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Week 2: Moses’ birth, exile, and call (Exodus 1-6) 

“And God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” And He said, “Thus you shall say to the children of 
Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.” -Exodus 3:14 

“And Pharaoh said, “Who is the LORD, that I should obey His voice to let Israel go? I do not know 
the LORD, nor will I let Israel go.” -Exodus 5:2 
 
Opening Discussion: 

• What did you notice about the text as you read?  
• What stood out to you about the characters in these chapters?  
• What questions did you have about the text? What didn’t make sense?  
• What theological questions arose from the text as you read? 
• How does Exodus describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
• How does Exodus describe God’s relationship to His people? How does this relate to 

God’s relationship with us? 

Summary and Notes: Exodus 1-6: 

Background to the Exodus: Slavery and Oppression: (1:1-22):   

Connecting Genesis and Exodus (1:1-7): Exodus is meant to be a continuation from Genesis 
50, opening with a review of the 70 descendants of Jacob that came down to Egypt. Joseph, his 
brothers, and all of that generation have died but their descendants have prospered in Egypt. 
The Israelites were fruitful, multiplied, and filled the land (notice connection to the creation 
mandate in Genesis). 

A new king enslaves Israel (1:8-14): But a new king who did not know Joseph, came into 
power and was alarmed at the strength and numbers of the Israelites and attempted to curb 
their population and their power by making them slaves and forcing them into hard labor, 
building the store cities of Pithom and Rameses.  

• Historical Context: There was, perhaps, an ethnic element to this change of attitude 
towards the Israelites. The Hyksos, a Semitic group, likely ruled Egypt during the time of 
Joseph, but by the time of Moses the ethnic Egyptians had driven out the Hyksos and 
likely viewed the Israelites (because they were also Semites) with suspicion and 
hostility.  

• Who is Pharaoh? Although there have been many attempts to identify the Pharaohs in 
the text, none of them have been conclusive or convincing and there remain several 
possibilities. The text itself, interestingly, leaves them unnamed, perhaps this follows 
the cultural practice of not naming one’s enemies. Perhaps there is even an intentional 
point being made as Pharaoh defies God asking, “Who is YHWH that I should obey 
him?” and the text leaves Pharaoh without a name.  



The King of Egypt’s decree and the heroism of the midwives (1:15-22): As a further 
attempt to curb the population of the Israelites, the king of Egypt instructed the Hebrew 
midwives to observe the gender of newborn babies and kill the boys (probably this was meant to 
be done surreptitiously). But the midwives, represented in the text by two named women, 
Shiphrah and Puah, feared God and allowed the boys to live. When questioned by Pharaoh, they 
explain that Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women and give birth before the midwives 
arrive (is this true?). The Israelites continued to multiply and grow strong and God blessed the 
midwives with families of their own. Pharaoh instructed his own people to throw the sons of 
the Israelites into the river but to let the daughters live.  

• Women in Exodus 1-2: We see a great deal from faithful women in the first two 
chapters of Exodus. The midwives defy Pharaoh choosing to fear God rather than men 
(something Moses and the Israelites struggle with). Pharaoh’s daughter, whose father 
ordered Hebrew baby boys thrown into the river, draws Moses out of the water. And 
finally, Jochebed and Miriam(?) shield and protect Moses from Pharaoh. Although the 
text nowhere condemns Amram, Moses’ father, he is absent from the text.  

Moses’ Birth, Adoption, and Exile (2:1-25) 

Moses’ Birth (2:1-10): A Levite married a Levite woman who became pregnant and gave birth 
to a son. She hid him as long as she could, but after three months, she was no longer able to 
hide him and she placed him in an “ark” (the wording here is intentional to recall Noah) sealed 
with pitch and hid the ark in the reeds next to the river. Miriam(?) watched him (this was 
probably a regular strategy to hide him when he might be discovered). While bathing, Pharaoh’s 
daughter saw the ark, had her attendant, bring it to her, she opened it, found a boy weeping 
inside and had compassion on him. She recognized it as a Hebrew baby and the boy’s sister, 
who “happens” to be available, volunteered to fetch a nursing Hebrew woman to nurse him 
and, when the Princess agrees, gets her Mother who is hired to nurse him until he was weaned 
(probably around age 3). After weaning, he was returned to Pharaoh’s daughter and she named 
him Moses (drawn out of the water). 

Moses kills an Egyptian (2:11-15): After Moses grew up, he was observing their hard labor 
when he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew. He looked both ways and, seeing no one was 
watching, killed the Egyptian and buried him in the sand. The next day, he saw two Hebrews 
fighting, and he confronted the one in the wrong, but his rebuttal (“Who made you a ruler and a 
judge over us? Are you planning to kill me like you killed that Egyptian?”) showed that Moses’ 
killing of the Egyptian had become well-known as well as foreshadowed his future experience 
leading the Israelites. When Pharaoh heard of it, he tried to have Moses killed, but Moses fled 
and came to Midian.  
 
Moses in Midian (2:16-22): Moses came to a well and defended seven sisters who were 
shepherding their fathers’ flocks from other shepherds and they brought him home to their 
father, Jethro (here called Reuel, which could be a family/tribal name). He married one of these 
girls, named Zipporah. She gave birth to a son and Moses called him Gershom (alien) because 
he was a stranger in a foreign land.  
 



YHWH remembers Israel (2:23-25): The King of Egypt died and the Israelites cried out 
because of their heavy labor God heard their cries, remembered His covenant with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, and saw their plight.   

 
Moses’ call (3:1-4:31) 
The burning bush (3:1-22): Moses became a shepherd for his father-in-law’s sheep. One day, 
while he was tending the flocks, he came to Mount Horeb and the angel of YHWH appeared to 
him in a flame of fire from within a bush. Moses approached the bush and God and called out to 
him from within the bush. Moses was instructed to remove his sandals because he was standing 
on holy ground. God identified himself as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Joseph. He has heard 
His peoples’ cries and will deliver them from the Egyptians and give them a land flowing with 
milk and honey out of Egypt and Moses will lead them. I think a review of Moses’ dialogue with 
God is helpful here: 

• God: “I have come to deliver them from the hand of the Egyptians…. So now go, I will send 
you to Pharaoh to bring my people out of Egypt.”  

• Moses: “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh or that I should bring the Israelites out of 
Egypt?” (Questions God #1) 

• God: “Surely I will be with you…” 
o Note how Moses continuously appeals to his own insufficiency but God always 

answers based in who He is, rather than to counter Moses’ lack of qualifications.  
• God: “…this will be the sign to you that I have sent you: When you bring the people out of 

Egypt, they will serve me at this mountain.” 
• Moses: “If I go to the Israelites and tell them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ 

and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’—what should I say to them?” (Questions God #2) 
• God: “I AM that I AM.” And he said, “You must say this to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me 

to you.’” God also said to Moses, “You must say this to the Israelites, ‘YHWH—the God of 
your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob—has sent me to 
you. This is my name forever, and this is my memorial from generation to generation.’ 

 
God tells Moses to tell the people that YHWH, the God of their fathers, has sent him. God 
assures Moses that the elders will listen to him and then he and the elders of Israel must go to 
the Pharaoh and tell him that they must go on a three days’ journey into the wilderness to 
sacrifice to YHWH (note the specific instructions). Moses is told ahead of time that Pharaoh 
will not listen, but that God will strike him and Egypt and the Israelites will plunder Egypt. 

• I am who I am? God’s designation, “I am who I am,” might be better translated, “I will 
be who I will be.” Some have taken “I am” as the etymological source for the name 
YHWH, which is then seen as indicating “aseity” or “eternal being” but this is debated, 
unclear, and inconclusive. It might be better to understand it as the beginning of God’s 
self-disclosure. God is promising Moses more than a name. He will reveal Himself and 
His character to Moses and Israel throughout the exodus from Egypt, in the wilderness, 
and into the land He has promised them.1  

 
1 See discussion in Austin Surls, Making Sense of the Divine Name in the Book of Exodus, 1st edition. (Winona Lake, 
Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2017). 



• The Divine Name: The name God reveals to Moses is YHWH, His personal name. The 
giving of this name is a gift to Israel and a sign that they are known by Him and that He 
is their God. This YHWH is the same God as revealed to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
those to whom God spoke directly after the flood.  

• Holy Ground: The beginning of a theme in Exodus. God’s presence is beyond what can 
be borne by humans. Moses must remove his shoes and he covers his eyes as he 
approaches. We will see this throughout the narrative of Exodus and in the design of the 
Tabernacle itself. God draws near to and dwells with His people but because of His 
holiness and their sinfulness, there must be barriers and limits to their exposure to Him.  

 
YHWH accommodates Moses’ weaknesses (4:1-16): For the third time, Moses questions 
God, “What if the people don’t believe me?” God gives Moses two signs (staff that turns into a 
snake and a hand that turns leprous) “that they may believe that YHWH, the God of their 
fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you.” 
Again, note Moses’ questioning of God’s choice because of his own weakness, and God’s focus 
on Himself when he responds: 

• Moses: “O my Lord, I am not an eloquent man, neither in the past nor since you have 
spoken to your servant, for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” (Questions God #4) 

• YHWH: “Who gave a mouth to man, or who makes a person mute or deaf or seeing or 
blind? Is it not I, YHWH? So now go, and I will be with your mouth and will teach you what 
you must say.” 

• Moses: “O my Lord, please send anyone else whom you wish to send!” (Questions God #5) 
• YHWH (becoming angry with Moses): “What about your brother Aaron the Levite? I 

know that he can speak very well… So you are to speak to him and put the words in his 
mouth. And as for me, I will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and I will teach you 
both what you must do. He will speak for you to the people, and it will be as if he were 
your mouth and as if you were his God…  

 
We see, again, that it is not Moses who will deliver Israel. Moses’ insufficiency is answered by 
God’s sufficiency. But God also accommodates Moses’ hesitancy and fear by allowing Aaron to 
be the spokesperson.  
 
Moses leaves Midian (4:17-31): Moses takes leave of Jethro and took his wife and sons with 
him back to Egypt. YHWH tells Moses to do what He has told him but that Pharaoh will not 
listen and that He will harden his heart. Since Pharaoh will not release YHWH’s firstborn 
(Israel), God will kill his! But on the way, YHWH met Moses on the way to kill him. Zipporah 
quickly circumcised their son(s?) and touched Moses’ feet with the foreskin which saved Moses’ 
life.  She tells Moses that he has become to her “a bridegroom of blood.” When Moses arrives in 
Egypt, he meets Aaron and they called together the elders of Israel. Moses and Aaron 
performed the signs given to them by God and they believed.  

• God hardening Pharaoh’s Heart: Here we see man’s will and God’s will in concert. 
Throughout the narrative, we see both God hardening Pharaoh’s heart and Pharaoh 
hardening his own heart. God does not work contrary to Pharaoh’s will, but through it 
so that He can display His power and glory and as judgment on Pharaoh.   



• Bridegroom of Blood: The Hebrew text here is difficult (not to mention the 
strangeness of the episode) but it seems that God is angry with Moses because he has 
not circumcised at least one of his sons and that Zipporah’s quick actions saves Moses’ 
life. Since YHWH is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and circumcision is the sign 
of that covenant, Moses, of all people, needs to have his house in order before he 
represents the God of the covenant to the covenant people.  

 
Moses before Pharaoh (5:1-6:27) 
Moses meets with Pharaoh (5:1-5): Moses and Aaron went before Pharaoh requesting 
permission for the Israelites to hold a pilgrim feast in the wilderness to YHWH, the God of 
Israel. Pharaoh’s answer could be seen as the question to be answered in the book, “Who is 
YHWH that I should obey Him?” Pharaoh does not know YHWH and will not release Israel. 
Again, Moses and Aaron then ask that they receive permission to go for a three day journey into 
the wilderness to sacrifice to YHWH their God so that he does not strike them with plague or 
sword. But Pharaoh denies the request and orders them to return to their work, loath to give so 
many people rest from their labor.  

• Deviations from God’s instructions? Moses was told in 3:18 to go with the elders (you 
must take them) and to ask for a three day journey to sacrifice. It is noteworthy that 
Moses does not seem to take the elders and that his initial request is different than that 
which God had commanded him (although he does get around to it on the second 
attempt). Is this a failure of Moses’ part?2  

• What is Moses asking for? The text here is usually read in one of two ways. Either, 
Moses is bargaining with Pharaoh and, after being rebuffed, asks for a lesser concession 
(a journey to sacrifice rather than a feast), or the latter request builds upon the former. 
Since the latter request is what God commanded in the first place, it seems unlikely that 
Moses is capitulating out of meekness.3 

 
Pharaoh increases the workload of the people (5:6-20) Pharaoh, as punishment for this 
request, orders his slave masters and foremen to no longer provide the Israelites with straw for 
making bricks but without a decrease in their daily quota. When they were unable to meet this 
quote, the Israelite foremen were beaten and accused of being “slackers,” which is why, 
according to Pharaoh, they are seeking to go worship their God.  The Israelites were furious at 
Moses and Aaron, and called on YHWH to judge them because they have made them a stench 
before Pharaoh.  
YHWH assures Moses (5:21-6:13): Moses, turns from being the recipient of complaints to 
bringing his complaint before YHWH 

• Moses: “Lord, why have you caused trouble for this people? Why did you ever send me? 
From the time I went to speak to Pharaoh in your name, he has caused trouble for this 
people, and you have certainly not rescued them!” 

• YHWH: “Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh, for compelled by my strong hand he 
will release them, and by my strong hand he will drive them out of his land. 
 

 
2 Peter E. Enns, Exodus, First Edition. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan Academic, 2000). 152. 
3 Ibid. 153 



God appeared to Moses again. Since this passage is key to understanding Exodus’ portrayal of 
YHWH, it is worth quoting in full: 

“I am YHWH. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as El-Shaddai, but by my name 
‘YHWH’ I was not known to them. I also established my covenant with them to give them the 
land of Canaan, where they were living as resident foreigners. I have also heard the groaning 
of the Israelites, whom the Egyptians are enslaving, and I have remembered my covenant. 
Therefore, tell the Israelites, ‘I am YHWH. I will bring you out from your enslavement to the 
Egyptians, I will rescue you from the hard labor they impose, and I will redeem you with an 
outstretched arm and with great judgments. I will take you to myself for a people, and I will 
be your God. Then you will know that I am YHWH your God, who brought you out from your 
enslavement to the Egyptians. I will bring you to the land I swore to give to Abraham, to 
Isaac, and to Jacob—and I will give it to you as a possession. I am YHWH.” 

 
Moses related this to the people, but they did not listen because they were discouraged with 
hard labor. YHWH again sent Moses to Pharaoh to tell him to release Israel from Egypt. Moses, 
again, brings up that he does not speak well, seeming to indicate that this is why the Israelites 
did not listen to him and why Pharaoh will also not listen. But YHWH gave them a charge for 
the Israelites and Pharaoh to bring Israel out of Egypt. 

• The name YHWH was not known to Abraham? This should not be taken to mean 
that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did not know the “name” YHWH (they use it!) but that 
God will unveil the significance of the name YHWH in a way not known by Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob.4 This is the promise of God’s further self-disclosure. It is a promise that 
God, as YHWH, will become known to them beyond what had been known by the 
Patriarchs.5  

 
Moses and Aaron’s Genealogy (6:14-27): The author now gives us a genealogy of the tribes of 
Israel, beginning with the clans of Reuben and Simeon, and ending with Levi’s line in greater 
detail including Moses and Aaron. 
 
Some themes of Exodus 1-6: 

• Fearing God rather than men 
• God’s sufficiency despite our lack of 

sufficiency 

• God as divine warrior 
• God’s self-disclosure 
• God’s work for His glory 

 
Closing Discussion: 

• How does Exodus fit into the whole of Scripture? What connections do you see (if any) 
to other portions of the Old Testament or to the New Testament? 

• What is (y)our relationship to these chapters? What is there to apply to your individual 
context, our context as an American church, and/or our context as the Church? 

• What can you learn from these chapters about how to live in a way that is pleasing and 
honoring to God? 

• Other notes/comments/questions  

 
4 Ibid. 174 
5 Surls, Making Sense of the Divine Name in the Book of Exodus. 118 


