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Exodus 5:1-6:13 Moses and Pharaoh: First It Gets Worse  February 12, 2017 
Psalm 77 
1 Peter 4 
 
Sometimes when we think about the Exodus we think about the mighty deeds – 
 how God judged Egypt and delivered his people – 
sometimes we think about the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night – 
 the visible presence of God the Holy Spirit –  
sometimes we think about how they used to be slaves – but now they have been set free. 
 
But what was the experience of the people of God in the middle of the story? 
 Moses comes back to Egypt – preaching the gospel of salvation from slavery – 
  he tells them that God will deliver them from Pharaoh – 
  and then he goes before Pharaoh, declares the Word of the LORD, 
   and what happens? 
 
Not just nothing. 
If only it had been nothing! 
 
No, it gets worse. 
 
This contradicts the prosperity gospel in all its forms – 
 whether the crass materialism of those who say  

“send me your money and God will bless you,” 
 or the comfortable middle-class version of those who say 
  “just trust God and life will get better.”  
  
Abraham was told that it would be 400 years before his descendants would inherit the Land. 
 At the end of Deuteronomy Moses says that Israel will fail – and go into Exile – 
  and only later will God do all that he has promised in blessing Israel! 
  
The good news of the gospel is not that “Jesus suffered so that you don’t have to!” 
 The good news of the gospel is that Jesus suffered and was raised from the dead, 
  so that we, too, might pass through death unto life. 
 
Our psalm of response points us in this direction as well. 
 
Sing Psalm 77 
Read 1 Peter 4 
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Let my people go. 
 What does that mean? 
 
We need to start by getting a clear picture of what God is saying to Pharaoh. 
 “Let my people go” is not a declaration of independence for all oppressed people. 
  God never says simply, “Let my people go.” 
 
  He always says “let them go – so that…” 
   There is a purpose in the call to “let them go.” 
 

And the purpose is not “set them free and let them do whatever they want!” 
 
No, let them go – that they may serve me: 
 Ex 3:18 – “Please let us go a three days journey into the wilderness,  

that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God.” 
 Ex 4:23 – “Let my son go that he may serve me.” 
 Ex 5:1 – “Let my people go, that they may hold a feast to me in the wilderness.” 
 Ex 7:16 – “Let my people go, that they may serve me in the wilderness” 
 
 Jon Levenson rightly says that the paradox of the Exodus is that: 
  “Israel’s liberation from degrading bondage  

is a function of their subjugation to YHWH their God.  
The Exodus is not only a road out of Egypt;  

it is also a road to Mount Sinai.” (quoted in Enns, 145) 
 
And Paul will say the same thing about the NT in Romans 6:18, 
 “having been set free from sin, you have become slaves of righteousness.” 
  
 Your freedom in Christ is not a freedom to do whatever you want – 
  it is a freedom to love and serve the living and true God! 
 
I know – for some people that will sound constraining. 
 And it is. 
 You are not your own – you have been bought with a price. 
 
Jesus bids us to take his yoke upon us. 
 Yes, his yoke is easy and his burden is light 
  (unlike the yoke and burden of Pharaoh!) – 
   but it is a yoke. 
 If you want a complete and absolute freedom, 
  then you are in the wrong universe. 
 

1. The First Audience with Pharaoh (5:1-21) 
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a. “I Do Not Know the LORD” – Pharaoh Refuses to Let Israel Go (v1-5) 
Afterward Moses and Aaron went and said to Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, 
‘Let my people go, that they may hold a feast to me in the wilderness.’” 
 
Really, your desire to be absolutely free and unconstrained 
 is effectively saying exactly what Pharaoh says in verse 2: 
 
 2 But Pharaoh said, “Who is the LORD, that I should obey his voice and let Israel go? I do not 
know the LORD, and moreover, I will not let Israel go.” 
 
When you refuse to love and serve the LORD, then you are adopting the stance of Pharaoh. 
 
Who is the LORD?  
 Why should I obey his voice? 
 His father was the Pharaoh who did not “know” Joseph. 
 Now this Pharaoh declares “I do not know the LORD.” 
 
When you forget your story – when you forget the story of what God did in history – 
 then the next step is to forget the God who acts in history. 
 
Pharaoh, of course, hears the request of Moses and Aaron as a cynical ploy. 
 He thinks that they are just using their ancestral god as a way of escaping Egypt. 
 
And notice how Moses and Aaron reply in verse 3: 
 
 3 Then they said, “The God of the Hebrews has met with us. Please let us go a three days' 
journey into the wilderness that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God, lest he fall upon us with 
pestilence or with the sword.” 
 
They do not start by threatening Egypt with pestilence and sword. 
 Rather, they start by saying that the LORD’s judgment is against Israel. 
 If we do not sacrifice to our God, then he will judge us. 
 
Because judgment begins with the household of God. 
 Just like we saw last time, when the LORD came against Moses’ family 
  and nearly killed Gershom, because Gershom was not circumcised, 
  so now Moses and Aaron say that Israel is liable to judgment  
   if they do not go sacrifice in the wilderness. 
 
But Pharaoh is not impressed: 
 
 4 But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and Aaron, why do you take the people away from 
their work? Get back to your burdens.” 5 And Pharaoh said, “Behold, the people of the land are 
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now many,[a] and you make them rest from their burdens!” 
 
The last time we heard this word “burden” was in chapter 2 – 
 when Moses went out to his people and saw their burdens, 
  “and he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his people.” 
 
So the last time Moses was in Egypt, he grew angry at the burdens – 
 and he killed an Egyptian for beating one of his brethren. 
And now, the first time he comes back to Egypt,  
 he is accused of making the Hebrews “rest from their burdens.” 
 
We are supposed to feel the anger of Moses  

as he experiences the fallout of his first audience with Pharaoh! 
  

b. “I Will Not Give You Straw” – The Penalty for Listening to Moses (v6-14) 
6 The same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people and their foremen, 7 “You 
shall no longer give the people straw to make bricks, as in the past; let them go and gather straw 
for themselves. 8 But the number of bricks that they made in the past you shall impose on them, 
you shall by no means reduce it, for they are idle. Therefore they cry, ‘Let us go and offer 
sacrifice to our God.’ 9 Let heavier work be laid on the men that they may labor at it and pay no 
regard to lying words.” 
 
Because in response to Moses’ command, “Let my people go” – 
 Pharaoh responds by saying “work harder.” 
 Let heavier work be laid on the men that they may labor at it 
  and pay no regard to lying words”! 
 
Indeed, when the taskmasters and foremen go and speak to the people 
 they intentionally use the prophetic formula – 
  “Thus says Pharaoh…” 
 Moses says to you “Thus says the LORD” – 
  but do not listen to lying words! 
 All you need to believe is 
  “Thus says Pharaoh!” 
 
I’ve been trying to figure out why the left is so scared of Donald Trump. 
 It finally dawned on me. 
  It’s because he holds to the same basic worldview that they do. 
  He is just as politically correct as they are! 
  The “political correctness” of the left has no basis in truth – 
   and neither does the “political correctness” of the right! 
 
 But this is what happens when you exchange the truth of God for a lie – 
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  the word of the LORD for the word of Pharaoh. 
 
I’m having my junior high history students listen to Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s  
 first “fireside chat” from 1933. 
In the midst of the banking crisis of the Great Depression, 
 Roosevelt wanted Americans to trust him – 
  because if they have confidence in their ruler, then everything will be okay! 
Every ruler from Pharaoh to FDR would have you think that all you need to believe  
 is “thus says your ruler!” 
 
And in reply to the political correctness of the left and of the right, 
 I say this to you, 
  The way of the cross is going to look like foolishness! 
  What does God tell us to do in the midst of this political crisis? 
 
 Make disciples of all nations,  

baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
and teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 

 
 Worship. Sing. Preach. Catechize. 
  Follow Jesus. 
 
10 So the taskmasters and the foremen of the people went out and said to the people, “Thus says 
Pharaoh, ‘I will not give you straw. 11 Go and get your straw yourselves wherever you can find 
it, but your work will not be reduced in the least.’” 12 So the people were scattered throughout all 
the land of Egypt to gather stubble for straw. 13 The taskmasters were urgent, saying, “Complete 
your work, your daily task each day, as when there was straw.” 14 And the foremen of the people 
of Israel, whom Pharaoh's taskmasters had set over them, were beaten and were asked, “Why 
have you not done all your task of making bricks today and yesterday, as in the past?” 
 
But it’s getting worse! 
 And your preaching isn’t helping matters! 
 
Now the people of Israel have to go gather their own stubble for straw 
 in order to make bricks. 
But they cannot possibly make as many bricks as before!   
 
And when they fail, the taskmasters beat the foremen. 
 (The taskmasters were Egyptians – whereas the foremen were Israelites. 
  The foremen were the “head slaves” you might say). 
 

c. “The LORD Look on You and Judge” – The Complaint of the People (v15-
21) 
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So the foremen go to Pharaoh and protest (v15-16): 
 
15 Then the foremen of the people of Israel came and cried to Pharaoh, “Why do you treat your 
servants like this? 16 No straw is given to your servants, yet they say to us, ‘Make bricks!’ And 
behold, your servants are beaten; but the fault is in your own people.” 
 
Notice how they describe themselves: 
 “three times they identify themselves as ‘your servants.’” 
 
God had said, “Let my son go, that he may serve me.” 
 But the foremen do not see this yet. 
 They do not go before Pharaoh and declare themselves to be servants of Yahweh! 
 They still identify themselves as servants of Pharaoh. 
 
 (Moses’ catechesis hasn’t worked so far!) 
 
But Pharaoh rejects their complaint (v17): 
 
 17 But he said, “You are idle, you are idle; that is why you say, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to the 
LORD.’ 18 Go now and work. No straw will be given you, but you must still deliver the same 
number of bricks.” 
 
You can see how Pharaoh plays the part of the abusive oppressor – 
 blaming the victim – blaming the helpless – for their situation. 
It’s your own fault that you are in such a mess. 
 Don’t blame me – you are the problem! 
 
And the foremen realize their predicament. 
 And, since they cannot blame Pharaoh for their problems –  

he is too powerful and too dangerous –  
  they blame-shift and turn their anger towards Moses and Aaron (v21). 
 
 19 The foremen of the people of Israel saw that they were in trouble when they said, “You shall 
by no means reduce your number of bricks, your daily task each day.” 20 They met Moses and 
Aaron, who were waiting for them, as they came out from Pharaoh; 21 and they said to them, 
“The LORD look on you and judge, because you have made us stink in the sight of Pharaoh and 
his servants, and have put a sword in their hand to kill us.” 
 
I am very sympathetic to the Israelites. 
 They were slaves. 
 They were helpless. 
 They have no control over their situation. 
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But they have listened to the voice of Pharaoh as though “thus says Pharaoh” is the final word. 
 Moses has said “thus says the LORD.” 
 The taskmasters have said “thus says Pharaoh.” 
  And the result is that the foremen have chosen to believe the word of Pharaoh. 
 
So often this is the response of our hearts: 
 As one of the early fathers put it, 
 “A sick soul often murmurs to itself against the sacred words.  

After it has begun to hear and follow the heavenly words,  
the opposition of the Egyptian king –  

that is, the temptation of an evil spirit – rises up.  
So the physician should carefully make known to the soul that is making progress  

which temptations will attack it,  
so that it can carefully prepare itself for the snares of an evil spirit.” (35) 

 
You are tempted every day to believe “thus says Pharaoh” – 
 Throughout the scriptures, Pharaoh is often used as a picture of the devil. 
  In Ezekiel he is called a sea monster lying in the midst of the Nile River. 
 And in the NT, our redemption from sin, death, and the devil  
  is compared to the Exodus. 
 So “Thus says Pharaoh” is rightly compared with “thus says the devil!” 
 
Whose voice matters to you? 
 The voice of the LORD – as he speaks to us in his word? 
 Or are there other voices that define reality for you? 
 
Moses helps us out here. 
 Because Moses understands the problem. 
 And he comes to the LORD, in verse 22, and joins the complaint of the people – 
  and restates their complaint in proper language: 
 

2. Moses’ Audience with the LORD (5:22-6:13) 
a. “Why Have You Done Evil to This People?” – Moses Joins the Complaint 

(v22-23) 
22 Then Moses turned to the LORD and said, “O Lord, why have you done evil to this people? 
Why did you ever send me? 23 For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has done 
evil to this people, and you have not delivered your people at all.” 
 
This is a proper complaint. 
 Don’t use a whiny voice to read verses 22-23! 
 Moses understands the heart of the problem. 
  The heart of the problem is that God has not yet done 
   what God promised he would do! 
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 You say that your name is the LORD – Yahweh – the one who does what he promises. 
 
But you haven’t done anything yet! 
 
And so Moses is perplexed. 
 Yes, it is true that God had told him that Pharaoh’s heart would be hard – 
  but that doesn’t mean that Moses was prepared for what a hard heart looks like. 
 
You know that in this world we will have trouble. 
 But that doesn’t mean that you are prepared for trouble! 
 
So when you encounter the trouble that God said that you will encounter, 
 it is entirely appropriate for you to say, “O Lord, why have you done evil to this people?” 
 
Peter tells us in 1 Peter 4:12, 
 “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, 
  as though something strange were happening to you. 
 But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, 
  that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.” 
 
 Now, sharing Christ’s sufferings cannot be confused with any other kind of suffering. 
  If you do something stupid, and you suffer for it, that is not suffering with Jesus. 
  Suffering disease and the ordinary miseries of this life 
   is not sharing in Christ’s sufferings. 
  For that matter, suffering as an oppressed minority is not suffering with Jesus. 
   African slavery was not – in itself – sharing Christ’s sufferings. 
 
The fiery trial of 1 Peter 4 is very much like the fiery trial that Israel experiences from Pharaoh. 
 As Moses says in verse 22, 
  “O Lord, why have you done evil to this people?” 
 Moses recognizes that what Pharaoh is doing is only happening because of God. 
 
Moses also recognizes that only God can save. 
 Moses is not the one who will deliver his people. 
 The problem is that you have not delivered your people at all. 
 

b. “Now You Shall See” – the LORD’s Reply to Moses (6:1) 
6 But the LORD said to Moses, “Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh; for with a strong 
hand he will send them out, and with a strong hand he will drive them out of his land.” 
 
“But the LORD said to Moses…” 
 The LORD is not at all bothered by Moses’ complaint. 
 Yes, it is true, I have done evil to my people. 
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 Yes, it is true, I do bring the fiery trial to my people. 
  I am God. 
  You are not. 
  
 And so you are going to need to trust me. 
 But first it gets worse. 
  First it gets harder. 
  First you need to pass through the fiery trial. 
 
And then in verse 2, God says: 
 

c. “I Will Redeem You” – The LORD’s Reply to His Broken People (6:2-9) 
2 God spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am the LORD. 3 I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob, as God Almighty,[b] but by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them. 
 
Notice the heart of God’s response: 
 “I am Yahweh.” 
  This is God’s answer over and over again: 
   I am the LORD. 
  I am God – you are not. 
  I know what I am doing – you do not. 
 Do you trust me to be God? 
  Or will you listen to the voice of the serpent – the voice of Pharaoh – 
   the voice of those who have rebelled against me! 
 
And God compares his revelation to the fathers with his revelation here to Moses. 
 “I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty, 
  but by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them.” 
 
What does it mean “by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them”? 
 Any time you see “LORD” in all capital letters,  

it is referring to the Hebrew name “Yahweh.” 
 According to Genesis 4:26, it was in the days of Seth  
  (the third son of Adam and Eve) 
   that people began to call on the name of Yahweh. 
 So plainly the name “Yahweh” was known to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
 
But knowing a name is not the same thing as making yourself known by a name. 
 You all know my name: Peter (which means rock). 
 But if I make myself known by my name, Peter (which means rock) – 
  that would mean that I am being steadfast – I am being a rock for others. 
 
And if that is true for ordinary people with ordinary names, 
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 how much more is it true for God – whose names actually reveal who he is! 
 
Here in Exodus 6, God is comparing the meaning of two different names: 
 El Shaddai (God Almighty) and Yahweh (the LORD). 
So God appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as God Almighty – El Shaddai. 
 But as you read the stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
  how does God Almighty reveal himself? 
 God Almighty is the God who promises – the God who protects –  

the God who orchestrates history to bless his people. 
 But think back to the stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
 When does God do mighty deeds in the sight of all nations? 
  Sure, when Abraham is about to sacrifice Isaac, 
   God provides a ram. 
  But you could argue “that was just a coincidence…” 
 Abraham, Jacob and Joseph all have dreams and visions –  
  but God does not work mighty deeds in their lives. 
 
Now, God will work mighty deeds in the sight of all the nations! 
 Now God will reveal his name – Yahweh – the LORD – 
  As the name by which he will be known. 
 
Indeed, if you want to understand the difference between the names “El Shaddai” and “Yahweh” 
 just read verses 4-8: 
 
 4 I also established my covenant with them to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which 
they lived as sojourners. 5 Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the people of Israel whom the 
Egyptians hold as slaves, and I have remembered my covenant. 6 Say therefore to the people of 
Israel, ‘I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I 
will deliver you from slavery to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with 
great acts of judgment. 7 I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall 
know that I am the LORD your God, who has brought you out from under the burdens of the 
Egyptians. 8 I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob. I will give it to you for a possession. I am the LORD.’” 
 
God Almighty (El Shaddai) is the name of the God who promises – who made the covenant – 
 The LORD (Yahweh) is the name of the God who remembers his covenant, 
  and fulfills with his hand what he spoke with his mouth. 
 
Remember the word “burdens”? 
 We saw it earlier – in verses 4-5 of chapter 5, 
  when Pharaoh demanded that Israel not rest from their burdens. 

Now we hear in verse 6 “I am the LORD,  
and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians…” 
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And then verse 7  - “and you shall know that I am the LORD your God,  
who has brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians…” 

 
Pharaoh has declared “I do not know the LORD.” 
 But God says “You shall know that I am the LORD your God.” 
 How will you know? 
  Because I will bring you out of Egypt – 
   I will bring you into the land that I promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
  I will give it to you as a possession. 
 
 I am the LORD. 
 
But this answer does not sound all that comforting. 
 After all, they are slaves. 
 Honestly?  
  God’s answer sounds patronizing. 
 Trust me. 
  I’m God. 
 
And look what happens in verse 9: 
 
 9 Moses spoke thus to the people of Israel, but they did not listen to Moses, because of their 
broken spirit and harsh slavery. 
 
All they can hear is the voice of Pharaoh. 
 When a person is broken – 
  when a person is overwhelmed by circumstances – 
   they cannot hear the voice of the prophet. 
 They only hear the voice of their circumstances. 
 
And notice what God says to Moses:    
 

d. God’s Answer: Say It Again (6:10-13) 
10 So the LORD said to Moses, 11 “Go in, tell Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the people of Israel go 
out of his land.” 
 
Go – say it again. 
 Say the same thing you said last time. 
 Preach the same sermon – the same sermon that “didn’t work” last time. 
 It’s not that Moses comes up with a better message – 
  a catchier way of putting it! 
 Because Moses is never going to convince Pharaoh to let Israel go! 
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 12 But Moses said to the LORD, “Behold, the people of Israel have not listened to me. How then 
shall Pharaoh listen to me, for I am of uncircumcised lips?” 
 
Moses thinks back to the problem at the end of chapter 4 – 
 Gershom had been uncircumcised – and God nearly killed him.  
 Moses now understands the problem: 
  “I am of uncircumcised lips.” 
 
 What does “uncircumcised lips” mean? 
  Circumcision is the sign of the covenant – 
   the seal of the righteousness that Abraham had by faith. 
  In Genesis 17, God said that the uncircumcised boy 
   is cut off from his people. 
  Later in Deuteronomy Moses will speak of an uncircumcised heart  
   as a heart that fails to believe God’s promises. 
  By analogy, uncircumcised lips are lips that fail to speak God’s word. 
 
 Why does Moses say that he has uncircumcised lips? 
  Because his words have not accomplished what God had said. 
  If even the people of Israel refuse to listen, 
   then how will Pharaoh hear him? 
  

Moses is too short-sighted in his understanding of the gospel. 
 
He does not yet understand the way of the cross. 
 First, it gets worse. 
 
 Okay, think about this simply from Moses’ perspective. 
  If God had told Moses all that would happen in advance, 
   how would Moses have replied? 
  By the way Moses, after you come and worship at this mountain, 
   the people will rebel against you over and over – 
   and because of their rebellion, 
    they (and you) will wander in the wilderness for 40 years. 
  From the age of 80 until you are 120, you will be wandering in the desert. 
   
 Who signs up for this? 
 
But Jesus did. 
 
Think of the job description there: 
 Why don’t you go and preach an unpopular message for a while – 
  provoking everyone against you – 
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   so that they torture you, mock you, and then crucify you. 
 Oh and while you’re at it, 
  why not take upon yourself the wrath and curse of God against sin. 
 
But in that case, the eternal Son of God knew exactly what he was getting into 
 before he came in the flesh. 
 
13 But the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron and gave them a charge about the people of Israel 
and about Pharaoh king of Egypt: to bring the people of Israel out of the land of Egypt. 
 
Speak my message to those to whom I send you. 
 When things get worse, preach the good news of the kingdom. 
 When kings and rulers of the earth oppose you, preach the good news of the kingdom. 
 “If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, 
  because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.” 
 
 
  
End with Psalm 42 
 


