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The Promises of  Passover 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The etymology of the word Pesach, (usually translated into English as “Passover), is unknown.1 The word is 

used as a verb in 1 Kings 18.21, where it describes a “hopping” or “limping” dance. That usage combined 
with God “passing over” the Israelite houses in 12:13 has led to our English word.2 

 In 12:1, “for you” [Hebrew lachem] is plural. It refers not just to Moses and Aaron, but to all Israelites, 
including those of later generations.3 

Geographic 
 The handing down of the Passover instruction takes place in Egypt prior to the Exodus. According to 

Genesis 46:34, the Israelites lived separately from the rest of the Egyptians in the region of Goshen. 
 

Historical 
 In Exodus, Israel becomes a people on the stage of world history. The book of Exodus contains one 

“decisive piece of information” for dating the Exodus. According to Exodus 1:1, the Israelites were forced 
to build the cities of Pithom and Rameses. With that in mind, the Exodus must have taken place during the 
reign of Rameses II, who inaugurated the great building campaign that included those two cities. Rameses 
ascended to the throne in 1290 BCE, and so the Exodus probably occurred sometime around 1250 BCE.4 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 Even though the Israelite people have settled in the land of Goshen for an extended period of time, they 
still think of their identity as linked with nomadic herding. The concern for the first-born of the flock, the 
practice of eating as though girded for travelling, the eating of unleavened bread, and the need to stave off 
the “Destroyer” all speak to the concerns of a shepherd people.5 

 This narrative highlights how the recalling of the past is important for the present religious life of the 
people. The religious significance of the Passover is both past and present, and neither can be separated 
from the other.6  

 

Promises Made, Promises Broken 

The Point  
Our God works in history and gives us unique ways to remember and celebrate God’s deliverance. 
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Literary 
 This passage serves as a pause in the build-up to the first climax in the book of Exodus, the crossing of the 

sea. It interrupts the flow of the narrative and switches the style from simply a narration of past events to a 
practice that applies to the present listener.7  
 Genre – More than anything else, this passage is liturgy. It contains the instructions for the 

performance of religious rites. What makes it liturgy is that it not only applies to the people of the time, 
but is also instruction for the present readers.8 

 Authorial Intention – The intention of the author is to place the present celebration of the Passover 
into its historical context. The author intends to explain many of the details of the Passover ritual with 
reference to the events of the Exodus from Egypt.9 

 Audience – The passage has a three-layered audience. First, there are the original Israelites who 
received the instructions from Moses and Aaron. Second, there are the people of Israel in the land of 
Canaan who were commanded to continue to celebrate the Passover in order to remember God’s 
delivery from slavery. Finally, the text is meant to speak to the Israelite people of all times and places 
who wish to carry out the “perpetual ordinance.”10 

More Information 
 For one version of the Passover as it is celebrated by Jews today, see: http://www.jewishfederation.org/

images/uploads/holiday_images/39497.pdf 
 For an extensive library of resources on Egypt, see: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/ 
 
 
 

http://www.jewishfederation.org/images/uploads/holiday_images/39497.pdf
http://www.jewishfederation.org/images/uploads/holiday_images/39497.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Genesis 37:3-8, 17b-22, 26-34; 50:15-21) – Last week, we learned the story of how the 

children of Israel arrived in Egypt. The situation changed, and so this week, we learn how God plans to 
lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. 

 Next Week (Exodus 32:1-14) – Next week’s lesson continues the story of the Israelites departure from 
Egypt. It narrates their experience wandering in the desert on the way to the Promised Land. 

 Other Weeks – In Luke 22:1-27 (4/13/2017), Jesus celebrates the Passover with his disciples before the 
crucifixion. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 The instructions for the Passover are repeated (in shortened form) in Leviticus 23:5-8; Numbers 28:16-25, 
Deuteronomy 16:1-8, and Ezekiel 45:21-24. 

 The Passover is mentioned in Hebrews 11:28 as an example of the faith of Moses. 
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed- This week’s lesson emphasizes the familial side of God’s care for human relationships. 

The command for the celebration of the Passover centers on the family and passing down the memory to 
generations to come. 

 Promises Made, Promises Broken- In connection with promises, we see how God makes a specific 
promise (to pass over the houses of the Israelites) in order to keep the larger promise of preserving 
Abraham’s descendants and leading them to the promised land. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 Passover is a festival with strong ties to agriculture. With harvests starting in the following weeks, this 
passage could be an opportunity to discuss God’s care for creation. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Perhaps the best known hymn about the Exodus: “When Israel was in Egypt’s Land (Go Down Moses)”. 
 Other hymns with the Passover/Exodus as the theme: “Why is this Night Different?,” “Come You Faithful Raise 

the Strain”. 
 Some praise hymns with the theme of Exodus/Passover: “Pharaoh, Pharaoh,” “Passover Song (By His Stripes) 

Living Torah”. 
 

Media Connections 
 The Exodus was the subject of the recent movie, Exodus: Gods and Kings. 
 Sarah Bradford wrote a book about the abolitionist Harriet Tubman, entitled Harriet Tubman: The Moses of 

her People. 
 The classic movie The Ten Commandments also is a retelling of the Exodus. 
 The Prince of Egypt, an animated movie by Dreamworks, also tells the Exodus story. 
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Multimedia Links 
 For a sung interpretation of part of the Haggadah, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=vWvIuxchma0 
 “When Israel was in Egypt Land” sung by Paul Robeson https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=w3OjHIhLCDs 
 A jazz inspired take on “When Israel was in Egypt Land” by Louis Armstrong https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=A07tDouATcE 
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