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The Bible Speaks Today describes three series of expositions,
based on the books of the Old and New Testaments, and on Bible
themes that run through the whole of Scripture. Each series is 
characterized by a threefold ideal:

• to expound the biblical text with accuracy 
• to relate it to contemporary life, and 
• to be readable.

These books are, therefore, not ‘commentaries’, for the commentary
seeks rather to elucidate the text than to apply it, and tends to be a
work rather of reference than of literature. Nor, on the other hand,
do they contain the kinds of ‘sermons’ that attempt to be contem-
porary and readable without taking Scripture seriously enough. The
contributors to The Bible Speaks Today series are all united in their 
convictions that God still speaks through what he has spoken, and
that nothing is more necessary for the life, health and growth of
Christians than that they should hear what the Spirit is saying to
them through his ancient – yet ever modern – Word.

Alec Motyer 
John Stott

Derek Tidball 
Series editors

BST The Bible Speaks Today

GENERAL PREFACE
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Part One
Sonship in the Old Testament
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Exodus 4:22–23
1. A son is born: Israel

We begin our story proper by turning to the book of Exodus and 
the nation of Israel. The theme of sonship is an Old Testament 
idea that is deeply rooted in the soil of the Hebrew Scriptures. It 
is here that we must begin our study of this biblical theme and in 
particular in the book of Exodus, especially as it pertains to Israel, 
our fi rst key player, because ‘Exodus is a major witness to Israel’s 
sonship’.1 Early in this Old Testament book and at a strategically 
important moment in the history of God’s dealings with his people, 
we read the ‘stunning identity’,2 what another scholar calls ‘one of 
the great watchwords of the exodus’3: Israel is my fi rstborn son (22), 
a divine declaration that would not only echo out to the surround-
ing nations at that time but which would continue to reverberate for 
centuries to come. This is a fi rst in the Hebrew Bible for a number 
of reasons, not least because it is the earliest reference to Israel as a 
nation whose new association to God is described in fi lial terms as 
God’s son. It signals, moreover, a shift in the purposes of God, for 
this was the moment that salvation-history was taking a new turn – a 
new order was about to begin. Out of all the surrounding nations 
of the then known world God had singled out one nation more 
than any other, not because it was more powerful or numerous but 
simply because it was God’s sovereign choice to do so. The author 
of Deuteronomy looking back on this event makes it abundantly 
clear:

11 John J. Schmitt, ‘Israel as Son of God in Torah’, BTB 24 (2004), pp. 69–79. 
12 Walter Brueggemann, Exodus, NIBC (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 

p. 717.
13 N. T. Wright, Justifi cation: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision (Nottingham: IVP, 

2009), p. 130. 

MOTYER PRINT.indd   37MOTYER PRINT.indd   37 11/05/2011   10:3011/05/2011   10:30



the message of sonship

 38

The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you 
because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you 
were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord 
loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he 
brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the 
land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.4

Of course, we should not overlook the fact that all this was in fulfi l-
ment of the earlier promise made to the patriarch Abraham when 
God told him: ‘I will make you into a great nation and I will bless 
you . . . and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’5

It is a well recognized fact that the book of Exodus has as its 
major storyline the deliverance of the people of God from the 
oppression of Pharaoh; it is seldom noted, however, that this event 
was essentially a titanic tussle between two main protagonists which 
centred primarily on the notion of ‘sonship’. For this is not only the 
moment when God would inaugurate a fi lial relationship with the 
nascent nation of Israel but there is here another ‘son’ with which 
Yahweh must contend, namely, Pharaoh’s fi rstborn son (23). Thus, 
the statement Israel is my fi rstborn son was nothing less than

a direct assault on the royal succession in Egypt. In all likelihood 
the fi rst-born male was directly in line to follow his father on the 
throne: the new Pharaoh would be a god, the incarnation of Ra, 
eternal, omniscient, omnipotent and worthy of worship.6

What unfolds is a showdown between Yahweh and Pharaoh, ‘the 
then world’s fi rst super-power’,7 as they lock horns and do battle 
over these respective sons, which would ultimately demonstrate 
who is sovereign (i.e., king) and who is really in control.

The passage itself where the fi lial pronouncement is located may 
be brief and comprise only a couple of verses, but there is a lot of 
theological weight that betrays their conciseness. Several points 
should be noted: fi rst, the literary structure of the passage is in the 
form of a chiasm (so-called after the Greek letter ‘chi’ which is the 
shape of our English letter X) where a number of striking features 
are in evidence:

14 Deut. 7:7–8.
15 Gen. 12:2–3.
16 John Currid, Exodus, vol.1 (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2000), p. 114.
17 J. A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus, BST (Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 

2005), p. 114. 

MOTYER PRINT.indd   38MOTYER PRINT.indd   38 11/05/2011   10:3011/05/2011   10:30



exodus

 39

A say to Pharaoh . . . Israel is my fi rstborn son (22)
    B And I told you, let my son go (23)
     C so he may worship me
    B1 But you refused to let him go
A1 so I will kill your fi rstborn son

Second, the chiasm is concentrically structured and is framed by 
twin references and a play on words between the fi rstborn son of 
Israel and the putting to death of the fi rstborn son in Egypt (AA1). 
The theme of sonship, therefore, functions as bookends or as a lit-
erary inclusio in the whole passage and is ‘the central factor in the 
liberation of Israel’.8 This is immediately followed by two parallel 
statements in the inner part of the chiasm (BB1) which describe the 
redemption or emancipation of Israel from slavery. Also peppered 
throughout the structure is a proliferation of fi rst and second person 
pronouns (‘I’ and ‘you’): my fi rstborn son; I told you; Let my son go, 
so that he may worship me; and I will kill your fi rstborn son, all of 
which accentuates the personal nature of the clash between Yahweh 
and Pharaoh. The statement situated at the centre, however, is the 
climax of the chiasm and provides the reason for Yahweh’s spectac-
ular intervention to save his son – so he may worship/serve me (C).

We need to look further at what it all means. As we do so, we 
should note that the statement Israel is my fi rstborn is an important 
one, and the fi rst in the chiasm, which raises a number of matters 
that we will spend some time considering prior to looking at God’s 
promise of a dramatic deliverance.

1. The birth of a nation: Israel, God’s fi rstborn son (4:22)

Contextually, the declaration Israel is my fi rstborn son (22) is 
immediately prefaced by a specifi c command given to Moses by 
Yahweh: Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the LORD says’. Moses 
is the person charged with the responsibility of speaking on behalf 
of God, which in one sense is not surprising because there are 
important parallels in his life experience and that of Israel’s. Both, 
for example, are rescued from a water ordeal (cf. Exod. 2:3–10; 14 
– 15); escape to Midian (cf. Exod. 2:11–22; 16 – 18); and experience 
a theophany (cf. Exod. 3; 19). More important, both know what 
it means to live in slavery and oppression (cf. Exod 2:1–2; 3:7), 
which is signifi cant, for the announcement that Yahweh’s fi rstborn 

18 Matthew Vellanickal, The Divine Sonship of Christians in the Johannine 
Writings, AnBib. 72 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1977), p. 10.
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son is called ‘Israel’ comes at a strategic moment for the people of 
God – they are currently languishing in bondage and oppression, 
subject to cringing fear and the ruthless control of their Egyptian 
taskmasters (Exod. 1:11). Earlier in the book we learn that part of 
Pharaoh’s brutal regime was to introduce birth control measures 
in an effort to curtail the male population of the Hebrews (Exod. 
1:22). Thus, at this time God’s people are helpless and utterly hope-
less, a point made clear by the author’s repeated description of them 
as a household of slaves (e.g., Exod. 13:3, 14; 20:2, lxx). Yahweh, 
however, is about to intervene in spectacular fashion by taking 
the necessary action in order to emancipate this slave and does so 
with an unforgettable opening salvo: This is what the LORD says: 
Israel is my fi rstborn son (22). Yahweh’s decisive action on behalf 
of this people is paramount in the relationship, for the pronounce-
ment is a reminder that the nation’s fi lial relationship is solely and 
directly a result of the divine initiative and underscores the sover-
eignty of God as well as the immense privilege of belonging to his 
household.

It is also an act of divine favour, as James D. G. Dunn notes: ‘The 
story of Israel’s salvation is to be found in nothing in themselves and 
in nothing in what they were doing or could do as a slave people. 
But solely in the grace of God’.9 Previously known as a slave to a 
tyrant and as ‘my people’ in relation to God, this people have now 
been singled out to become a nation with the distinctively intimate 
and familial expression of my . . . son.10

To be called a fi rstborn son also underscores the fact that Israel 
was in a position of prominence and pre-eminence and had the 
right of headship over the family after the father, the head of the 
household, died. A fi rstborn son received double the inherit-
ance (Deut. 21:17) that is unless, as in the case of Esau, he sold his 
birthright to his younger brother and so instead of Esau exercis-
ing his right as the head of the family, Jacob assumed this role and 
the privileges that went with it (Gen. 25:29–34). A fi rstborn son 
enjoyed an elevated status within the household as a person of 
honour, which brought accompanying responsibilities and privi-
leges to ensure the family name was not brought into disrepute. 
Such a son was in turn consecrated to the Lord, a point made clear 
later in the book of Exodus in respect of the physical family, when 
Yahweh himself affi rms: ‘the fi rst offspring of every womb among 
the Israelites belongs to me, whether human or animal’ (Exod. 

19 James D. G. Dunn, New Testament Theology: An Introduction, LBT 
(Louisville: Abingdon Press, 2009), p. 76 (emphasis added).

10 Brueggemann, Exodus, p. 717. 
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13:2, tniv; Num. 3:12; 8:16). Israel as son is therefore attached to 
the Lord, an association which is not transient or fl eeting but a 
lasting reality, because no matter what would happen a fi rstborn 
son could not fi nally be cast out (Jer. 31:9). Indeed, as the fi rstborn 
son continued the family line into the next generation, so this fi lial 
identifi cation for the nation of Israel was symbolic of Yahweh’s 
relationship and divine ownership of the nation in the succeeding 
generations.

But there is irony in this pronouncement as well, for the name by 
which God’s son is to be called will be ‘Israel’, meaning ‘struggles 
with God’, which not only points back in time but also forward to 
the future. Regarding the former, the name is traced to Jacob and 
his encounter with God at Peniel (Gen. 32:28) where he ‘struggled’ 
with Yahweh and was renamed ‘Israel’. In respect of the latter, the 
name ‘Israel’ points prospectively, for while this ‘son’ will soon 
be delivered from Egyptian bondage, the nation’s fi lial struggles 
are by no means over. Rather, the path ahead for this new son will 
be one strewn with adversity and hardships, diffi culties it has to 
be said that were often of Israel’s own making. Thus, bound up 
with the nation’s new name ‘Israel’ and the new designation ‘son’ 
is the important subtheme of suffering. This note is already evident 
in the current turmoil and bondage which Israel was experiencing 
and accentuates the ensuing actions of Yahweh on behalf of the 
nation, making it a poignant and pivotal moment in the salvifi c 
purposes of God. But, signifi cantly, the place of suffering is also 
the place of provision (and deliverance) in which this new rela-
tionship as ‘son’ is born. In other words, the place of suffering 
becomes a theophanic place, the place where God manifests himself 
to his people in a way that we do not expect. This close nexus of 
sonship and suffering, moreover, is one that runs the gamut of the 
Scriptures, for these twin realities are not only worked out here in 
the life of the nation of Israel and the Israelites in the Old Testament 
(e.g., Deut. 14:1–2), but continue, as we shall see, into the New 
Testament, specifi cally in the life of Jesus as the suffering Son of 
God (e.g., Rom. 8:17) as well as in the lives of believers as the sons 
and daughters of God as they groan their way to glory (e.g., Rom. 
8:18–25).

a. Israel: God’s adopted or fi rstborn son?

One of the key debates that surrounds the declaration Israel is my 
fi rstborn (bĕkôr) son (22) has to do with how to understand the 
nature of Israel’s fi lial relationship to Yahweh. Some scholars like 
James I. Cook regard Israel as being in an ‘adoptive relationship to 
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Yahweh . . . [which is] foundational to the Old Testament’.11 Cook 
is partly swayed by Paul’s remarks in Romans 9:4 where he reminds 
the Roman house churches of the many privileges the Israelites 
possessed: ‘Theirs [the Israelites] is the adoption as sons; theirs the 
divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple 
worship and the promises.’ Paul certainly understood Israel as an 
adopted son and it is often assumed that the relationship described 
in Exodus 4:22 is an adoptive one; however, when we look for the 
term which Paul uses to refer to adoption (i.e., huiothesia), it is not 
found in the Greek translation of the Old Testament scriptures 
(lxx) or any other literature contemporary with the apostle for that 
matter (e.g., Philo the Jewish exegete or Josephus the historian). We 
would have expected the above Greek term for adoption which Paul 
uses for the Israelites (Rom. 9:4) to have been employed in the Old 
Testament (lxx), but it is nowhere be found.

There are at least two reasons why it is unlikely that Israel’s rela-
tionship to God is an adoptive one. First, the Jews did not practise 
adoption and there is no mention of or provision made for such a 
practice in biblical law. Second, there were other procedures in place 
in Israelite society that obviated the need for adoption, as Leon 
Morris12 helpfully points out:

Provisions such as polygamy, the giving of a concubine to provide 
children and the levirate marriage took care of most situations. 
This probably accounts for the fact that there are no laws on 
adoption in the Old Testament and that even the word is lacking.

The language used in Exodus 4:22 to describe God’s relationship 
to Israel as son is different to the apostle Paul’s language in his 
letters (i.e. Rom. 8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). When the nation 
is described as Israel is my fi rstborn son in Exodus, the author is 
drawing from a different conceptual fi eld, that of biological or 
natural birth. Of course, there is no notion of a physical relation-
ship between God and Israel as there was in other religions between 
their deities and the people. The same language of ‘birth’, moreover, 
is used later in Deuteronomy 32:6, 18 where we read, ‘Is he not 
your Father . . . the God who gave you birth’ (cf. Hos. 11:1; John 

11 James I. Cook, ‘The Concept of Adoption in the Theology of Paul’, in James 
I. Cook (ed.), Saved by Hope: Essays in Honor Richard C. Oudersluys (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), p. 131; see also George A. F. Knight, A Christian 
Theology of the Old Testament, BTCL 21 (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998), p. 160.

12 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans (Leicester: IVP, 1988), p. 314. See 
Trevor J. Burke, Adopted into God’s Family: Exploring a Pauline Metaphor, NSBT 
22 (Nottingham: IVP, 2006), ch. 3 and Appendix. 
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1:12–13). Indeed, in Jeremiah 31:20 the prophet describes Yahweh’s 
consuming affection for the nation of Israel as follows

is not Ephraim my dear son, 
the child in whom I delight? 
. . . my heart yearns for him; 
I have great compassion for him

where the word ‘compassion’ in the Hebrew means ‘womb’ 
(raḥămîm). The language of birth means that Israel owed its 
national existence as son to the creative or ‘procreative action of 
Yahweh’.13 In Exodus 4:22–23 then, God’s son is brought into the 
world and onto the world stage, a true birthday moment, signalling 
the beginning of a long and lasting relationship and ‘privileged posi-
tion’14 for the nation of Israel. Just as in the ancient Near East, where 
sons were educated and trained for the outside world, so now Israel 
will undergo a period of instruction and preparation by Yahweh for 
its fi lial role in the cosmos.15

The language of biological birth used in Exodus therefore stands 
in contrast to Paul’s adoption term, which is a legal expression 
rooted in the Roman socio-legal context of the fi rst century and 
describes the legal transaction or transfer of a son, usually an adult, 
out of one family and the placement of him in another family with 
all the attending privileges and responsibilities. Commenting on 
the Exodus text Old Testament scholar Walter C. Kaiser16 rightly 
observes that the Hebrew word bēn ‘son’ connotes

a familial relationship: a people who made up the family of God. 
Israel was not a family in an adopted sense or a mere ethnic, politi-
cal, or social unity. Rather, it was a family formed, saved, and 
guarded by God the ‘Father’ of this family.

‘God gave birth to the nation through his saving act, thereby 
establishing the father-son relationship with Israel.’17 Brendan 
Byrne, who, in seeking to situate the term ‘son’ against its Jewish 
background comes to the same conclusion. God’s association with 

13 Christopher J. H. Wright, God’s People in God’s Land: Family, Land, and 
Property in the Old Testament, BTCL 14 (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1990), p. 16.

14 TDOT II, ‘Bekôr’, pp. 121.
15 Schmitt, ‘Israel as Son of God’, p. 79. 
16 Walter C. Kaiser, The Promise-Plan of God: A Biblical Theology of the Old 

and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), pp. 70–71 (emphasis 
added).

17 R. Alan Culpepper, ‘Children of God’, NIDB vol. 1, A-C, p. 590. 
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the nation of Israel was not one of adoption; rather he states ‘Israel 
was . . . in a relationship of sonship with respect to God’.18

b. Sonship as an expression of the covenant

Another signifi cant issue which the pronouncement Israel is my 
fi rstborn son (22) raises is whether Yahweh’s relationship to the 
nation can be understood as an expression of the covenant. J. A. 
Motyer makes the point that ‘the whole story of Exodus is a cov-
enant narrative’;19 moreover, the connection between the covenant 
and household terminology, used here to describe the nation of 
Israel, is a close one. As William Dumbrell points out, ‘when delin-
eating the Sinai relationship we cannot overlook the very important 
use of kinship terminology and family terms’.20 The two ideas 
(sonship and covenant) are related in the sense that both demon-
strate a number of similar aspects: for example, just as the notion 
of covenant is a statement of God’s intent, so too the initiatory 
declaration Israel is my fi rstborn son carries with it the objective of 
Yahweh for this nascent nation. God is intentionally entering into 
a new relationship with Israel. Further still, when God enters into 
a covenant in Old Testament terms it is also a claim of ownership 
and expectation, two aspects which undergird God’s relationship 
with Israel his son – the nation comes under the sovereign protec-
tion of Yahweh which carries with it an accompanying responsibil-
ity to live in accordance with the Father’s demands. That there is a 
relationship between the two notions cannot be doubted, as Denis 
McCarthy points out, ‘the concept of Israel’s divine sonship in the 
Old Testament is very like the concept of . . . the covenant’.21

There are important differences between them, however, for it 
is clear that one can break a covenant, but one cannot stop being a 
son to one’s father.22 Also, the relationship between Yahweh and 

18 Brendan Byrne, ‘Sons of God’ – ‘Seed of Abraham’: A Study of the Idea of the 
Sonship of God of All Christians in Paul Against the Jewish Background, AnBib. 83 
(Rome: Rome Biblical Institute, 1979), p. 81. I have argued this view in fuller detail 
in Burke, Adopted into God’s Family, pp. 48–54. 

19 Motyer, Exodus, p. 20. 
20 William J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation: A Theology of the Old 

Testament Covenants, BTCL 12 (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1984), p. 99. Paul R. 
House, Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove: IVP, 1998), p. 95, also writes in 
relation to Exod. 4:22: ‘Both Israel and David have a covenant with the Lord that 
amounts to a family relationship’. 

21 Denis McCarthy, ‘Israel, My Firstborn Son’, The Way 5 (1965), pp. 186.
22 Christopher J. H. Wright, Knowing God the Father Through the Old 

Testament (Oxford: Monarch, 2007), p. 84.

MOTYER PRINT.indd   44MOTYER PRINT.indd   44 11/05/2011   10:3011/05/2011   10:30



exodus

 45

Israel is not a natural one23 but one which is new and which God has 
chosen to initiate and enter into with Israel. This is the very essence 
of any covenantal relationship, for a covenant essentially forges 
relationships between two parties or people that are not ‘natural’ as 
are those between real parents and their children. Real parents, for 
example, do not have to commit to looking after their offspring – it 
is inherent in the relationship and comes with the turf of real family 
relationships. A covenant however, as John Goldingay points out,

comes to be involved when people extend a commitment beyond 
such natural groupings, as happens when two people get married, 
or when a kinship group extends its membership to a people not 
born within it, or when two nations enter into a covenant or 
treaty relationship.24

This suitably describes what is happening between Yahweh and the 
nation in the declaration Israel is my fi rstborn son – Yahweh enters 
into an association with Israel, previously unknown to him as a 
nation, a relationship that is not ‘natural’.25 But what is remarkable 
about this declaration is that although it is not a natural familial 
relationship, the nation’s connection with Yahweh is nevertheless 
couched in the language of the household. In summary, while the 
language in Exodus 4:22 may not be as overtly covenantal as the 
more explicit royal statement between Yahweh and King David in 
2 Samuel 7:8–16 which we will consider later,26 it comes close to the 
language of the covenant in the Old Testament. In fact, the declara-
tion Israel is my fi rstborn son in Exodus 4:22 describing Yahweh’s 
relationship with Israel as son may even be a circumlocution, a 
roundabout way of articulating the covenant. As one commentator 
has remarked, sonship is ‘another way of expressing the covenantal 
relationship and added a more personal and relationally durable 
dimension to it’.27

23 A much debated point is the origin of the term ‘covenant’ itself and whether 
it stems from the physical family or from the very nature of ‘family’ within the 
Godhead; see Jeffrey J. Niehaus, ‘Covenant: An Idea in the Mind of God’, JETS 
52.2 (2009), pp. 225–246. 

24 John Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, vol. 2, Israel’s Faith (Downers 
Grove: IVP and Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2006), p. 183.

25 Perhaps more than a metaphor is at work in the relationship between Yahweh 
and Israel – it is literal and real; see David R. Tasker, Ancient Near Eastern 
Literature and the Hebrew Scriptures about the Fatherhood of God, St.BL 69 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2004), p. 191.

26 See ch. 3.
27 Christopher J. H. Wright, Deuteronomy, NIBC (Peabody: Hendrickson 

Publishers and Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1996), p. 32. 
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2. A Sovereign Father who intervenes on behalf of his son 
(4:23)

a. ‘Let my son go . . .’

No sooner has Yahweh informed Pharaoh of Israel’s new fi lial iden-
tity than he is told via Moses: And I told you, let my son go (23b). 
Since the book of ‘Exodus is the story of the son of God who stands 
in need of salvation’28 it is not surprising that Yahweh will want to 
jealously guard this special relationship with the nation, and he is 
about to take the necessary steps to ensure this will happen. The 
reason for this is clear: Yahweh as father has rights and so speaks 
authoritatively in those terms. Also bound up with the notion of the 
fi rstborn is the fact that a

father has the right to expect that his fi rstborn son will work with 
him and for him, and eventually accept responsibility for the 
house and the fi elds or fl ocks, and if necessary responsibility for 
his father and mother and other family members who cannot look 
after themselves.29

Israel belonged to God and God expected that his son would serve 
him loyally in the years that lie ahead. Israel was the one in whom 
Yahweh’s (and the world’s) hopes and intentions to bless the world 
depended. Presently, however, the nation in its current infancy 
status is vulnerable and easily preyed upon, and in need of rescue 
and protection. But as one commentator has asked in relation to 
Yahweh’s responsibility and in regard to this text: ‘what parent 
would not go to the end of the world to protect his or her child? 
Especially a child that has been imprisoned, beaten, enslaved or 
worse?’30 Indeed, if Yahweh is to be known by any name it is surely 
as a protector of the weak, the vulnerable and the ill-treated, and in 
Old Testament times children (not to mention widows, the poor 
and the orphan) all fell into that category. But as things are, Pharaoh 
is standing in the way of Israel as the fi rstborn son receiving the 
inheritance to which it is rightly due.

Pharaoh’s heart was so hardened and encrusted that in order for 
him to release Yahweh’s son Israel it would require a judgment 

28 Motyer, Exodus, p. 23.
29 John Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, Israel’s Gospel (Downers 

Grove: IVP and Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2003), p. 320. 
30 Brent A. Strawn, ‘Israel, My Child: The Ethics of a Biblical Metaphor’, 

in Marcia J. Bunge, (ed.) The Child in the Bible (Grand Rapids/Cambridge: 
Eerdmans, 2008), p. 115. 
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commensurate with the action of which Pharaoh himself was guilty, 
killing the male Israelite babies (Exod. 1:22). Pharaoh was going to 
pay by losing his fi rstborn son, as the text makes clear: Let my son 
go . . . But if you refuse to let him go I will kill your fi rstborn son (23). 
In other words, the punishment will fi t the crime, or as one author 
has rather graphically and succinctly put it: ‘Israel is my family. 
You mess with my family, I’ll kill your kid.’31 Yahweh’s action to 
remove Pharaoh’s fi rstborn son was therefore a direct assault on 
royal succession, for in Egyptian thought the fi rstborn male stood 
in line to the father’s throne and the new Pharaoh would be a god 
and regarded as an incarnation of Ra.32 This tit-for-tat sonship, 
which is essentially a simple principle of Hebrew law, the so-called 
‘lex talionis’ (Exod. 21:23), is for real and Yahweh is now ‘playing 
for keeps, the only way a treasuring, concerned parent can’.33 The 
upshot of this head-to-head encounter and Yahweh’s actions have 
been put well by one commentator:

In the dispute about the question to whom Israel belongs and 
who is her legitimate ruler, Pharaoh or Yahweh, Yahweh at last 
will show that he has intimate emotional ties with Israel. Pharaoh 
had better know that to Yahweh Israel is not just his own people, 
they are also dear to him . . . Pharaoh is going to be hit at his most 
sensitive spot, the spot where he has touched Yahweh himself, in 
the love for the fi rstborn son.34

The next section provides the outcome of this head-to-head encoun-
ter.

b. ‘. . . so that he may serve me’ (ESV)

Yahweh fi nally provides the reason why Israel should be released, 
which is purposely stated and sits at the centre of the chiasm: so that 
he may serve me (23). Yahweh’s actions will have massive repercus-
sions never before seen on such a scale. Uncertain times call for the 
certain actions of a sovereign God to intervene in the affairs of this 
emerging nation – Yahweh will not tolerate anyone getting in the 

31 Burton L. Visotzky, The Road to Redemption: Lessons from Exodus on 
Leadership and Community (New York: Crown Pub. 1998), p. 74 (emphasis 
added). 

32 Jeffrey J. Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes in Biblical Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Kregel, 2008), pp. 37ff. 

33 Brueggemann, Exodus, p. 720 (emphasis added).
34 Cornelius Houtman, Exodus, transl. Johan Rebel and Sierd Woudstra, 3 vols., 

HCOT (Kampen: Kok, 1993), 1:430 (emphasis added). 
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way, least of all a Pharaoh who thinks he can decide the destiny of 
God’s special son. Where family relationships are concerned the 
well of divine passion runs very deep in a narrative like this, where 
sonship, sovereignty and salvation all join hands.

The central question in the encounter is this: who really is in 
control and to whom does Israel really belong? And who was 
this son going to really serve? At its most fundamental level this 
struggle, as Brevard Childs observes, is a ‘confl ict . . . over pater-
nal power’35 and Yahweh’s decisive action is nothing less than the 
taking of a slave from ‘under the patria potestas of Pharaoh’36 by 
establishing another household in which God is the new paterfa-
milias (head of a household)37 of the nation, Israel, his fi rstborn 
son. The earlier command to let my son go points up the fact that 
the long period of serfdom to the Egyptians is about to be fully 
and fi nally eclipsed by a new and lasting relationship of sonship 
to God. Put another way, the whips of slavery and oppression are 
to be discarded and replaced with the fi lial cords of God’s paternal 
love for his new son, Israel. Yahweh’s intervention is timely and 
the events that are about to ensue are nothing short of a manifes-
tation of ‘the grace of salvation . . . [which] bestows the grace of 
sonship’.38

This question of who Israel as son will serve in the future will be 
a recurring one – not only for the nation but also later for Christ as 
Son of God (e.g., Matt. 4:1–11) as well as for believers as the sons 
and daughters of God (e.g., Rom 8:13–14) – that strikes at the very 
heart of the nation’s fi lial relationship with God. Indeed, who we 
serve and who is in control of our lives are important questions, 
for no-one is entirely free. Here, it should be noted, Israel is really 
exchanging one kind of servitude for another. There is not and 
cannot ever be a via media or halfway house as far as serving God is 
concerned. Jesus makes this same point in the Sermon on the Mount 
when he challenges his disciples as to where their allegiance lies and 
whether or not they are storing up earthly or heavenly riches: ‘No 
one can serve [Gk be a ‘slave’ of] two masters. Either he will hate 
the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and 
despise the other. You cannot serve [Gk be a ‘slave’ of] both God 

35 Bervard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), 
p. 102.

36 Mark Stibbe, From Orphans to Heirs: Celebrating our Spiritual Adoption 
(Oxford: Bible Reading Fellowship, 1999), p. 42. 

37 Leo G. Perdue, ‘The Household : Old Testament Theology and Contemporary 
Hermeneutics’, in Leo G. Perdue et al. (eds.), Families in Ancient Israel (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), p. 229. 

38 Motyer, Exodus, p. 91.
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and Money’.39 Paul in Romans 6:15–23 makes a similar point by 
reminding the Romans Christians that they too have moral choices 
to make which demonstrate whether they are still ‘slaves to sin’ (v. 
20) or ‘slaves to God’ (v. 22).

Certainly for Israel as son there was none of the crippling or 
cringing fear associated with being under the domination and 
tyranny of Pharaoh. But Israel is about to move from one form of 
servitude to another, as Leviticus 25:55 looking back on this event 
makes clear: ‘For the Israelites belong to me as servants [or ‘slaves’]. 
They are my servants [or ‘slaves’], whom I brought out of Egypt. I 
am the Lord your God.’ Such is the paradox for this child of God, a 
paradox captured in the hymn of George Matheson, the remarkable 
blind Scottish preacher, when he wrote:

Make me a captive, Lord,
  and then I shall be free;
Force me to render up my sword,
  and I shall conqueror be.
  I sink in life’s alarms,
  when by myself I stand;
Imprison me within thine arms,
  and strong shall be my hand.40

c. A young son who needs to grow

The imagery of God birthing Israel his fi rstborn son (22) into being 
in order to be brought under his sovereignty is also a reminder that 
this nation is a fl edgling youngster who needs to develop and mature. 
Eugene Peterson rightly makes the connections when he states that 
‘Exodus is birth and infancy’.41 The prophet Hosea looking back 
on this event describes the nation’s infancy status as follows: ‘When 
Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son’42 
where the fi lial term ‘highlights the childlike status of Israel,’43 and 
therefore greatly accentuates the hard-hearted actions of Pharaoh in 
failing to release God’s son. The giving birth to a child in the natural 
realm, moreover, is a more instantaneous (though very painful 
act, I am reliably informed by my wife!) action than growing up 
into maturity, which is often an arduous and longer path that lasts 

39 Matt. 6:24.
40 Emphasis added.
41 Eugene G. Peterson, The Message (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2005), p. 16 

(emphasis added).
42 Hos. 11:1.
43 Strawn, ‘Israel, My Child’, p. 115. 
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throughout life. This new fi lial association with God is therefore 
not to be understood as a static relationship; rather, it is a develop-
ing one where the need for growth is important. ‘Sonship’, moreo-
ver, is a dynamic relationship and ‘it has to be a conscious sonship 
expressed in actions according to the wishes of the father’s heart’.44 
In other words, functionality lies at the heart of the relationship, for 
just as this is a ‘Father in terms of not what he is, but of what he does, 
so the son is son precisely in the continued action of his life as son’.45 
Thus, the emphasis on sonship suggests the need for responsibility 
and maturation for Israel, as another writer concludes:

In need (immature) and growing up (maturing), Israel’s self-
presentation as a child and the self-understanding that comes 
by means of this metaphor constitutes a profound confession of 
immaturity, need for further growth, and dependent status.46

The inauguration of a new fi lial relationship with Israel in Exodus 
4:22 is a reminder to us that God’s young offspring stands on the 
threshold of life, with all the prospects and potential that lie ahead. 
As we read this text, the sense of privilege wrapped up with all the 
possibilities of a bright future that could ensue cause the heart to 
beat faster and the pulse to quicken. For what will become of this 
young son? How will this child turn out? In the natural realm, there 
is nothing more disappointing than for a parent to see a young infant 
who fails or refuses to make progress through all the many stages 
of development – from infancy into childhood and the teenage 
years, culminating in a well-rounded and mature adult. Imagine, if 
you will, a mother with a thirty-year-old son dressed in a suit who 
instead of having grown up into adulthood is still sitting on her 
knee – it is preposterous! So also in the spiritual realm Israel needs 
to grow up.

Important too from a divine perspective is that the emancipation 
of the people of God from slavery and the establishing of a new rela-
tionship of sonship is not a carte blanche for the nation to do as it 
pleases. It is not God’s will for this youngster to remain in an infan-
tile status but to grow and mature. For this to actually happen will 
mean coming under the tutelage and training of Yahweh as Father in 
order to learn how to progress into adulthood. Thus, bound up with 
the relationship is the expectation for this son to make good moral 
choices and to behave honourably in the eyes of other surrounding 

44 Vellanickal, Divine Sonship, p. 17.
45 Ibid.
46 Strawn, ‘Israel, My Child’, p. 127 (author’s own emphasis). 
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nations. As we read this text, we left to wonder about this young 
child; the problem with growth is that it takes time and brings with 
it much uncertainty and, as is often the case, we will only fi nd out 
later how this son really turns out.

d. A son saved from slavery into community

We noted in our introductory chapter how sonship proved for 
Israel to be a signifi cant saving event, emancipation from the slavery 
and domination of the Egyptians. When we put Exodus 4:22–23 
alongside the later text of Exodus 6:7 we see this salvifi c aspect more 
clearly. In the former, the Lord stated Israel is my fi rstborn son . . . 
let my son go, so that he may worship me and the full implications of 
the nation’s liberation are described as follows: ‘I am the Lord, and 
I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free 
you from being slaves to them and I will redeem you with an out-
stretched arm.’47 Israel, God’s son, is spectacularly rescued from the 
oppression and captivity of the Egyptians. But the story does not 
end there for salvation is not something that is merely ‘or quintes-
sentially deliverance from Egyptian bondage’ but is to be more posi-
tively understood also as ‘deliverance into community’.48 This point 
is made clearer in Deuteronomy 4:20 where the writer refl ects on 
events in the past: ‘But as for you, the Lord took you and brought 
you out of the iron-smelting furnace, out of Egypt, to be the people 
of his inheritance, as you now are.’ The upshot of all this, as Joseph 
Hellerman has helpfully pointed out, ‘is that salvation in the Old 
Testament is a community-creating event. God saved the Israelites 
not just so they could relate to him as individuals but, most impor-
tantly, “to be the people of his inheritance”.’49

This communal aspect in the Old Testament is one which is 
picked up in the New Testament, as is evident by the plural descrip-
tions ‘sons of God’ (e.g. Matt. 5:9; Gal. 3:26). It is so important as we 
read the Scriptures that we grasp just how fundamentally important 
the sense of community was to the ancient way of life where the 
group always trumps and is prized above the individual. In light of 
the seismic events in life of the nation of Israel, God’s son and their 
spectacular rescue from Egyptian slavery, God has called them from 
bondage into a lifetime of community, a new family no less, where 

47 Exod. 6:7.
48 Joseph H. Hellerman, When the Church was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ 

Vision for Authentic Christian Community (Nashville: Broadman and Holman 
Academic, 2008), p. 128. 

49 Ibid. (emphasis added).
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they are to know the joys and sorrows, the blessings and the strug-
gles, as they walk, serve and fellowship with each other as sons and 
daughters (e.g. Deut. 14:1–2) of the living God.

Summary

We began our journey in the Old Testament by considering a key 
biblical text in the story of sonship (Exod. 4:22–23) and of salvation-
history, when God intervenes in the life and dealings of a people by 
making them into a nation, a nation whom he called Israel, his fi rst-
born son. In language akin to the covenant, this son is saved from 
the bondage and slavery of the Egyptian Pharaoh who himself paid 
for his own tyrannical actions by the killing of his fi rstborn son. 
In giving birth to the nation Israel, this child now comes under the 
sovereignty and tutelage of God as Father in order to be trained and 
taught and with the accompanying expectation to grow and obey. 
This calling, moreover, was also a call to community so that these 
sons and daughters of God may walk together on the long journey 
that lies ahead. Thus, as this young child sets out with the potential 
of a bright future and the whole of life stretching ahead, there is a 
palpable sense of optimism as we ponder how this fi lial relationship 
will turn out.
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