Nothing But The Best #39

“Faith Watching”

Hebrews 11:23


We have a difficult time imagining what some of the famous Bible characters looked and sounded like…except for one. For most Christians—particularly my age and older—we know what Moses looked and sounded like: Charlton Heston! His heralded portrayal of Moses in Cecil B. deMille’s epic film The Ten Commandments has set a standard few have even tried to match.

The Bible does not go into detail about a person’s physical appearance or the sound of their voice. (The only real description we have of a biblical character is that of the apostle Paul, and that appears outside of Scripture.) God was more interested in providing a portrait of the person’s inner character rather than their physical characteristics. 

It is nearly impossible to overstate the importance of Moses in Scripture. John Phillips writes, “Moses towers like a titan across the vast reaches of our Bible. “
 He is mentioned in 784 verses in the Bible: 705 in the Old Testament and 79 in the New Testament, eleven times in the book of Hebrews, which is more than any other New Testament letter.
 In the eleventh chapter of Hebrews, Moses is given more space than anyone except Abraham.

The first mention of Moses, though, is not so much about him as it is his parents. Hebrews 11:23 reads, “By faith Moses’ parents hid him for three months after he was born, because they saw he was no ordinary child, and they were not afraid of the king’s edict.” Phillips goes on to write, “Moses is one of the greatest men God ever made. Known as the emancipator and lawgiver of Israel, he was also a scholar, soldier, statesman, and saint.” But then he adds, “Much of the credit for what he became must be given to his mother, Jochebed.”

The author of Hebrews credits both parents in the raising of Moses. In the account in Exodus the role of Moses’ mother receives all the attention, his father Amram not being mentioned. In the Septuagint—the Greek version of the Old Testament in the first century—however, the plural verbs in Exodus 2:2–3 show that both parents were involved, and the author follows his customary practice of depending on Septuagint. In any case, the mother could not have hidden the child without the father’s agreement. So both parents were necessarily involved.
 So we can safely conclude that “Moses became a great man of faith because his father and mother were people of faith.”

Their story is told in Exodus 2:1-10,

Now a man of the house of Levi married a Levite woman, and she became pregnant and gave birth to a son. When she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him for three months. But when she could hide him no longer, she got a papyrus basket for him and coated it with tar and pitch. Then she placed the child in it and put it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. His sister stood at a distance to see what would happen to him. 

Then Pharaoh’s daughter went down to the Nile to bathe, and her attendants were walking along the river bank. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to get it. She opened it and saw the baby. He was crying, and she felt sorry for him. “This is one of the Hebrew babies,” she said. 

Then his sister asked Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?” 

“Yes, go,” she answered. And the girl went and got the baby’s mother. Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this baby and nurse him for me, and I will pay you.” So the woman took the baby and nursed him. When the child grew older, she took him to Pharaoh’s daughter and he became her son. She named him Moses, saying, “I drew him out of the water.” 

The book of Exodus begins with the family of Jacob—now the size of a small nation—living in Egypt. Four centuries had passed since Joseph had brought them from Canaan in order to save their lives from starvation. By now the favorable memories of Joseph were long forgotten by the Egyptians. The current Pharaoh felt threatened by their growing numbers and subjected them to slavery. When their numbers grew ever larger, Pharaoh issued an edict that all Israelite boy babies were to be tossed into the Nile River, while girl babies could live. Yet, while Pharaoh was plotting the extermination of the Israelites, God was preparing their emancipation.

Chapter two introduces us to an Israelite couple of that day from the tribe of Levi. Though their names are not mentioned here, Scripture elsewhere informs us that the husband was Amram and the wife was Jochebed. At first glance it appears that these two were newly married and had their firstborn child, a son. But we know from later texts that they had a daughter, Miriam, about twelve years prior, and a son, Aaron, three years before these events.
 Walter Kaiser explains that the Hebrew tense of “married” should be understood as Amram “had married” Jochebed before the edict of Pharaoh.
 Three-year-old Aaron was safe…but what about the baby boy who was just born?

Amram and Jochebed were faced with a dilemma few, if any of us could relate to. Would they obey the law of the land and murder their child in cold blood? Or would they somehow try to save their baby, defying the law and putting themselves at risk? Their decision was a matter of faith, what I am calling “faith watching.”

Moses’ Parents Had a Caring Faith

The first truth we see is that Moses’ parents had a caring faith. Some wonder where the “faith” of Moses’ parents can be seen. For one thing, it took great faith to even bring a child into the world at that time, considering the environment of Egypt!
 I even hear folks today sigh and say, “I don’t know if I could bring a child into this evil world.” Well, it’s a good thing godly parents down through the years did not give in to that notion! As possessors of the light, we should never fear the darkness, but rather take every opportunity to let our light shine!

When Jochebed delivered the couple’s third child, it was a boy—and the law of the land commanded that Hebrew boy babies were to be cast into the Nile River and drowned. But Amram and Jochebed could not bring themselves to do that. This was their son! They could not throw him away like garbage! (Oh, that more parents felt that way about their unborn children today!)

Furthermore, there was something unusually special about this baby. Exodus 2:2 records, “When she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him for three months.” The author of Hebrews puts it this way: “they saw he was no ordinary child…” How are we to understand this?

The phrase “fine child” could relate to his physical appearance or to the qualities of his heart.
 Since it is practically impossible to recognize character traits in a newborn, the focus has fallen more on the baby’s appearance. While the Exodus account does not go into detail about this, later Jewish writers outside of Scripture expanded the story of Moses’ birth, especially his beauty, into reports that his glory illumined the room at birth and so forth. These stories became very popular as time went on.
 And so, as one classic commentator concludes, “The very beauty of the child was to her a peculiar token of divine approval, and a sign that God had some special design concerning him.”

Others have assumed that God must have revealed to Amram and Jochebed that this child was special, similar to the truth revealed to the parents of Samson many years later.
 The Jewish historian Josephus, in his Antiquities, suggests that Moses’ parents received such a revelation from God concerning their son’s destiny.

However they came to their conclusion, Amram and Jochebed determined not to obey the Egyptian edict, and instead caringly watched over their newborn baby for three months, careful not to reveal his presence to anyone lest they be turned into the authorities.

Later in the account we learn that Jochebed got Moses back and was allowed to raise him in her own home. The biblical record suggests that she had the boy longer than the age of wean​ing, at three or four in those days. She had the child while he was growing. In God’s grace and in His plan, Moses may have been allowed to remain with his family long enough to firmly establish his Hebrew roots and learn of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

We know that Jochebed did not have him until he was full grown, because of what we read in verse 11: “Now it came about in those days, when Moses had grown up, that he went out to his brethren and looked on their hard labors…”
So Moses wasn’t grown up by the time he left home; but he was grow​ing. Jochebed undoubtedly had him during what we would call the pre​school years. You can bet that mother treasured every one of those days with her youngest boy. Would that mothers of our own era treasured those years with their little ones to the same degree.

Moses’ Parents Had a Clever Faith

Moses’ parents also had a clever faith. Eventually Amram and Jochebed arrived at a terrible conclusion: They could not keep the secret any longer. Something had to be done.
 Jochebed realized she must do something bold and creative or her baby was doomed. So she made a tiny boat out of a papyrus basket and pitched it with tar to make it waterproof. She probably tested it repeatedly for its seaworthiness. She then made it as soft and comfortable as possible and placed the child in it, strategically positioning the boat on the edge of the Nile River where Pharaoh’s daughter came to bathe.

This is not a case of child abandonment or exposure, however, for each individual action denoted love and hope for deliverance.
 Jochebed had not left her baby alone in his ark. His sister Miriam watched over him. (Once again, faith watching.) When we commit our children to Christ, God still expects us to take all the sensible measures we can to shield them. He does not bless carelessness and lack of common sense.

Jochebed had given Miriam a serious assignment: to watch over the baby and try to intervene at just the right moment. Jochebed must have given her detailed instructions. “Don’t take your eye off him. If the basket begins to sink in the water, bring it back to me and we’ll try again later. When Pharaoh’s daughter comes, stay calm. Act casual and inconspicuous.

“If she retrieves the baby, don’t go running up too quickly. Give her some time. Then act as if you just happened to pass by. Remember to act as if you have never seen the child before. You are as surprised as she is. Then, in a few moments, casually suggest, ‘Would you like for me to get a Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?’

“If she says yes, come and get me quickly. If she says no….” Jochebed may have done a number of role plays, rehearsing with Miriam how she was to respond to each possible situa​tion. It was a serious responsibility for a young girl who was probably no more than twelve years old. But she was very much needed at that crucial time.

Here we meet a woman with great faith in God. But it was not foolish faith! On the contrary, she took steps to devise the very best plan she could under those terrible circumstances, leaving the ultimate results to a sover​eign God.
 She had a creative faith.

Some Christians think that faith and ingenuity are mutually exclusive, that careful planning and creative thinking show a lack of trust in God. That’s simply not true, as Chuck Swindoll observes,

I’ve counseled with unemployed men and women who tell me, “I’m just waiting on the Lord to provide a job.” 

“Fine,” I reply. “And where have you placed your résumé?”

“Well, I’m not going that route. I’m just waiting on God.”

“Oh really?” I say. “Then I hope you don’t mind going hungry for awhile.”

The old motto of soldiers during the Revolutionary War applies to many areas of life: “Trust in God, but keep your powder dry!” In other words, place your life in the Savior’s hands, but stay at the ready. Do all that you can to prepare yourself for battle, understanding that the ultimate outcome rests with the Lord God.

To walk by faith does not mean you stop thinking. To trust God does not imply becoming slovenly or lazy or apathetic. What a distortion of biblical faith! You and I need to trust God for our finances, but that is no license to spend foolishly. You and I ought to trust God for safety in the car, but we’re not wise to pass on a blind curve. We trust God for our health, but that doesn’t mean we can chain smoke, stay up half the night, and subsist on potato chips and Twinkles without consequences.

Acting foolishly or thoughtlessly, expecting God to bail you out if things go amiss, isn’t faith at all. It is presumption. Wisdom says, do all you can within your strength, then trust Him to do what you cannot do, to accom​plish what you cannot accomplish. Faith and careful planning go hand-in-hand. They always have.


“But Moses’ parents broke the law!” someone might object. We will look at this in greater detail in a moment, but consider this: Jochebed’s act was just within the law. She had indeed thrown her son into the river as ordered…just in a wicker basket!

Where would Jochebed have come up with the idea to put her baby in a basket and float it on the river? An indication may be found in the King James Version of Exodus 2:3, where we read that she made an “ark” of bulrushes. The use of the word “ark” is probably intended to call to mind the ark in which Noah was saved, since it is the same Hebrew word used in Genesis.

Perhaps as they were pondering and praying about what they should do, the story of Noah’s ark came to mind. How does God save a person condemned to death? they asked themselves. Then they thought of Noah and his ark. “We will do that!” they said. “We will make a little ark. We’ll put Moses in the river, as commanded by Pharaoh, but we’ll put him in the ark first. We’ll put the ark between him and the waters of death, and we’ll trust God to do for Moses what He did for Noah.”

And so the baby was placed in the basket, and the basket in the Nile River, near to where a daughter of Pharaoh was known to bathe. “Pharaoh’s daughter” may have been the very famous Eighteenth-Dynasty princess and queen Hatshepsut, though historians cannot know for certain.

When she found the baby, she recognized that he was Hebrew, but instead of tossing him into the water to die, she decided to keep him for herself. At that moment Miriam appeared, suggesting that she find a nurse for the baby. Pharaoh’s daughter agreed, and Miriam brought back…the baby’s mother! Pharaoh’s daughter instructed her to nurse and care for the child, and even promised to pay her for her work! (Who says God doesn’t have a sense of humor?) Moses’ parents had a clever faith.
Moses’ Parents Had a Courageous Faith

Finally, Moses’ parents had a courageous faith. We touched on this earlier, but they stood up against an ungodly law and refused to bow to it. That took real courage, for if they had been discovered hiding their baby boy, not only would the child’s life have been ended, but their own lives as well.

By faith Moses’ parents defied Pharaoh’s edict and kept their son alive. This wasn’t easy to do since all the Egyptians were now Pharaoh’s official spies, watching for babies to be drowned.

How could they do this? In the final analysis, Moses’ mother and father feared the God of heaven more than they feared a king of earth.
 They possessed the same kind of courageous faith as the apostles when they told the Jewish authorities first in Acts 4:19, “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God,” and later in Acts 5:29, “We must obey God rather than men!” That took guts! In the same way, the great risk which Amram and Jochebed took in secretly keeping their infant son despite Pharaoh’s cruel command was in itself evidence of the reality of their faith.

Moses parents’ displayed a watching faith that was caring, creative, and courageous. I agree with Swindoll who writes, “Moses became a great man of faith because his father and mother were people of faith.”
 We see that, even in infancy, Moses was surrounded by the pure atmosphere of faith.
 That does not guarantee that all children of such parents will follow their footsteps in faith, but considering that a Moses, a Miriam, and an Aaron could come from a slave hut on the Nile says much about their parents’ influence.

The Woman’s Study Bible has this to say about Moses’ mother:

Jochebed models for contemporary women an infectious courage to fear God instead of men and a firm faith in His promises and providences. The author of Hebrews records that Moses left Egypt, “not fearing the wrath of the king” (Heb. 11:27), and that his parents before him were “not afraid of the king’s command” (v. 23). The important thing is not so much who you are but what you do to meet the challenges and responsibilities that come. Jochebed took her motherhood very seriously, nurturing her children in the Lord with conscientious devotion. Surely she must have been the chief influence unto God in the preparation of these children for the great tasks God gave to each in leading His people out of bondage.

Looking around at our world, it may seem to be heading the way of Egypt at the time of Moses’ birth. As Christians we may be tempted to fear the evil of our age, and shrink back from even wanting to bring children into such a dark and depressing world.

Remember, we have the light of the world in Jesus! We have nothing to fear…not even fear itself! (Sorry, FDR.) Who knows? One of our children (or grandchildren) may be the next Moses that God intends to use in a mighty way.

And he may not look or sound anything like Charlton Heston!

�John Phillips, Exploring People of the Old Testament Volume 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©2006).


�Leon Morris, “Hebrews,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 12: Hebrews Through Revelation, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, ©1981).


�Phillips, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Moses: A Man of Selfless Dedication (Nashville: Word Publishing, ©1999).


�Carl F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, ©2002), 1:277-279.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Delivered (Colorado Springs, CO: Chariot Victor, ©1998).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., “Exodus,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 2: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1990).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1993).


�Keil and Delitzsch, op. cit.


�William MacDonald and Arthur Farstad, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1995).


�Ray C. Stedman, IVP New Testament Commentaries: Hebrews (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Bob Russell, Find Us Faithful (Cincinnati, OH: Standard Publishing, ©1995).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Phillips, op. cit.


�Russell, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�R. Alan Cole, Exodus: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1973); also Wiersbe, op. cit


�Carl F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, ©2002), 1:277-279.


�John Phillips, Exploring Hebrews (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©1977).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�J. Vernon McGee, More Real Characters (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, ©1997).


�Wiersbe, op. cit


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1977).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Hughes, op. cit.


�Phillips, Exploring People of the Old Testament Volume 1.


�Dorothy Kelley Patterson, ed., Woman’s Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1995).





PAGE  
2

