

believers to be one of repentance.”  All of life is repentance because there is always sin in 

our hearts.  After we have met the Living God and been sent by him and as we are living 

for him in this world God still wants us to realize that we’re sinners saved by grace.  

Good works will progressively be part of our life but we won’t ever be able to rest on 

them.  Even in doing them we will become aware of deeper ways in which we are sinful 

and in turn throw ourselves on Christ’s mercy.  So even when we get to heaven and see 

God face to face, there will be a trail of good works behind us – things we’ve done for 

God – but we won’t trust in them at all.  They won’t be what help us stand before a holy 

God.  It will be the blood of Jesus still.  We will worship him, not boast in ourselves.  I’ll 

get to heaven and still not be able to take any credit for myself. 

 And all along the way God will be lovingly disciplining me to show me my sin, 

and show me more of his worship-inspiring love and forgiveness, deepening my gratitude 

to him so that my life more and more is made up of choices that reflect a heart that finds 

its greatest treasure in the Lord.  God’s plan is to get worshippers at whatever the cost. 

 

Worship (vv. 27-31) 

 God doesn’t just want Moses to do things for him.  He is committed to a continual 

process of capturing more and more of Moses’ heart, even if it hurts at the moment.  And 

God doesn’t just want to get his people a new home.  He wants their worship.  Right?  

That’s what Moses is told to say to Pharaoh – “Let my son go, so he may worship me” (v. 

23).  And that’s the snapshot we get at the end of this passage.  Look there: 

 

The Lord said to Aaron, “Go into the desert to meet Moses.”  [God isn’t 

just talking to one guy evidently]  So he met Moses at the mountain of 

God and kissed him.  Then Moses told Aaron everything the Lord had sent 

him to say, and also about all the miraculous signs he had commanded him 
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to perform.  Moses and Aaron brought together all the elders of the 

Israelites, and Aaron told them everything the Lord had said to Moses.  He 

also performed the signs before the people, and they believed.  And when 

they heard that the Lord was concerned about them and had seen their 

misery, they bowed down and worshiped. (vv. 27-31) 

 

The people’s response to the good news of God’s deliverance was faith and worship.  As 

they were made aware of the Fatherly heart and affection that their God had for them, 

their hearts were melted into worship.  This is what God is after.  And the pursuit is just 

beginning. 

 

Conclusion 

 God’s pursuit of his people’s hearts can be traced all throughout the OT.  The 40 

years in the desert is discipline for idolatry, the book of Judges is cyclic periods of 

discipline and repentance, the exile predicted by the prophets was clearly God’s 

discipline of his people.  Yet through it all, God is committed to his people and he is 

committed to his ultimate plan to get worshippers at whatever the cost… and it would 

involve great cost… to himself. 

 When Jesus arrived he was the ontological Son of God in human flesh, the second 

person of the Trinity with a unique eternal relationship with the Father.  But more than 

that, he was also a Hebrew.  The NT portrays him as True Israel, the recapitulation and 

representative of the whole covenant nation.  Thus Matthew 2:15 can quote Hosea 11:1 

when the boy Jesus returns from Egypt – “Out of Egypt I called my son.”  Jesus in many 

ways reenacts Israel’s history, except only succeeding where Israel had failed.  You see, 

Jesus resisted sin, quoting what is written, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him 

only” (Mt. 4:10; Dt. 6:13).  The other place in the OT where sonship language is used is 

in connection with the Davidic kingship (cf. 2Sam. 7:14; Ps. 2:7).  This is also applied to 

Jesus in the NT, especially in Hebrews 1.  He is the King of Israel that remains faithful 

and whose throne is established forever.  Jesus was the perfectly obedient Son of God. 

 But “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (Jn. 3:16).  You see, Jesus never did 

anything that deserved punishment.  All humans because of their idolatry deserve 

everlasting punishment, but God the Father gave his one and only Son up to be punished 

on the cross in people’s place, to be cut off and shed his blood on our behalf.  If you put 

your faith in him you will not perish, but have eternal life.  His perfect record of 

obedience becomes yours.  You enjoy that eternal relationship with the Father that is his. 

“You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were 

baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27).  This is how we 

become God’s children.  Remember Ephesians 1?  “In love he predestined us to be 

adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will – to the 

praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves (Eph. 1:4-

6).  He works out everything in accordance with his plan and his plan is to get 

worshippers at whatever the cost, even the cost of his own Son.  And the result: the 

praise of his glorious grace; we worship him for all eternity as our great God and Father. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
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 If you are in Christ, you don’t have to fear his wrath or eternal punishment.  

Christ has taken that.  “His anger lasts only a moment, but his favor lasts a lifetime; 

weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning” (Ps. 30:5).  God’s 

discipline in our lives now may hurt deeply, but for the Christian it is a severe mercy 

meant to touch our hearts and get us to repent and see more of the depths of God’s love 

for us, to have Christ’s blood applied to us anew and realize how superior he is to all 

other gods and bow down and worship him. 

 Let’s do that now.  Spend time repenting… come forward and take the bread and 

the cup representing Christ’s body and blood… apply it to your lips and know that he has 

forgiven you in Christ and experience his Fatherly love for you… and then respond in 

worship… 

 

Benediction 
May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all (2Cor. 13:14). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 15, 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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