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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In my sermon tonight I am going to focus on the last five verses of 

Exodus 13, where we find the Israelites, with the guidance of God, moving 

through the desert to the Red Sea.  Before we get to that, though, I want to 

make just a few quick remarks about the opening verses of the chapter.  In 

these opening verses we have a third rehearsal of the Passover laws.  We 

have the barring of yeast from the festival, the command to teach the 

children the meaning of what is going on and the order to observe the 

festival at the appointed time year after year.  We have seen all these things 

before.  They are repeated for emphasis.  And no wonder: Passover was the 

most remarkable day in the history of Israel.  It was the birth of a nation and 

an escape from long years of oppression.  For the Hebrews it symbolized 

freedom, deliverance and redemption.  Passover cannot be emphasized too 

much. 

 What is new in this section, however, is the concept of the firstborn of 

Israel, man or animal, having been consecrated, or set apart to God.  Now 

what does this mean?  When the people get to Canaan, the Promised Land, 

they are to offer the firstborn of all their flocks to God.  They are to get no 

use out of them, but are to sacrifice them to the Lord.  They are to be a thank 
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offering.  Do you remember that when the Israelites entered Canaan, the first 

city they encountered was Jericho?  God told them to sack the city, but he 

also made it very clear they were not to take any of the city's riches, gold, 

flocks or herds for themselves.  All that belonged to Jericho was to be 

dedicated to God.  Aachan got into real trouble because he disregarded this 

stipulation.  Well, God made that stipulation because Jericho was the 

firstfruits of Canaan.  The tithe we offer to God is not to be an afterthought--

what we happen to have left in our wallets after the end of the week or end 

of the month; it is to be the first dollar we earn, not the last we save.  So it is 

with the flocks of Israel.  The firstborn is to be offered up in sacrifice to 

God.   

 Now this offering was to be made with donkeys, too.  Donkeys were 

to be consecrated as well.  But in their case, God permitted a substitutionary 

payment.  Their value as pack animals was obvious, so God allowed them to 

be redeemed by the killing of a lamb instead.  But note this: donkeys were 

unclean.  They were the only unclean domestic animals used by the Hebrews 

in Egypt.  Now if a person didn't want to substitute a lamb for a donkey, he 

had to kill it, because if he were to deny God his due, he would be denied the 

use of the animal.  He was to break its neck, rather than killing it with a 
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knife.  Why?  In order to make sure it was not a killing associated with any 

sacrificial actions or intentions.   

 Now this brings us to the redemption of the firstborn sons of Israel.  

They could not be sacrificed, because human sacrifice was abhorrent to God.  

It was a terrible crime.  Lambs, or, if the parents were poor, doves or 

pigeons, would be sacrificed in their place.  It was also possible to make a 

payment of 5 shekels to redeem or buy back the firstborn.  All of these 

sacrifices were to remind the people that they belonged to the God who had 

spared them in Egypt when he destroyed the firstborn of that land.  He 

spared them through the shedding of the blood of the Passover lamb--a 

foreshadowing or type of the shedding of the blood of Christ.  To help the 

people remember this blessing, they are to redeem every firstborn male of 

every generation.   

 Fifteen hundred years later Mary and Joseph brought the newly born 

Lord Jesus to the temple to consecrate him--to set him apart for the purposes 

of the Lord.  Luke describes it in this way, even quoting Exodus 13:2: 

 When the time of their purification according to the Law of 
Moses had been completed, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem 
to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, 
"Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord") and to offer a 
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sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: "a pair 
of doves or two young pigeons." 

Now follow along here to see the significance of this for us.  In Romans 

Christ is called the "firstborn of many brethren."  And in the New Testament, 

believers are accounted as firstborn if they are united to Christ through faith.  

In fact, in Hebrews believers are called "the church of the firstborn."  And 

even the word "saints", which is used to describe Christians, literally means 

"the set-apart ones" or the consecrated ones.  Here's the point.  Christians 

are, by virtue of their union in Christ through faith, in a special, set apart or 

consecrated relationship with the Creator.  We are, in Christ, the firstborn of 

Israel.  We belong to God because he purchased us through the shedding of 

Christ's blood.  Rather than let the destroyer take us with the Egyptians, he 

provided the price for our safety and made us his own.  Here is what Peter 

had to say about it: 

 For you know that it was not with perishable things such as 
sliver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life 
handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious 
blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.  He was chosen 
before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times 
for your sake.  Through him you believe in God, who has raised him 
from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in 
God. 
 Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so 
that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, 
from the heart.  For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, 
by of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. 
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 Now before we look at the lesson starting at verse 17, I want to put 

things in context and to do that I have to direct you to the New Testament, to 

Paul's First Letter to the Corinthians, for in the tenth chapter the apostle 

writes about the section of Scripture we are dealing with tonight.  He says, 

 For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that 
our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed 
through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and 
in the sea.  They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same 
spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that 
accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.  Nevertheless  
"God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered 
over the desert.   
 Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting 
our hearts on evil things as they did…. 
 These things happened to them as examples and were written 
down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has 
come. 

There are three things to say:  First, Paul maintains in verse 6 that the 

Exodus and the wilderness experience of Israel happened for us.  That 

means, of course, that God is utterly sovereign.  Only a sovereign God could 

so order historical events that they would function for the teaching and 

blessing of a people three and a half thousand years later.  There are lessons 

about our sanctification that we are going to be able to glean from Israel's 

sojourn in the desert.  We will find encouragement here to "keep us from 

setting our hearts on evil things." 
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 Second, in verse 11, it says that these things were written down for 

our instruction.  God went to the trouble of having his word written down so 

that his church might grow in wisdom.  He caused them to happen.  He 

caused their story to be written down.  And he did it for us.  Do you see how 

determined God is to bless his people?  Do you see the planning and the 

lengths to which he has gone to give you what you need to be a delight to 

him?   

 Third, and most important, Paul says that this passage is speaking 

about Jesus Christ.  Now I am not going to get into the way in which Jesus is 

the spiritual rock this evening.  That will come later.  But this needs to be 

said.  The Exodus story is a story about Jesus.  When I say that, I am not 

reading something into the Bible that isn't there.  I am not spiritualizing or 

allegorizing the Word of God.  I am simply reporting something that the 

Apostle Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit of God, has said.  Paul says that 

this experience is about the Lord Jesus and so about the Lord Jesus it is.  We 

will see him as our study continues.  We will hear his call and come to 

understand the claim that he has upon our lives.   

 7



 Let's look at our lesson.  Tonight in the closing verses of Exodus 13 

we will see the providence, the promise and the presence of God.  Let's start 

with God's providence and read verses 17 and 18. 

 When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them on the 
road through the Philistine country, though that was shorter.  For God 
said, "If they face war, they might change their minds and return to 
Egypt."  So God led the people around by the desert road toward the 
Red Sea.  The Israelites went up out of Egypt armed for battle. 
  

As our story begins, the first thing that Moses tells us, after telling us that 

Pharaoh let the Israelites go just like God has said he would, is the route by 

which God led his people out of the house of bondage.  Now Moses doesn't 

do this because he is interested in geography.  He does it because it tells us 

something of the providence of God, and how this God takes into account 

the weaknesses, vulnerabilities, circumstances, and fears of his people.   

 Now we don't know the exact route the Israelites took on their way 

out of Egypt, but we do know the way they didn't take.  They didn't take the 

short route through Philistine country.  They didn’t take the sea route.  They 

went by way of the desert.  Why did God lead them that way?  The road that 

led to Philistine territory was heavily garrisoned by Egyptian troops.  And 

even if they were to get through the garrisons and Egyptian checkpoints, 

they would immediately enter into hostile Philistine territory.  God knew that 
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if they were to immediately face such a threat, they might "change their 

minds and return to Egypt." 

 God is kind and merciful and in his providence he takes our 

weaknesses into account as he plans the way that we should go.  God knows 

his people are not ready for warfare, so he leads them by way of the 

wilderness.  Now notice this.  The way God chose was not the shortest.  And 

as we will see when we travel with the Israelites through the desert, it wasn't 

an easy way either.  In fact, the Israelites will complain that they have been 

led out into the wilderness to die.  But it is clear that God led them this way 

because it was, in fact, the best possible way and even though difficult, it 

was easier on them than any other route would have been.   

 Moses is telling us here, at the outset of this wilderness journey, that 

however hard the road may be--and Moses does not discount the difficulty--

it's not as hard as the way God could have sent his people.  In his fatherly 

kindness, God thinks of his people.  He considers their infirmities.  He is 

making sure not to lay upon us burdens or temptations that are too hard for 

us to handle.  No, it may not be the shortest way, but in God's providence it 

is the best way--best for God's glory and best for our blessing. 
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 After the providence of God, we see the promise of God.  Let's look at 

the next verse. 

 Moses took the bones of Joseph with him because Joseph had 
made the sons of Israel swear an oath.  He had said, "God will surely 
come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up with you from 
this place." 

While the Israelites were plundering the Egyptians, taking their gold and 

other valuables, Moses was exhuming the mummified body of Joseph.  It 

seems like a strange thing to do, but to understand it we just have to look 

back at Genesis 50.  In that chapter Joseph's long life comes to an end.  He 

was 110 when he died.  Just before he passed away, this is what he said to 

his brothers: 

 "I am about to die.  But God will surely come to your aid and 
take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob."  And Joseph made the sons of Israel 
swear an oath and said, "God will surely come to your aid, and then 
you must carry my bones up from this place."   

What is going on here?  Two things.  First of all, a commitment is being 

fulfilled.  Joseph had made the sons of Jacob swear to take his body to the 

Promised Land when the time of the Exodus had arrived.  It is now some 

430 years later.  It is time for the commitment to be fulfilled.   

 But note this.  Joseph wasn't being sentimental when he made his 

brothers take this oath.  There wasn't anything magical in the ground of 
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Canaan that made him want to return to the place he had spent his childhood.  

He did it to express his faith in the promise of God.  In Hebrews 11 it says, 

"By faith Joseph, when his end was near, spoke about the exodus of the 

Israelites from Egypt and gave instructions about his bones."  Joseph had 

faith that God would fulfill his promise--and that was a faith his people 

needed to have reinforced as they were about to embark into an unknown 

region of desert filled with all sorts of challenges.  And so Joseph arranged 

to have his bone taken to Canaan to provide a constant, visible reminder to 

the Israelites that God was a God who could be trusted to keep his promises.  

It is as if his bones were speaking to his fellow Hebrews saying, "God 

promised to take us out of Egypt.  I believed him.  I even had my brothers 

swear to take my bones back home.  So here they are, more than 400 years 

later, being taken to my final resting place.  God can be trusted.  He can be 

believed.  What more proof could you need than my bones leading the way? 

 We have seen the providence of God at work.  We have seen the 

promise of God being fulfilled.  The third thing we catch a glimpse of 

tonight is the presence of God.  Look at the last two verses: 

 After leaving Succoth they camped at Etham on the edge of the 
desert.  By day the Lord went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to 
guide them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them 
light, so that they could travel by day or night.  Neither the pillar of 
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cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the 
people.   

Now think about this.  The Israelites had seen the power of God at work in 

Egypt.  He had sent plague after plague upon the Egyptians, defeating their 

Pharaoh and their gods at every turn.  He had sent plagues upon the 

Egyptians while at the same time protecting his people. He had sent the 

destroyer throughout the land to kill the firstborn of the Egyptians.  And 

finally he had seen to it that the wealth of Egypt was given them.  Next, the 

Israelites had seen the promise of God in the bones of Joseph.  As they 

looked at the coffin, they remembered the promises that were made to their 

ancestors hundreds of years ago and wee thinking of how their God fulfilled 

them.  If any were in doubt, somebody could simply say, "Look at the box!  

It's Joseph in that coffin, just like he said he would be, and God is doing just 

what he said he would do.  God is taking us out of Egypt.   

 But even that is not enough blessing for God's people.  He wanted 

them to have more.  In an extraordinary manifestation of his presence, he 

went before them in a cloud by day and pillar of fire by night.  Cloud and 

fire are often symbols of the presence of God in the Bible.  Back in Genesis 

15, when God cut a covenant with Abraham, he appeared in a flaming torch 

and smoking or "cloudy" oven.  If you turn to the New Testament, at the 
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time of the ascension Jesus was taken up into heaven in a cloud and when he 

sent the Holy Spirit tongues of fire rested over the disciples.  So here God is 

present in cloud and fire.  He is present to be Israel's guide.  He is to be their 

light, though he is darkness to the following Egyptians.  He gives himself as 

a covering of protection--of shade by day and light by night.  He spoke from 

the cloud.  The cloud rested upon the tabernacle when it had been finished.  

And all through their wandering, in spite of their manifold sins, the cloud 

was never taken from Israel.   

 Now think of this.  The manifestation of God's nearness to us now is 

not less spectacular, but more spectacular, than the presence of God with the 

children of Israel in those exodus days.  You see, God now has sent his Holy 

Spirit not to dwell in a tabernacle or a temple, but in the hearts of his people.  

Jesus says this in John 14: "And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Counselor to be with your forever--the Spirit of truth.  The world 

cannot accept him because it neither sees him nor knows him.  But you 

know him, for he lives with you and will be in you."  Teaching the same 

truth, Paul said this in I Corinthians 3:  "Don't you know that you yourselves 

are God's temple and that God's Spirit lives in you?"  If you are united to 

Jesus through faith, he could not be closer to you than he is now.  He is not 

even a heartbeat away.  He is present with you to comfort, strengthen, guide, 
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bless, forgive, renew and give you peace even when there is no earthly 

reason for peace.  Providence.  Promises.  Presence.  What more could we 

possibly want.  What more is there left for us to do, but to thank God for all 

his mercies by consecrating ourselves to him in obedience, submission and 

love.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.

 14


