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Part 13        From Prosperity  to Slavery  

God's fruitful people  

The fledgling nation of Israel flourishes in Egypt. They "were fruitful and 

increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong” (Exodus 

1:7). God is beginning to make Abraham’s offspring into a great nation, 

just as He has promised. 

Many years pass; all Joseph's generation dies out. Another Pharaoh is 

now on the throne―a Pharaoh "to whom Joseph meant nothing" 

(Exodus 1:8 NIV). That's ominous. This Pharaoh says, "Behold, the 

people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us" (Exodus 1:9). He's 

afraid that―if war breaks out―they might join forces with Egypt's 

enemies. So the Egyptians "set taskmasters over them to afflict them 

with heavy burdens" (1:11). That doesn't work. So "they ruthlessly 

made the people of Israel work as slaves and made their lives bitter 

with hard service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work in the 

field" (1:13-14). 

As a last desperate measure, Pharaoh commands that every Israelite 

baby boy is killed at birth. But the Israelite midwives refuse to murder 

them. So Pharaoh commands that the babies are thrown into the River 

Nile instead. 

Moses―training for God’s service  

Now God sets in motion His plan to deliver His people from Egypt. To 

lead His people out of Egypt, God chooses and prepares a man―a man 

called Moses. 

A couple from the tribe of Levi―Amram and Jochabed―have a baby 

son. Instead of drowning him in the Nile, they hide him. But after three 

months, they can't hide the baby any longer. So they place him in the 

Nile―but safely inside a waterproof basket. They float this basket, with 

their precious son inside, among the reeds along the riverbank (Exodus 

2:1-3). Miriam, the baby's sister, keeps watch at a distance. 

The baby is found by none other than Pharaoh’s daughter. She sends 
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Miriam to get a nurse for the baby. Miriam, of course, gets her mother. 

And so it turns out that Jochabed is paid by Pharoah's daughter to 

nurse her own baby son! After he's weaned, Pharaoh's daughter adopts 

him, and names him Moses. As Pharaoh’s adopted grandson, Moses is 

educated in all the wisdom of Egypt's sophisticated culture. In the Book 

of Acts, we read that Moses becomes “powerful in speech and action” 

(Acts 7:22 NIV). 

But God has another―and quite different―season of training for 

Moses. Moses kills an Egyptian who is beating an Israelite. But Pharoah 

hears about it; now he's after Moses' blood. So Moses flees from Egypt, 

eastwards into the land of Midian. He marries a Midianite woman. For 

40 years, he tends his father-in-law’s flocks in the wilderness. 

The discipline of the ordinary 
 

Moses probably never knew that this 40-year period in the wilderness 

was a time of preparation. He probably thought he’d never return to 

Egypt and would die as a shepherd in the wilderness. 

Our lives, too, may seem very ordinary; at times, perhaps, even 

dreary. But if we're obedient, we serve God as much in the routine of 

ordinary life as we do in any seemingly more significant ways. And all 

the while, God is shaping us for future service for Him not only here 

on Earth, but in the glorious new creation! 

So Moses is first trained “in all the wisdom of the Egyptians” (Acts 7:22). 

Then God gives him 40 years of training in the wilderness. After those 

40 years, Moses’ self-confidence has been knocked out of him. When 

God calls him to lead His people out of Egypt, the man who was 

“powerful in speech and action” says, “I am not eloquent” (Exodus 4:10). 

He implores God to send someone else. Now God can use this man! 

And notice that Moses works as a shepherd during those 40 years―in 

the same kind of wilderness where he'll one day lead God’s flock, His 

people Israel. Sheep depend on their shepherd for everything. They 

need constant care and attention. God’s people will be no different! 

‘I Am He Who is here for you’  

When Moses is 80 years old, he leads his flock to the western side of 

the wilderness and comes to Mount Horeb (Exodus 3:1-4:17). This is 

another name for Mount Sinai, the very place where God will later make 

a covenant with His people. There, "the angel of the LORD appeared to 

him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush" (Exodus 3:2). But 

although the bush is burning, the flames don't consume it. 

God calls to Moses out of the bush and commissions him to lead His 

people out of Egypt. Moses asks God, “If I come to the people of Israel 

and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they 

ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” (3:13). God 

replies: “I AM WHO I AM. . . . . Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent 

me to you. . . . . The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.'” (3:14-15.) 

This name “I AM WHO I AM” can be explained in more than one way. The 
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At Mount Horeb, the angel of the LORD appeared to Moses "in a flame of fire out of the 

midst of a bush" (Exodus 3:2). Though the bush is burning, the flames don't consume it. 

best option may well be “’I will be who I am/I am who I will be’ . . . in 

essence, ‘I will be God for you’”.[1] Through this name, God is revealing 

Himself as the living, personal God who is present with His people and 

actively working to save and bless them.[2,3] Moses and all God’s people 

could rely on Him―and so can we! 

So God identifies Himself as “I AM”. The Hebrew word for “I AM” sounds 

similar to His personal name Yahweh. Yahweh is the most frequently 

used name of God in the Old Testament.  

The ancient Hebrew text didn’t include vowels. So Yahweh was simply 

written with four consonants YHWH. Devout Jews consider this name 

unspeakably holy. Even today, when reading the Scriptures, they do 

not pronounce it, and instead say ’Adônāy, which means ‘Lord’. That’s 

why most Bible translations use the name 'LORD' (which is usually 

written in capitals) instead of 'Yahweh'. 

A few chapters on, we read that God says to Moses: “I am the LORD. I 

appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty, but by 

my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them.” (Exodus 6:2-

3). Again, the word "LORD" here is 'Yahweh' in the Hebrew text. 

But the name Yahweh was known to people before this time. For 

example, Eve knew it. When Cain was born, Eve said, “I have produced a 

man with the help of the LORD” (Genesis 4:1). So why does God say to 

Moses: “by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them”? 

As we've seen, the name Yahweh reveals God as living, personal, 

present with His people, and at work to save and bless them. Now God 

is going to demonstrate all this in a wonderful new way. At this moment of 

their greatest need, God is going to be there for His people. He's going to 

rescue them from slavery in Egypt. He's going to make a covenant with 

them, dwell among them, and lead them into the Promised Land![4] 

The Name of God 
 

God reveals His 'name'―His character―to Moses. That's very 

significant. In part 5, we saw Satan tempting Adam and Eve to think 

wrongly about God―to think that He wasn’t trustworthy, that He 

didn’t love them, that He was selfish, and that He didn’t want the best 

for them. Throughout the Old Testament, God is setting the record 

straight. Step by step, He reveals His character to us. He's refuting 

Satan's lies, and exposing him as "the father of lies" (John 8:44). 
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Plagues upon Egypt  

Moses and his brother Aaron (whom God had chosen as Moses’ 

spokesman) meet Israel's leaders. They tell them what God is going to 

do; "the people believed; and . . . they bowed their heads and 

worshipped" (4:31). 

Moses and Aaron appear before Pharaoh, and say, "Thus says the 

LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, that they may hold a feast 

to me in the wilderness’” (5:1). Pharaoh refuses. He makes the 

Israelites' slavery even harsher! But God assures Moses that He will 

indeed deliver His people. 

So God sends plagues to bring the Egyptians to obey Him. He changes 

water into blood; He sends plagues of frogs and gnats and flies; He 

inflicts a deadly plague on livestock; He unleashes plagues of boils and 

hail and locusts; He sends a black and terrifying darkness upon the 

Egyptians. But why is God doing all this? He's demonstrating to the 

Egyptians that He, and not Pharaoh nor their many gods, is Lord over 

Egypt. The forces of nature―and life and death itself―are under His 

control, no-one else's. And God is showing Israel that He is their Lord 

and God, and that He alone can rescue them from slavery in Egypt and 

bring them into the Promised Land. 

God tells Moses to say to His people, “I am the LORD, . . . and I will 

redeem you . . . with great acts of judgment. I will take you to be my 

people, and I will be your God, . . . . I will bring you into the land that I 

swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. I will give it to you for 

a possession. I am the LORD.” (Exodus 6:6-8). This sets the scene for the 

rest of Exodus, and on to the Book of Joshua. As we journey through 

these books, we'll see how God fulfils all these wonderful promises. 

In the next part . . . 
 

Pharaoh still resolutely refuses to let God's people go. So God 

unleashes the last and most terrible plague upon him and the 

Egyptians. But what will happen to God's people? And how will God 

rescue them from Egypt? We'll see next time. 

Bible Reading and Question s 

You may like to read Exodus 3:1-22. Here are two questions to think 

about: 

? What are all the things this scene shows us about God? 

? God says that He will bring His people out of Egypt (3:8). But He also 

tells Moses, “I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my 

people . . . out of Egypt” (3:10). What does this tell us about how God 

so often chooses to work?[5] 
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