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 Before there was Moses, there were Shiphrah and Puah, Miriam and Momma, and the 
Princess.  
 
 Before there was Moses, there were four different women and one little girl who each subvert 
and frustrate the plans of the most powerful person in their world: The Pharaoh of Egypt.  

**** 
The Bible is such a fantastic story of tyrants and unlikely heroes… 
  as well as love and betrayal … of the power of evil that works on each of us…good and bad alike.  
I’m telling you The Game of Thrones and Star Wars don’t have anything on the epic nature of the Bible, 
at least when you know how to put the pieces together and read this as a whole. 
 
 Only most of us haven’t been taught how to read it as a whole epic story. Instead, we’ve been 
taught a little story here, and a different little story there, with nice, neat morals.  
 So, for a lot of us, reading the Bible is more like flipping through the pages of a nursery rhyme 
book or Aesop’s Fables, with a bunch of familiar little stories…  
 than reading an epic adventure, like say, The Lord of the Rings. 
 
Not only that, we’ve also been led to believe that the Bible is an answer book about our ethical 
questions or an answer book to our questions about God… as if we can turn to a certain page and find 
the information we need, just like looking up a page on Wikipedia…  
 When the Bible is really more like getting lost in the Harry Potter series or drawn into an epic 
poem like The Iliad and The Odyssey… and discovering that these adventures have something profound 
to say about what is happening today, in our own lives, and in our world…  
 and giving us new insights into our personal struggles, 
  and our political struggles, 
   and especially… our struggles with God.   
 
The Bible is an epic in that way… Its story is an archetype for all stories…  
 
Now, I imagine some of you are thinking, “Chris, reading Leviticus isn’t anything like reading Harry Potter 
or The Game of Thrones.” Which is fair. I know it takes a lot of work to read and see the epic nature of 
the Bible…  
 But there are some good reasons for that. 
 
 Remember, the Bible was written in two different ancient languages that we still don’t 
completely understand,  
 and it was written in ancient cultures-- who saw the world very differently than we do. 
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 In fact, the newest portions were written about 2,000 years ago. And some of the oldest stories, 
like what we heard from Exodus, were written down 500 years before that while they were exiled in 
Babylon…  
 And they are writing about this story that had shaped their identity… a thousand years earlier so 
that they wouldn’t forget who they are.  
Think about all that time! 
 To put that time frame in perspective, the story that shapes our identity as a culture… the story 
of George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson, and Alexander Hamilton, and the Declaration of 
Independence is only about 240ish years old. 
 And that story of the Revolutionary War shapes not only our our identity as the United States, 
but how we see the world.   
 How for us it is self-evident that all people are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are…. what?.... say it with me:  Life, Liberty, 
and the Pursuit of Happiness.  
 
 In the same way that all of that from less than 250 years ago defines our identity, and values, and 
the way we see the world; the Exodus story defines the identity of Israel… and how they think about 
their life and their world…. and what truths are self-evident.  
 
 Only the Exodus story wasn’t written down and preserved in a document when it first happened. 
It was passed down from person to person through memory and storytelling for over a thousand years…  
 until… after the nation of Israel was destroyed,  
 and its leaders carried off into exile in Babylon….  
  and they didn’t want to forget their stories. 
 So, they started writing them down… and piecing them together… and the remnants of that is what we 
have today. 
 

***** 
 So yeah, it’s a little harder for us to always recognize how all the different parts of the Bible, and 
all these different stories… work together to create this epic narrative.  

****** 
 So, for the next several weeks, I want to give you a couple essential keys to put this all together. 
We’re going to try to get a better grip on this book we call the Bible… by looking at the two stories that 
have the greatest lasting impact on the imagination and the psyche of Israel and the Jewish people… 
including Jesus and his disciples.  
  
 You see, of all the stories you know in the Old Testament… there are two stories that effect 
everything else. There are two large stories that show up again and again or are there in the background 
and shape the way most of the other stories are told.  
The stories of Egypt and Babylon, 
 separated by a thousand years, 
also act as book ends to the rise and fall of Israel as a nation. 
 
If you want to understand the Bible,  
 if you want to understand the judges and the kings,  
 and all the subtle illusions in the Psalms, Proverbs, and Prophets,  
  and even Revelation, 
and if you want to understand the stories that shaped the identity of Jesus and Paul, and John and Luke,  
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 and what it all means for you, and for me, and for our communities, and for our world…  
  
 Then we have to begin to understand how these two stories profoundly shape the entire Bible. 
They are always there in the background, shaping how all the biblical voices understand and describe 
everything else.  
  
 So, we’re going to spend some time together over the next month between Egypt and Babylon. 

***** 
That might be the longest intro to a sermon I’ve ever given, but it is a really long way of saying…  
 
Before there was Moses, there were  
 Shiphrah and Puah, Miriam and Momma, and the Princess… 
5 women who each subvert and frustrate the Pharaoh of Egypt.  
 
 You see, the Israelites… those 12 tribes, who came from the 12 sons of Jacob, who was the 
grandson of Abraham… remember him? (That’s how the story of Genesis all connects to Exodus) 
 These 12 tribes all moved to Egypt back when there was a famine.  
 
Joseph was a top dog back then, and he arranged for his clan to settle down in the suburb known as 
Goshen… It was a good place for people who were used to raising sheep.  
 
 Well, a few hundred years go by… and these foreigners, the 12 tribes, are multiplying like rabbits, 
and the Pharaoh of the time gets a little nervous about it. “There’s getting to be too many of them,” he 
says. “They’re going to outnumber us,” he says. “Which means… they’re going to be more powerful than 
us.”  And it starts making him and his advisors real nervous. 
 
 It’s kind of the way some groups of white people get nervous when sociologists tell us that we 
won’t be the majority anymore by the year 2050. Which isn’t that long, you know?  
 Basically, by the time Brandt and Theo are my age, they won’t be part of the ethnic group that 
controls the majority of power for the first time in our country’s history.  
 
 And that can make some people feel a little nervous… and a little unsafe.  
 Losing power always does. 
 
 And when you feel that, the most natural thing in the world is to try to stop it, however you can.  
 
 Some will try subtle ways. Some… more overt ways. 
 Pharaoh tries both.   
 
 First, to stop this population shift… he sets up a private meeting with a couple of the Hebrew 
midwives and gives them very specific instructions. “Make sure all the newborn baby boys don’t live 
through their birth.” 
 
 And what in the world can the midwives say? They are nobodies, standing right there in the 
office of the most powerful somebody in the world. It’s not like they have a choice here. It’s not like 
they can argue with him. 
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 So, they are sent out and told what they have to do. And they know full well that if they do not, it 
will be their own baby boys that won’t survive. You don’t cross a Pharaoh without paying the 
consequences. 
 
 I can only imagine the anguish, and the fear, and the uncertainty Shiphrah and Puah went 
through trying to decide what to do.  
 Obey the Pharaoh and keep their family safe?  
  Or  
 Obey their conscience and risk their own children paying the price.  
 
 Imagine how excruciating this must have been. The sleepless nights, the tears in the corners of 
their houses, trying to tell their kids everything was fine. And then they get the call.  
 Sara, down the road, has gone into labor.  
 So, they go, hoping to God it is a girl… only it isn’t… but they can’t. They just can’t do it. 
 
 And they go home in a daze, looking over their shoulders, wondering what or who is watching 
them in the shadows.  
 Two days later, the story repeats… 
 And the next morning… another one. 
 And the following week there are 3 more… 
 
  And finally, there is the dreaded knock on the door. 
  “The Pharaoh wants to see you,” the Egyptian soldier says. “Now!” 
  And before they can kiss their little ones goodbye, they are dragged back to the king’s 
court to… stand… waiting… for the great Pharaoh of Egypt.  
 
 Can you imagine how terrified they must have been? 
 Standing there… as the Pharaoh slowly makes his way into the room. 
 “Shiphrah, Puah, I thought I made myself clear.” 
  “Yes, your highness” 
 
 “Every boy. It’s very simple. Do I need to explain the difference between boys and girls to you?” 
  “No, your highness.” 
 
 “Then tell me, why have you decided to defy me? The Pharaoh of Egypt, the Divine Son of Ra, the 
son of god?” 
 “We’re sorry your highness. It’s just… the Hebrew women are not like your delicate Egyptian 
women. They’re so vigorous and strong. They just keep having the babies before we get there… and…” 
 
 “Enough! Don’t tell me about the Israelite women.” 
 
 The Pharaoh’s anger had to have been triggered, because this is exactly the problem. The 
Israelites are more vigorous. Life just keeps bursting out of their bodies.  
 
 It’s an echo back to the Creation Story, where humanity is told to be fruitful and multiply,  
 and an echo back to the covenant with Abraham and Sara, who are told their descendants will 
be like the stars in the heaven. They are so vigorous… because the life of God is pulsing through their 
bodies creating more and more life. 
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 But Pharaoh… he is hell bent on stopping the power of life in them, because he is hell bent on 
making sure he and his kind stay in the majority and keep their power.  
 So, he comes up with a new plan. If a subtle, indirect approach doesn’t work, then it’s time for 
something more overt. 
  This time, he makes a decree to all people everywhere. “If you see a Hebrew baby boy, whoever 
you are, you are commanded to throw him into the Nile. So, let it be written. So, let it be done”  
 
 It became the law of the land.  
 And for the fellow Egyptians… it was really a civic duty.  
 
 Essentially, he’s telling them, “We’re all going to stick together on this one, Egyptians. The 
Hebrews aren’t the same as us anyway. They don’t really belong here. If you find a baby boy, everybody 
get together and take care of it.” 
 
 It’s pretty atrocious, isn’t it? And, for you and me, it’s hard to believe that normal everyday 
people would actually participate in that sort of thing, isn’t it?  
 
 I mean, it would never happen in our civilized country, right? It’s not the kind of thing that could 
happen… here… in America, right?  
  
 Well, that’s what I want to believe anyway, until I go back and read something radical, like To Kill 
A Mocking Bird. Or I pick up some more recent study of lynching in the Jim Crow days…. and this is 
exactly what happened to baby boys… It may not have happened until those baby boys turned…14…or 
until they were 40.  
 But from the day they were born, they were in danger of it happening to them…  
 
 You see, there was a time, not that long ago when lynchings were even advertised in the 
newspaper, so everyone could come out and watch and participate.  It was a family event.  
 And women and children… they were given the first hit on the pinata… of a black body… 
sometimes even cutting off the genitals, fingers, ears, or toes of the victim as a trophy.  
  
 And yet… no one ever seemed to be able to name… who was responsible. 
 
 Or if by some chance, the persons responsible were taken to trial… well, the voice of Pharaoh 
held a strong power over those all-white juries…  
 No matter the evidence, there wasn’t going to be a guilty verdict.  
 It was the civic duty for white people to stick together on this one. 
 “The Negros aren’t the same as us anyway. They don’t really belong here.” 
  
 This is how the power of Pharaoh works… in both subtle and overt ways.  
“The Israelites… those foreigners in our land… they are not like us. If you find a baby boy… throw it into 
the Nile.”  
 And people did.  
 They did it out of national security. 
 They did it out of group solidarity.  
 They did it because Pharaoh said it was necessary and it was OK…  
  and Pharaoh’s words released the worst side of human nature in his people.  
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***** 
 You see… how the stories of the Bible are archetypal stories? They are stories that are repeated 
again and again.  
 
 Walter Brueggemann says the Church is in desperate need of a biblical imagination…. And this is 
what he is talking about.  An imagination that has learned these stories so well, it can recognize how 
they are playing out in our world all the time. 
 
 Because they are….  
 If you have the imagination to see it, you’ll recognize Pharaohs and Egyptians and Babylonians… 
in whatever sheep’s clothing they may wear.  
 

***** 
 The Bible reminds us they aren’t the only ones in the story. There is Shiphrah and Puah, Miriam 
and Momma, and a Princess. 
 
 You see, after the decree goes out and baby boy drownings become common practice  
  a momma from the tribe of Levi has a boy. And she looks around and she can see the 
world’s not safe for her baby boy. So, she keeps him hidden as long as she can. 
 
 It reminds me of one of the things I’ve learned over the last 5 years since the events in 
Ferguson… I didn’t know that mothers of black baby boys have “the talk” with their sons… “The talk” 
about the dangers of what can happen  
  when a black boy, a black man, is misunderstood by the police. 
 
 These mothers… look at what’s going on around them…. 
  and do not see a safe world for their baby boys. 
 
 Moses’ momma…doesn’t see a world that is safe for her baby boy… So, she hid him for as long as 
she could.  
 
 Only a time comes when she can’t anymore. So, rather than letting someone else throw her baby 
into the Nile, she makes a basket and puts him in there… and hopes he floats off to some safer 
neighborhood… or some safer land.   
 
 And the baby’s sister, Miriam, decides she’s going to do whatever she can to make sure that 
happens.  So, she follows him, hiding in the reeds.   
  
 Then, the most unexpected thing in the world happens. Moses does float into a safer 
neighborhood…. and Pharaoh’s daughter finds him. And she’s no dummy. She knows what this is. “This 
must be one of the Hebrews’ children,” she says in 2:6. 
 
 Only apparently, the Princess doesn’t like her daddy’s edict. And she’s decided it’s time to stick it 
to her daddy, even if he never finds out. So, she puts her protection on the baby. 
 And… wouldn’t you know it, some Hebrew girl comes up out of the reeds and asks if she’d like a 
Hebrew wet nurse… and, “Well, yes. I’d be happy to pay a Hebrew wet nurse to raise him.” 
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 And by the time we get to verse 10, Moses’ momma is being paid out of Pharaoh’s coffers to 
raise and take care of her own baby boy. The irony is as beautiful as it is thick. 
  
 Of course, there’s still suffering to come for this momma. After a few years, she still has to send 
him to the Princess to be raised as one of them. But at least now… there is hope for her baby boy. 
 
 And by now… despite all odds… it seems that some life-giving force, call it the Spirit of God, has 
drawn these two women and the little girl Miriam together… 
  in the inextricable bond of participating in God’s redeeming work… 
   that subverts the power of Pharaoh’s death decree.   
 

***** 
 This is how the Exodus story begins. We’re just getting started. This is good stuff, isn’t it? 
 And the Exodus story looms so large throughout the Bible, because it is the salvation story of the 
Old Testament. 
 It defines what salvation even means for the Israelite and Jewish people.   
 
 Which just might mean, then, that God’s salvation, God’s redeeming work… will often begin 
when those on the bottom, who seem to have no power,  
 like Shiphrah and Puah, decide to do what is right, even when it isn’t safe… and even when it 
might be so costly. 
 
 And it might just mean that the seed of God’s salvation will often get planted, when a mother 
and a sister look for creative ways to break unjust laws. 
 
 And it might just mean that God’s salvation… will also require those who have some power and 
those who have some safety… like an Egyptian princess… to use their resources and their position… to 
take care of the vulnerable that come floating into their neighborhood. 
 
 Because you see, before there was Moses and the 10 plagues, there were Shiphrah and Puah, 
Miriam and Momma, and the Princess.  
 Five women… who, with the Spirit of God, defy the power of Pharaoh.  

***** 
 And their story has me thinking that if they can defy this great, intimidating power, then all of us 
can.  
 
 I don’t know about you, but I often feel pretty helpless when it comes to the powers of Pharaoh 
at work in our world. To be real honest with you, I’m a lot better at thinking, and talking, and praying 
about our world’s problems… than doing anything about them… because I just feel so powerless.  
 
 Now, don’t get me wrong. Thoughts and prayers are important. But alone, all by themselves… 
without any courageous action… they don’t rescue Moses or any other Israelite people. It also takes 
actions…   
 And it takes creative, imaginative living in a complex world…  
 And it takes a fear of God,  
  a trusting and a serving of God that is larger and more life giving  
  than all the other fears that have the hint of Pharaoh in them.    
 Because, here’s the thing.  
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You don’t have to be someone special to change the world.  
 And you don’t have to have a lot of power and influence.  
 You just have to be obedient and faithful. 
 
 Because God has this ongoing, amazing way of making the first last, and the last first, 
 and the servant of all as the greatest of all, 
  and turning a criminal’s cross into a redeeming power of life. 
 
 So, when you are faithful, even if it’s risky, God can most certainly use you. 
    
 And one more thing… for all of us who do have power and influence…like the Princess… (and the 
truth is most of you have more power than you realize)… Keep an eye open for Miriam, wherever she 
may be found. 
 
 Be on the lookout for those on the bottom of the social ladder who happen to show up in your 
day.  
 Because you never know, someone like Miriam… might just be the one that helps you to 
become a key player… in God’s unfolding story of salvation. 
 
 You see, before there was Moses there were… 
  who? 
  Shiphrah and Puah, Miriam and Momma, and the Princess. 
 
 Amen.  
 
1st in the series Between Egypt and Babylon 
 
“Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth but yours. Yours are the eyes 
through which he looks compassion on this world. Yours are the feet with which he walks to do 
good. Yours are the hands through which he blesses all the world. Yours are the hands, yours are 
the feet, yours are the eyes, you are his body. Christ has no body now on earth but yours.”  
― Teresa of Avila 
 
 “I have found myself discovering that mostly I do not need more advice, but strength. I do not need new 
information, but the courage, freedom, and authorization to act on what I already have been given in 
the gospel… Obedience follows imagination.”  
 
~Walter Bruggemann Finally Comes the Poet 
 


