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The scripture lesson this morning begins with, “Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not 

know Joseph.”1 You may remember that it was Joseph who was sold into slavery in Egypt by his 

brothers. Yet Joseph ended up being Pharaoh’s right hand man when he helped him to interpret 

some dreams and plan for an approaching famine by storing up surplus grains. When his brothers 

needed assistance, they came to Joseph. Eventually Joseph forgave his brothers. In fact, his entire 

family, including his father, Jacob (also known as Israel), came down to Egypt to live. 

 

The Israelites continued to grow in number in the years that followed. Our story today, however, 

begins many years later after a new Pharaoh is in charge who apparently had forgotten the 

history of Joseph and the reason for the Israelite people’s presence in Egypt. As a result, the new 

Pharaoh is concerned about the increase in the number of these Israelite foreigners in their midst.  

Fearful that these aliens might act up, fight on the side of Egypt’s enemies, and take away his 

power, Pharaoh convinces the Egyptian people that it is all right to treat the Hebrew people 

harshly. 

 

So Pharaoh and the Egyptians enslave the Israelites. They put them to hard labor, building great 

cities for the Egyptians. It isn’t long, however, before Pharaoh realizes that the harsher the 

Israelites are treated, the more prosperous they become. Even under extreme oppression, the 

Israelites continue to grow in numbers; along with Pharaoh’s fear of losing power and control. 

 

In fear of their numbers, Pharaoh hatches a plan to kill all of the newborn male children of the 

Israelite women. To do so, he commands two midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, to end the lives of 

the boy babies as they are born to the Hebrew women. Right as they are born, the midwives are 

to kill them almost as if it might look like a natural birthing accident. For some reason, Pharaoh 

only considers the boys to be a threat. Perhaps it’s part of the male-dominated culture in which 

he lives that they might be the ones to rise up and overthrow him from his throne. Whatever the 

case, underestimating the strength and faithfulness of these women might have been his first 

mistake. 
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Interestingly enough, Shiphrah and Puah refuse to kill off the newborn boys. When Pharaoh asks 

them why, they are prepared with an amazing story. They say, “Because the Hebrew women are 

not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to 

them.”2 Surely Pharaoh has underestimated the women of this story. Yet, their actions and 

subsequent answer to Pharaoh saves the lives of many Hebrew boys. At the end of the story, 

Pharaoh, in desperation, requires that all the boys born to Hebrew women shall be thrown into 

the Nile River, but the girls are again allowed to live. This time Pharaoh is not so subtle in his 

attempt to get rid of the people that he fears threaten his way of life and his power. 

 

What about the midwives? What happens to Shiphrah and Puah? God blesses them with families 

for their faithfulness and their refusal to participate in Pharaoh’s injustices. 

 

Last week, we heard the story of Jonah, but this is one of those lesser known stories of the Bible.  

While most of us know about Jonah and the fish, very few remember or have heard about the 

two Hebrew midwives who risked their lives to save the lives of the newborn Hebrew boys. The 

story of Shiphrah and Puah doesn’t seem to roll off our tongues as easily as recounting Jonah’s 

story. Yet, it is their story that sets in motion the events that lead to Moses, who brings God’s 

people to freedom. In fact, Moses ends up in a basket in the river where he is eventually saved by 

Pharaoh’s own daughter. It seems to me that God has the last laugh as Pharaoh continues to miss 

the power of the women in these stories. 

 

Hidden Figures, which was released in December 2016, also tells some of the lesser known 

stories of three African American women whose mathematical skills were critical to NASA and 

to our nation during the Space Race. Throughout the movie, you see several instances of how the 

systemic racism during the Civil Rights era caused difficulties for these women even as they 

were working hard to help the United States move forward in history. 

 

From the beginning of the movie when a southern white policeman, who can’t seem to believe 

that three African American women would be working at NASA in the first place, stops by the 

roadside where their car is broken down, we are invited into the story of their struggle for an 

equal opportunity in life. 

 

The most significant parts of the movie, however, are not how they helped us get into space, but 

how they were treated as they simply sought to live their lives and were made to struggle against 

the racism of a country that so badly needed the gifts and skills they had to offer. Whether it was 

running across the campus at NASA to use a segregated restroom or being expected to do the 

work of a supervisor for the same pay grade as everyone else, I often found myself giving thanks 

that they didn’t give up when the actions of so many were meant to keep them from advancing in 

their fields. It’s clear that had they given up, we would have failed as a nation. 

 

In one of my favorite scenes, one of the women, Mary Jackson, petitions a judge to allow her to 

take night classes at an all-white high school so that she can become an engineer at NASA. It’s 

clear from the very beginning of the movie that she’s a whiz at math, but there’s only one thing 

keeping her from advancing. The engineering classes are only available at the all-white high 

school. 
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Mary invites the judge, who has been the first at so many experiences in his life, to “be the first” 

to make a difference in the segregated state of Virginia in a way that would benefit the entire 

nation. As she pleads her case before him, she asks him, “Out of all the cases that you’re going to 

hear today, which one is going to matter a hundred years from now? Which one is going to make 

you the first?” At the end of the scene, Mary is exiting the courthouse with a shout of joy after 

the judge has granted her request. 

 

Standing in the face of injustice, Mary invited the judge to become a part of righting the wrongs 

of segregation and racism. Siding with her would not have been easy, but in the movie, the judge 

clearly used his power to stand with Mary against these evils. 

 

Standing in the face of injustice, two midwives used their power and risked their lives to save the 

newborn boys of the Hebrew women. Their courageous response, however, made way for Moses 

and the redemption of the Hebrew people. Their actions are such a small portion of the story of 

Exodus that we might almost miss their tremendous role of resistance in the story. 

 

God, however, doesn’t miss out on their faithful stance in the midst of Pharaoh’s injustices. God, 

who seems to be watching the story unfold, blesses the midwives with families of their own. God 

stands with these two women whose courageous stance against the injustice of Pharaoh begins 

the story of the exodus of God’s people from slavery in Egypt. 

 

Pharaoh’s fear of losing control precipitated the horrible injustices he committed when he 

enslaved the Israelites. Fear of the perceived power of the foreigners in their midst moved 

Pharaoh to commit genocide and kill off the male babies of the Hebrew women. Shiphrah and 

Puah, however, combatted Pharaoh’s fear with a courageous faith. 

 

Fear of differences among people led to the evils of segregation in our nation. The stories in 

Hidden Figures bring those fears to the forefront. The courageous faith and determination of the 

women in the story, however, bring change not only for NASA, but also for an entire nation as 

their calculations help to launch John Glenn into orbit, a resounding triumph for our nation. 

Their courageous faith and determination help to bring an end to the racist motivations that cause 

Catherine Johnson to cross the campus to use a bathroom when her boss realizes the injustice and 

ends the segregation of bathrooms across NASA’s campus. Mary’s courageous faith and 

determination help to end segregation in a class at an all-white high school when she convinces 

the judge to stand with her and “Be the first” to make a difference for our nation. 

 

Tomorrow is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, the day when we honor the life of a civil rights leader 

who gave his life fighting against the injustices of segregation and racism in our nation. We 

remember his courageous faith and conviction which helped to move our nation from fear to 

understanding with his powerful dream of a place where all of God’s children might live in 

equality and peace. 

 

Yet, even today, from time to time, the fear of those who are different from us continues to rear 

its head. Fear of races and cultures and countries different than our own still leads to injustices 

around our world and even in our own nation. Fear continues to drive us away from one another.  
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Fear continues to perpetuate the systemic evils of racism and is at the heart of the definition of 

the word, “xenophobia,” which seems at times to be all too prevalent around us. 

 

In our baptismal vows, we are asked, “Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to 

resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves?” How then, can 

we stay silent whenever we find ourselves in the face of the injustices spoken and/or committed 

against our neighbors near and far? 

 

In the face of the evils of racism, xenophobia, sexism, and so many other fears that perpetuate 

systems of discrimination and injustice, who will be the first to stand in the bold, courageous 

faith of a Shiphrah and Puah? Who will be the first to risk life to demand a better world? Who 

will be the first? 

 

Perhaps one day very few will remember the stance that we took against injustice or our 

particular stories as we resist evil, injustice, and oppression in WHATEVER forms they present 

themselves. But what change might generations that follow us experience in our world, if we had 

the courage to be among the first? 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Exodus 1:8, NRSV. 
2 Exodus 1:19, NRSV. 

 


