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The Discovery

e

Moses' discovery
of Moses in the Nile and Mo very
a::::‘:;m?; and their plight are the two focal points iy

this chapter, Both ghed light upon the clmrm:l‘..‘n‘- of |h|-. leader

{ the liberation. The first discovery is the pre |.u|lll.\ll| 10 the
e ‘ond, and both are necessary stages on the |.n;u! that leads
;\:l't:;:n ’to the great commission assigned to ‘h‘l.ll‘l »m| ”“'.""M
chapter. At the same time, what happens here is shaped by
Pharaoh's decree at the end of chapter 1.

DELIVERED FROM THE WATER—
THE DELIVERER FROM THE WATER

Water plays crucial role in creation: it i.s the precondi
tlon for every living thing, On the other h“md, it poses a threat
with its ability to extinguish life. In the Bible, too, we sec wa
ter's role in both destruction and salvation. When ¢ !nd creates
the world, he separates water from water and builds a firm
foundation in the midst of the waters. Later, the waters of the
flood drown most of creation, a Kkind of reversal of creation by
returning it to primordial chaos. Only in an ark that floats on

the water s the future of the world preserved.

It is probably not by accident that the same Hebrew
word for Noah's ark, fevah, is used for the little papyrus basket
in the water of the Nile where Moses 18 v, 3). This “ark"
not of s a Title child, but also the hopes of a people
chosen by God to be the special instrument for the salvation
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of the world. The rescue of the small and

N | particular encom
passes the rescue of the many and universa

o “'T:\.‘.,;:I,“.-.':‘:"];\.::::}:‘_“.. Constant paralicl between Iarael

- B WOrN . ple, the number of lsraclites men
voned I The introduction 10 the book of Exodus, seventy, is
the same number as “the descendants of Noah's sons” in Gen
10 who form the origin of all the nations of the world * The
same allusion 10 the universal number of seventy may be in
cluded even in this story. As has been observed,” this section
(2:1-10) in the Hebrew text consists of 141 words, The word
in the middle is the word “child” (2:6), referring 10 Moses,
who is thus surrounded by seventy words, Even if this striking
fact should be sheer accident, the message is clear, When
Moses is threatened with being drowned in the waters of the
Nile but is rescued through the “ark” in order to become the
deliverer of Israel, it is an event that will have far-reaching
consequences.t

First, however, Israel's liberation is at stake, The very

pame given 1o Moses expresses, as is so often the case in the
Bible, what his mission in life will be (cf. Matt, 1:21; 16:18)
'he name “Moses” is a common element in Egyptian names.*
It is derived from a word with the basic meaning of “being
porn” and appears frequently together with names of Egyptian
gods, such as Rameses and Thutmoses, common names of
pharachs. Thutmoses means “the god Thut is born,” and
Rameses means “The sun-god Re has given birth to him,”
that is, he is the son of Re',

When the daughter of Pharaoh gives her adoptive son
this Egyptian name, the text explains the name as deriving
from a Hebrew verb mashah, meaning “to draw out of” (v. 10).
Modern rules of comparative linguistics cannot, of course, be
applied to the text in this case. In the Bible it is primarily the
sound of a word and its associations that are the basis of such
word derivations. The name Moses (Hebrew Mosheh) is unde-
niably reminiscent of the Hebrew verb mashah. '

““More important, {6 THE TACt Tt the princess
unwittingly gives a name 1o the baby that expresses what will
become of him, The Hebrew grammatical form mosheh is an
active participle, Therefore, the literal m ning of Moses is “he
s out of.” The one who has been delivered out of the
himself become the deliverer from the dangers of
the water, Maybe this deeper meaning of the name Moses
was in the mind of the prophet when he wrote, “Then he

water wi
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what age verse 10 envisions for the returm of Moses 10 what
would be his adoptive mother, but we may assume that it oc-
curred around the age of three, the usual age of weaning. As
we will soon witness, these first years with his mother and

left their indelible imprint on Moses—as did certainly
the years with the next woman 1o be considered

Let us not forget the third woman in these verses, again
a Gentile woman, Pharaoh’s own daughter. Assuming that
Rameses 11 was the pharaoh of the Exodus, it is striking that
among his six wives and 200 children, of whom 111 sons and
59 daughters are known 1o us,” this is the only child who,
through determination and mercy, acted as an instrument 1o
fulfill God's plan. She was perhaps not of the caliber of Puah
and Shiphrah, who were both merciful and brave. They, un-
like the princess, had much to fear from Pharach, for he held
lhc_lr_l_Fh/n_iMs, Notwithstanding this, the daughter of
Pharaoh proved to be a noble person because of her compas-
sion, thoughtfulness, and sense of justice, She defies her own
father and even adopts the despised and doomed Hebrew
child as her own. Additionally, a touching proof of her charac-
ter is the little noticed fact that she offered wages to the wet
nurse, Moses’ mother (v. 9). She did not exploit her position of
authority over the enslaved and despised people who were en-
tirely at the mercy of the Egyptians.

In this way, a remarkable thing happened: Moses’ mother
was paid to bring up her own son. Even more remarkably, this
boy, who would become the deliverer of Israel from Egypt, en-
tered the royal court of Pharach precisely because of Pha-
raoh’s own decree, according to which Moses had no right to
livel Here Moses could have used the same words in relation
to Pharaoh that Joseph spoke to his brothers, “Even though
you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in
order to preserve a numerous people” (Gen. 50:20).

All three attempts of Pharaoh to repress the people of ls-
rael failed. The oppression had the opposite effect and led to
an even greater increase of the population (1:12). The first
murderous effort had the same result (1:20), and the official

decree led to the rescue of the one to liberate Israel
to his preparation for a great mission.*
= As a ﬁrﬂt, Moses is now ready to fulfill the task that
God has in store for him. The next discovery will bring Moses

a step further along that path.
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enad by the sun and everything that grows on the earth. ™' In
it we find, amang other information, the names of ninety-six
cities, forn-two kinds of buiklings with their different sec-
tions, foreight kinds of meat, and twenty-four different
kinds of drinks! It is obvious that the discipline was strict. A
pupil contesses: “Lam lazy and carcless and deserve a hundred
Dlows.” And a teacher complains: “Ny heart is sick of giving
you further teaching. . . . 1 may give you an hundred blows,
and yet you cast them all off. ™'

Among these dociuments one category of educational
materials is particulady conspicuous, namely, texts that ex-
press a deep contempt of manuval labor while stressing the
value of study. Studies lead to a lite far away from dust, diey,
and toil under harsh taskmasters. These e cmphasize e
“‘"ﬁ“ﬁ&‘ low status of the working class in ancient Bgyvptian
Socielyt ROKL there 1S 1o profession which s ot goverival,
itis only the learned man whao rules himself. . . . The poor w
porant man, Whose name is unknown, is l\kv a heaviy-laden
donkey, he is driven by the seribe"'® Tt is even stated that a
subordinate, who “must work tll the sun sets” and then can-
pot sleep for hunger, “is dead while he yet Nves "V

The situation of foreign Slaves Was certainly even worse.
One example is sufficient 1 make the paint clean
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This misery is contrasted 1o the hariows e of the aducated:
“Set your Whl 10 be & soribe & flne profession that suits you,

You call for one; a thousand answer you, You stride freely o
the road. You will not be lke & hired ox. You are in front of
others.™"*

Moses’ instructors probably implanted this contempt
for the lower classes in Mases, who would not have become
a mere official. His future insured that he would be ane of
the Most prominent figures of the empire. with all the per-

that position woukd ental: nght, wealth, and ghory.
w Wmm\‘w‘\mm\\ ® mach
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was Dot enough 10 know only one side from within. Moses
also had 10 broome lke one of the oppressed himsell Fven in
this respect the words from the letier 1o the Hetwews are rele-
vant. “Therefore he had 10 become like his brethren in every
respect” (217) %

Only among his own people and later in the land of
Midian (v. 15) could Moses really become familiar with
the God who is the liberator of the captives and the helper
of the afMlicted, the God of the desert and of the valley
of death. Therefore, Moses went out 1o the lsraclite slaves,
yet not merely 1o inspect them or the world outside his
own refined life. What happened 1o him was a personal exo-
dus that led him 1o a discovery from which there was
no return.

He saw

The Hebrew expression used here for “saw,” ra’ah, plus
the preposition be, indicates a deep emotional involvement on
the part of the observer. The same expression appears in Gen,
21:16 and 44:34, We ought to translate it “look into,” meaning
that one sees and understands the inner meaning, the depth
beyond the surface. In this case, the expression means that
Moses did not distance himself from the Israclite slaves, but
rather regarded them as his brethren and identified with them
and their burdens.

Unable to remain passive when he witnessed the brutal
beating of the Israclite slave, Moses killed the Egyptian task-
master, Yet Moses is the same man who eventually would
transmit the commandment, “You shall not murder,” to Israel
and the world! How is this moral dilemma to be explained?
One thing is clear, this story cannot be used to justify blood-
shed for noble aims, for example, liberating an oppressed
people. The point of the story is to express Moses” deep devo-
tion to his people and not to legitimize homicide in that
situation.
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came a champion on behalf of women. In the three
sions in verse 11, we discern the features of a future leader and
liberator: an Egyptian aristocrat who has left his high position,
identified with the oppressed, and is now ready 1o intervene
and translate his convictions into action.

The last verses of this chapter tell us that many years
pass, silent years that Moses spent with the bedouin in the wil-
derness. The name he gave 10 his son, Gershom (v. 22; the
verse cites a folk etymology, Hebrew ger = “stranger”), indi-
cates, however, that he did not forget the land of Egypt, and
that he would not stay in the wilderness forever. The name
also links him to the prophecy given to Abraham, according to
which his seed would “be aliens [ger] in a land that is not
theirs” but would eventually “come out with great posses-
sions” (Gen. 15:13-14). A signal to return came with the news
that Pharaoh had died (v. 23). Rameses probably died in 1224
after a long reign of sixty-six years. He survived thirteen sons
and was succeeded by his son, Merneptah, who died ten years
later after a number of misfortunes.

The decisive signal to return came from above. Strangely
enough, at this point in the book of Exodus, God has only
been mentioned once, in connection with “fear of God” by the
midwives. He has been silent, but not passive. His hand has
secretly and invisibly linked one event to the next. Now the
time has come to make himself known to his servant Moses
and to his people Israel, whose lament he hears and whose
pain he feels. His covenant with their forefathers is irrevocable
and the fulfillment of his promises has drawn near.

Here we have reached a remarkable turning point in the
exodus drama. Now is the time for God to interfere. Like a re-
sounding peal, the liberty bell is heard in the concluding
words of the . “God heard,” “God remembered,”*
“God looked upon,”* and “God took notice."*




