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Text: Exodus 5:1-21 
Sermon: The Battle Begins 



In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson last week we saw battle lines being drawn.  Moses and 

Aaron, after a time of preparation, traveled down to Egypt.  They gathered 

the elders of the Hebrews together.  They told them all that the Lord God 

had said to them and they demonstrated the power to work miracles the Lord 

had bestowed.  And then they all bowed down and worshiped God.  In our 

lesson tonight we come across the first encounter between Moses and 

Pharaoh.  Tonight the battle begins in earnest.  This is what we will see.  In 

this confrontation we will see Pharaoh’s true colours.  He is playing at being 

a god and so, power-hungry, he is happy to oppress the Israelites and pile 

upon them burdens they cannot possibly carry.  In this first confrontation we 

will also see the disappointment of the prophets sent by God.  They were 

confident Pharaoh would let the people go because God had commanded it.  

He didn’t let them go.  He made matters even worse for the Israelites.  And 

third and most important, we will see confirmed that God is, in fact, at work.  

He is in the process of hardening Pharaoh’s heart so the king will not release 

the Israelites.  Why?  So that God might bring judgements and curses upon 

Egypt and, miraculously, bring his people out of the land.  In this way the 

one, true and living God will be supremely glorified and praised. 

Let’s look at the lesson: 
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 Afterward Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said, “This is 
what the Lord, the God of Israel says: ‘Let my people go, so that they 
may hold a festival to me in the desert.’” 

Here we have the first audience that Moses and Aaron have before the King 

of Egypt.  They begin with the words, “This is what the Lord, the God of 

Israel says.”  These words are part of a formula—a similar one was used by 

the Egyptians—to make it clear that what followed was an authoritative 

statement from a divine authority.  “Thus says the Lord.”  Moses and Aaron 

did not claim to be speaking on their own authority.  They did not claim to 

be the authors or originators of the message.  They were merely envoys—

ambassadors sent with a message from on high.  And to further identify the 

divine origin of the message, after naming Jehovah or Yahweh, they identify 

him as “the God of Israel.”   

 Now this may seem like a good start.  The brothers are bold and 

confident.  They march up to Pharaoh and state their demand.  But there are 

a couple of problems here.  First, the elders of Israel did not accompany the 

brothers to the Egyptian court.  Their failure here was in direct disobedience 

to the command found in Exodus 3:18, which reads, 

 The elders of Israel will listen to you.  Then you and the elders 
are to go to the king of Egypt and say to him, “The Lord God of the 
Hebrews has met with us.  Let us take a three-day journey into the 
desert to offer sacrifices to the Lord our God.” 
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Perhaps they were too timid.  Perhaps the brothers did not make their duty in 

this matter clear.  But for whatever reason, the command of God was not 

explicitly followed.  The second problem is this.  Moses and Aaron’s 

declaration to Pharaoh is not exactly and precisely the declaration that God 

had commanded them to give in 3:18.  Now that may seem to be a bit of a 

quibble, because the import of the message they were given was relayed to 

Pharaoh.  Still, when God appears to you and tells you to say or do 

something, you must follow orders to a tee.  Don’t add or subtract to his 

word.  Just obey it. 

 Now with the first words out of Pharaoh’s mouth we come to see his 

pride and arrogance.   

 Pharaoh said, “Who is the Lord, that I should obey him and let 
Israel go?  I do not know the Lord and I will not let Israel go.” 

We have a startling contrast here between the humility of Moses and the 

pride of Pharaoh.  Remember the words of Moses, when God first came to 

him with the commission to deliver his people.  He said, “Who am I, that I 

should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt.”  “Who am I?  I 

am a nobody,” was Moses’ heart-felt declaration.  Pharaoh’s question turns 

this around.  “Who is the Lord, that I should obey him?”  It is clear in 

Pharaoh’s mind that he is a somebody and that the Lord God of Israel is a 
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nobody.  Pharaoh thought himself divine.  He thought himself to be 

sovereign.  He thought he could do whatever he wanted to do, just because 

he wanted to do it.   

 Pharaoh regards himself as the true deity of Egypt, one more powerful 

than the God of the Hebrews.  In fact, he claims that he doesn’t even know 

the Lord.  Now this doesn’t necessarily he has never heard of the God of 

Israel.  He would have known about many different gods.  There are ancient 

documents—work schedules from Thebes—that show that workers and 

slaves were given days off upon occasion for a number of different reasons, 

including worship.  That Pharaoh doesn’t know the Lord means that he has 

no intimate, loving connection with him.  He may know about him, he may 

know of him, but he doesn’t know him in his heart.  And so Pharaoh throws 

down the gauntlet.  “I will not let Israel go.”  In the Hebrew, the construction 

of this phrase is the strongest negative the language allows.  Pharaoh’s heart 

has begun to harden.  

 Now in spite of God’s having told them that this would happen and 

that he would harden Pharaoh’s heart, it seems that our two prophets from 

God were somewhat taken aback by what had happened.  They had begun 

boldly and confidently.  Now it seems that they take a different tone.  Now 
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they begin to plead with Pharaoh.  It is a bit clearer in the NKJV, where it 

reads, 

 So they said, “The God of the Hebrews has met with us.  
Please, let us go three days journey into the desert and sacrifice to the 
Lord our God, lest he fall upon us with pestilence or with the sword. 

  
It’s as if they can’t understand why doors aren’t being opened for them, or 

why they are meeting such resistance.  The same thing happens to day.  

Perhaps we have done something difficult for Jesus’ sake.  We are expecting 

a certain outcome.  Things don’t happen as we expect.  We might lose out 

financially, or a relationship might go down the drain, or a long-standing 

dream might be crushed.  We say, “How did it happen?  I did the right thing.  

I know I did.  Why then am I feeling like I just jumped out of the frying pan 

into the fire?”   

Beloved, though I have looked hard for it, I have not been able to find 

the place in Exodus where God says that the job he has given to Moses will 

be an easy one.  I haven’t found a section in the Bible that guarantees that 

Christians will be able to go around the deep waters or bypass fiery trails.  

The job of Christians is to obey, no matter what the cost.  And if we are to 

suffer, we are to trust that God can and will redeem our suffering and 

through it glorify his name and grant us the best of blessings.  Now I am not 

saying we should suffer for suffering’s sake.  I am not even saying we 
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should suffer for the world’s sake.  But if we are called to suffer for Christ’s 

sake, we should rejoice in it, remembering the words of Jesus in the Sermon 

on the Mount: 

 Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and 
falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be 
glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 
persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

 Now Pharaoh wasn’t about to make any concessions to these two 

upstarts who had come before him.  He didn’t like their bold approach.  He 

didn’t like their supplications.  He intended to teach them a lesson.   

 But the king of Egypt said, “Moses and Aaron, why are to 
taking the people away from their labour?  Get back to your work!”  
Then Pharaoh sad, “Look, the people of the land are now numerous, 
and you are stopping them from working.”   

Get back to your work.  It can be rendered better this way: Go to your work!  

In the same way that God had ordered Moses, saying, “So now, go, I am 

sending you to Pharaoh,” so now Pharaoh orders Moses and Aaron to go do 

his bidding.  Pharaoh asserts his own power and dominion in a way that 

parallels that of the Lord Almighty.  And when he mentions that the 

Israelites in the land are numerous, it is as if to say, “See how great I am.  

Who are you, prophets of Jehovah, to take my people away from my work?  

I will not give them rest.”  And let me add one thing.  In the phrase, 

“stopping them from work”, the word for “stopping” comes from the word 
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for the Sabbath.  Pharaoh was not going let the Israelites celebrate the 

Sabbath of God.   

 As a direct result of this audience, Pharaoh issues the following 

command: 

 The same day Pharaoh gave this order to the slave drivers and 
foremen in charge of the people: You are no longer to supply the 
people with straw for making bricks; let them go and gather their own 
straw.  But require them to make the same number of bricks as before: 
don’t reduce the quota.  They are lazy; that is why they are crying out. 
“Let us go and sacrifice us to our God.”  Make the work harder for the 
men so that they keep working and pay no attention to lies. 

The slave drivers were Egyptian wardens.  The foremen were Israelites who 

were appointed to direct the labour of their own people.  The foremen 

answered directly to the slave drivers.  The order of the Pharaoh was not that 

they make bricks without straw, but rather that the brick makers gather their 

own straw.  Before this order came down, the straw had been supplied to the 

Israelites.  But now the work became much more arduous.  The burden 

increased greatly.   

 Pharaoh declared that the Israelites were lazy.  They only wanted to go 

off into the desert because they didn’t want to work.  It had nothing to do 

with worship of any kind.  In fact, it couldn’t have anything to do with 

worship because Pharaoh didn’t acknowledge the reality of the Lord God.  
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And if he wasn’t real, then his prophets weren’t real prophets.  By his words 

and actions, Pharaoh declared that he was standing in the divine place and he 

would put up with no other god for his Hebrew slaves.  Let me put this in 

Reformed turns.  The first question of the Heidelberg Catechism asks, “What 

is your only comfort in life and in death?”  It answers, “That I belong, body 

and soul, in life and in death, not to myself, but to may faithful Saviour, 

Jesus Christ.”  Pharaoh declared that the Hebrew people belonged to him 

and that from him and him alone were they to receive their comfort and 

blessing or their judgement and curse.   

 Let’s turn back to the lesson and pick it up from verse 10: 

 Then the slave drivers and the foremen went out and said to the 
people, “This is what Pharaoh says: ‘I will not give you any more 
straw.  God and get your own straw wherever you can find it, but your 
work will not be reduced at all.’”   

Moses and Aaron are disregarded.  As far as Pharaoh is concerned, they will 

not be the intermediaries between him and the Israelites.  He will use his 

own people for that task, his slave drivers and foremen.  And they will be his 

prophets.  Did you notice how these men started their message from the 

“divine” Pharaoh?  “This is what Pharaoh says...” It is the Egyptian 

equivalent of “Thus saith the Lord.”  Thus saith the Lord.  Thus saith 

Pharaoh.  That is the battle in a nutshell.  God says one thing.  Pharaoh—a 

type of Satan—says another.  Which one will actually come to pass? 
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 The battle in Egypt here was the same one that was first fought in 

Eden.  God told Adam and Eve not to eat of the fruit of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil or else they would die.  Satan said that the fruit 

was good to eat and that not only would they not die, they would become 

like God himself.  The battle in Eden and Egypt is the same battle that is 

being waged today in every human heart.  Did God really say that it was 

only by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone that salvation could 

come?  Or can we be saved in some other way?  Is it Christ alone, is there no 

other name given by which men must be saved, or do all spiritual paths lead 

to heaven?  And what about our actions?  Some say that we are saved by 

grace and are no longer under the law so we can do whatever we want to do.  

The law no longer applies.  But Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, says,  

“Do no be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor 
adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves 
nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit 
the kingdom of God.” 

Which is it?  Who are you going to believe?  To whom will you give your 

allegiance?  Will it be to God or Pharaoh?  Make no mistake.  You have to 

answer that question.  You are in the middle of a battle whether you know it 

or not.  God calls for your allegiance, as do the world, the flesh and the 

 10



devil.  God give us grace to answer the call to battle in a way that is pleasing 

to him. 

 The Israelite slaves had to scour the countryside in search of straw.  

They fell behind in their brick quotas.  They were beaten without mercy, as 

were their foremen.  Their foremen appealed to Pharaoh for mercy and 

relief.  They didn’t receive it.  Instead they got accusations in return.  “Lazy, 

that’s what you are—lazy!  That is why you keep saying, ‘Let us go and 

sacrifice to the Lord.’  Now get to work.’”  One commentator puts it this 

way: 

 Out of sheer spite, they are required to do what is impossible 
and then severely punished when they are unable to complete the 
tasks given to them.  Here is a complete degradation of the mass of 
Hebrew workers.  Moses and Aaron have provided Pharaoh with a 
reason to destroy the people of God, and he takes every advantage. 

 After the Israelite foremen leave Pharaoh, they go out to meet Moses 

and Aaron.  The sense of the Hebrew is that they go out to confront, assail or 

attack the prophets.  They believe that Moses and Aaron are the source of all 

their troubles.  If it weren’t for them, things, if not exactly great, would at 

least be back to normal.  “May the Lord look upon you and judge you!  You 

have made us a stench to Pharaoh and his officials and have put a sword in 

their hand to kill us.”   
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 Sometimes it seems like we are between a rock and a hard place and 

that no matter what happens, we will be wrong.  At the start of the lesson 

Moses asks Pharaoh to let the people go so that the Lord may not “strike us 

with plagues or with the sword.”  Now we find that Pharaoh’s sword is 

drawn against the Israelites.  What do you do when you are trapped in that 

way?  You cast your lot in with the Lord and walk in obedience to him.  You 

say with Job, “though he slay me, yet will I trust him.”  And then you lift 

your head up, throw your shoulders back, and step out in faith.  Don’t fear 

Pharaoh.  Put away the fear of man.  Dress yourself with the fear of the 

Lord.  Learn wisdom.  And then take the next step.  Walk that way, step-by-

step, day-by-day, and one day—a day ordained by God—you will reach his 

shore and the home he has prepared for you.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   
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