The Passover

“For evil to succeed it is only necessary for good men to do nothing” is a quote often attributed to Edmund Burke.  Proverbs 24:11-12 says “Rescue those being led away to death, hold back those staggering toward slaughter.  If you say ‘But we knew nothing about this’ does not he who guards your life know it?  Will he not repay each person according to what he has done?”  History is full of merciless despots who  caused millions of people to die.  While they certainly had willing officials aiding them, in most cases they could have been stopped had righteous men joined together in protest.  Over the past few chapters of Exodus we saw how Pharaoh’s officials knew that his actions were bringing disaster to Egypt.  Aside from some weak suggestions to let the Israelites go, they did nothing to stop one man from ruining an entire country.

In chapter 11, God had revealed to Moses his planned plague of the firstborn and in verse 29 of chapter 12 God struck down all the firstborn of Egypt.  From the highest (Pharaoh) to the lowest (a prisoner in a dungeon) no one was spared and every family suffered a death.  Much of the first part of chapter12 was devoted to the Passover which meant that Israelite families who observed God’s instructions were not affected.  Bob Deffinbaugh observed that the rite of redeeming the firstborn was a constant reminder to the Israelites that they belonged to God because he spared their firstborn during the Passover.

Pharaoh summoned Moses in the middle of the night and finally allowed the Israelites to leave with all their livestock.  While he again asks for Moses’ blessing, his repentance was short lived even in the midst of losing his own son.  He would later experience remorse not over what he had done, but over letting the Israelites go.  As God had prophesied (see 3:21-22), the Egyptians gave the Israelites silver, gold and clothing urging them to leave before God inflicted further punishment.  The Israelites who numbered 600,000 men plus women and children left Ramses and journeyed eastward to Succoth which was still in Goshen.  The chapter ends with God giving Moses further instructions on His requirements for observing Passover.

The previous 9 plagues of Egypt had persisted for weeks if not months and had increased in their intensity.  They had served as warnings which were directed not just at Pharaoh but to the Egyptian people who assisted Pharaoh in subjecting the Israelites to slavery.  They were also guilty of idol worship.  Unlike Sodom and Gomorrah, they were given apple opportunities to repent but did not (although as I wrote last week, it is possible that some Egyptians did put their trust in God and may have been spared the plague of the firstborn).  It does appear that God had gone from warning to punishment of Pharaoh and the Egyptian people.  The firstborn in an Egyptian could have been a child or an elderly man, each firstborn male died.  Most ancient cultures recognized greater rights and privileges for the firstborn son and because of that, they would have had greater power and influence in their societies.  It may be that God focused on the firstborn because they would have been most responsible for allowing Pharaoh to remain in power and keeping the Israelites enslaved (apparently Pharaoh was not a firstborn son of his father).  They would have also been the spiritual leaders of an idol worshipping nation.  We have to acknowledge that many innocent children perished but even so Deffinbaugh could see God’s grace abounding.  It may well be that seeing such a dreadful display of God’s power might have convinced some Egyptians to accept the God of the Israelites.  He noted that God made specific provisions for non-Israelites to participate in the Passover meal provided that all males in that family were circumcised.

Ultimately, God’s two purposes were achieved.  His bringing the Israelites out of Egypt was a means of demonstrating his power to his chosen people.  The story of the Passover has been handed down to each generation and continues to be observed today.  God also used Pharaoh to demonstrate the awful consequences of conscious, unrepentant sin.
