
“Experience Without Explanation” 
Exodus 1:8-22


Turn with me in your Bible this morning to the first chapter of Exodus, where in just a 
moment we will read beginning with verse 8.  I don’t know about you, but I find it 
amazing at how quickly our circumstances can change in life.  From one minute to the 
next our whole world can change on the turn of a dime.  Imagine what it must have 
been like for the Jews who were living in Germany in 1938.  November 9, known as 
Kristallnacht or the “night of broken glass,” was a sudden assault on the Jews and their 
property by Nazis in Germany prior to WWII.  It was the first widespread use of force 
against Jews by Hitler.  It legitimized violence against Jews by the German state and 
was a foreshadow of Adolf Hitler’s later attempts to exterminate the Jewish 
population through what was called the “Final Solution.”


The pretext for the attack was the assassination of a German government official in 
their French Embassy.  Herschel Grynspan, a 17 year old Jewish refugee living in Paris, 
had recently learned that his parents had been deported.  Angered by the treatment of 
his parents by the Nazis, Grynspan decided to strike back at Germany.  He entered the 
German Embassy in Paris and attempted to shoot the German ambassador to France.  
However, he missed the ambassador and instead killed Ernst von Rath, a German 
diplomat and member of the Nazi Party.  


After learning of the news, Hitler’s government ramped up anti-Semitic propaganda.  
Joseph Goebbels, the minister of information for the Nazis, organized a pogrom 
against German Jews.  Mobs across Germany destroyed more than 500 Jewish 
homes, synagogues, and storefronts.  When the violence ended, 90 Jews were dead 
and over 30,000 Jewish men were taken into “protective custody” at labor camps 
under Nazi control.  So many synagogues and storefront windows were smashed that 
the shattered glass looked like “crystals” in the streets, hence the term Kristallnacht.  
Policies were enacted to punish the Jewish community.  Jews were prohibited from 
owning stores, working as independent contractors, even attending concerts, movies, 
or other forms of public entertainment—they were even prohibited from driving cars.  



Insurance companies refused to pay out for claims resulting from the destruction of 
Jewish property.  The Jews were fined $400 million for the attack.  Not surprisingly, 
over 150,000 Jews left the country in the wake of Kristallnacht.  It was an overnight 
shift in Nazi policy toward the Jews as Hitler’s government took a more hostile 
approach that ultimately resulted in the Holocaust—a massive genocide of Jews and 
other people deemed undesirable by the Nazi regime.


Circumstances can change overnight.  Winds can shift, the tide of public opinion ebbs 
and flows.  Long before Hitler’s final solution, there was Pharaoh’s, and we can read 
about it right here in Exodus 1.  The story of the Jewish nation is loaded with dark and 
painful circumstances.  It is no secret why this has been the case.  God made a 
promise to bring blessing to the world through Abraham’s seed, a promise which 
ultimately finds its fulfillment in Christ.  The enemy has long fought against that promise 
because it spells his own disaster.  And so he tries to maintain his grip on the world 
and on the souls of people.  That’s why the followers of Jesus are uncomfortable in the 
world, or persecuted by the world.  He said to His disciples in John 16:33, “In the world 
you will have tribulation.  But take heart; I have overcome the world.”  And in John 17, 
in His great High Priestly prayer, Jesus prayed for His disciples:


John 17:14-15—“I have given them your word, and the world has hated them 

because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.  I do not ask that 

You take them out of the world, but that You keep them from the evil one.” 

It is not God’s design to remove us as His children from all painful experience while in 
the world.  Painful experiences will often come our way in this life, and we won’t have 
any explanation as to why they do.  However, we have been given something far better 
than explanations—we’ve been given promises.  And those promises are we can hold 
on to when the way grows dark.  That is something we learn from this first chapter of 
Exodus.  


1—HISTORY comes full circle as God fulfills His promises (1:7) 



“But the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew 
exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.” 

Exodus 1 marks a dark moment in the history of Jacob’s descendants.  They find 
themselves in bondage, under a heavy burden, and in oppression.  Things didn’t start 
out that way.  Four centuries pass between the end of Genesis and the beginning of 
Exodus.  What began with a family of seventy had become a nation of two million.  
What started as a small band of Hebrew shepherds living in Goshen now grew into a 
nation of people.  The fact that they were shepherds may serve as a clue why they 
were viewed with such contempt by the Egyptians.


Four centuries before the events of Exodus, Joseph had warned his brothers about 
something specific to Egyptian culture.  We might even miss it in our reading, for it is 
but a small detail in the story.  If we go back to Genesis 46, we read that Joseph gave 
his brothers a ‘heads up’ about the culture in Egypt.  That’s something worth paying 
attention to wherever you are an outsider.


Genesis 46:33-34—“When Pharaoh calls you and says, ‘What is your occupation?’  

You shall say, ‘Your servants have been keepers of livestock from our youth even 

until now, both we and our fathers,’ in order that you may dwell in the land of 

Goshen, for every shepherd is an abomination to the Egyptians.”   


In other words, “Don’t tell Pharaoh you are shepherds but keep it generic.  Tell him 
you’re in the livestock business.”  One writer has said, “At that time, the Egyptian 
culture had risen to a high water mark.  Its residents were expected to display a certain 
level of sophistication.  You might say it was the ‘Martha’s Vineyard’ of that era.  
Educationally, it topped the pile.  The Egyptians’ advanced hieroglyphics, their fine 
universities, and their enviable economic situation all made them look suspiciously at 
any group of refugees who might corrupt their good fortune.  And they certainly didn’t 
want to import a group of lowly shepherds who could tarnish their nation’s high-gloss 
image.”




Keil and Delitzsh—“The dislike of the Egyptians to shepherds arose from the fact that 
the more completely the foundations of Egypt rested upon agriculture, the more did the 
Egyptians associate the idea of rudeness and barbarism with the very name of a 
shepherd.  This is attested in various ways by the monuments on which shepherds are 
constantly depicted as lanky and withered, distorted, emaciated, and sometimes 
ghostly figures.” 

Well, what do they do?  Genesis 47 says Joseph takes five of his brothers to meet 
Pharaoh who asks them, “What is your occupation?”  They say, “We’re shepherds!”  
So much for incognito.  And so it becomes part of the initial prejudice held against the 
Israelites which only builds with time.  Something must be done about these 
‘shepherds.’    


As time passes, the people multiply.  The sons of Israel are now the people of Israel, 
and it is evidence of the blessing of God.  What was a family of shepherds has now 
become a shepherd nation.  It is God keeping the promise that He made all of those 
many years ago to Abraham and to his descendants.  It is history coming full circle as 
God fulfills His promises.  Time doesn’t diminish His promise! 


Isaiah 40:8—“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will 

stand forever.” 

Isaiah 55:10-11—“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do 

not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed 

to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall My word be that goes out from My 

mouth; it shall not return to Me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” 


Yes, it had been 400 years, but God had not forgotten His Word.  You could fit the 
entire history of the United States and then some between Genesis 50 and Exodus 1.  
I’m telling you, don’t think that God forgets His promises with the passing of time.  God 
has given us His Word, and we can trust Him to honor His promises.  That’s why you 
need to have confidence in the Bible.  Let me tell you, the Word of God is living and 



active and is inspired, inerrant, and infallible.  Heaven and earth will pass away, but His 
Word will never pass away.  It is something that we can always be confident in even 
when it isn’t culturally acceptable.   


It reminds me of a story that W.A. Criswell used to tell about two mischievous boys 
who, early one Sunday morning, got ahold of the preacher’s Bible and glued some of 
the pages together.  As the preacher got up to deliver his sermon, he opened up his 
Bible and read from his text, “And in those days, Noah took unto himself a wife…”  And 
he turned what he thought was one page, and continued to read, “And she was…15 
cubits broad, 35 cubits long, made out of gopher wood and topped on the inside with 
pitch.”  He then looked up at his congregation, held up his Bible, and said, “Beloved, 
that’s the first time I ever read that in the Word of God, but if the Word of God says it—I 
believe it!”


History comes full circle as God honors His promises.  He is standing over His Word to 
perform it, and the very same thing is true for us today.  He has promised to forgive the 
sins of the one who has faith in Jesus.  History will one day wind down and Jesus will 
come again.  That’s a promise that God has made in His eternal and unchanging Word.   


2—HARDSHIP comes even to those in the family of faith (1:8-14) 

“Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.  And he said to his 
people, ‘Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us.  Come, let us 
deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and, if war breaks out, they join our enemies 
and fight against us and escape from the land.’  Therefore they set taskmasters over 
them to afflict them with heavy burdens.  They built for Pharaoh store cities, Pithom and 
Raamses.  But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and the more 
they spread abroad.  And the Egyptians were in dread of the people of Israel.  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.  In all their work they 
ruthlessly made them work as slaves.” 



God never intended for Egypt to be the promised land.  He had led Jacob and his 
family to sojourn there for a season, but it was never intended to be permanent.  God 
had told Jacob in Genesis 46, “Don’t be afraid to go down to Egypt for there I will 
make you into a great nation.  I Myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I will also 
bring you up again.”  Genesis 50:24 says that Joseph, on his own death bed, said to 
his brothers, “I am about to die, but God will visit you and bring you up out of this land 
to the land that He swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.”  Verse 25, “Then 
Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, ‘God will surely visit you, and you shall 
carry up my bones from here.”  Why?  Because Egypt wasn’t home.    


Even though his family had been there 400 years, the sons of Israel were strangers 
living in a foreign land.  And so we should not be surprised when we’re told in verse 8, 
“Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.”  It is yet another 
clue implicit here within the text that the circumstances are about to change for the 
people of Israel.  Where a former generation was held in a place of honor, they are now 
held in disgrace.  Where they had once been a protected people with a certain 
measure of rights and political connections, they were now slaves and outcasts in 
Egyptian society.  Their situation changed, and things quickly became uncomfortable.  
A new pharaoh is now in charge, and he adopts a hostile position toward all Israelites.  
He begins to ramp up his propaganda machine and says to his people, “Behold, the 
people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us.  Let’s deal shrewdly with them lest 
they multiply, and, if war breaks out, they join our enemies and fight against us and 
escape from the land.”  It means that he saw the people as a threat to his power.  So 
he uses fear as a means of mobilizing the opinion of Egypt against the Israelites.  He 
uses his position to turn public opinion against them, “These Jews are a threat to our 
own Egyptian way of life, and if we don’t do something about it, they will soon 
outnumber us!”  


Before an ethnic genocide ever takes place, fear tactics and propaganda is leveled 
against the targeted minority.  That’s what made it so easy for Hitler to spread his anti-
Semitism in Nazi Germany.  Hitler convinced the German nation that the Jewish 
population was an existential threat to the ‘Aryan’ race.  And so what started with fear 



and propaganda eventually led to a more hostile approach that resulted in the 
Holocaust.  For Pharaoh, it meant enslaving the Israelites and subjecting them to the 
harsh reality of forced labor.  With their spirits crushed and their backs bent over with 
heavy burdens, they would not be able to lead a rebellion.  And as a bonus, he would 
get some new cities built, verse 11 says, “Therefore they set taskmasters over them to 
afflict them with heavy burdens.  They built for Pharaoh store cities, Pithom and 
Raamses.”


“Afflict”—looking down upon or browbeating; to depress 


Lust for power is never satisfied, and sometimes things go from bad to worse.  And 
verse 13 says that 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.  In all their work they ruthlessly made them work as slaves.  There is a sense of 
repetition in verses 13-14.  Some form of the Hebrew word ‘abad’ or ‘aboda’ is used at 
least seven or eight times.  Theologian Umberto Cassuto claims that each use of the 
word is like another blow from a slave driver’s whip.  It was 100 years ago this month 
that Howard Carter and a team of British archaeologists discovered the tomb of King 
Tut in lower Egypt in what is known as the Valley of the Kings.  Various hieroglyphs and 
artistic depictions from the time of Egypt’s 18th dynasty were found on the walls.  Not 
far from Tut’s tomb is the tomb of Rekhmire, a high ranking official under Tut.  On the 
northwestern wall of the tomb, you can find a depiction of slave labor, a window into 
the past experience of what it must have been like for the Israelites.   


But in dealing with God’s people in this way, Pharaoh was in effect striking blow after 
blow against the God of Israel.  This was ultimately a spiritual conflict as Pharaoh 
positions himself to fight against God.  That’s a fight that no man or regime can ever 
win.  And so this was the first example in recorded history of an anti-Semitic political 
position, but it would not be the last.  It had to do with the multiplication of the people, 
which was evidence of the faithfulness of God to honor His promise.  Pharaoh’s plans 
backfire on him, for verse 12 says, “But the more they were oppressed the more they 
multiplied and the more they spread abroad.  And the Egyptians were in dread of the 



people of Israel.”  I like that, don’t you?  What the enemy intended for their destruction, 
God only used for their good.  Calvin said that without the oppression of the pharaoh, 
the Israelites might well have preferred to remain forever in the land of Goshen which 
would have nullified God’s promise to Abraham.  So the hardship they experience, 
even though they were not given an explanation, only served to advance God purpose 
in their lives.


Romans 8:28—“And we know that for those who love God all things work 

together for good, for those who are called according to His purpose.” 

Paul himself recognized this principle at work in his own life.  In 2 Corinthians 11, he 
talks about the suffering that he experienced at the hands of others for the testimony of 
Christ.  He says:


2 Corinthians 11:24-28—“Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty 

lashes less one.  Three times I was beaten with rods.  Once I was stoned.  Three 

times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent 

journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own 

people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger 

at sea, danger from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless 

night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.  And, apart 

from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the 

churches.” 

After I read that list of all he had experienced for the sake of the gospel, I think I’ll stop 
my complaining.  Several verses later, Paul makes this tremendous statement that even 
when he didn’t have explanation for his experiences, he learned from the Lord that the 
grace of God is sufficient for him.  The power of Christ is made perfect in weakness.  
He says, “So I’ll boast all the more gladly in my weakness, so that the power of Christ 
may rest upon me.”




2 Corinthians 12:10—“For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 

insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities.  For when I am weak, then I am 

strong.” 


It is the promise of God that explains the persecution from the enemy.  We have to 
keep in mind that we are dealing with spiritual realities.  This is not simply about one 
group of people hating another.  These Israelites in Exodus 1 are the people through 
whom God would send the Messiah.  It goes back to Genesis 3:15 and the promise 
that the seed of the woman would one day crush the serpent’s head.  The promise was 
narrowed down to Abraham and his descendants.  Israel would be the nation chosen 
by God to bring blessing to the entire world, but it seems that the world has responded 
in persecution and hatred.  Why is that?  The reason is explained in Revelation 12 
where the apostle John describes an ages long conflict between the woman (Israel) 
and the dragon (Satan).  The dragon pursues the woman and desires to devour her 
male Child, one who is destined to rule the nations with a rod of iron.  That’s the 
Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.  Satan hates Israel because of who she is and the 
purpose she serves in the redemptive plan of God.  The devil’s opposition and 
attempts to thwart the purposes of God can be traced throughout the pages of 
Scripture and has been played out upon the stage of human history.  Whether the 
conflict comes at the hand of Pharaoh, or evil Haman, Herod, and Hitler later on, you 
and I must see the hand of Satan that is behind the cruel treatment of God’s people 
throughout the history of the world.  Yet through it all, God has preserved the Jews and 
delivered them over and over again.  History shows that the nations that have 
persecuted Israel have done so to their own demise.  For the promise of God to 
Abraham still holds true, “I will bless those who bless you, and the one that dishonors 
you I will curse.” 


3—HELP comes often from unexpected places (1:15-22) 

“Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named 
Shiphrah and the other Puah, ‘When you serve as midwife to the Hebrew women and 
see them on the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill him, but if it is a daughter, she shall 



live.’  But the midwives feared God and did not do as the king of Egypt commanded 
them, but let the male children live.  So the king of Egypt called the midwives and said 
to them, ‘Why have you done this, and let the male children live?’  The midwives said to 
Pharaoh, ‘Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women, for they are 
vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.’  So God dealt well with the 
midwives.  And the people multiplied and grew very strong.  And because the midwives 
feared God, He gave them families.  Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, ‘Every 
son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every 
daughter live.” 

History comes full circle as God honors His promise, and hardship comes even to the 
family of faith.  A final lesson that we’ll see is this—help comes often from unexpected 
places.  I may not have an explanation for every painful experience, but I am never 
alone.  God is working out the details of His plan, and He often does so in unexpected 
ways and through unexpected means.  When the difficulty of backbreaking labor 
couldn’t keep the Israelites from multiplying, Pharaoh turned to more extreme 
measures—murder and infanticide.  The most powerful man in the world at the time 
trained his guns on the most helpless.  It is a contrast in character.  And yet there are 
some unlikely heroes in the story found in a pair of midwives who serve as the first pro-
life activists in Scripture.  Their names are Shiphrah which means beautiful, and Puah 
which means splendid.  They both lived up to their namesake. 


Their directive from Pharaoh


Verse 15 says, “Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one whom was 
named Shiphrah and the other Puah, ‘When you serve as midwife to the Hebrew 
women and see them on the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill him, but if it is a 
daughter, she shall live.”  His orders to the midwives were clear and callous.  They were 
to carefully observe every Hebrew mother in labor, and as soon as the gender of the 
newborn became apparent, if it was a male child they were to snuff out his little life 
there on the spot if you can imagine that.  




And so upon issuing such a directive, Pharaoh became an enemy of life.  He was 
usurping a role that belongs to God alone, despising the revealed will of God as 
reflected in the creation mandate: 


Genesis 1:28—“Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth.” 

He also became a type of anti-Christ by opposing the plan of God to send a Savior into 
the world.  From the day that Adam fell, God had always promised to send His people 
a Savior—the seed of the woman, a Son who would be born and would crush Satan’s 
head.  It is this messianic hope that we can trace throughout the pages of Scripture.  It 
is the very same promise that God’s people were trusting in by faith, waiting for the 
coming of Christ.  And so whether he knew it or not, Pharaoh was ‘the seed of the 
serpent’ that God had said would strike at the heel of the woman’s seed.  His 
murderous intentions was the enemy’s attempt through him to undermine the 
redemptive plan of God.  In this way, Pharaoh’s attempt to exterminate the sons of 
Israel anticipated all the antichrists of history.  Wherever there is a culture of death, 
Satan is trying to destroy the work of God.  The players change, the slogans change, 
but the sin remains the same.  Whether it is Adolph Hitler and his ‘fine solution’ for 
eliminating the Jews, or whether it is Communist China and its ‘one family, one child’ 
policy, or the ‘pro-choice’ movement in the West—opposition to life is always anti-God.  
Well, what will these midwives do?  


Their devotion to God


Verse 17 says, “But the midwives feared God and did not do as the king of Egypt 
commanded them, but let the male children live.”  The last thing that these women who 
feared God would ever do would be to murder a little one.  They understood the heart 
of God and recognized Him as the Lord of life.  And so in an act of civil disobedience, 
they refused to go along with the king’s directive.  There comes a point in time when 
obedience to men is disobedience to God.  The apostles faced this same decision:


Acts 5:29—“We must obey God rather than men!” 



Pharaoh was the most powerful man in the world.  With a simple word, he could have 
had them executed.  Yet these godly women dared to risk their lives because they 
feared God above all else.  The reason they had the courage to do such a splendid, 
beautiful thing is that they feared God much more than they feared Pharaoh.  They 
understood that obeying God is always the safest thing in the long run.  Jesus said in 
Matthew 10:28, “Do not fear those who can kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  
Rather, fear the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”


Now, the problems did not end with the midwives’ refusal.  Pharaoh’s murderous 
intentions can be further seen in his next directive there in verse 22, “Every son that is 
born to the Hebrews you shall cast in the Nile, but you shall let every daughter live.”  
And yet the daughters will prove to be his undoing, beginning with his own.


Philip Ryken—“There is also an analogy here to the life of the soul.  Pharaoh had two 
strategies for preventing God’s people from growing: slavery and death.  These are the 
same weapons Satan uses when he tries to destroy a human being.  First, sin leads to 
slavery, for as Jesus said, ‘Everyone who sins is a slave to sin’ (John 8:34).  Then once 
we are enslaved, sin leads to death: ‘For the wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6:23).  What 
we need is exactly what the Israelites needed: a Savior to deliver us from slavery and to 
rescue us from death by destroying our enemy.  Just as God provided a savior for Israel 
(Moses), so He has provided a Savior for us (Jesus).  Where there was once only 
bondage and death, now Jesus brings life and liberty.” 

Let me leave you with three lessons that we can take away from this text:


• Time does not diminish God’s promises, but always sees them come to pass.


Just like the people of Israel here, maybe this morning you find yourself in the midst of 
a painful experience without any explanation why.  They were oppressed, enslaved, 
and marked for slaughter.  But God had promised, “The Deliver is coming.”  Hard times 
don’t erase God’s promises.  I like what Dr. Chuck Swindoll writes:


“In this era of decadence and moral decay, at a time when our nation’s capital reels with 
scandal and is ripped with partisan politics, don’t think for a moment that God has 



taken a vacation or misplaced His promises.  He hasn’t fallen asleep at the [helm].  He 
doesn’t need CNN to keep up with the latest developments.  At the proper moment, at 
the time determined before the foundation of the world, He will send forth His Son…
again.  The mighty King of kings will return to deliver His blood-bought people.  He will 
return with justice.  The earth may melt, and the stars may fall from the heavens, but the 
living God will not forget what He has promised.”  


• Adversity does not destroy God’s promises, but is simply the means by which we 
grow.


God is never blind and immune to the sufferings of His people, nor does it take Him by 
surprise.  Yet when we are in the midst of some painful experience, we wonder if He is 
aware of our condition.  We can become discouraged and depressed.  Harsh treatment 
doesn’t escape God’s notice.  He is always aware, and will do whatever it takes to 
rescue His own.


• Faith does not deny God’s promises, but believes them in spite of consequences.


Regardless of the painful experience you may be facing, it can never erase God’s 
promise to you in Christ.  Do you know that?  This may have been a difficult year for 
your family.  There may be storm clouds building on your future horizon.  You may 
wonder, “Where is God?”  He is in the same place He has always been.  He’s right 
there at your side, and He promises to never leave or forsake you.  Not for a split 
second has He ever stopped loving you, caring for you, providing for you.


