
“Mothering Moses’ 

This month we are having a sermon series entitled ‘Women in the Bible’, each 
ministry team member choosing a particular aspect to focus on. My offering this 
morning is entitled ‘Mothering Moses’ ,and explores the extraordinary impact 
of a group of women during a time of great cruelty and oppression.  

We all, I think, know the backdrop. The Israelites who, in the time of Joseph, 
had fled the famine of their homeland and settled in Egypt had, over the years, 
greatly prospered, growing in numbers and strength. Generations passed, and 
the Egyptians’ memory of Joseph’s wisdom and fame and deeds gradually 
faded. Then came a new King, and the attitude towards these resident aliens 
rapidly changed; he feared their prosperity and strength and incited the people 
against them, pursuing a policy of enslavement and forced labour designed to 
weaken their strength and numbers. However, God’s people were tough and 
resilient, and continued to multiply. Pharaoh’s fear and hatred likewise 
multiplied, resulting in a diabolical and cruel plot guaranteed to greatly 
decimate both the numbers and morale of this people; a plot to coerce the 
Hebrew midwives into committing infanticide whenever they delivered a male 
child. Enquiries were made, and the midwives sought out and summoned. Enter 
Shaphira and Puah. Two alien women; vulnerable nobodies, ordered to appear 
before the mighty Pharaoh.  

How must they have felt?  Intimidated.  Quaking in their shoes.  And then , on 
hearing Pharaoh’s demands, think of their inward horror and utter revulsion. 
There would be no chance for them to object, or even to speak, of course. They 
were mere women slaves. They were given orders by the one who must be 
obeyed, and that was that. Imagine their subsequent conversation. The 
disbelief, anger, tears, fear, The unspeakable images resulting from obeying 
those orders. The unspeakable fate that would await them if they disobeyed 
those orders. It was a lose-lose situation.   

However, these women love their God and love the women they serve and love 
the babies they deliver and nurture with a depth and strength that far surpasses 
the hatred of mighty Pharaoh. A love so strong that they risk their lives by 
ignoring Pharaoh’s command and carry on safely delivering newborn boys into 
their mothers’ arms. And these women are smart and resourceful and brave. 
When Pharaoh is made aware of the continuing presence of healthy male 
infants, he summons them again, but we note they are not intimidated by his 
wrath; they simply tell him that the Hebrew women give birth so easily and 
quickly that the babies arrive without need of their midwives.  



Now, their courageous stance did not, we know, prevent further infant deaths, 
for Pharaoh’s cruelty knew no bounds, issuing a mandate to all Egyptians to 
seek out Hebrew male babies and drown them in the Nile. But their stance did 
at least ensure boys would be born alive, and so given some chance , however 
slim, of survival . And of course, we know that at least one such male child did 
survive. 

Enter three more smart, strong and courageous women. Jochabed , already 
mother of a fine daughter and son, gives birth to a beautiful baby boy, and 
successfully hides him for three months. Now, it would be one thing to keep a 
newborn who basically does nothing but feed and sleep secret, but once he 
grew bigger and stronger, it would be a different matter. But Jochabed had a 
plan. She wove and waterproofed a basket of papyrus reeds for her infant and 
laid it in the reeds by the banks of the river.   

--What I love is the detail in this story. Note the irony; Jochabed obeys 
Pharaoh’s edict by placing the male child in the Nile, but for this child the waters 
won’t bring death, but life. Another important detail is that the Hebrew word 
for basket in this narration is ‘tebat’, the same word used in Genesis for Noah’s 
ark.. The Hebrew folk would make the connection here instantly; Noah crafted 
the ark to save and guarantee continuity of life, and now Jochabed is doing the 
same; the miniature ark crafted for her son will not only save her child, but in 
years to come, a whole nation---.  

Jochabed was smart and wise, so did she know that that Pharaoh’s daughter 
favoured this particular spot for bathing, or was it just coincidence? If the 
former, she was taking the most terrible risk, and she had to believe and trust 
not only in her God, but in the compassion and pity that the plight of this tiny 
child would engender in the heart of Pharaoh’s daughter.  Jochabed couldn’t 
stay with the child; she had tasks to do, and would be missed. But she could 
leave her daughter to see what would transpire. Although unnamed, we can 
deduce that the daughter was Miriam, and we visualise a young girl not only 
obedient to her mother and protective  of her little brother, but also brave and 
confident, smart and articulate; Note how she quickly assesses the situation and 
acts boldly,  approaching this royal princess, offering to find a nurse and running 
off to find her mother. Her heart must have been bursting with excitement and 
relief!   

 

 



Finally we meet Pharaoh’s daughter. Even though fully aware of her father’s 
contempt for and oppression of the Hebrew people, even though fully aware of 
his cruel edict regarding the newborn Hebrew boys and even though fully aware 
of the consequences of going against her father’s policies, this brave and 
compassionate woman took an enormous risk in her actions that day. And she 
was no fool, that’s for sure; she would surely have guessed that Miriam was the 
baby’s sister, and the ‘nurse’ his mother. Yet she was willing to vouch for the 
child’s care and safety, later taking him into her own household and adopting 
him as her son.  

We can learn a lot from their story. The four Hebrew women were women of 
faith, and as such, consciously aligned their lives to that of God. But we also 
note that, as in the case of Pharaoh’s daughter, the Spirit of God may choose to 
rest upon and work within those whose hearts are open to justice and 
compassion and love for those around them, regardless of their particular belief 
system.  
We can also discern how God’s redemptive work is worked out in unexpected 
and surprising ways. In a patriarchal society where women were in every way 
subservient to men, these five ‘ordinary’ women were called to give of 
themselves to save the life of another, and did so with compassion and courage 
and love. Without them Moses would not have survived to lead that mass 
exodus of God’s people out of Egypt into freedom and the promised land.  

So, reflecting upon our own time, there are many areas in the world where the 
innocent and vulnerable are subject to cruelty and discrimination and oppression, 
and we need to be ever diligent in our prayers, not only for those who are in 
positions of power, for peacemakers and relief agencies, but also for those 
ordinary folk who live in the midst of such situations, through whom God’s love 
and compassion and hope is reflected day by day.  

And as for us? We may just be ordinary folk, but we are people of God, and his 
redemptive plan is, amazingly, worked out through us.. And if we are willing to 
give of ourselves to help alleviate the burden or distress of another, we can be 
assured that, through the Holy Spirit, we too will be given the compassion and 
wisdom and courage to do so.   

 


