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Ransom Captive Israel  
 
Exodus 12:1-14 
 
Barukh ata Adonai Eloheinu, melekh 
ha'olam 
 
Those Hebrew words are spoken at the 
beginning of the Passover Seder. It is a 
prayer of thanks to God for His deliverance 
of the people of Israel from bondage in 
Egypt: “Blessed are You, Lord our God, 
King of the universe.”  To this day, 
observant Jews all over the world commemorate their deliverance out of Egypt by observing the Feast of 
Passover as it was prescribed in Exodus 12. Tragically, as they observe the Passover, so many of the 
Jewish people remain unaware or hostile to the One to whom the entire feast points them. Indeed, the 
Passover, as it originally occurred in Egypt and the Feast which God commanded his people to observe, 
are filled with signs pointing to the Person and work of Jesus Christ as our sin-bearing Substitute.  
 
The Wages of Sin  

 Given the stubborn idolatry and cruelty of the Egyptians, it is not surprising that God judged them through 
the use of various plagues and calamities. God had been remarkably patient with Egypt. For centuries 
they had cruelly abused his people. They had stubbornly rejected God’s self-revelation in nature and 
worshipped detestable idols. Under the previous Pharaoh, the Egyptians had slaughtered the firstborn 
sons of the Hebrews (Exodus 1:22). And yet God still gave ample time to Pharaoh and the nation to 
repent and avoid judgment. In chapter 4 of Exodus Pharaoh is specifically warned that if he will not 
release the people God will judge the nation by taking the lives of the first born sons. Nevertheless, 
Pharaoh and the people of Egypt remained steadfast in their denial of God’s warnings.  

 Each plague (or disaster) corresponded with the idolatrous superstition of the Egyptians. For instance, 
the fouling of the Nile declared the Lord’s supremacy over the supposed god of the river. The inexplicable 
darkness was a demonstration of the Lord’s supremacy over the chief deity in the Egyptian pantheon – 
Rah, the sun god, and so forth. In exploding their pagan myths, God was simultaneously revealing himself 
to the Egyptians as the one true God; the God to whom they were accountable. Nevertheless, despite 
these irrefutable signs, they refused to turn to the Lord (Romans 1:18ff).  

 The 10th calamity that would be visited upon Egypt was the worst of all. God promised to take the life of 
the first born sons of every household in Egypt which did not follow his instructions to sacrifice a spotless 
lamb and spread the blood on the doorposts of the house. 

 The Hebrews observed these plagues from a safe distance. And yet at the announcement of the worst 
of the plagues – the death of the first born sons – Israel would not be excused. Even though Israel was 
God’s specially chosen people they too were sinners and the wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23). Just 
like all sinners, the Hebrew people needed a substitute. In this universe created, ordered and sustained 
by a holy and just God, sin is a capital offense. From the beginning of human history mankind was warned 
that disobedience to God would result in death (Genesis 2:17). The first lie was to deny this just ordering 
of the universe (Genesis 3:4). But it is true. From the moment of the first sin, a sentence of death was 
passed and has, ever since, been the great dread of fallen mankind. “Death came to all men, because 
all sinned” (Romans 5:12).  

 
The Substitute  (Vv. 1-6)  

 The event of the Passover was to be so central in importance to the people that God ordered Moses and 
Aaron to reorder the calendar in relation to this event: “This month shall be for you the beginning of 
months. It shall be the first month of the year for you” (vs. 2). From this point forward the people would 
measure the passage of time in relation to this event – their deliverance from the wrath of God by the 
blood of a spotless lamb.  
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 The instructions regarding the lamb to be sacrificed were quite specific. It was to be a male yearling 
without any blemish. It was to be cared for within the household several weeks prior to the sacrifice. After 
the lamb was slaughtered and its blood applied to the entry of the house it was to be roasted over fire 
and eaten as a meal. We may surmise that this was commanded because the body of the lamb – having 
been used for such a sacred purpose – was too precious to simply be discarded. It may also point forward 
to Jesus words: “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” 
(John 6:53).  

 In his great mercy, the Lord provided a way of escape from the judgment to come. That escape would 
not be accomplished through the people’s virtues or by mastering spiritual techniques. God’s way of 
escape for his people would be through the sacrifice of a spotless substitute. Of course it required faith 
to believe that the application of blood would be sufficient to save. And in this way, the Passover revealed 
the central principle of God’s redemptive work – that God saves sinners in the only way in which sinners 
can be saved: by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ (the Divine Substitute) alone. Indeed, the 
entire religious life of Israel would be structured around the necessity of a divinely supplied substitute 
which would bear the sin and judgment of the people of God. The final prophet of the older era – John 
the Baptist – declared at Jesus’ entry into public life: “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 
the world” (John 1:29).  

 The Passover proved that the Lord would give what he, in his perfect justice, required. God covered the 
shame of Adam and Eve through the sacrifice of a substitute (Genesis 3:21). He provided a substitute for 
a believing father and son on Mount Moriah (Genesis 22:8). Here, God provided lambs for the households 
of his enslaved people (Exodus 12). He provided a lamb for the annual sacrifice of atonement for the sins 
of the nation (Leviticus 16:15-16). Ultimately, the Lord provided the Lamb whose shed blood would satisfy 
the demands of justice for every believing sinner in every generation throughout the world (John 1:29). 
Just as God ransomed captive Israel, he has ransomed all of his people from sin’s slavery by bearing 
upon himself the weight of his own judgment. In the Person of Jesus, God himself became our Passover 
Lamb.  

 
The Passover  (Vv. 7-14) 

 The shedding and ritualistic use of blood no doubt seems primitive and even offensive to many modern 
people. It raises objections in the minds of many. “Why would a good God require such bloody 
recompense?” Such questions cannot be answered apart from an adequate understanding both of God’s 
holiness and the wickedness of sin. Blood means life. Notice that in giving the instructions God states: 
“The blood shall be a sign for you…” (vs. 13a). To the Israelites, the blood was a sign that they had a 
substitute; one who died in their place. The blood signified that their sins had been covered. The technical 
term for this is expiation. 

 “And when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague will befall you to destroy you, when I strike 

the land of Egypt” (vs. 13b). Here, we move from expiation to propitiation. While expiation is about sin 
being covered, propitiation has to do with the turning away of wrath. As the Hebrews huddled in their 
homes on the night of the first Passover they may well have heard the cries of anguish coming from the 
homes of the Egyptians. But for those whose homes were marked by the blood of the lamb, death passed 
over. The blood of the lamb was a propitiation – it turned away the wrath of God. 

 The New Testament affirms that God accomplished propitiation ultimately through his only begotten Son:  
For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified 
by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as 
a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith…” (Romans 3:22b-25b). 

 This is the doctrine of substitutionary atonement: Jesus died in our place. He bore the penalty our sins 
demanded. He was the ransom price for our salvation. 

 Mankind is largely ignorant of the burden that God’s perfect justice presents in light of the wickedness of 
sin. If God were neither holy nor just he could merely wave away sin as nothing more than an annoyance. 
He could look the other way at genocide, sexual depravity, hatred, and careless indifference. But where 
would that leave us? What hope is there if God is not holy enough to be bothered by sin and not just 
enough to do anything about it? The Passover highlighted the wickedness of sin as well as the holy justice 
of God. But more than that, the Passover proved that God is stunningly merciful and would therefore 
provide what he demanded. God would supply the Lamb. In the Person of Jesus Christ, God himself 
became our substitute. 


