
Should I stay or should I go?
Exodus 12:31-51

Can you think of some instructions you’ve been given that you have to be 
ready to follow quite suddenly?

Some things you’ve got to be prepared for, even though you don’t think it’s 
coming.  At least not any time soon.  But if you don’t know what to do, you 
won’t do it when the time does come.  And when it happens, just knowing it 
isn’t going to help you.  Actually acting on what you were told is what counts.

The procedures for evacuation if the fire alarm goes off.  That first aid course 
you took kicking in when someone collapses in front of you.  Adopting the 
brace position if the aircraft is in trouble.  Holding on to what you’ve been told, 
and making the sudden choice to act on it in come the moment that it’s 
suddenly needed, is vital.

That’s true not just of safety in times of danger, but seizing the sudden, 
unexpected wonderful opportunities.  Like, for example, when I next say 
‘jump’ in this sermon, the first person to call out ‘how high?’ is going to win a 
tenner.

In Exodus 12:31-51, Israel is on the move before they’ve had any time to 
think about it.  For 430 years they’ve been in Egypt, v.40 tells us, and for 
decades of that time they’ve been held in slavery.

Their children murdered, their slave masters turning the screw more and 
more.  No freedom, no choices.  No dignity, no world outside their homes and 
the posts they were shackled to.  That has been their entire recent history 
and living memory.

And suddenly, in the middle of one night, the word spreads round the camp 
like wildfire - ‘Get up!  It’s time to go!  Now’s our chance!  Pharaoh has finally 
surrendered to our God!  He says we can all leave - all of us, with all our 
possessions, too.  It’s finally happening!  But we need to move now!’

Bleary eyes, yawning, barely awake, the Israelites rose to go.  They stir the 
kids awake, gather their livestock, and all of a sudden, a million people are on 
the move at midnight.  There was no time to get ready.  The Egyptians ‘urged 
the people to hurry and leave’ v.33 tells us.  They’re in a rush not to have any 
more of the terrible judgement of God fall on them.
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But God’s people aren’t rushed, because they don’t need to get ready - they 
are ready.  vv.34 and 39 remind us about the bread made without yeast they 
were instructed to make as part of the Passover meal that would ever 
remember this night.  Half made, wrapped up and slung on their shoulders, 
they take their food to go.  But that’s not all they take…

Have a look at vv.35-36.  Even in their sleepiness that night, even in the 
weeks and maybe months of swinging between praise and doubt that we’ve 
seen God’s people express in Exodus, even in the sudden surprise of this 
moment arriving, God’s people have enough presence of mind and enough 
memory to do something God told them to do in this moment.

Back in Exodus 3:21-22, when God first met and spoke to Moses about this 
mission to set His captive people free, God threw in this promise and this 
command:

‘And I will make the Egyptians favourably disposed towards this people, so 
that when you leave you will not go empty handed.’  There’s the promise, now 
here’s the command: ‘Every woman is to ask her neighbour and any woman 
living in her house for articles of silver and gold for clothing, which you will put 
on your sons and daughters.  And so you will plunder the Egyptians.’

Back to Exodus 12:35-36, and we read that Moses had faithfully passed on 
that command of God.  And here, in this sudden, surprising moment, what will 
God’s people do?  Should they stay or should they go?  Of course they 
should go!  But should they stay long enough to do this thing that they 
remembered God told them to do?

They stay.  They gulp.  They take a deep breath.  And they do the 
extraordinarily brass thing of asking their Egyptian neighbours to hand it over.  
And… it leads to their blessing - God’s people are provided for because they 
kept in mind God’s command to them and acted on it when the time came.  
And the Egyptians jump at the chance to give them all that they ask for to get 
them out!…
(Who’s getting the tenner?)

It would have been easy for them to not do this.  To forget that God told them 
to do it.  Or to vaguely remember but dismiss it in the urgency and haste of 
the moment.  ‘Come on, let’s just go!  Let’s just grab this chance to leave 
before it disappears!  Let’s not risk wasting time or being held back when they 
tell us to hop it!’
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But no - God’s people have enough faithful memory to recall what God 
commanded for this moment.  Enough trust in Him to do what He told them, 
even if that seemed scary.  And enough time to do what they were told before 
moving on.  There’s always enough time for that.

Things were urgent… but not rushed… because they were ready.  Instead of 
making the sudden knee-jerk choice, they make the sudden choice to obey 
what they remembered being commanded.

For us as a church, ‘Get ready’ has been something of a theme for us this 
year.  A sense that God wants us to be ready for something that He is going 
to do amongst us and amongst our communities.  We may not be totally clear 
about what it means to get ready (although I’ll keep telling you, it involves us 
being ready to start discipling many people drawn to Jesus and to our 
churches).

But when we know what God is commanding us, we need to hold on to that 
for the moment when we suddenly need to obey it.  Don’t let the suddenness 
or urgency of the moment cloud your memory, your courage, your obedience, 
and the blessing God intends to bring to you and others around you through 
it.  When God says ‘jump!’ we say ‘how high?’  Because we believe that 
jumping to God’s command is the infinitely fuller way to live.

Is there something God is commanding you now, that you need to clearly 
remember and obey when the moment comes?

Is there something that God has told you before that you need to act on now?

God brings His people out of slavery.  And His people respond with worship.  
That’s the message in vv.40-42 and v.51.  As these verses sum up God’s 
saving act of bringing Israel out from Egypt, they speak of a precision, a 
fulness, and a watchfulness about God’s saving work.

v.41 tells us that it was 430 years to the day from when Jacob and his family 
started living in Egypt under Joseph’s care to when they were set free from 
the slavery they fell into.  There’s a precision here, a sense of God’s control 
and perfect timing about events happening just when they were meant to.

The road had seemed very long to the Israelites of course - decades of 
slavery, years of crying out to God for something to change.  But it happened 
precisely when God meant it to, and it happened with a suddenness and a 
fulness to wonder at.
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v.41 says that, ‘…all the LORD’s divisions left Egypt.’  Every single one of the 
people of God, fully and completely rescued.  Despite all Pharaoh’s 
bargaining and resistance we’ve seen in previous chapters, it’s all the men, 
all the women, all the children, all the livestock and possessions.  All of the 
households identified as ‘the LORD’s divisions.’  It’s a miracle of fulness - 
God’s people, completely rescued and set free, every one of them.

And there’s a watchfulness to it in v.42.  ‘…the LORD kept vigil that night to 
bring them out of Egypt.’  This was not some computer programme God had 
carefully written then pressed the button on to run on automatic whilst He 
went to do something else.  This was God watching carefully over the whole 
exercise, overseeing this rescue that He was completely invested in and 
cared about more than anything else.

This is how God saves.  And the response of God’s people is to ever worship 
Him.  Not to go rushing on through life with a quick glance back to what God 
once did in the past.  But to stay - to stay still long enough to really look back 
and worship.  In v.42, we read that, ‘…the Israelites are to keep vigil to 
honour the LORD for the generations to come.’

There’s a watchfulness in their worship.  A concentrated attention on looking 
back to the things God did to set them free, precisely and fully and watchfully.  
Those regular rhythms, lifelong in their span, of attentively watching together 
the whole rescue scene played out again, is their response of worship to the 
God who sets them free.  

This is what God’s people do.  We’re characterised not just by going suddenly 
as soon as God tells us, and staying long enough to do what He told us to.  
We’re characterised by staying in watchful worship.  We keep coming back 
together to the cross of Jesus Christ, to wonder at the precision, fulness and 
watchfulness of God over the rescue He brought us through the cross.

At the start of this series on Exodus, we said that one of the reasons we’re 
going through this book is because the gospels and the New Testament 
writers speak so much about Jesus’ life, death and resurrection as being like 
a second Exodus, a true Exodus for people all over the world.

The gospel writers say that just as God set Israel free from slavery to the 
Egyptians, He sets free everyone who puts their trust in Jesus from slavery to 
all sorts of other things - addictions, poverty, injustice, materialism, fear, 
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loneliness, and all sorts of other captors.  But especially He sets us free from 
sin and its guilt, and death and its finality.

The good news of God is that all those who belong to Jesus - those who are 
in His divisions - are set free, rescued from these things.  Has an infinitely 
fuller life, now and forever.  And that rescue is precise in its timing - a 
Passover season two thousand years ago, at just the right time to fulfil 
dozens of prophecies and shape all history before and after the cross.

It’s full in its scope - rescuing completely those who belong to Jesus through 
faith in Him.  There’s not a thing that used to hold you captive that He doesn’t 
set you free from - He claims you and lifts you from all of it.

Some of it you experience now, and some of it you won’t fully experience until 
the final enemy, your death, is defeated and you are lifted from that.  But you 
are completely set free and saved; not a chain remains on you.

And God is watchful over you in bringing about your rescue from slavery.  
God’s attention is completely on you.  Some of you know you’re set free and 
saved by Jesus.  Others of you know that Jesus has started something in 
you, something is different now because of Him - and we can see that in you 
too.

Well, know that God’s keeping vigil of His rescuing work in you is unbroken, 
and His attention fixed fast on you.  ‘He who began a good work in you will 
carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus,’ Philippians 1:6 tells us.  
May you hear that, and believe that, and hold on to that promise today.

Again, our response as God’s people is to be like the Israelites’ - that we will 
keep vigil regularly, all through life and eternity.  Staying long enough together 
at the cross, thoughtfully and watchfully, being humbled and won over again 
and again by the complete love, passion, power, rescue and freedom that 
Jesus poured out upon us in destroying our sin in His body’s sacrifice and 
destroying our death in His body’s resurrection.

Read Luke 23:32-46
Silent reflection - What were you held captive to that Jesus destroyed on the 
cross?

Read Luke 24:1-8
Silent reflection - What impact does it have on you to remember the words, 
‘Jesus is risen!’?
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Back to Exodus 12… And in vv.37-38, we’ve got half a sentence that says a 
whole lot about God’s saving plan in the Bible.  ‘Many other people went up 
with them…’  Six hundred thousand Israelite men, all the women and children 
and livestock besides.  All of the people belonging to God.  And… ‘many 
other people went up with them…’

The only other people around were Egyptians.  Egyptians who had seen how 
empty and shallow were the gods they had grown up revering.  Egyptians 
who had seen how terrible the judgement of God was for human sin.  
Egyptians who saw how different it was in the community of God’s people - 
that sense of protection, hope and light that they had when the world around 
them was falling apart and hopeless and dark.

When they saw all Israel walking away from where they were settled, the 
Egyptians were confronted with the sudden choice - should they stay or 
should they go?  And many of them made the bold call to leave behind the life 
they’d known, and be on the move with the community of God’s people.  
They, ‘…went up with them.’

Since Genesis 12, where God told Abram that He was putting together a 
family to belong to Him that would bless all nations, God has been at work to 
save anyone who would come to Him and want to join that family.  And we 
see that fleshed out more in vv.43-49 in these Passover regulations.

We’ve looked in the last couple of weeks at how the communion meal that 
Jesus instituted one Passover has become the meal of memory for us as 
Christians.  So the things we read about Passover here have things to teach 
us about how we share life as a community of God’s people, and in particular 
how we share communion.

Now at first glance, this looks a bit ‘keep your hands off unless you’re a 
proper Christian!’  It’s easy to read that way at first because, for one thing, the 
NIV translation has put this heading ‘Passover Restrictions’ above these 
verses.

More ingrained is what lots of you grew up with - the elders in a church 
‘fencing the table,’ making sure you’ve got your communion card, checking 
that your name was on a list, the meal of bread and wine only to be shared 
with those who thought themselves worthy enough and those thought worthy 
enough by others.  It’s a scandalous, pitiful shadow of what communion is 
and whom it is for, and of what the Passover was and whom that was for.
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Now it’s quite correct to see that there’s a distinction here - the verses tell us 
that the meal was not for all, there were some amongst the Israelites who 
were not to eat the Passover.  The ‘temporary resident or hired worker’ in v.45 
- those who were there a week or two for some reason then off again.

The ‘foreigner’ v.43 says.  That doesn’t mean anyone from a foreign country 
couldn’t share in it, or else vv.48-49 don’t make sense.  It means those whose 
identity was not yet ‘Israelite.’

Of the many people who had ‘gone up with the Israelites,’ not all of them had 
changed identity to become Israelite.  There were those who were journeying 
with God’s people, attracted by the community and the light and life in it, but 
who hadn’t made the essential identity shift to actually become one of God’s 
people.

Believing the promises of God.  Receiving the sign and seal of those in 
circumcision and the Passover.  Doing these public things to declare that their 
old life was passed and their new life was as one of God’s people.  
Confronted with the sudden choice to go for it and deliberately change 
identity to become one of God’s people.

It’s a joy to me to see people gathering in this community of God’s family.  
And amongst us are those who are ‘going up with us.’  On the journey and in 
our midst.  But God calls you to more.  He doesn’t want to exclude you at all, 
He wants to include you.  

But He wants to do that by actually having you become one of His family.  
One of the people of God, rescued, saved, marked as believing in and 
belonging to Jesus.  That’s what baptism (rather than circumcision now) and 
communion are - signs and seals that declare ‘I am one of God’s people now.’

You are confronted with that choice to make as you journey along with us.  
Will you stay as you are?  Or will you go for it and change your identity?  Will 
you become a Jesus-dependent adopted son or daughter of God?  That’s 
always open, but it’s also always sudden, and urgent, and essential.  You’re 
really, really welcome to become this new person through faith in Jesus - but 
make that move before you take this meal.

The invitation to come and be part of that family is just as completely open as 
the invitation to the meal - but the two go together.  That’s why we share 
communion the way that we do - clearly stating that it’s for those who believe 
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that Jesus died and rose again for them, and all are welcome to believe that 
and remember that together.

There’s no Passover meal eaten outside of the house under saving grace, v.
46 reminds us.  But ‘the whole community of Israel must celebrate it.’  
Everyone in those households was to eat it.  Children in those households 
ate the Passover meal.  Those who were from Egypt and had changed 
identity to become one of God’s people were to eat it, just the same as the 
native born Israelite, vv.48-49 tell us.  There’s no distinction there.

Whether you’ve grown up in church learning and believing that Jesus rescues 
you from slavery to sin and death, or you’re growing up in church now 
learning and believing it, or you come to learn and believe this after a life 
away from the church…  Every time we share communion together, you’re 
suddenly confronted with the question, ‘Am I one of God’s people, rescued 
from slavery to sin and death by Jesus’ death and resurrection?  Is that my 
identity now?’

There are sudden choices for us to make today - will we obey what we 
remember God told us to do?  Will we look long and hard enough at the cross 
together for praise to flow out of our hearts?  Will we go up with God’s people 
on the move?  More than that, will we become one of God’s people and 
change our identity to do that?  Will we stay or will we go?

When we hesitate or say ‘no’ to any of these questions, we stay in the 
slaveries we were stuck in already.  But when we say ‘yes’ to any of these 
things - that’s when we go into the freedom that God brings to His people.
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