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SESSION 2 
Passover and the Redemption of the Firstborn 

 
God’s redemption of Israel from slavery in Egypt culminates with the 
Passover, when God protects every household that follows his 
instructions from the final plague—the death of every firstborn son. 
Afterward, God tells the Israelites to redeem their firstborn sons, 
reclaiming them from his possession. 
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Exodus 13:11-16 reads: 

11 “After the Lord brings you into the land of the Canaanites and 
gives it to you, as he promised on oath to you and your 
ancestors, 12 you are to give over to the Lord the first offspring of 
every womb. All the firstborn males of your livestock belong to 
the Lord. 13 Redeem with a lamb every firstborn donkey, but if you 
do not redeem it, break its neck. Redeem every firstborn among 
your sons. 
14 “In days to come, when your son asks you, ‘What does this 
mean?’ say to him, ‘With a mighty hand the Lord brought us out of 
Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 15 When Pharaoh stubbornly 
refused to let us go, the Lord killed the firstborn of both people and 
animals in Egypt. This is why I sacrifice to the Lord the first male 
offspring of every womb and redeem each of my firstborn 
sons.’ 16 And it will be like a sign on your hand and a symbol on 
your forehead hat the Lord brought us out of Egypt with his mighty 
hand.” 

Summary 

This passage provides practical instructions for the ongoing practice of 
consecrating (setting apart) the firstborn—both of livestock and 
humans—once the Israelites enter the Promised Land (the land of the 
Canaanites, as God swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob). 

• For animals: All male firstborn that "open the womb" belong to the 
Lord. Clean animals (suitable for sacrifice, like sheep or cattle) are 
offered to Him. Unclean animals, such as donkeys, must be 
redeemed (exchanged) with a lamb or killed by breaking its neck—
no compromise. 

• For humans: Every firstborn son must be redeemed (bought back) 
rather than sacrificed, acknowledging God's ownership without 
requiring human sacrifice. 

• Purpose and teaching: This ritual serves as a perpetual reminder 
and teaching tool. When a son later asks what it means, the father 
explains the Exodus story: God delivered Israel from Egyptian slavery 
"by a strong hand," sparing Israel's firstborn during the tenth plague 
(when He struck down Egypt's firstborn, both human and animal) 
because of the Passover lamb's blood. The practice thus becomes a 
"sign" on the hand (actions) and "frontlets between the eyes" 
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(thoughts/mind), embedding the memory of God's powerful 
redemption. 

The command builds on the earlier brief statement in Exodus 13:1-2 and 
parallels the instructions for the Feast of Unleavened Bread earlier in the 
chapter. 

Meaning and Significance 

This law is deeply rooted in the events of the Passover and the Exodus 
(Exodus 12). During the tenth plague, God judged Egypt by killing its 
firstborn, but He "passed over" the Israelites whose homes were marked 
with the blood of a sacrificial lamb. In sparing Israel's firstborn (human 
and animal), God effectively claimed them as His own. Consecrating the 
firstborn afterward acknowledges that truth: the people and their 
possessions belong to the Lord because He redeemed them from 
bondage and death. 

Key themes include: 

• God's ownership and redemption: The firstborn represents the 
whole (the family or herd). By dedicating the "first" to God, Israel 
recognizes that everything comes from and belongs to Him. Human 
firstborn are redeemed (often with a lamb or later a set payment, as 
detailed elsewhere like Numbers 18:15-16), echoing the original 
Passover substitution. This avoids human sacrifice while reinforcing 
gratitude for God's mercy. 

• Memorial and education: The ritual ensures the Exodus story isn't 
forgotten as generations pass. It turns everyday family life (a son's 
question) into a discipleship moment, teaching that deliverance 
came "by strength of hand" through God's power, not Israel's merit. 
The "sign on your hand" and "frontlets between your eyes" 
emphasize constant remembrance in deeds and thoughts—similar 
language appears later for other commands (e.g., Deuteronomy 
6:8). 

• Gratitude, holiness, and separation: It calls Israel to live as a 
redeemed people, set apart for God, in contrast to Egyptian 
oppression or Canaanite practices (which sometimes involved child 
sacrifice). The distinction between redeemable and non-redeemable 
animals underscores purity and obedience: what cannot properly 
belong to the Lord in sacrifice must be removed. 
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In the broader biblical context, this points forward to ultimate 
redemption. Christians often see the Passover lamb and the redemption 
of the firstborn as foreshadowing Jesus Christ—the "Lamb of God" whose 
sacrifice spares believers from judgment and redeems them from sin's 
slavery. 

Overall, Exodus 13:11-16 is not just a ritual law but a living memorial 
designed to keep God's mighty act of salvation central to Israel's identity, 
worship, and parenting across generations. It shifts focus from the 
dramatic events of the Exodus to faithful, ongoing obedience in the land 
God promised. 

 
Firstborn Redemption Rituals Today 

Firstborn Redemption Rituals Today primarily continue in Jewish 
tradition through the ceremony known as Pidyon Haben (or Pidyon 
HaBen), meaning "redemption of the firstborn son." This directly fulfills 
the instructions in Exodus 13:11-16 (and related passages like Numbers 
18:15-16), where God claims the firstborn males of Israel as His own 
because He spared them during the tenth plague in Egypt. Since the 
Levites later took over priestly duties, the ritual symbolically "buys back" 
the child from potential Temple service by paying a priestly descendant. 

Who Performs Pidyon Haben? 

• It applies to a firstborn son who "opens the womb" of his mother 
(vaginal birth, not cesarean; no prior miscarriage or stillbirth in some 
interpretations that counts). 

• The father must be a non-Kohen/non-Levite Israelite, and the 
mother must not be the daughter of a Kohen or Levite. 

• Exemptions are common: If either parent has priestly (Kohen) or 
Levite lineage, or if it's not the mother's firstborn, no redemption is 
required. This makes the ceremony relatively uncommon today. 

When and How It Is Done 

• The ceremony occurs on the 31st day after birth (or the next day if it 
falls on Shabbat or a festival). 

• A Kohen (a man with a reliable family tradition of descending from 
Aaron the priest) receives five silver coins (or their equivalent value; 
some use special coins minted by the Bank of Israel, or even five U.S. 
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silver dollars in some communities). The coins must be real silver of 
proper weight. 

• The baby is often placed on a silver tray adorned with jewelry as a 
sign of honor. The ceremony includes blessings, a short dialogue 
between the father and Kohen, and a festive meal (seudat mitzvah) 
with family and friends, ideally including a minyan (quorum of ten 
men). 

Key elements of the ceremony: 

• The father presents the child and declares his intent to redeem him. 
• The Kohen asks if the father prefers to keep the son or redeem him 

(the father chooses redemption). 
• The money is given, blessings are recited, and the child is 

"redeemed." 
• It serves as a joyful teaching moment, reminding participants of 

God's redemption of Israel from Egypt "by a strong hand." 

Many Orthodox and some Conservative Jews observe it faithfully. Reform 
and other liberal communities may perform a symbolic or adapted 
version, sometimes as a family celebration tying back to ancient tradition 
rather than strict obligation. Some progressive Jews have created parallel 
"pidyon ha-bat" ceremonies for firstborn daughters as an egalitarian 
adaptation. 

Connection to Exodus 13:11-16 

The ritual directly echoes the biblical command: the firstborn belongs to 
God as a memorial of the Exodus and Passover. The payment substitutes 
for any actual dedication to service, preserving the idea that the child 
(and by extension the family) is redeemed by God's mercy. It functions as 
an ongoing "sign" on the hand and between the eyes—reminding 
participants of God's powerful deliverance. The ceremony often includes 
explanations for children, just as the Torah instructs. 

Animal Firstborn Today 

The biblical rules for animal firstborn (sacrifice for clean animals, 
redemption or neck-breaking for unclean like donkeys) are not practiced 
today because there is no Temple for sacrifices, and many of these laws 
are considered in abeyance until the Temple is rebuilt. In observant 
communities, a firstborn kosher animal might still be treated with special 
holiness (e.g., not worked or shorn until it develops a blemish), but it is 
given to or handled by a Kohen where possible. 
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In Christianity 

Most Christians do not perform a literal firstborn redemption ritual 
today. The practice is viewed as part of the Old Covenant law fulfilled in 
Jesus Christ, the ultimate "firstborn" and Passover Lamb whose sacrifice 
redeems all believers from sin and death (see Luke 2:22-24, where Mary 
and Joseph present Jesus and offer the redemption sacrifice). Emphasis 
shifts to spiritual redemption through faith rather than ongoing ritual 
payment or dedication. Some Christians may study or symbolically 
reference it in teaching about gratitude for God's deliverance, but it is not 
a standard practice. 

A few fringe or independent Christian groups have occasionally 
attempted modern "redemption" payments or dedications, but these are 
not mainstream and often stem from specific interpretations rather than 
widespread tradition. 

Other Groups 

• Samaritans maintain some ancient Israelite practices but are a very 
small community today; specific details on firstborn redemption vary 
and are less documented in modern sources. 

• No major equivalent exists in other religions, though the broader 
theme of dedicating the "first" (first fruits, firstborn, etc.) to the 
divine appears across cultures as an act of gratitude and 
acknowledgment of God's provision. 

Significance Today 

Pidyon Haben keeps the memory of the Exodus alive in Jewish family life. 
It underscores themes of redemption, gratitude, and belonging to God—
reminding participants that life itself is a gift "bought back" by divine 
mercy. Even in communities where it's rare, it highlights how ancient 
Torah laws adapt into meaningful lifecycle events. 

If you're asking from a specific religious perspective (e.g., Jewish 
observance details, Christian theological view, or how to participate), or if 
you'd like more on the ceremony steps, blessings, or historical 
development, let me know for more tailored information! 
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Numbers 3:44-51 continues the theme of the redemption of the 
firstborn introduced in Exodus 13:11-16. 

44 The Lord also said to Moses, 45 “Take the Levites in place of all the 
firstborn of Israel, and the livestock of the Levites in place of their 
livestock. The Levites are to be mine. I am the Lord. 46 To redeem the 273 
firstborn Israelites who exceed the number of the Levites, 47 collect five 
shekels[a] for each one, according to the sanctuary shekel, which weighs 
twenty gerahs.48 Give the money for the redemption of the additional 
Israelites to Aaron and his sons.” 

49 So Moses collected the redemption money from those who exceeded 
the number redeemed by the Levites. 50 From the firstborn of the 
Israelites he collected silver weighing 1,365 shekels,[b] according to the 
sanctuary shekel.51 Moses gave the redemption money to Aaron and his 
sons, as he was commanded by the word of the Lord. 

 

Summary 

Earlier in Numbers 3, God commanded a census of the Levite males (one 
month old and upward), totaling 22,000, and a separate census of all 
firstborn males in Israel (also one month old and upward), totaling 
22,273. 

God declares that the entire tribe of Levi will substitute for the firstborn 
males of the other tribes (and their livestock for the firstborn livestock). 
This substitution is because, during the Exodus, God spared Israel’s 
firstborn while striking Egypt’s, claiming the spared ones as His own 
special possession. 

However, there is a small imbalance: 273 more firstborn than Levites. 
These extra firstborn cannot be directly substituted one-for-one, so God 
institutes a redemption payment of five shekels of silver for each of the 
273 (using the sanctuary shekel standard, where one shekel = 20 gerahs). 
The total collected is 1,365 shekels, which Moses gives to Aaron and his 
sons (the priestly family) as compensation. 

The Levites thus become God’s dedicated servants in place of the 
firstborn, while the excess is “bought back” with money paid to the 
priests. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Numbers%203%3A44-51%20&version=NIV#fen-NIV-3740a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Numbers%203%3A44-51%20&version=NIV#fen-NIV-3743b
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Meaning and Significance 

This passage explains how the principle of firstborn consecration (from 
Exodus 13) is practically implemented in the organized life of Israel in the 
wilderness: 

• Substitution and belonging to God: The Levites take the place of all 
Israel’s firstborn. The repeated phrase “The Levites shall be mine: I 
am the Lord” underscores God’s sovereign claim. The Levites are set 
apart for tabernacle service, maintenance, and assisting the priests, 
freeing the rest of Israel for other duties (warfare, farming, etc.). 
This exchange is not arbitrary — it reflects God’s right to claim what 
He has spared and redeemed. 

• Redemption has a cost: The 273 excess firstborn highlight that 
substitution is not always perfectly balanced in human numbers. 
Redemption requires a price — here, a fixed monetary amount (five 
shekels per person, later standardized in Numbers 18:16 for ongoing 
firstborn redemption). This shows that being “redeemed” or 
belonging to God involves value and payment, even if symbolic. The 
money goes to support the priesthood, linking worship, service, and 
provision. 

• God’s precise order: The exact numbers and the command’s 
fulfillment demonstrate God’s attention to detail and justice. 
Nothing is left unresolved; every firstborn is accounted for either by 
Levite substitution or by ransom money. Moses obeys fully, 
modeling faithful leadership. 

This builds directly on Exodus 13:11-16. There, the command was to 
consecrate/redeem the firstborn as a perpetual memorial of the Passover 
deliverance. In Numbers 3, with the nation organized around the 
tabernacle, God assigns the Levites as the permanent “stand-in” for that 
role, while establishing the redemption price for any imbalance. 

Connection to Pidyon Haben Today 

This text provides the biblical basis for the five-shekel redemption still 
used in the Jewish Pidyon Haben ceremony. In modern practice, the 
father pays five silver coins (or equivalent) to a Kohen (descendant of 
Aaron) to “redeem” his firstborn son, echoing the payment here. The 
ceremony reminds participants of God’s redemption of Israel from Egypt 
and the dedication of life to Him. The exact amount and transfer to 
priestly descendants trace back to this passage and Numbers 18. 
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Broader Biblical Themes 

• Redemption by substitution: The Levites stand in for the firstborn, 
pointing to the idea that one group or person can represent and 
redeem another. 

• Costly grace: Even God’s gifts (sparing the firstborn, giving the 
Levites) involve acknowledgment of value and cost. 

• Foreshadowing Christ: Many Christian interpreters see this as 
picturing ultimate redemption. All humanity is under a debt to God 
because of sin; Jesus, as the perfect “firstborn” (Colossians 1:15) and 
substitute, pays the full price — not with silver, but with His own 
blood — to redeem people for God’s service (see 1 Peter 1:18-19). 
The Levites’ role and the redemption money illustrate that 
redemption is both substitutionary and costly. 

In short, Numbers 3:44-51 shows God’s orderly, gracious arrangement for 
Israel’s worship: the Levites serve in place of the firstborn, with a fair 
monetary redemption for the excess, all to maintain holiness, 
remembrance of the Exodus, and support for the sanctuary. It turns the 
dramatic deliverance of Passover into a structured, ongoing reality in the 
life of the covenant community. 

Questions 
Here are some of the most common and insightful questions people ask 
about Exodus 13:11-16, its connection to the Passover, and the 
redemption of the firstborn (along with related texts like Numbers 3 and 
18). I've grouped them thematically with concise answers based on the 
biblical text and its context. 

1. Why does God command the consecration (setting apart) of the 
firstborn? 

God claims every firstborn male that “opens the womb” — both human 
and animal — as His own because He spared Israel’s firstborn during the 
tenth plague while striking down Egypt’s (Exodus 12–13). This act of 
sparing created a permanent claim: the firstborn belong to the Lord as a 
memorial of His powerful deliverance “by a strong hand” from slavery. 

It serves as: 

• An ongoing reminder of the Exodus and Passover. 
• A teaching tool for future generations (when a son asks, “What does 

this mean?” the father recounts the story). 
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• A “sign” on the hand (actions) and between the eyes 
(thoughts/mind), emphasizing constant remembrance. 

2. Why redeem the firstborn sons instead of sacrificing them? 

The text explicitly distinguishes: clean male firstborn animals are 
sacrificed to the Lord, but human firstborn sons (and unclean animals like 
donkeys) must be redeemed (bought back). For donkeys: redeem with a 
lamb or break its neck. For sons: redeem (later specified as five shekels in 
Numbers 18:15-16). 

This prevents human sacrifice, which God never required of Israel (unlike 
some surrounding cultures). The redemption echoes the original 
Passover: just as a lamb’s blood spared Israel’s firstborn on that night, a 
substitute (lamb or payment) now “buys back” the child. It reinforces 
substitutionary atonement and God’s mercy — the innocent (lamb) 
stands in for the spared one. 

The father explains: “Therefore I sacrifice to the LORD all the males that 
first open the womb, but all the firstborn of my sons I redeem” (Exodus 
13:15). 

3. How does this directly connect to the Passover? 

The entire ritual is rooted in the tenth plague. God passed over Israelite 
homes marked with lamb’s blood, sparing their firstborn while judging 
Egypt’s. Because God redeemed/spared Israel’s firstborn through the 
Passover lamb, He now owns them and requires ongoing 
acknowledgment of that redemption. Each firstborn redemption repeats 
the Passover principle in miniature: a substitute allows the child to live 
and belong to God’s people. 

This is why the command appears right after instructions for the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread — both are perpetual memorials of the same 
deliverance. 

4. What does “redeem” actually mean in this context? 

“Redeem” (Hebrew padah) means to buy back or ransom something that 
belongs to God. The firstborn is not destroyed but transferred back to the 
family through a symbolic payment or substitute, acknowledging God’s 
ownership while allowing normal life to continue. It highlights that 
redemption has a cost and involves substitution. 
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In Numbers 3:44-51, when there were 273 more firstborn than Levites 
(who substituted for them), God required a five-shekel redemption 
payment per excess firstborn, paid to the priests. 

5. Why only males, and why “first to open the womb”? 

The focus is on the firstborn male because it represents primacy, 
strength, and the beginning of new life/fruitfulness (a common ancient 
Near Eastern concept). “First to open the womb” means the mother’s 
first child (not necessarily the father’s if he had children by another wife). 
This ensures the ritual applies specifically to the initial breaking of the 
womb’s barrier. 

6. How is this practiced today in Judaism (Pidyon Haben)? 

The Pidyon Haben (“redemption of the son”) ceremony on the 31st day 
after birth involves the father paying five silver coins (or equivalent) to a 
Kohen (priestly descendant of Aaron). It includes blessings, a dialogue 
where the father chooses to redeem the son, and a festive meal. It 
reminds participants of the Exodus and God’s claim on life. Exemptions 
apply if the mother is a Kohen’s or Levite’s daughter, or if it’s not the 
mother’s firstborn. 

Animal firstborn rules are largely suspended without a Temple. 

7. How do Christians typically interpret this passage? 

Many see it as foreshadowing Jesus Christ: 

• Jesus was presented and redeemed in the Temple as a firstborn 
(Luke 2:22-24). 

• He is the ultimate Passover Lamb whose blood spares believers from 
judgment. 

• As the “firstborn” over creation (Colossians 1:15) and from the dead, 
He provides complete redemption — not with silver, but with His 
own precious blood (1 Peter 1:18-19). 

• The Levites’ substitution and the costly redemption money point to 
the need for a perfect substitute who pays the full price for sin. 

It illustrates that believers, like the redeemed firstborn, now belong to 
God and are called to live as consecrated people. 

8. Other frequently asked questions: 
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• Does this command ever require or endorse child sacrifice? No. The 
text explicitly requires redemption of sons and contrasts Israel’s 
practice with Egypt’s judgment. God consistently rejects human 
sacrifice in the Torah. 

• Why the distinction between clean and unclean animals? Clean 
animals (suitable for sacrifice) are offered to God; unclean ones (like 
donkeys) are redeemed or destroyed to maintain holiness and avoid 
compromise. 

• How does this relate to the Levites? In Numbers 3, God takes the 
entire tribe of Levi as a permanent substitute for all Israel’s 
firstborn, with redemption money covering the numerical 
imbalance. 

• Is this only for ancient Israel, or does it have ongoing meaning? For 
Jews, the Pidyon Haben keeps the memory alive. For Christians, it 
points to spiritual redemption and gratitude for God’s deliverance 
from sin’s slavery. 

These rituals turn a one-time historical event (the Exodus) into a lifelong, 
generational pattern of remembrance, gratitude, and holiness. 

 


