Reflection on Exodus 1:8–2:10 - Empowered
Begin with an opening prayer
Lord God, we come before you just as we are –
some of us broken;
some of us tired and weary;
some of us energised and full of joy –
all of us gathering to offer our worship and praise.
Receive us as we are,
strengthen and inspire us to become
all you want us to be.
Amen.
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
 8 Eventually, a new king came to power in Egypt who knew nothing about Joseph or what he had done. 9 He said to his people, “Look, the people of Israel now outnumber us and are stronger than we are. 10 We must make a plan to keep them from growing even more. If we don’t, and if war breaks out, they will join our enemies and fight against us. Then they will escape from the country.”
11 So the Egyptians made the Israelites their slaves. They appointed brutal slave drivers over them, hoping to wear them down with crushing labour. They forced them to build the cities of Pithom and Rameses as supply centres for the king. 12 But the more the Egyptians oppressed them, the more the Israelites multiplied and spread, and the more alarmed the Egyptians became. 13 So the Egyptians worked the people of Israel without mercy. 14 They made their lives bitter, forcing them to mix mortar and make bricks and do all the work in the fields. They were ruthless in all their demands.
15 Then Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, gave this order to the Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah: 16 “When you help the Hebrew women as they give birth, watch as they deliver. If the baby is a boy, kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” 17 But because the midwives feared God, they refused to obey the king’s orders. They allowed the boys to live, too.
18 So the king of Egypt called for the midwives. “Why have you done this?” he demanded. “Why have you allowed the boys to live?”
19 “The Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women,” the midwives replied. “They are more vigorous and have their babies so quickly that we cannot get there in time.”
20 So God was good to the midwives, and the Israelites continued to multiply, growing more and more powerful. 21 And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own.
22 Then Pharaoh gave this order to all his people: “Throw every newborn Hebrew boy into the Nile River. But you may let the girls live.”
2 About this time, a man and woman from the tribe of Levi got married. 2 The woman became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She saw that he was a special baby and kept him hidden for three months. 3 But when she could no longer hide him, she got a basket made of papyrus reeds and waterproofed it with tar and pitch. She put the baby in the basket and laid it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile River. 4 The baby’s sister then stood at a distance, watching to see what would happen to him.
5 Soon Pharaoh’s daughter came down to bathe in the river, and her attendants walked along the riverbank. When the princess saw the basket among the reeds, she sent her maid to get it for her. 6 When the princess opened it, she saw the baby. The little boy was crying, and she felt sorry for him. “This must be one of the Hebrew children,” she said.
7 Then the baby’s sister approached the princess. “Should I go and find one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?” she asked.
8 “Yes, do!” the princess replied. So the girl went and called the baby’s mother.
9 “Take this baby and nurse him for me,” the princess told the baby’s mother. “I will pay you for your help.” So the woman took her baby home and nursed him.
10 Later, when the boy was older, his mother brought him back to Pharaoh’s daughter, who adopted him as her own son. The princess named him Moses, for she explained, “I lifted him out of the water.”

Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than onc, or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

The book of Genesis ends with God’s people safe in Egypt. But this week we turn the page to the first chapter of Exodus and learn that, within a few generations, the memory of Joseph has been forgotten. A new Pharaoh has forced the Israelites into slavery. However, this Pharaoh has not reckoned with God’s empowerment of the women under his rule!
In an effort to control the Hebrew population, Pharaoh orders the midwives to drown their male infants at birth. But the midwives fear God; they subvert Pharaoh’s plan, and God protects them in return.
Into this context, a special boy is born. He is a descendent of Levi – the tribe that will later become a tribe of priests for the Israelites. When Moses’ mother gives birth, it is implied that he is one of those babies protected by the shrewd midwives. His mother then succeeds in hiding him for a further three months, but when she feels she can hide him no longer she makes a basket (interestingly, the word here is ‘vessel’, and it is the same word used for Noah’s ark) and places the child among the reeds on the riverbank. This may seem like a strange way to protect one’s baby, but we can read this as a prophetic act – foreshadowing that this child will later lead God’s people through the waters (of the Red Sea, which can also be translated Reed Sea) to safety.
The courage of this baby’s mother is matched by that of his older sister, who sees Pharaoh’s daughter finding the basket. Pharaoh’s daughter realises the baby is a Hebrew, but even she seems prepared to subvert her father’s murderous ambitions. She agrees to pay for the boy to be nursed by a Hebrew woman (as it happens, his own mother!). When the child grows up, Pharaoh’s daughter adopts him as her son and names him Moses. This may have been a rather sly act on her part: Moses was a common name in Egyptian, simply meaning ‘a boy-child’. In Hebrew this same name is derived from the verb ‘to draw out’.
 
Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
Moses goes on to be a great and heroic leader, but not without the people in his story who did small and courageous things. The midwives subverted Pharaoh’s plan, Moses’ sister boldly approached Pharaoh’s daughter and Pharaoh’s daughter decided to save the Hebrew infant despite her father’s murderous intentions. In the reading from Romans, we are reminded that not everyone has a role that is front-and-centre, but all roles are important. What small roles can we do, or what do we see others do? What roles are there that can be easily overlooked but are key to the work and witness of the Church?
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Questions
· This image is a (later) depiction of an Egyptian birthing chair. How did the Hebrew midwives use their power to protect their community?
· What power(s) do we have in our lives?
· What small actions could you take with others to tackle bigger problems such as injustice?
 
A prayer to end
May we be empowered to show loving resistance,
inspired by Jesus’ example
and strengthened by his Spirit.
May we stand strong in our faith,
to challenge injustice,
speaking up for those with no voice,
showing and sharing Christ in our community.
Amen.
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