
Exodus 1:15-2:10
Matthew 16:13-20

What if I told you that you could change the world this year?
It is the new school year and that is a great time to set goals. So,
you know, why not put changing the world as one of them? 

The Bible is full of stories of people who changed the world. 
Some changed the world for the better and some for the worse. 
But through them all, we see this thread of God reaching into the
world and tilting it again and again to be sure that God's light is 
never extinguished. It is through stories, mostly, that we watch 
God's fingers at work among us.

I have heard it said that if you are Jewish, the great story of 
the Hebrew Scriptures (our Old Testament) is the story of Moses. 
This is told in many scenes. There are very few other Old 
Testament figures who's life we are told about from birth to 
death. But for Moses, we are. 

For Christians, the great story of the New Testament is 
Jesus. His story is the only New Testament story told from birth 
to death and it doesn't end there. Although we do not claim that 
these two stories are of equal importance to us, we do recognize 
them both as central stories in our scriptures. Today we open our
Bible to both. 

I said earlier that our Old Testament text tells the story of 
Moses, but that may not be the most accurate description of it. 
Moses, in this story, is a rather passive figure. The only active 
thing he does in this story is that he cries – a very typical and 
appropriate response for a baby who has been left in a river. The 
other characters in this story are the actors. There is a king who 
decides he must protect his own race or culture from a perceived 
threat by people of another race or culture. His anti-immigrant 
policies are turned against the Jews now living in Egypt. They 
had immigrated there under Joseph's rise to power, but that was 
a different administration. The tide has turned and the Egyptian 
majority not feels threatened. There are just too many of them!
So, the Pharaoh issues an edict to kill all Jewish baby boys. 
Clearly this would be the job for the midwives, the deliverers of 



babies. In many ways, this is a story about two of them: 
Shiphrah and Puah. These were not big, important people like a 
king and yet this story names them when the king remains 
nameless. It seems like the story is told in such a way that we 
can put in the name of any prejudice, violent leader because we 
know that such leaders come and go. 

These two plucky women chose to follow the way of 
inclusion and peace defying their leader. Instead of killing the boy
Jewish babies they delivered, they let them live. This was a direct
act of civil disobedience, choosing to remain faithful to God 
rather than to their king. Then when confronted about it, they 
made up a lie that protected not only themselves, but also the 
Hebrew women and their children. What these women did 
changed the world. 

Realizing that he could not rely on these midwives to take 
care of the problem, Pharaoh announced to all his people that 
they should throw any Jewish baby boy into the Nile. One way or 
another, he was determined to keep that minority group limited 
in their power. But Pharaoh did not know God. Pharaoh did not 
know that most of the stories of God's work with us are stories of
God working among the powerless and protecting them. 

Our scripture tells us that many others joined in where God 
was already at work. Moses' mother must have been a plucky 
woman herself. She hid him until she could hide him no longer. 
Then, in a play on Pharaoh's order, she “threw” him in the Nile; 
but she did so in a basket made to protect him and placed him in
the reeds near the river bank. Moses' mother most likely made a 
specific plan about when and where to place that basket. She 
seems to have sent his sister to watch and when the Egyptian 
princess finds the crying baby, the baby's sister is close by and 
ready with a clever plan to return Moses to his mother, at least 
until he grew up. 

I wonder what Moses father thought of this plan? He doesn't
seem to have participated in it. Moses' mother gets the credit. I 
wonder if the king was still alive by the time the princess brought
her adopted baby home. I imagine her choosing to raise a child 
from a hated immigrant people was quite a defiant act in and of 



itself. The two midwives, Moses' mother and sister, and Pharaoh's
daughter each made choices that changed the world. Each small 
choice made in concert with the heart of God became one thread 
in a story of God's salvation. God used Moses, who was uniquely 
placed to have access to both the Egyptians and the Hebrews, to 
one day, many years later, confront the empire about their 
human rights violations and ultimately free the slaves. 

It is hard to overstate the courage of the people in this story
to stand up against hate. They put themselves in great peril. 
Even if we say that Moses' mother simply did what any desperate
mother would have done, we still must recognize that the 
midwives and his sister and the princess made choices, spoke out
for what was right, and took risky actions because they chose 
compassion over fear. Something compelled this sort of 
resistance. The text tells us, that in the cases of Shiphrah and 
Puah, the reason was because they “feared God.” This presumes 
that they had a sense of what God loved, about how God worked 
in the world, and about who God was. 

Who is God? Do we know the answer to that question? Of 
course none of us does entirely. And yet, I hope that we have 
some idea. I hope that as we try to better understand who God 
is, we look most particularly at who Jesus is. 

Our New Testament text invites us to do just that even as 
Jesus invites his disciples to do so. He first asks them who others
say that he is. The answers they give remind me of the answers I
might get from lots of folks I would ask today. Oh, they might not
name specific biblical figures to compare him to like the disciples 
do, but they might use the same general categories. He's a good 
man, a good teacher, a prophet even. Most people today have a 
generally good opinion of Jesus even if it is pretty narrow. 

The greater question comes next: Who do you say that I 
am? This isn't an easy question to answer if we are honest. If 
someone asked you who Jesus is, what would you tell them? I 
mean there certainly are credal statements that we could make, 
or Sunday school answers. We could repeat the words of Peter 
that Jesus is the Messiah, but that is likely to elicit a follow up 
question. What do you mean by that? 



Peter is not the only one in the gospels who gives a correct 
definition of who Jesus is. Others along the way identify him as 
having a special, anointed by God sort of unique identity. 

• Two blind men asking for healing refer to him as "Son of 
David" (Matt. 9:27)

• "I know who you are, the Holy One of God" says a disruptive
man with an unclean spirit (Mark 1:24)

• "You are the Son of God!", we hear demons shouting as they
come out of many afflicted persons (Luke 4:41) 

• "Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world", John the Baptist, says. (John 1:29)

• "We know that this is truly the Savior of the world", declare 
Samaritan villagers, after being introduced to Jesus by the 
woman who had met him at the well(John 4:42) 
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Because of our many stories about Peter and the early 
Catholic church posthumously elevating him to the position of the
first Pope, it is easy bestow Peter with more pomp that Shiphrah 
or Puah. While it is true that his recorded story is longer and 
fuller than theirs, in his own day, he was only a fisherman, a 
common laborer. For Jesus to say that it was upon Peter that the 
church would be built was a radical statement. Why not build it 
upon John the Baptist who had quite a following and also 
recognized Jesus? Why not choose disciples who had political 
clout? Why is it that most of the first people to recognize who 
Jesus really was according to our gospels are blind men and 
foreign women and even people possessed by demons? Even 
Peter, who does grow into a great church leader, at this point is a 
ruddy fisherman who gets it wrong at least as often as he gets it 
right. If you read ahead to next week's passage, you'll see him 
getting it wrong all over again. Yet Peter, like Shiphrah and Puah, 
seems to be open to the Holy Spirit and has the courage to speak
up when prompted, to act in faithfulness when prompted. Yes, he
is inconsistent. He even denies knowing Jesus at one crucial 
point. But he returns to try again. And in the sum of his many 
attempts to be faithful, he changes the world for the better. Why?
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Because he had a sense of who Jesus was. 
We, the people gathered here today, are part of that legacy 

Jesus established. We are the church. We are those who have, 
through our spiritual ancestors, carried on this message the 
Messiah, Jesus, came to bring. We have gathered trying to better
understand who this God is and how we can join God's work in 
the world. And so it is easy for us to assume that we, more than 
others, know who God is. We, who come from the most powerful 
nation in the world with a strong connection to Christianity; we, 
who live in relative wealth and luxury compared to much of the 
world; we, who have access to education and privilege; we, who 
have been coming to church the longest; We, know best who God
is. But that is not the story of Jesus. If it were, it would have 
been the Pharisees or the Sadducees who first recognized the 
Messiah. It would not have been the foreigners, the women, the 
disabled, the outsiders. In the patriarchal system of the ancient 
world, it would have been Moses' father and brother, not his 
mother and sister, who would have devised the plan and carried 
it out to save his life. But throughout the Bible, it is rare to find 
those in positions of power and privilege most tuned in to the 
work of God in the world. 

If the stories of the Bible compel us to look to the margins to
learn about who God is, we must assume that is where we must 
look today. Somewhere deep inside are we assuming we who 
speak only one language but have an advanced degree know 
more than those who speak more languages and have fewer 
degrees? Are we assuming that those who do well financially in 
business know more than those who make less money but care 
for children or the elderly? Are we assuming that God is mostly 
revealed inside the walls of a church rather than in a dorm room 
discussion? Are we assuming that those who must negotiate 
more than one culture know less than those who must negotiate 
multiple cultures? If we hold any of these biases, we must 
challenge ourselves to let them go. Because sometimes, it is not 
up to us to be the ones who change the world. Sometimes, it is 
up to us to be the ones who simply open ourselves up and step 
aside so that we do not get in the way of those marginalized 



people God is raising up to change the world. Sometimes, we are
a part of the world that needs to change.

What if I told you that this school year you will change the 
world – it is just a matter of whether you change it for the better 
or for the worse. Now I am not saying that we have to become 
paranoid about everything we say and do. If it was totally up to 
us, the world might be in much worse shape than it is now. The 
great singular story of the Bible is that God reaches in beyond 
our best or worst efforts and offers grace. Still, small, 
compassionate actions, small courageous acts that protect the 
vulnerable can make a difference beyond what we can ever 
imagine. Whether in a sorority, an elementary school, a work 
place, or a political rally, advocating to protect someone from a 
bully can change the world. So can just listening to the person 
who challenges you, when you are in power, to consider the way 
you use that power. So can simply amplifying the quiet and 
sometimes not respected voices of those on the margins. 

Who do we say that God is and where is God's Spirit raising 
up leaders today? There is a wonderful challenge I've seen on the
social media these days. It asks, “have you ever wondered what 
you would have done if you had been in Shiphrah and Puah's 
position? Well, you're doing it right now.” Okay, it doesn't really 
ask about Shiphrah and Puah; it asks about the civil rights 
movement. But what is the difference? God is at work today 
raising up leaders who will challenge the powerful, who will bring 
sight to the blind and release to the prisoners. God is at work 
among the people we may be tempted to overlook. And for all its
flaws and missteps, God will challenge the church to work in 
those often forgotten places with those often forgotten people. 
And the gates of Hades will not prevail. 


