Costly Deliverance
Exodus 12:1-14*; Psalm 149; Romans 13:8-14; Matthew 18:15-20
It is an awesome, awe–filled, awful wonder that takes place in this morning’s Scripture. The
Hebrew slaves, languishing under the cruel yoke of the Egyptians, thought they had no way out. They
had suffered for hundreds of years as slaves. But then miraculously, God heard their cry.
Last Sunday we looked at the story of the call of Moses to lead his people who are now
oppressed Hebrew slaves. Moses did as God ordered him to do. Moses went back to Egypt, back to
the Pharaoh and said, “God says let my people go.”
Pharaoh sneered, saying, in effect, “I am God around here. The Hebrews will continue to be
my property to use as I choose.”
There were negotiations. Plagues. Frogs. Boils. All sorts of warnings and afflictions.
Throughout it all Pharaoh becoming more and more stubborn and saying, “No!”
And then, after God had seemingly tried everything, increasing the severity of the warnings,
God acts in a terrifying, unbelievable way. Just as the Pharaoh had taken the lives of the Hebrew
babies years before, the lives of the firstborn sons of Egypt are taken. A great wail and lamentation
arises from the grief stricken Egyptian homes. It is only then that the Pharaoh finally relents and says,
“Get out of here, and take those troublesome Hebrews with you. And don’t ever come back.”
Anybody is bound to be aghast at the scope and the harshness of this final act that led to
Israel’s Passover from slavery to freedom. I don’t mean to explain this away, or to soften the shock of
the death of the Egyptian babies in the story but allow me to note a couple of insights.
First of all: God is the only giver of human life. The Hebrews were not told to go and massacre
the Egyptian babies, even though that is exactly what the Egyptians had done to the Hebrews.
Passover, and the subsequent Exodus, are the works of God, merciful acts of liberation
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without human contribution. Throughout Scripture, the “firstborn” of all the flocks, sacrificial animals,
are given to God. Repeatedly, God commandeers the lives of the firstborn for God’s purposes. In
taking the lives of the Egyptian babies, the giver of life is taking back that which has been given.
Remember too that this horror inflicted upon the Egyptians occurs only after the arrogant,
godlike Pharaoh has repeatedly resisted and disobeyed God. Repeated warnings have been issued,
and Pharaoh thought that he was just too powerful to bother. Now there is a terrible price for the
people of Egypt to pay for the injustice and arrogance of their ruler.
From this ancient story I hear two enduring lessons: God is the deliverer of the slaves. It is the
nature of the God of Israel and of the church, to hear, to care, and to lovingly respond to the plight of
the oppressed.
In this story, God clearly takes sides, standing up for the oppressed against the powerful
oppressor, taking the side of the slaves against the side of the Empire. I wonder: Is there a word of
warning to those of us who live in (and benefit from) a vast, powerful Empire today?
In our times of bondage, even though our assorted servitudes and oppressions are not
comparable to Egyptian slavery, we are always justified in calling out to God.
“O God, deliver me!” is a frequent prayer in the Psalms, perhaps the most frequent prayer
made to God. In our times of bondage, we can call out to God who delivered the slaves, who made a
way for them to Passover from slavery to freedom.
I also hear a second point. Although there is deliverance, and although that deliverance is an
undeserved gift of a loving God, deliverance is not without cost. Evil deeds have bad consequences.
God delivers, but the pain suffered in bondage is not erased by God’s deliverance. How many times
in Israel’s history, when Israel was suffering some difficult time, did Israel look back and remember,
“We were slaves in Egypt. But God brought us out with a mighty hand.” But surely that memory was
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also painful. The bondage of those who are delivered does not erase the pain of their bondage. Think
of holocaust survivors, residential school survivors, terror squad survivors, they lived but at what
cost?
And for those who oppress others, there are also consequences. The injustice and oppression
they perpetrate is serious. A righteous God does not say to the oppressor that oppression is
inconsequential. There is a price to be paid. God is a deliverer who is willing to pay the price for
deliverance.
I heard the story of a man who suffered from alcohol addiction for the first decades of his adult
life. He tried more than one costly treatment center to break his dependence. Still, he was unable to
free himself from his addiction. After the loss of his marriage, his family, and nearly all of his friends,
he turned in desperation to the aid of Alcoholics Anonymous.
He was up to four AA meetings a week. Then half a dozen times. He called out members of
AA to come and sit with him through the difficult nights, and they came. But he said, even more
importantly, that he also went out, at least a dozen times, to sit with other alcoholics and try to help
them through the night. As a result of his drinking, he was afflicted with liver disease, for which his
doctor said there was no cure. His drinking had also led to a diagnoses of diabetes.
Wonder of wonders, through lots of prayer and lots of skilled, loving care from his family and
friends, he sobered up. Most of them had predicted that he would never be free. Few of them, having
had so many disappointing experiences with him and his addiction in the past, thought he would ever
stop drinking. But he did.
To this day, that man’s deliverance from his enslavement to alcohol is one of the finest
examples I can think of when I hear the word, “deliverance.”
And to his credit, he gave most of the credit for his deliverance to God. AA taught him that he
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had to turn his life over to a higher power, to God, and earnestly pray to God to do for him what he
could not do for himself. And God answered those prayers. God delivered.
And yet also please note—my second point—that his deliverance came at a price. He had to
rearrange is entire life. He had to tackle some of the toughest work he had ever done in his life. In
order to be relieved of this demon, he had to be humiliated and reach out for help.
Also note too that there were consequences. The drinking had broken his health, and most of
that brokenness could not be restored. Even though eventually he was reconciled with his children, to
the end of his days, he was in pain when he thought about the cost his alcoholism had cost his
family. He never remarried and as a result of the damage done to his body he died young . . . on his
fifty-first birthday.
There is deliverance, but the deliverance does not erase the consequences of the servitude.
Deliverance for the slaves, yes, but there will also be a high cost to be paid by the Egyptians.
Consequences.
The American Empire, our neighbours to the south, have taken extraordinary measures to
“secure their borders” from those in great need below their southern border. Yet some of the
measures by which they attempt to lock others out also locks them in.
We have seen the sights on television of mothers and children crowded into immigration
holding centers that many never thought they would ever see in America. What do the previous two
sermon points—God is the deliverer of the slaves and deliverance comes with consequences—imply
for Christian thinking about immigration?
Two points to remember. 1. Our God is a God who delivers from servitude. 2. Our deliverance
is not without cost and consequences.
Passover is something that God does. Next spring we will hopefully gather here in our church
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to participate in Good Friday. As we see people like us raise a cross over Golgotha, we will see
Passover continue. There, on the cross, a high price will once again be paid by the firstborn. Not the
firstborn of Egypt, but God’s firstborn. For our deliverance from slavery to separation and death, God
is willing to pay the price to give all of creation freedom, through God’s own Sacrifice. Thanks be to
God. Amen.
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