
 
 
Children are so often innocent victims of violence. They are not exempt from some of the 
most horrific crimes ever carried out. For example, in the summer of 1942, a group of 82 
children were herded into a concentration camp in Poland. They were from a small village 
in the Czechoslovakia where Nazi invaders were seeking revenge for the assassination of 
one of their officers.  
 

The children were mercilessly gassed to death. In the year 2000 a bronze sculpture of these 
little ones was completed in their home village of Lidice. It stands to this day as a memorial.  
 

Many children have suffered and died. There was blitz in London, the holocaust that 
murdered millions of Jews, the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the napalm bombing 
of Vietnam, the “shock and awe” campaign over Bagdad and those catastrophic chemical 
strikes in Syria, just to name a few. Thousands upon thousands of children have died. 
 

So, when I read today’s passage, I was actually quite perplexed and deeply upset for those 
first-born boys who are struck down in the land of Egypt. The Biblical text says: 12For I will 
pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will strike down every firstborn in the land 
of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: 
I am the LORD.” (Exodus 12:12) 
 

Sure, the Egyptians were the bad guys. Moses had persistently requested the demi-god, 
Pharaoh, release the poor, struggling Hebrews who were held captive and were ruthlessly 
exploited. But do those Egyptian children deserve this?  
 

“At midnight the LORD struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn 
of Pharaoh who sat on his throne to the firstborn of the prisoner who was in the dungeon, 
and all the firstborn of the livestock. Pharaoh arose in the night, he and all his officials and 
all the Egyptians; and there was a loud cry in Egypt, for there was not a house without 
someone dead” (Exodus 12:29-30).  
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What’s going on here? How can this troublesome, rather brutal story contribute to the 
sacred canon of scripture we call the “Word of God’? 
 

Well, today we encounter the story of the Passover. It’s a story of immense importance to 
Jews and Christians alike.  Known in Hebrew as the “Pesach”, the “Passover” celebrates the 
night God “passed over” Egypt, killing the first-born of every family.  
 

By sacrificing a lamb and wiping its blood on the doorposts and lintel of their houses, those 
first-born Hebrews within the dwelling would be saved.    
 

There are many things to highlight here. All have deep meanings for the Hebrew people. A 
lamb is to be slaughtered at twilight (12:6). Twilight is an ‘in-between time’, a time between 
day and night, meaning this event signifies transition. The Hebrews are facing such a time 
in their lives. They must prepare to move.   
 

The lamb is to be “without blemish” (12:5). This signifies purity. Those who eat the meat 
are called to live lives that are righteous and just. The meat is to be divided in proportion 
to the number of people who eat of it (12:4). This signifies unity of purpose and points to 
the need to ensure everyone has a share. 
 

Blood is to be placed on the doorway and lintel of each house (12:7). Blood is life and this 
direction says, for the Hebrews, life will be protected. Meanwhile the door is the exit point 
of the house. This means people will soon be free of their slavery and oppression. 
 

The meal is to be eaten with bitter herbs (12:8). This refers to the suffering the Hebrews 
have experienced while the unleavened bread is another prompt, informing them they 
must make haste and be ready to move. 
 

The lamb is to be roasted, not boiled in the waters from the River Nile. This is because these 
waters have caused the death of many Hebrew boys (see Exodus 1:22). Roasting over a fire 
also reminds the people of God’s appearance to Moses in the Burning Bush (Exodus 3:1-12).  
 

The lamb is be then fully consumed leaving nothing over (12:10) and the people must eat 
with “your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and you staff in your hand” (12:11).  This 
is another way emphasising that, because the Hebrews are going to be freed, they need to 
be ready to go! 
 

The language of text is deliberately detailed as it forms the basis of the Jewish Passover 
meal that is celebrated to this day.   
 

Now, Jesus was a practicing Jew and when he was in Jerusalem, he celebrated the Passover 
meal. It was on the night of his betrayal. Here, Jesus gathers with his disciples in that upper 
room and what takes place next becomes what we call, the Lord’s Supper.  
 

Jesus takes bread, it is blessed and broken as Jesus says “this is my body”. Jesus then takes 
a cup, gives thanks and says “this is my blood” (Matthew 26:26-30).  
 

The disciples then part-take of this meal together. It becomes an act of celebration and 
remembering. 
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Here Jesus identifies himself with the sacrifice – the Passover lamb. In doing so, this meal 
does not simply point to the release of an enslaved people in Egypt well over three 
thousand years ago. Rather what Jesus does here is this – he declares the release of all 
people, you and me, from the many forms of bondage and oppression that haunts our lives.  
 

The Passover is important because it lays the foundation of what we celebrate as the Lord’s 
Supper or Holy Communion today. The blood and the body of the lamb becomes the blood 
and the body of Christ. This blood and this body become our salvation.  
 

John’s Gospel is quite explicit here. Early on in Jesus’ ministry, John the Baptist declares 
Jesus is “the Lamb of God” (John 1: 29). 
 

Meanwhile, in John’s Gospel, the Passover is not related to a meal that Jesus celebrates. 
Rather Jesus is crucified as the Passover meal is prepared (John 13:1). Here Jesus explicitly 
becomes, for the Christian community, the Passover sacrifice. 
 

Now, all of this is framed around the declaration that God comes to free God’s people.  
 

The first Passover, as we read in Exodus today, is all about the liberation of those Hebrew 
slaves from the tyranny of Egypt.  
 

The meal as we now celebrate it, in the form of the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion, is all 
about the celebration of Jesus as the lamb who is slain to give us freedom and life! 
 

 
 
Now this is all well and good. The Lord’s Supper of Holy Communion is of immense 
importance to us as Christians. It’s central to our understanding of faith. 
 

But I want to return to the original story and ask - what about those first-born Egyptian boys 
who die during this first Passover event? Does this mean the Passover and, subsequently 
the Lord’s Supper, is somehow built on the mass execution of children? 
 

Now this is a dilemma. Many have tried to explain this quandary.  
 

Some say God is sovereign. Therefore, God can do whatever God likes! 
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Others say the first-born in Egypt were of great significance. First-born males were the 
rightful heirs and therefore the “glue” that held the community together. Eliminating them 
would undermine the stability of the nation. It would be a serious blow to morale. God is, 
therefore, justified in killing the first-born. It hits the Egyptians hard where it really hurts, 
forcing Pharaoh’s hand to release the Hebrews.  
 

Another approach says God always keeps God’s promises. God promised the Hebrews they 
would become a great nation. The Passover event ensures that promise is kept. 
 

Meanwhile in Moses’ day, when it was believed gods of all persuasions competed for 
power, there was a desperate need to affirm God was the one true God. What better way 
of doing this than to humble Egypt’s powerbrokers and bring its complex, ornate religious 
institution to its knees?  
 

And finally, God is a God of judgement and justice. The actions of Pharaoh so offended God 
that God had to teach him and the nation a lesson! 
 

Friends, these points, in themselves, may have some traction. But, in the light of the 
infanticide we witness here, they are not fully convincing to me. The religiously-sanctioned, 
God-ordained violence we witness in the text of Exodus today is a real problem. How do we 
deal with it? Has God got the right to eliminate others just to get God’s way?  
 

Sadly, this reading of scripture has led some Christians to justify and endorse such violence 
against others. We see such actions even today. 
 
I believe we need to read scripture, indeed, we need to understand God, not as ancient 
Hebrews living under the tyranny of Pharaoh, but as a people who are, today, gifted with 
the love, mercy and compassion of Jesus. 
 

In other words, we need to see and understand God, and God’s purposes, through the 
person of Jesus. For, Jesus is our reference point. Jesus is our anchor point. Jesus is the lens 
through we see God and understand our place in God’s world today.  
 

This means we, as God’s people, come to understand and know God, not through the 
religiously-sanctioned, God-ordained violence of Old Testament times. Rather, we come to 
understand and know God through the love, mercy and compassion of Jesus.  
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And when we do this, I believe we see that sacrifices are no longer needed. There is no need 
to kill, to shed blood or eliminate those we call enemies. There is no place for violence in 
any form. The killing of the first-born, no matter who they are, is simply non-negotiable. It 
can never be sanctioned or tolerated.  
 

Friends, today we have a better way. Things have changed since Old Testament times. This 
is because we have been gifted a way in Jesus, whose death and resurrection says there is 
no need for any more violence.  
 

For you see, Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross is a direct confrontation with these forces of evil 
and death.  
 

Jesus’ rising from the dead is a vanquishing of these forces. Jesus’ resurrection is a subduing 
and silencing of those forces which destroy. Here they are soundly defeated.   
 

This is a “once and for all” act (Hebrews 7:27). In the crucified, risen Christ, God now 
declares the way ahead is the way of peace. The way ahead is the way of love and grace 
where we are to “love our enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44).  
 

Friends, I believe when we follow this way of Jesus, we will be truly free from the things 
that tie us down. We will be truly liberated from the fears, the pressures and the prejudices 
that tyrannise and enslave us - as individuals, as a community and as a church. 
 

As we share in the Lord’s Supper today, may we remember – Jesus offered his life so that 
each one of us will be free. The body and blood of our Lord puts an end to violence, 
bloodshed and death, indeed to everything that is destructive of who we are meant to be 
as a people of God.  
 

For as the great St Paul said: “….if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything 
old has passed away; see, everything has become new!’ (2 Corinthians 5:17). 
 

Amen 
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