
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2010 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

A Witness to the World 

 

No. 24 Exodus 18:1-12 May 9, 2010 

Series: Exodus  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
Now Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, heard of everything God had done for Moses 

and for his people Israel, and how the LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt. 
2
 After Moses had sent away 

his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro received her 
3
 and her two sons. One son was named Gershom, 

for Moses said, "I have become an alien in a foreign land"; 
4
 and the other was named Eliezer, for he said, 

"My father's God was my helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh." 
5
 Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, 

together with Moses' sons and wife, came to him in the desert, where he was camped near the mountain of 

God. 
6
 Jethro had sent word to him, "I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her 

two sons." 
7
 So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down and kissed him. They greeted 

each other and then went into the tent. 
8
 Moses told his father-in-law about everything the LORD had done 

to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for Israel's sake and about all the hardships they had met along the way and 

how the LORD had saved them. 
9
 Jethro was delighted to hear about all the good things the LORD had 

done for Israel in rescuing them from the hand of the Egyptians. 
10

 He said, "Praise be to the LORD, who 

rescued you from the hand of the Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people from the hand of 

the Egyptians. 
11

 Now I know that the LORD is greater than all other gods, for he did this to those who had 

treated Israel arrogantly." 
12

 Then Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and other 

sacrifices to God, and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses' father-in-law in the 

presence of God. 

 

Introduction 
 We’ve been marching through the book of Exodus as the Israelites the last few 

weeks have been marching through the desert.  Everyone probably knows about how they 

got here, about the dramatic story of their redemption from slavery and oppression in 

Egypt, but few probably know the real significance of that event.  It wasn’t just a stirring 

example of gaining national independence or the inspiring account of one marginalized 

group’s rising above class and racial injustices.  It’s the story of the one, true God 

distinguishing himself by supernaturally intervening to redeem a people for himself.  

Thus the Exodus narrative does not provide a blue-print or mandate for how we can enact 

our liberation.  Rather it gives us the paradigm of how God acts in history to save his 

people, a prefiguring of the ultimate redemption that was accomplished in the person and 

work of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 Those who are beneficiaries of Jesus’ accomplishments – that would be Christians 

– then live a changed life in grateful response to the grace that has been shown to them.  

And we’ve seen this reality also prefigured for us in the history of Israel post-Passover, 

that is after they were spared God’s judgment through a substitute and freed from serving 
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Pharaoh in order to serve Yahweh.  You don’t do certain things/live a certain way to 

become a Christian, but you begin to behave in different ways because you’re a Christian.  

That’s so critical to get. 

In this vein of what it is that Christians do (not in order to be a Christian but 

because they are a Christian), last week we talked about the practice of prayer.  

Christians pray.  In today’s text we get to talk about the practice of evangelism.  Prayer 

and evangelism are two basic activities that those who have benefited from God’s saving 

activity in history start doing. 

 Now last week’s look at prayer was in the context of resisting the attacks and 

allures of what the Bible calls the ‘world’.  And if you were here last week and you’re not 

yet a Christian, you’re one of the ones who hasn’t fully plunged into this thing but you’re 

hanging around with us while you sort this stuff out (and we welcome and expect there to 

always be people like you here) but you might have (mistakenly) heard me saying last 

week that Christians want nothing do with you – black/white, good/bad, church/world, 

ne’er the twain shall meet.  I want to clarify today that that’s absolutely not true.  We 

want to convert you! 

 Well now, that may sound even more offensive, extremely arrogant and self-

righteous.  But I hope you’ll bear with me because I aim to show you today that it’s not.  

Evangelism… truly biblical proselytizing is probably not what you think it is.  It is, in 

fact, quite self-effacing, humble, respectful, and loving.  In short, what we’ll see today 

from this story about Moses ‘evangelizing’ his father-in-law so to speak is just this: 

evangelism is not about the Christian and his or her experience in life, but about 

Christ and what he has accomplished in history. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Family Dynamics 
 Just to remind you a little of Moses’ family history – as a baby he narrowly 

escaped the infanticide program enacted by Pharaoh in an effort to curb the growth of the 

Hebrew people and in a strange twist Moses ended up being adopted by Pharaoh’s 

daughter and raised in the royal court.  At some point, however, in his adulthood Moses 

chose to be identified with his own oppressed people.  A noble move, but he had to be 

broken of his messiah complex through a stinging experience of failure which ended up 

with him as a fugitive in a faraway land.  The message of Moses is not, “You can change 

the world.”  Moses, with all his gifting and intellect and training and ambition, wasn’t 

going to save the Israelites; God was. 

 Well, during those long years in exile, all alone, away from his anything-but-

normal-homelife and anything that had become familiar, rejected by his own ethnic 

people, alienated from the power and wealth that he had enjoyed at one time… during 

this time where nothing seemed to be happening a lot happened. 

First, Moses met a woman named Zipporah.  Moses and Zipporah married and 

had a couple kids.  Zipporah’s father was a local Midianite priest (we read about all this 

in Exodus ch. 2).  He goes by two names – Ruel or Jethro.  Moses had a good relationship 

with his father-in-law.  He worked for him, tending his sheep. 

The second thing that happened to Moses during this time is that he met the Lord.  

While tending his father-in-law Jethro’s sheep he wandered close to Mt. Sinai and there 
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had an encounter with God appearing to him in a burning bush.  God essentially said, 

“Okay, now is the time for you to go back to Egypt and I will use you to redeem my 

people.”  Moses eventually agreed, got his father-in-law’s blessing, and packed up the 

family of four to head back to Egypt. 

Now here’s where there’s some confusion on the chronology.  Along the way 

back to Egypt there was that weird encounter in ch. 4 where God was about to kill Moses 

and Zipporah circumcised their son and exclaimed, “You are a bridegroom of blood to 

me” (Ex. 4:25).  Some people think that at this point Zipporah was really fed up with 

Moses and took the kids and headed back for her dad’s house.  Others think Moses sent 

them back somewhere around this time because he realized that the mission ahead was 

going to be too dangerous.  There’s no mention of Moses’ wife and kids at all during the 

plagues and exodus and desert wanderings so far. 

And then we get here to chapter 18 and there’s a reference in v. 2 to Moses having 

“sent away his wife, Zipporah” (which, by the way, some have taken as indicating Moses 

and his wife were divorced, although in reading the arguments for that they are very 

unpersuasive).  But it’s clear they were parted for a time.  When did that happen?  

Because here in v. 5 “Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, together with Moses’ sons and wife” 

(v. 5) come to meet Moses as he’s with the Israelites back near the region of Mt. Sinai. 

Here’s what I make of it.  It’s possible that Moses sent his family away at some 

point before the exodus with the understanding that Jethro would take care of them until 

they could rendezvous again back by Sinai.  But I tend to agree with John Calvin who 

says, 

 

To me this does not seem probable.  For Moses would never have allowed 

his sons to be deprived of the redemption of which he was the minister….  

Besides, if he had deposited his wife and children in safety, and had 

advanced alone to the contest, he would have been deservedly suspected 

of deceit, or of excessive cowardice.  Wherefore I have no doubt but that 

he underwent, together with his family, that miserable yoke of bondage by 

which they were long oppressed, and by this proof evidenced his 

faithfulness.
1
 

 

I think Moses’ family was with him the whole time – plagues, Passover, parting the Red 

Sea, plodding through the desert – and then Moses sent his wife and the kids off to see 

grandpa once they got back into his neighborhood.  Zipporah fills her father in a little bit 

on what’s been happening and leads Jethro back to the Israelite camp to see Moses.  That 

makes sense to me of this reunion we see here. 

 A quick word on the names of Moses’ children and why they’re highlighted here: 

Gershom we’ve heard of before back during Moses’ dark days of confusion tending 

sheep in Midian – “I have become an alien in a foreign land.”  Poor Moses.  Eliezer is 

mentioned by name for the first time here – “My father’s God was my helper; he saved 

me from the sword of Pharaoh;” evidently Moses, by the birth of his second son, had 

gained some perspective and was beginning to see God’s hand on his life.  “Together the 

names Gershom and Eliezer told the story of Moses’ life….  [But] these two names also 

described what was happening to the nation of Israel.  Like Moses, the Israelites were 

strangers in Egypt.  But God was their helper; he saved them from Pharaoh’s sword.”
2
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And that’s what this passage on the whole is trying to highlight.  At an earlier 

point Moses was absorbed in his own story, as his kids’ names reflect.  But now Moses 

has come to be concerned not with relating his own personal experience, but with the 

larger story of God’s dealing with his people, the history of salvation. 

 

Evangelizing 
 That’s what we see in how Moses goes about relating to Jethro.  I understand this 

is a bit of an anachronism, but we get a very clear OT presentation of the gospel here, an 

example of personal evangelism.  Moses is witnessing to his father-in-law.  But before 

we look at that let me just point out a few things concerning the way Moses treated 

Jethro. 

 First, if the reading that sees Zipporah and the kids going to visit Jethro and 

bringing him back to the Israelite camp after the exodus is correct, then Moses is a very 

considerate son-in-law.  Grandparents love to see the grandkids.  Then there’s the 

welcome Moses gives when Jethro arrives.  Look at this – “Moses went out to meet his 

father-in-law [itself a display of interest] and bowed down and kissed him [a clear sign of 

both respect and affection].”  Moses is genuinely concerned for Jethro; genuinely cares – 

“They greeted each other [other translations have “they asked each other of their welfare] 

and then went into the tent” (v. 7).  This is probably Moses’ tent, so there’s hospitality 

and intimacy indicated. 

 It’s just a few short details but I think this is very informative for how Christians 

should go about evangelism, what should precede and surround witnessing.  I’m not 

saying that there’s never a place for sowing the seed broadly, quick encounters with 

complete strangers.  But generally speaking those we are trying to reach with the message 

of Christianity are those with whom we have a relationship: people that we’re genuinely 

concerned about.  We love and serve them.  We give up our time and comforts for them.  

We have them into our home and take a real interest in their welfare.  We show respect 

and deference to them.  We’re even open to learning things from them. 

There’s not an air of superiority here in Moses at all.  He honors and admires 

Jethro in many ways.  And from what little we know of Jethro, he’s a really nice guy.  

He’s a religious guy – a priest of Midian.  So he’s a ‘good pagan’… but that’s not good 

enough. 

Moses isn’t content to just be his friend, to just keep hanging out in the tent, 

reminiscing about old times, learning from him, trying not to offend his father-in-law.  

Moses has something to say.  “Moses told his father-in-law about everything the Lord 

had done to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for Israel’s sake” (v. 8).  That word translated 

‘told’ means more precisely ‘to proclaim’.  It’s the same word used in 9:16 when God 

declares his purpose in the exodus – “that my name might be proclaimed [sipper] in all 

the earth.”  I really like that word – proclaim. 

This is what evangelism is – a verbal proclamation of who God has revealed 

himself to be through certain salvific events.  So what Jethro is hearing about is 

“everything God had done for Moses and for his people Israel, and how the Lord had 

brought Israel out of Egypt” (v. 1).  Not what God had done in Moses or Israel, but what 

he had done for them… in history.  Something big, something massive, something public, 

something inescapable has happened in Egypt – “the Lord had saved them” through the 



5 

passing over and led them out free and rich, triumphing over the would-be gods of Egypt.  

That historical content is what Moses is relating to Jethro, that event. 

And so back to the larger main point: evangelism is not about the person and 

his or her experience in life, but about God and what he has accomplished in 

history.  Isn’t it interesting that Jethro gets converted (and that’s what happens as we’ll 

see in a moment) not by hearing of Moses’ burning bush experience but Jethro was 

converted when he heard about “all the good things the Lord had done for Israel in 

rescuing them from the hand of the Egyptians” (v. 9).  Every religion attests to personal 

experiences.  We can debate what was happening when you heard a voice or felt a feeling 

and at the end of the day it may all be very fine and well for you, but when someone 

makes a claim that the army of the world’s superpower lays dead underneath the Red Sea 

(!) and here are these thousands of people I see with my own eyes who were recently 

slaves in Egypt… that’s a different story.  One person has remarked that “by reason of 

being a priest or the leading priest of the Midianites… [Jethro’s] conversion to faith in 

the one true God must have resulted from the weight of overwhelming evidence.”
3
 

 Here’s why I’m making such a big deal about this.  I think a lot of Christians have 

some idea that they are supposed to be witnessing, doing evangelism, proselytizing and 

some are doing that, but most Christians have distorted ideas about what evangelism is.  

For many, they think it is about sharing their faith instead of sharing the faith.  In other 

words, we have ‘spiritual conversations’ where we share our testimony (which is 

Christian-speak for our story of what God has done in our life).  Or we share our 

experience with God – I’ve found such peace; he gives me such joy; I felt such an 

overwhelming sense of his presence when I was praying and I just knew that he was real.  

But that’s not evangelism. 

 Actually such claims are not only entirely subjective, but in appealing to your 

own experience and asking someone to adopt your beliefs based on that you are actually 

being quite arrogant – “If you could just be like me or have the kind of experience I had 

you would be so much better.”  But this is not what we see in the Bible when people are 

advocating for the God of Israel.  The Apostle Paul says clearly, “What we proclaim is 

not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord” (2Cor. 4:5; ESV).  I’m not here to talk about me; 

I’m boring; I’m still a mess in many ways.  If I’m the good news, then Christianity has a 

big problem.  But when we look at the apostles and early Christians they are not 

appealing to their subjective experience or personal transformation as they go about 

spreading the gospel.  They are simply reporting facts of the big, massive, public, 

inescapable realities of what happened under Pontius Pilate in Jerusalem.  That’s why it’s 

called ‘gospel’ – good news, not good advice or good ideas or good feelings.  Jesus of 

Nazareth was crucified as a substitutionary sacrifice, buried, and three days later he came 

back to life!  This has really happened and it changes everything! 

 So when Peter stands up on the day of Pentecost and begins preaching to the 

crowd he doesn’t say, “Look at me!  I was once a shy, scaredy cat, but now I’m beaming 

with confidence.  It’s the difference Jesus can make in your life.  You should try him 

too!”  No, he says that this Jesus his hearer all know about and who they put to death by 

nailing to a cross… “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the 

fact” (Acts 2:32).  Repent and believe this good news. 

Listen to this assessment by Michael Horton: 
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As the apostles were brought before Roman authorities, they said nothing 

about how Jesus had helped them put their marriages back together or how 

they found the gospel helpful and useful in daily living.  There may well 

have been stories like that to report.  However, that was not their gospel.  

Rather, they testified to datable events, which they assumed to have been 

well-known to their judges.  It was not a “religion story,” but an 

international headline of immense world historical significance.  (People 

aren’t persecuted for having an invisible friend who helps them through 

personal crises.)  They referred the secular rulers to eyewitnesses who 

were still living to back up their claim.  If the witnesses only offered good 

advice, spiritual and moral therapy, or defended their “product” for its 

pragmatic usefulness, Rome would have had no trouble adding another 

cult to the soup of imperial religion.
4
 

 

It was Francis Schaeffer, I think, who used to say we must present the gospel not 

first as something that is helpful, but as something that is true.  As such it doesn’t depend 

on my feelings or virtue, but on objective facts.  I love the Apostle Paul’s tack when 

clearly trying to persuade King Agrippa to be a Christian – “What I am saying is true and 

reasonable.  The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him.  I am 

convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner” 

(Acts 26:25-26).  When Christians are witnessing they are not testifying to something that 

was done in a corner of their heart when they asked Jesus to come in; they’re bearing 

witness to public facts about a crucified and risen Lord seen back from the dead by over 

500 people at one time.  That’s something that has to be dealt with.  In testifying to that 

I’m not drawing attention to myself, I’m not claiming that I have something that you 

don’t; I’m simply reporting the news that God has acted in history to accomplish 

salvation. 

Telling someone that they should do something (i.e. come to church, give up a 

certain habit, etc…) is certainly not good news.  Inviting them to join a cause for global 

justice and use their lives for a greater purpose and meaning is also, technically speaking, 

not good news.  I’m reminded of what J. Gresham Machen said of the mainline liberal 

church nearly a century ago and how it could easily be said to many evangelicals today – 

“What I need first of all is not exhortation, but a gospel, not directions for saving myself 

but knowledge of how God has saved me.  Have you any good news?  That is the 

question that I ask of you.  I know your exhortations will not help me.  But if anything 

has been done to save me, will you not tell me the facts?”
5
 

Telling people that they can have a personal relationship with God is not the good 

news.  It ignores the fact “that everyone has a personal relationship with God already.  In 

fact, our major problem is that we do have a relationship with God: the relationship of a 

guilty defendant before a just judge.”
6
  The good news, again, is the report of the 

historical facts of what God has done in Jesus to deal justly with sin whereby sinners can 

be in a right relationship with a holy God.  You can ignore the report and take your 

chances standing before God one day on your own.  Or you can believe it and put your 

trust in Christ that he has lived a perfect life and died a punitive death on your behalf and 

rose from the dead to prove it and to proto-type what lays ahead for all who are with him. 
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So this is Christian evangelism.  It’s not about the Christian and his or her 

experience in life, but about Christ and what he has accomplished in history.  We 

see it modeled even in Moses in Ex. 18.  He simply reports the facts.  And he doesn’t 

hype up the effects.  He doesn’t say, “God saved me and now I have all the manna and 

quail I can eat!”  What does he say?  He “told his father-in-law about everything the Lord 

had done to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for Israel’s sake and about all the hardships they 

had met along the way” (v. 8).  In our presentation of the gospel we shouldn’t promise 

any more than God has – eternal salvation and a right standing with God, yes.  But there 

will also be testing and suffering.  Remember the ‘world’?  That’s God’s people have 

enemies?  Well, the ‘world’ you’re now in cahoots with will not look favorably on your 

claim that Jesus is Lord and Caesar, the Market, the Earth, Sexual Freedom, your Self… 

is not.  That acknowledgement is not popular. 

But “in 17:8, the Amalekites came and attacked; in 18:5-7, Jethro comes and 

greets.”
7
  There will be some in the world who, by God’s grace are open to receiving this 

truly good message.  They just need to hear it from us who have heard it and received it 

as good news. 

So in one sense this is really simple.  You don’t have to have your life together.  

You don’t have to have a great testimony or convince people that your perspective will 

revolutionize their life.  You just have to tell them the facts about what God has done in 

Christ.  But it does take a little work because most conversations around the grill in the 

back yard don’t naturally gravitate toward historical events of first century Palestine.  

Moses had it easy; it had just happened and the evidence was right in front of him. 

Finding ways to bring it up is sometimes awkward.  I’m not the best at it myself 

and I have it easy because people will ask me what I do and I can say, “I’m a pastor.”  I 

think it begins with listening and loving well.  Hearing people out, listening for clues as 

to what story they are living in.  Everyone has their own anti-gospel – who I am or who I 

should be; what’s wrong with me and the world; what’s the solution; what I hope for.  

When we hear people expressing their version of this creation – fall – redemption – new 

creation grid, we can then talk about the true gospel story that lifts them out of their own 

narcissistic or humanistic prison with the big picture of what God has done in history, 

culminating in Christ. 

 

Conversion 
 Well, look at what happens to Jethro as he hears this news, this glad news of what 

God had done for the salvation of his people.  Here comes the experience.  I’m not saying 

there’s no experience in this equation, just that it comes as a result of hearing the news; 

it’s not the news itself.  Jethro was delighted – chadah.  The word means ‘unusual joy’.  

Wow!  This is good news!  He praised God.  “He said, ‘Praise be to the Lord, who 

rescued you from the hand of the Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people 

from the hand of the Egyptians’” (v. 10).  He renounced all other gods and put his faith in 

the one true God – “Now I know that the Lord is greater than all other gods, for he did 

this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly” (v. 11).  And then he brought a sacrifice 

and shared a meal with Moses and Aaron and the elders of Israel in the presence of God. 

 Alec Motyer summarizes: 
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In verses 1-12 Jethro hears the truth about the Lord, the God of Israel, 

delights in what he hears, praises the Lord personally for his saving acts, 

affirms the truth of the one and only God, revealed in and confirmed by 

what he has done, and brings his own offerings.  We would say that Jethro 

came to faith, that he was converted – and the response of the Israelite 

leadership shows that Jethro was officially affirmed in the faith he had 

professed.
8
 

 

So “to speak of Jethro’s conversion to Yahweh is certainly not going too far.”
9
  People 

get converted when they hear the good news! 

 The Christian message isn’t the announcement of some ethical system I have to 

start living by.  This isn’t just some ethereal belief system I have to assent to.  Neither is 

this some emotional feeling I have to experience.  This is a report of a God who came to 

this earth to rescue sinners.  And in hearing that news that Jesus, as the fulfillment of this 

long and glorious story throughout history by his resurrection and ascension has 

demonstrated that he is the Lord… and he has made a way for his Lordship to be good 

news for me by first dying in my place, taking my punishment… hearing this news 

creates the deepest joy, reorients my thinking, and over time changes my behavior.  

And just think: here is a Midianite (and it was the Midianites who sold Joseph 

into slavery in Egypt (Gen. 37:36), who deceived Israel later at Peor (Nu 25:17), who 

Gideon was called to fight against in Jdg. 6-7)… here is a Midianite who is engrafted into 

the covenant people of God.  Yes, the promise first given to Abraham that through him 

and his offspring all peoples of the earth would be blessed is coming true.  This God is 

for all people.  And the great salvation that he has accomplished in Christ is meant to be 

proclaimed to all nations. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 All who received this good news with joy and faith, renouncing trust in all others, 

are freely invited to eat a meal together in God’s presence, a covenant meal Jesus told us 

to eat to remember what he has accomplished in history – his body broken and blood 

shed for the forgiveness of our sins… 

 

Benediction 
1 Peter 1:3 – “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In his great 

mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ from the dead.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 9, 2010.  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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