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Text: Exodus 4:18-31 
Sermon: Moses Returns to Egypt 

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



 In our lesson tonight we find the events that took place between the 

revelation of God in the burning bush in the desert of Midian and the 

opening audience of Moses and his brother Aaron with Pharaoh in Egypt.  

There are three things that take place that we will have to look at.  First, 

Moses takes his leave of his father-in law Jethro.  Second, he journeys down 

to Egypt, and a curious journey it is.  And third, he has an initial meeting 

with the Hebrew elders in Egypt.  Let’s look at our lesson again. 

 Then Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law and said to 
him, “Let me go back to my own people in Egypt to see if any of them 
are still alive.” 
 Jethro said, “Go, and I wish you well.” 

 Jethro, as you remember, had taken Moses in some 40 years earlier 

when Moses had first fled from Egypt.  He had provided him with a 

daughter to be his wife, a home and a flock.  Moses, recognising Jethro’s 

patriarchal authority, does him the courtesy of formally asking for his 

release.  He tells his father-in-law that he wants to go down to Egypt to “see 

if any of [his own people] are still alive.”  This is a Hebrew idiom that refers 

to his people’s welfare in a broad sense.  He wants to see how they have 

been getting along since he left them some forty years earlier.  Jethro gives 

his permission, by responding, “Go, and I wish you well,” or, as it can also 
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be translated, “Go in peace.”  The word used in shalom.  It means not just 

peace, but includes prosperity, completeness and fulfilment as well.  Jethro 

has given Moses his blessing. 

Now note this: Moses doesn’t say anything to Jethro about the burning 

bush.  He doesn’t mention his conversation with God nor the commission he 

had received to go and rescue the Hebrews, that they might worship God.  

Why not?  Why such an omission—an omission that looks like an evasion, if 

not an outright lie?  As one commentator put it, it seems that there is a bit of 

Jacob in Moses here.  Well, it seems that the logical conclusion is this.  Even 

after all of his preparation at the hands of God—the promises that God 

would be with him and that the elders would listen to him—the provision of 

power to do miraculous signs—and the presence of his brother Aaron to 

speak on his behalf, Moses is still not sure about the task he has been given.  

He is still worried about what lies ahead for him in Egypt.  He still stands in 

need of reassurance.  That’s why in the next verse we hear the message 

again: “Go back to Egypt, for all the men who wanted to kill you are dead.”  

Moses still wants to linger—or malinger, as the case may be. 

Let me make one more point here.  “Go back, for all the men who 

wanted to kill you are dead.”  Do those words sound familiar to you?  They 

should, for they are words that are very similar to words spoken to the holy 
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family.  In Matthew 2 Joseph takes his wife and son and flees to Egypt to 

escape Herod, who wants to kill Jesus.  And then Matthew writes, “After 

Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and 

said, ‘Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel for 

those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.’”  Both deliverers—

Moses and Jesus—were forced to flee from tyrannical rulers and were able 

to return only after those rulers had died.  The irony of the situation is that 

Jesus had to flee to Egypt for safety.   

So Moses took his wife and sons, put them on a donkey and 
started back to Egypt.  And he took the staff of God in his hand. 

Moses finally obeys God’s orders.  And when he goes, he takes his 

family with him.  He was apparently finally persuaded that it was going to 

be safe.  As we will find out later, however, his family did not stay with him 

during the entire course of his work in Egypt.  In Exodus 18 we find that 

Jethro brings Zipporah and her sons to meet Moses in the wilderness after he 

had led his people through the Red Sea, out of Egypt.  We don’t know why 

she left.  It might have been the hardships of the journey or the difficulties in 

Egypt—the plagues and so on—that persuaded her to go back home.  She 

may have simply been homesick.  It doesn’t say.   
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The Lord said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that 
you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the 
power to do.  But I will harden his heart so that he will not let the 
people go.  Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is 
my firstborn son, and I told you, “Let my son go, so he may worship 
me.”  But you refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.’” 

In the whole conflict between God and Pharaoh, the idea of 

“hardening the heart” takes a prominent place.  We run into it for the first 

time here.  God hardens Pharaoh’s heart.  That is, God maintains in Pharaoh 

a strong and determined will not to obey his commands.  And he does this in 

order to make the judgement upon Pharaoh and his people all the more 

severe.  Now that might seem strange to you.  A bit of background will help 

clear things up. 

In ancient Egypt it was believed that the heart contained the essence 

of the person.  Pharaoh’s heart was especially important, because it was 

thought that Pharaoh was divine.  He was supposed to be the incarnation of 

the gods Ra and Horus.  Ra and Horus were believed to be sovereign over all 

things.  Therefore Pharaoh was believed to be sovereign over all things.  

God hardens his heart in order to bring upon him a judgement that 

demonstrates with absolute clarity that Jehovah, the God of Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob, is the one in control.  The real God is in control even of Pharaoh.  

You see, what we have here is not a contest between Moses and Pharaoh—it 
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is much bigger than that.  It is a contest between God and Satan.  Between 

darkness and light.  Between life and death.  And although it is a contest, it is 

clearly no contest.  God is sovereign.  He has all power and wisdom and 

knowledge.  The forces arrayed against him are puny and helpless.  Now 

they may be stronger than we are, but they are no match for God.  In fact, he 

uses them for his own purposes and Pharaoh will demonstrate, against his 

will, the truth that the God of the Hebrews reigns forever. 

You can think of this too.  In Egypt the royal succession to the throne 

ran directly through the first male in the ruler’s line.  It’s like that in most 

places where there are kings.  God is determined to kill the firstborn son of 

Pharaoh.  Why?  So the world will know that it is the real God who 

determines who will sit on the throne of Egypt.   

Now when we come to verse 24, we come to one of the most curious 

incidents in the life of Moses.  It is hard to know what to make of it.  Moses 

has been equipped and commissioned by God for a high purpose.  He has 

been given promises.  He has been given a staff of authority with which he 

can perform miracles.  He has been given his brother to assist him in the 

work.  And now it seems God turns against him.  “At a lodging place on the 

way, the Lord met Moses and was about to kill him.”  Why?  It seems that 
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Moses had neglected to circumcise his son.  Moses was unable to do it at 

this point.  Perhaps he had been struck down in some way.  So his wife 

Zipporah took things into her own hands. 

But Zipporah took a flint knife, cut off her son’s foreskin, and 
touched Moses’ feet with it.  “Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to 
me,” she said.  So the Lord left him alone.  (At that time she said, 
“bridegroom of blood,” referring to circumcision. 

I think that to understand this we have to consider the holiness of God 

and his commitment to absolute righteousness.  Circumcision was the sign 

of the covenant given first to Abraham.  Genesis 17:9 and following reads 

this way: 

Then God said to Abraham, “As for you, you must keep my 
covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to 
come.  This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, 
the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be 
circumcised.  You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign 
of the covenant between me and you.  For the generations to come 
every male among you who is eight days old must be circumcised, 
including those born in your household or bought with money from a 
foreigner—those who are not your offspring…. Any uncircumcised 
male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off from 
his people; he has broken my covenant. 

Circumcision was a sign of the covenant relationship between God and his 

people.  The foreskin of the flesh was cut off for two reasons, one reason full 

of promise, the other full of threat.  First, the mark of circumcision was full 

of promise because it distinguished the covenant child from all others.  It set 
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him apart as a child of God.  Second, it was full of threat, because the 

circumcised flesh was thrown away.  This was a symbol that through 

disobedience God would throw away those who refused to obey him with 

thankful hearts.  And remember this too: circumcision was a sign involving 

the shedding of blood.  Why?  To reinforce the truth that reconciliation with 

God can only take place through the shedding of blood.  Sin must be paid 

for.  Our blood, or the blood of someone standing in our place, is required 

because of our sin.   

 Now, it seems that Moses neglected to circumcise his son, and this 

neglect apparently came about because of his wife’s opposition to it.  Her 

comments about Moses being a “bridegroom of blood” show that she 

thought circumcision was abhorrent.  But now they were going to Egypt.  

They were going to rescue God’s people.  Ultimately, to bring them out of 

the slave pens of Egypt, they would have to mark the lintels and doorposts of 

their houses with the blood of a lamb so the angel of death would pass over 

them.  The sprinkling of this blood was necessary unto salvation.  The blood 

sign of circumcision pointed to this.  It declared in an outward way that the 

people had hearts circumcised by the Holy Spirit, sprinkled with the blood of 

Jesus and made clean.  Moses could not go to Egypt to save his people and, 

at the same time, despise the method by which their salvation would come.  
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God will not save anyone at the cost of his commitment to justice and 

righteousness.  He will not justify anyone if it means he can no longer be 

called just.  His holiness is more important to him than you or I are.  More 

important to him than Moses.  So the circumcision of Moses’ son, with 

everything that it entailed, was a deal breaker.  It would happen; Moses 

would show his commitment to salvation through the blood, even at the cost 

of strife within his family, or he would perish and his people remain in 

bondage until another deliverer were called of God and sent to their 

deliverance. 

 The Lord said to Aaron, “Go into the desert to meet Moses.”  
And so he met Moses at the mountain of God and kissed him.  Then 
Moses told Aaron everything the Lord has sent him to say, and also 
about all the miraculous signs he had commanded him to perform.     

Moses now meets Aaron at Mount Sinai, and Moses tells his brother 

everything the Lord had said to him, everything that Aaron would have to 

say.  Now this seems to be a simple thing, but its importance cannot be 

stressed too much.  Aaron is going to repeat the message of Moses.  Moses 

relays to him the message of God.  Aaron is not going to say anything on his 

own authority.  He is not going to make anything up; he is not going to 

preach himself.  That is what faithful ministers of the Lord have always 

done.  That is how their faithfulness is measured.  Time after time in the Old 
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Testament prophets sent from God declare, “Thus saith the Lord.”  In the 

New Testament the story remains the same.  John the Baptist pointed away 

from himself to Jesus and called out, “Behold the lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world.”  The apostles said, “we are witnesses of all 

things which [Jesus] did both in the land of the Jews and in Jerusalem; 

whom they slew and hanged on a tree.”  When Philip went to Samaria “he 

preached Christ unto them.”  John, in his first letter, writes, “That which we 

have seen and heard declare we unto you.”  Aaron will declare the message 

that was delivered to him, not his own.   

Our lesson ends, 

 Moses and Aaron brought together all the elders of the 
Israelites, and Aaron told them everything the Lord had said to Moses.  
He also performed the signs before the people, and they believed.  
And when they heard that the Lord was concerned about them and had 
seen their misery, they bowed down and worshipped.   

Four things happen.  Moses and Aaron set off for Egypt.  It may be that at 

this time Moses’ family stayed behind.  We don’t know.  In any event, as I 

have mentioned, we don’t hear about them again until Exodus 18.  Second, 

when they arrive, the two prophets gather the elders of the Hebrews together.  

This is to fulfil the command of God that we found in Exodus 3:16.  Third, 

Aaron did his duty as a prophet of Moses, speaking all the words that had 

been given him by God.  And fourth, all of the signs given by God to Moses 

were produced in the presence of the people.  It seems, then, that one 
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miraculous sign was not enough.  All of them had to be performed for the 

people to be persuaded.  But finally the people believed.  They heard God’s 

word.  It’s interesting.  In Hebrew, to hear means more than to simply hear.  

It includes obedience and action.  It’s the same thing in English, for 

example, when you say to a child, “Listen to your mother.”  That does not 

mean simply, “Hear what she has to say.”  It means, “Hear what she has to 

say and then do it and be quick about it.”  Well, the Israelites heard the word 

of God, and in obedience they bowed down and worshipped him.  Praise and 

thanksgiving were the order of the day. 

 Well, the battle is beginning.  The forces are lining up and the storm 

clouds have gathered.  This is not, however, a battle between Moses and 

Pharaoh or between the court magicians of Egypt and the prophets of God, 

or even between the people of Egypt and the Hebrews.  It is much more than 

that.  There is a cosmic dimension to this fight.  As one writer put is, “We are 

witnessing in the exodus event a contest between the God of Israel and the 

God of Egypt—that is, Pharaoh.  It is a good example of what Paul declares 

in Ephesians 6:12: ‘For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark 

world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.’  Thus 

in the Book of Exodus we are viewing something much greater than a simple 
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national struggle against oppression.  We are witnessing a heavenly, divine 

combat.”   

 What a blessing to know the outcome of the battle.  Pharaoh, a type of 

Satan, is defeated by Moses, a type of Christ, anticipating the battle at 

Calvary where Jesus defeats Satan and rises victorious over sin and death 

and the grave.  Beloved, Jesus Christ is our champion.  Our victor.  Our 

Saviour and Lord.  In him the victory is won and our hope is secure.  That is 

the good news.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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