
Bible study

Session 3 challenges readers to examine what “just 
love” requires when injustice occurs at the highest 
levels of government. In the book of Exodus, the 
midwives Shiphrah and Puah defy Pharaoh to save 
the lives of Hebrew babies. This session draws on 
understandings of formal and informal power and 
how we can use the power God has given us to eect 
change.

INTRODUCTION (3 minutes)

In Session 1, we examined “just love” within a fam-
ily system as Martha and Mary confronted Jesus 
over his delay in coming to help their sick brother 
Lazarus. Their willingness to share their anger in a 
loving, honest way opened the door to new relation-
ships among these sisters and Jesus and led to their 
brother Lazarus’ restoration to life.

In Session 2, “just love” led to multiple resto-
rations. Through Jesus’ recognition and acceptance 
of Zacchaeus, the despised tax collector was restored 
to his community. In turn, Zacchaeus restored to his 
neighbors the proceeds from what he had unjustly 
earned and gave half of his wages to the poor. Just 
love is often costly, especially when we seek to make 
right those relationships that have been harmed by 
our unjust actions.

In this third and final session, we will examine 
the lesser-known story of the midwives Shiphrah 
and Puah in the Book of Exodus as we grapple with 
just love at the level of our nation and world. In 

particular, we’ll explore: What risks does just love 
require of us, and what do we do when our under-
standing of justice diers from the demands of 
those in power?

RUTHLESS OPPRESSION (12 minutes)

 Read: Exodus 1: 8-14

8 Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not 
know Joseph. 9 He said to his people, ‘Look, the 
Israelite people are more numerous and more 
powerful than we. 10Come, let us deal shrewdly 
with them, or they will increase and, in the event 
of war, join our enemies and fight against us 
and escape from the land.’  11 Therefore they set 
taskmasters over them to oppress them with 
forced labor. They built supply cities, Pithom 
and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they 
were oppressed, the more they multiplied and 
spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the 
Israelites. 13 The Egyptians became ruthless in 
imposing tasks on the Israelites, 14 and made 
their lives bitter with hard service in mortar 
and brick and in every kind of field labor. They 
were ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed 
on them.

There is a new king in Egypt—an unnamed 
Pharaoh, one in a long line of rulers who held 
limitless power and were worshiped as gods. This 
king “did not know Joseph”—a reference to a lin-
gering storyline from the book of Genesis. You may 
recall that a young Joseph had been sold o to some 
traveling Egyptians by his resentful brothers, who 
had also faked his death and devastated their father 
with that lie (Genesis 37). Rather than getting rid 
of Joseph as his brothers had hoped, their decep-
tion eventually led to Joseph’s rise to power within 
the Egyptian hierarchy. With Joseph in place as 
Pharaoh’s right-hand man, Joseph’s Israelite family 

ultimately benefits from his access to power. In an 
ironic twist, Joseph saves the very brothers who had 
betrayed him years before.

But power that comes from political access is 
almost always fleeting. As the book of Exodus opens, 
time has passed, and this new ruler of Egypt has no 
sense of loyalty to Joseph or any of his descendants. 
Pharaoh and his henchmen seek to weaken the 
Israelites with their cruelty, but even in the face of 
unrelenting hardship, the Israelites persevere. Here 
we catch our first glimpse of defiant hope. Babies 
continue to be born; the Israelites continue to grow 
in number. New life emerges even as Pharaoh’s 
power reigns supreme.

Share aloud or reflect: 

1. The mention of Joseph’s history in Egypt 
reminds us that God can bring hope out 
of hopeless circumstances. Can you think 
of other biblical examples of hope amid 
hopelessness? Where have you wit-
nessed unlikely hope in your life or the 
life of another? 

2. The more the Israelites were oppressed, 
the more they multiplied and spread. 
What do you think gives people the cour-
age to have children in times of hard-
ship? In what other ways do people defy 
oppression with acts of love?

THE MIDWIVES’ DEFIANCE (15 minutes)

Read: Exodus 1:15-17

15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew mid-
wives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and 
the other Puah, 16 ‘When you act as midwives to 
the Hebrew women, and see them on the birth-
stool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, 

HYMN

We are Called (ELW 720) 

FOCUS VERSE

Exodus 1:17

But the midwives feared God; they 

did not do as the king of Egypt 

commanded them, but they let the 

boys live.

OPENING PRAYER

Gracious God, you are with us in birth 

and in death and in all the days in 

between. Strengthen our hearts with 

your holy word so that, empowered by 

your strength and purpose, we might 

transform places of suffering into 

places of hope and seek your vision of 

just love for all people. Amen.

MATERIALS NEEDED

■ Bibles (NRSV)

	■ Evangelical Lutheran Worship (ELW)

EDITOR’S NOTE

This Bible study offers time estimates 

for each section. While some groups 

will complete the entire Bible study, 

others meet for a shorter period of time 

and may appreciate the flexibility to 

designate some sections for individual 

use at a later time.
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Pharaoh’s right-hand man, Joseph’s Israelite family 

ultimately benefits from his access to power. In an 
ironic twist, Joseph saves the very brothers who had 
betrayed him years before.

But power that comes from political access is 
almost always fleeting. As the book of Exodus opens, 
time has passed, and this new ruler of Egypt has no 
sense of loyalty to Joseph or any of his descendants. 
Pharaoh and his henchmen seek to weaken the 
Israelites with their cruelty, but even in the face of 
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she shall live.’ 17 But the midwives feared God; 
they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded 
them, but they let the boys live.

This is both awful and predictable: When the pow-
erful feel threatened, they oppress groups of people 
whom they perceive as di�erent or “other.” That 
oppression often turns to genocide. In a horrific 
development, Pharaoh orders Shiphrah and Puah 
to kill all newborn boys born to the Hebrew women. 
Note that baby girls are allowed to live, a clear 
reminder of the ancient world’s assumptions about 
gender and power. As Megan McKenna points out 
in Not Counting Women and Children: Neglected 
Stories from the Bible (Orbis Books, 1994):

Power starts with children, according to this 
story. But male and female were used for dif-
ferent reasons. The boys must die, because boys 
grow up to fight, to be soldiers; they were the 
most obvious threat to the empire. Girls, how-
ever, were allowed to live. Why? Girls don’t fight, 
at least in that culture. Girls were used as slaves 
and for entertainment; the Egyptians intermar-
ried with them. Girls were needed for the gene 
pool… The boys, however, were dangerous, and 
had to be dealt with immediately and violently 
(p. 41).

Imagine yourself in the shoes of Shiphrah or 
Puah. They have devoted themselves to the sacred 
duty of ushering life into the world. The Pharaoh 
has just ordered them to become murderers—to 
take the very lives they have promised to protect. 
And make no mistake: Should they fail to carry out 
this order, they could be killed.

Pharaoh underestimates the power of women—
especially that of Shiphrah and Puah. The biblical 
story captures their bold decision in one sentence: 
“But the midwives feared God; they did not do as 
the king of Egypt commanded them, but they let the 

boys live.” Following God’s way was more important 
to these midwives than following Pharaoh’s way.

Shiphrah and Puah remind us that disobedience 
can be a holy choice. Just love sometimes demands 
defiance. When we know in our hearts that the 
mandates of the powerful will do harm, especially 
to the most vulnerable among us, God calls us to a 
di�erent path. When unquestioning obedience leads 
to injustice, it’s time to try something else.

History is filled with examples of people who 
have defied the orders of the powerful in support 
of the vulnerable. We don’t know most of their 
names, but they join Shiphrah and Puah in the 
ranks of those who choose the riskiest kind of just 
love. Think about the people who sheltered runaway 
slaves despite the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which 
required that slaves be returned to their owners, 
even if those slaves had escaped to a free state. Or 
the people who hid their Jewish neighbors in Nazi 
Germany. Or the people who were arrested and bru-
talized for sitting at lunch counters in the Jim Crow 
South where segregation was legal. Those people, 
like the midwives of Exodus, chose to follow God’s 
way and reject the ways of human cruelty.

Share aloud or reflect: 

3. How do we see assumptions about gen-
der and power play out in our own time? 

4. Consider other times in history when 
those in power used genocide to control 
those they sought to oppress.

5. What might it look like in our own 
time to follow God’s ways of just love in 
support of those who are oppressed? 
What would you be willing to risk on 
behalf of people who are endangered by 
unchecked human power?

6. Think about a time when you disobeyed 
your parents, teachers, spouses, or other 
powerful figures or institutions in your 
life. What moved you to disobey? 

7. What did it feel like to go against what 
you had been taught or directed to do?

DIVINE DISOBEDIENCE (15 minutes)

Read: Exodus 1:18-22

18 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives 
and said to them, “Why have you done this, and 
allowed the boys to live?” 19 The midwives said 
to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not 
like the Egyptian women; for they are vigor-
ous and give birth before the midwife comes to 
them.” 20 So God dealt well with the midwives; 
and the people multiplied and became very 
strong. 21 And because the midwives feared God, 
he gave them families. 22 Then Pharaoh com-
manded all his people, “Every boy that is born 
to the Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but 
you shall let every girl live.”

Pharaoh eventually catches on to the fact that 
the Hebrew baby boys are still very much alive. He 
summons Shiphrah and Puah to account for this 
development, surely perplexed that his order could 
have been disobeyed. Instead of giving in to the 
Pharaoh’s next power play, the midwives double 
down on their defiance by telling an outright lie. 
They pretend that the Hebrew women have been 
popping out babies so quickly that all these births 
have taken place before the midwives even show up. 
It’s a lie that only works to fool someone who knows 
nothing about childbirth.

Biblical scholar Wilda Gafney observes that 
the midwives also cleverly exploit Pharaoh’s 
built-in cultural biases. In Womanist Midrash: 

A Reintroduction to the Women of the Torah and 
the Throne (Westminster John Knox Press, 2017), 
she translates the word of the midwives in verse 
19 in this way: “The Hebrew women are brutish, 
animalistic, chayoth—not refined, like Egyptian 
women. Their babies just plop out of them” (pp. 
90-91). Gafney argues that because Pharaoh sees 
the Hebrew people as inferior to the Egyptians, he is 
easily deceived by the obvious lie of the midwives.

God looks kindly upon Shiphrah and Puah, 
rewarding them for their courage and faithfulness. 
Meanwhile the Hebrew people continue to multi-
ply and grow strong, but so does Pharaoh’s cruelty. 
All Egyptians are summoned to participate in the 
genocide, setting the stage for the birth of Moses 
and, eventually, the Israelites’ escape from slavery 
and from Egypt.

As Gafney writes:

The liberation of the Israelite people in Egypt 
begins with Shiphrah and Puah. They are 
the mothers of a revolution waged by women. 
They likely enlisted untold numbers of birth-
ing-women and expectant mothers in their 
resistance movement…their act of resistance sets 
the stage for those to follow. Shiprah and Puah 
become the first deliverers in the book of deliver-
ance (p. 91).

Historically, this kind of disobedience is rarely 
rewarded and often ends disastrously. The 
Lesser Festivals and Commemorations section of 
Evangelical Lutheran Worship (15-17) lists coura-
geous disciples throughout the centuries, including 
martyrs of the faith who refused to obey human 
laws and were obedient only to God. Here are a few: 

Perpetua and Felicity
In the year 202 the emperor Septimius Severus 
forbade conversions to Christianity. Perpetua, 
a noblewoman, Felicity, a slave, and other 
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those they sought to oppress.

5. What might it look like in our own 
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manded all his people, “Every boy that is born 
to the Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but 
you shall let every girl live.”

Pharaoh eventually catches on to the fact that 
the Hebrew baby boys are still very much alive. He 
summons Shiphrah and Puah to account for this 
development, surely perplexed that his order could 
have been disobeyed. Instead of giving in to the 
Pharaoh’s next power play, the midwives double 
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They pretend that the Hebrew women have been 
popping out babies so quickly that all these births 
have taken place before the midwives even show up. 
It’s a lie that only works to fool someone who knows 
nothing about childbirth.

Biblical scholar Wilda Gafney observes that 
the midwives also cleverly exploit Pharaoh’s 
built-in cultural biases. In Womanist Midrash: 

A Reintroduction to the Women of the Torah and 
the Throne (Westminster John Knox Press, 2017), 
she translates the word of the midwives in verse 
19 in this way: “The Hebrew women are brutish, 
animalistic, chayoth—not refined, like Egyptian 
women. Their babies just plop out of them” (pp. 
90-91). Gafney argues that because Pharaoh sees 
the Hebrew people as inferior to the Egyptians, he is 
easily deceived by the obvious lie of the midwives.

God looks kindly upon Shiphrah and Puah, 
rewarding them for their courage and faithfulness. 
Meanwhile the Hebrew people continue to multi-
ply and grow strong, but so does Pharaoh’s cruelty. 
All Egyptians are summoned to participate in the 
genocide, setting the stage for the birth of Moses 
and, eventually, the Israelites’ escape from slavery 
and from Egypt.

As Gafney writes:

The liberation of the Israelite people in Egypt 
begins with Shiphrah and Puah. They are 
the mothers of a revolution waged by women. 
They likely enlisted untold numbers of birth-
ing-women and expectant mothers in their 
resistance movement…their act of resistance sets 
the stage for those to follow. Shiprah and Puah 
become the first deliverers in the book of deliver-
ance (p. 91).

Historically, this kind of disobedience is rarely 
rewarded and often ends disastrously. The 
Lesser Festivals and Commemorations section of 
Evangelical Lutheran Worship (15-17) lists coura-
geous disciples throughout the centuries, including 
martyrs of the faith who refused to obey human 
laws and were obedient only to God. Here are a few: 

Perpetua and Felicity
In the year 202 the emperor Septimius Severus 
forbade conversions to Christianity. Perpetua, 
a noblewoman, Felicity, a slave, and other 
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companions were all catechumens at Carthage 
in North Africa. They were imprisoned and sen-
tenced to death. Perpetua’s father, who was not a 
Christian, visited her in prison and begged her 
to lay aside her Christian convictions in order to 
spare her life and spare the family from scorn. 
Perpetua responded and told her father, “We 
know that we are not placed in our own power 
but in that of God.”

Harriet Tubman
Harriet Tubman was born into slavery in 
Maryland and remained a slave until about 
age thirty when, fearing she would be sold and 
moved farther south, she escaped with the help 
of the Underground Railroad. After that, she 
helped about three hundred others to escape 
until slavery was abolished. After the Civil War, 
her home in Auburn, New York, became a center 
for women’s rights and served the aged and poor. 

In the case of Perpetua and Felicity, disobe-
dience led to death. Their love for their Lord far 
surpassed their concern for the emperor’s edict for-
bidding people to be Christians. Just love for them 
meant the highest sacrifice one could make—giving 
up their own lives.

Similarly, Harriet Tubman, who was enslaved 
until age 30, refused to comply with an unjust 
system of chattel slavery and those who had the 
power to perpetuate it. Not only was she disobe-
dient, but like the midwives Shiphrah and Puah, 
her defiance saved the lives of hundreds of other 
escaped slaves. As the most famous “conductor” 
on the Underground Railroad, Tubman made 19 
trips into the South during the time of slavery. Over 
a 10-year time span she escorted 300 enslaved 
Africans to freedom. She proudly pointed out to 
Frederick Douglass that in all of her journeys she 
“never lost a single passenger” (See pbs.org/wgbh/
aia/part4/4p1535.html).

Share aloud or reflect: 

8. In what ways are the stories of Perpetua 
and Felicity and Harriet Tubman similar 
to that of Shiphrah and Puah? How are 
they di�erent? 

9. Shiphrah’s and Puah’s actions have been 
described as “divinely defiant.” Can you 
think of a time in your congregation or 
within the ELCA when people have been 
divinely defiant? What was the result?  

10. Just love sometimes confronts injustice 
through breaking civil laws (i.e., acts 
of civil disobedience). Those who com-
mit such acts understand that they are 
responding to a higher law, God’s law. 
Under what circumstances might it be 
important to practice civil disobedience? 

REVOLUTIONARY INTEGRITY  (10 minutes)

The unnamed pharaoh or king at the beginning of 
Exodus represents the many rulers of this world 
who wield tyrannical power, sometimes over their 
own people, but even more over those who are 
enslaved. He embodies old patterns of domination 
or “power over”—fear of the other, physical oppres-
sion and ruthlessness. In this system, wealth and 
security are more valuable than justice and human 
dignity.

This king works in direct contradiction to the 
just love for which God stands. God is a God of life; 
the new king sought to kill. God lifts up the lowly 
and supports the weak and oppressed. The king’s 
xenophobia led him to inflict increasingly harsh 
labor on the enslaved Hebrews. The power imbal-
ance between the king and the midwives Shiphrah 
and Puah is vast, yet the two women remain stead-
fast in bringing new life and light into the world.

In a dazzling sermon that includes the story of 

Shiphrah and Puah, Ada María Isasi-Díaz celebrates 
the way that the midwives use their apparent lack of 
power in support of their cause. Her contribution to 
The Book of Women’s Sermons: Hearing God in Each 
Other’s’ Voices (Riverhead Books, 1999) describes 
how women often undermine oppressors by feign-
ing submission while acting in subversive ways:

When Shiphrah and Puah reenter the scene they 
have to face an angry pharaoh, but they are 
ready for it. Their task was to bring new life to 
light (the Spanish for ‘birthing’ is dar a luz, to 
bring to light). They are not going to allow him 
to pervert that, no matter how powerful he is. So 
we have this wonderful scene of these two women 
making fun of the pharaoh, telling him that the 
Hebrew women were so strong that they gave 
birth before the midwives could arrive. These 
two seemingly submissive women are now victo-
rious. Every time I get to this point in the story, 
I want to give Shiphrah and Puah a standing 
ovation (p. 170). 

Isasi-Díaz states that the actions of Shiprah and 
Puah have “revolutionary integrity”:

The word of God says to us today: Resist oblit-
eration, resist death, struggle to hope for tomor-
row, struggle to live. The word of God calls us 
today to be clear that to struggle for life is to do 
the will of God and that to struggle for life often 
requires of us revolutionary integrity: commit-
ment to life, disobeying oppressive and unjust 
authorities, oppressive religious structures and 
religious authority. Revolutionary integrity is 
about living the life that is given to us by God, 
even if we have to struggle to live fully with 
every ounce of our being (p. 173).

 We are called to seek life and light for all peo-
ple, even when that work means struggle and risk. 

The pursuit of just love will not be welcomed by 
oppressive authorities who seek to maintain their 
power at any cost, but the Bible is full of the sur-
prising and subversive victories that God’s just love 
makes possible.

Share aloud or reflect:

11. According to Isasi-Díaz, submission can 
be a survival strategy. How have you 
seen this to be true?

12. In what ways have women you have 
known brought life to light despite 
di�cult odds or in defiance of those in 
power?

CONCLUSION (10 minutes)

It is significant that even as the “new king” in our 
text is not named, Shiphrah and Puah are. They 
were so important that, unlike thousands of women 
in scripture who went unnamed, their names were 
recorded for posterity. Imagine what it must have 
meant to successive generations of midwives and 
other ancient women to hear the names of Shiphrah 
and Puah spoken—to have women considered to be 
of “lower” status lifted up as leaders and liberators 
of their people. 

Without these daring and defiant women, there 
would have been no Exodus. Indeed, if Pharaoh had 
had his way, Moses would not have been born, and 
the Hebrew people would have remained in bond-
age. Shiphrah and Puah may not have known what 
the future would bring either for them or the nation 
of Israel, but their courage enabled life. They even-
tually bore children of their own, and the Israelites 
were freed from their enslavement.

Share aloud or reflect:

13. Given the numbers of nameless women 
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companions were all catechumens at Carthage 
in North Africa. They were imprisoned and sen-
tenced to death. Perpetua’s father, who was not a 
Christian, visited her in prison and begged her 
to lay aside her Christian convictions in order to 
spare her life and spare the family from scorn. 
Perpetua responded and told her father, “We 
know that we are not placed in our own power 
but in that of God.”

Harriet Tubman
Harriet Tubman was born into slavery in 
Maryland and remained a slave until about 
age thirty when, fearing she would be sold and 
moved farther south, she escaped with the help 
of the Underground Railroad. After that, she 
helped about three hundred others to escape 
until slavery was abolished. After the Civil War, 
her home in Auburn, New York, became a center 
for women’s rights and served the aged and poor. 

In the case of Perpetua and Felicity, disobe-
dience led to death. Their love for their Lord far 
surpassed their concern for the emperor’s edict for-
bidding people to be Christians. Just love for them 
meant the highest sacrifice one could make—giving 
up their own lives.

Similarly, Harriet Tubman, who was enslaved 
until age 30, refused to comply with an unjust 
system of chattel slavery and those who had the 
power to perpetuate it. Not only was she disobe-
dient, but like the midwives Shiphrah and Puah, 
her defiance saved the lives of hundreds of other 
escaped slaves. As the most famous “conductor” 
on the Underground Railroad, Tubman made 19 
trips into the South during the time of slavery. Over 
a 10-year time span she escorted 300 enslaved 
Africans to freedom. She proudly pointed out to 
Frederick Douglass that in all of her journeys she 
“never lost a single passenger” (See pbs.org/wgbh/
aia/part4/4p1535.html).

Share aloud or reflect: 

8. In what ways are the stories of Perpetua 
and Felicity and Harriet Tubman similar 
to that of Shiphrah and Puah? How are 
they di�erent? 

9. Shiphrah’s and Puah’s actions have been 
described as “divinely defiant.” Can you 
think of a time in your congregation or 
within the ELCA when people have been 
divinely defiant? What was the result?  

10. Just love sometimes confronts injustice 
through breaking civil laws (i.e., acts 
of civil disobedience). Those who com-
mit such acts understand that they are 
responding to a higher law, God’s law. 
Under what circumstances might it be 
important to practice civil disobedience? 

REVOLUTIONARY INTEGRITY  (10 minutes)

The unnamed pharaoh or king at the beginning of 
Exodus represents the many rulers of this world 
who wield tyrannical power, sometimes over their 
own people, but even more over those who are 
enslaved. He embodies old patterns of domination 
or “power over”—fear of the other, physical oppres-
sion and ruthlessness. In this system, wealth and 
security are more valuable than justice and human 
dignity.

This king works in direct contradiction to the 
just love for which God stands. God is a God of life; 
the new king sought to kill. God lifts up the lowly 
and supports the weak and oppressed. The king’s 
xenophobia led him to inflict increasingly harsh 
labor on the enslaved Hebrews. The power imbal-
ance between the king and the midwives Shiphrah 
and Puah is vast, yet the two women remain stead-
fast in bringing new life and light into the world.

In a dazzling sermon that includes the story of 

Shiphrah and Puah, Ada María Isasi-Díaz celebrates 
the way that the midwives use their apparent lack of 
power in support of their cause. Her contribution to 
The Book of Women’s Sermons: Hearing God in Each 
Other’s’ Voices (Riverhead Books, 1999) describes 
how women often undermine oppressors by feign-
ing submission while acting in subversive ways:

When Shiphrah and Puah reenter the scene they 
have to face an angry pharaoh, but they are 
ready for it. Their task was to bring new life to 
light (the Spanish for ‘birthing’ is dar a luz, to 
bring to light). They are not going to allow him 
to pervert that, no matter how powerful he is. So 
we have this wonderful scene of these two women 
making fun of the pharaoh, telling him that the 
Hebrew women were so strong that they gave 
birth before the midwives could arrive. These 
two seemingly submissive women are now victo-
rious. Every time I get to this point in the story, 
I want to give Shiphrah and Puah a standing 
ovation (p. 170). 

Isasi-Díaz states that the actions of Shiprah and 
Puah have “revolutionary integrity”:

The word of God says to us today: Resist oblit-
eration, resist death, struggle to hope for tomor-
row, struggle to live. The word of God calls us 
today to be clear that to struggle for life is to do 
the will of God and that to struggle for life often 
requires of us revolutionary integrity: commit-
ment to life, disobeying oppressive and unjust 
authorities, oppressive religious structures and 
religious authority. Revolutionary integrity is 
about living the life that is given to us by God, 
even if we have to struggle to live fully with 
every ounce of our being (p. 173).

 We are called to seek life and light for all peo-
ple, even when that work means struggle and risk. 

The pursuit of just love will not be welcomed by 
oppressive authorities who seek to maintain their 
power at any cost, but the Bible is full of the sur-
prising and subversive victories that God’s just love 
makes possible.

Share aloud or reflect:

11. According to Isasi-Díaz, submission can 
be a survival strategy. How have you 
seen this to be true?

12. In what ways have women you have 
known brought life to light despite 
di�cult odds or in defiance of those in 
power?

CONCLUSION (10 minutes)

It is significant that even as the “new king” in our 
text is not named, Shiphrah and Puah are. They 
were so important that, unlike thousands of women 
in scripture who went unnamed, their names were 
recorded for posterity. Imagine what it must have 
meant to successive generations of midwives and 
other ancient women to hear the names of Shiphrah 
and Puah spoken—to have women considered to be 
of “lower” status lifted up as leaders and liberators 
of their people. 

Without these daring and defiant women, there 
would have been no Exodus. Indeed, if Pharaoh had 
had his way, Moses would not have been born, and 
the Hebrew people would have remained in bond-
age. Shiphrah and Puah may not have known what 
the future would bring either for them or the nation 
of Israel, but their courage enabled life. They even-
tually bore children of their own, and the Israelites 
were freed from their enslavement.

Share aloud or reflect:

13. Given the numbers of nameless women 
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Leader guide

OPENING PRAYER

Holy One, we thank you that you are a God of love and 

a God of justice. In this time together, open our hearts, 

minds and spirits to the wisdom of your word, that we 

might receive new insight for our lives and a new way 

forward in times of conflict and challenge. In the name of 

Jesus, Amen.

THEME VERSES

Exodus 1:8-22

SESSION OBJECTIVES

	■ Engage with the story of Shiphrah and Puah and consider 

why these midwives took such dramatic risks

	■ Reflect on opportunities for divine defiance in our lives

■ Consider how civil disobedience can be a tool in support 

of “just love” 

Just love
Session three
In the nation: Giving birth to justice

BY CHRISTA COMPTON AND GLADYS MOORE

Leader guide

1.  Extend and receive welcome.
2.  Be authentic by using “I” statements. Speak 

from your own perspective.
3.   Listen. Let others finish before you speak.
4.  Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood. 
5.  Honor silence.
6.   Respect the confidentiality of what people 

share in the group.

Reflect as you prepare: What insights have you 
received about yourself? About how the word of 
God shapes us? How might you live out your faith 
more fully? At the end of the session, invite partici-
pants to reflect on those questions too before closing 
with the hymn and prayer. 

OPENING

Ask participants how they have been pondering 
the meaning of “just love” through all the sessions. 
What additions do they have now? What questions 
have come up since last time? How would they 
describe the concept to someone hearing the phrase 
for the first time?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES 

1. WHOSE SIDE?  

Poet Lucille Clifton (1936–2010) was well-known 
for capturing the ways people endure life’s chal-
lenges. Her work often highlights resilience in the 
lives and experiences of African-American people. 
Her poem, “whose side are you on?” invites us 
to answer that question (Read it in print in The 
Collected Poems of Lucille Clifton [1965–2010], 
BOA Editions, 2012, or online at https://poetrysoci-
ety. org/poetry-in-motion/whose-side-are-you-on).

As people of faith, we know that God is always 
on the side of the least powerful and most vulnera-
ble. Whose side are we on today? On whose behalf 

are we willing to exercise our divine defiance? For 
whose safety and well-being would we risk our 
own lives? Read the poem aloud and invite partic-
ipants to write (and share, if they’re willing) their 
responses in prose or poetry.

2. WORDS OF GRATITUDE

Ask participants: Whose courage have you admired? 
Invite them to take several minutes to write a brief 
note to a woman whose divine defiance inspired 
them and to mail the notes if the woman is still 
alive. You might bless the notes and letters with a 
prayer: 

God of strength and purpose, give us power to 
defy the forces of evil that seek to harm your 
children. Thank you for the courage of these 
women who have inspired us by their example 
and taught us to be both brave and bold. Be with 
us now as we follow in their path. Help us to 
follow the One whom you sent to teach us what 
“just love” looks like, our Savior Jesus Christ, in 
whose name we pray. Amen. 

in the Bible, why do you think Shiphrah 
and Puah were named?

14. Who are the women in your life that have 
been examples of just love, who have 
helped free you or others from various 
burdens or bondage?

MATERIALS

■ White board or flip chart and markers

	■ “Just love” brainstorming notes from Sessions 1 and 2

■ Copies of “Whose side are you on?” a poem by Lucille 

Clifton (optional)

■ Notecards, envelopes and stamps for letter-writing (op-

tional)

OVERVIEW

In our final session, we consider how “just love” 
moves us beyond family and community to injus-
tice at a nation’s highest levels. We see the courage 
midwives Shiphrah and Puah had in saving the lives 
of Hebrew babies. Where do they find the courage 
to stand up to Pharaoh? How might we exhibit such 
courage today? 

PREPARE

This session is challenging since it examines how 
we live out our faith in public. What does it mean 
for us to be citizens of the kingdom of heaven and 
of our country? For more productive discussions, 
review the helpful “touchstones” from the Center for 
Courage and Renewal (couragerenewal.org/touch-
stones) as well as these guidelines: 

CLOSING HYMN 

“For All the Faithful Women” (ELW 419, verses 1-2)

Bible study
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