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I came across a video clip this week where on security camera a man is seen walking into a 

building, about to surprise his special lady on Valentine’s Day with a balloon, flowers, and 

sweets (they look like little cupcakes). As he’s walking in, the balloon gets caught in the door 

behind him. In at attempt to save the balloon, the flowers fall on the floor. Then, in attempt to 

save the flowers, the sweets fall on the floor beside the flowers, followed by the limp balloon. 

After a few moments trying to undo what had just been done, realizing his gift was ruined, he 

walks away and stands there despondent. I imagine he was thinking, “What in the world just 

happened?” And I couldn’t help but think in light of our passage this week that life is like that 

sometimes. Sometimes things seem to go from bad to worse. One domino falls and there’s two or 

three others with it.  

 

I think we sometimes think life, even the Christian life, is going to be like driving a car. You hop 

in, turn the key, hit the gas, and it goes—predictably in our favor. But life rarely works that 

way.1 Sometimes we hit the gas and realize we’ve had it in the wrong gear for a while. There’s 

breakdowns. It won’t start. We experience setbacks and undesirable circumstances. As 

Christians, maybe we experience opposition or get confused by just how long and difficult this 

sanctification process really is. This whole heavenly call thing and taking up our cross is a lot 

more difficult than we first imagined. So the question I want to center around this morning as we 

study the life of Moses is not, “Are we going to experience deep discouragement?” but, “How 

do we deal with deep discouragement?” and, “Where do we go for strength, sanity, and 

encouragement when life stinks?” Where we pick it up, Moses has hesitantly accepted God’s call 

on his life to deliver his people from slavery in Egypt. Today he arrives in Egypt again after forty 

years of being gone. 

 

27 Now the Lord said to Aaron, “Go to meet Moses in the wilderness.” So he went and met him 

at the mountain of God and kissed him. 28 Moses told Aaron all the words of the Lord with 

which He had sent him, and all the signs that He had commanded him to do. 29 Then Moses and 

Aaron went and assembled all the elders of the sons of Israel; 30 and Aaron spoke all the words 

which the Lord had spoken to Moses. He then performed the signs in the sight of the people. 31 

So the people believed; and when they heard that the Lord was concerned about the sons of 

Israel and that He had seen their affliction, they bowed low and worshiped. 

 

I. GOD’S PEOPLE BELIEVE. (4:27-31) 

 

The opening scene today is very upbeat and joyful, even doxological! Israel’s response to Moses 

and Aaron is extremely positive. They are excited to hear that God has, after 400 years of 

silence, appeared to them just as He promised (Gen. 15:13-16) and are comforted by His 

concern for them. Moses and Aaron perform the signs God gave Moses (4:1-9) and they 

believe! So they have hope. They are optimistic. They have faith! So, for Moses everything is 



 

2 

 

going just as planned. He doesn’t let any grass grow under his feet either. Aaron and him go right 

to Pharaoh. 

 

II. THE FIRST CONFRONTATION WITH PHARAOH. (5:1-22) 

 

1 And afterward Moses and Aaron came and said to Pharaoh, “This is what the Lord, the God of 

Israel says: ‘Let My people go so that they may celebrate a feast to Me in the wilderness.’”  

 

So Moses and Aaron, having met the living God so personally, appear to have great confidence 

and courage. They are bold. “Thus saith the Lord… ‘Let My people go.’”  

 

2 But Pharaoh said, “Who is the Lord that I should obey His voice to let Israel go? I do not 

know the Lord, and besides, I will not let Israel go.”  

 

Pharaoh might as well have laughed out loud! He doesn’t think much of Yahweh. He says, “Who 

is the Lord?” Well, he’s about to find out… You have to think though, this guy is the most 

powerful man in the world and not only that, in the Egyptian theology, Pharaoh is the most 

powerful god there is. In Egyptian thinking he is viewed as the “incarnation” of the three most 

important gods in Egypt.2 According to Dr. Randall Price, he was, “the incarnation of the god 

Horus in life, the incarnation of the god Osiris in the afterlife, and was called “the son of Re” 

and “the god of heaven.””3 So his words are viewed as the words of god. But this really isn’t 

that strange. We see divine power and qualities attributed to other Ancient Near East (ANE) 

rulers, even with Caesar in the Roman Empire in the early church. But as the primary “god” of 

the world at the time, now you see why God demonstrates His power over Pharaoh by hardening 

his heart. We’re seeing who’s really God. Who’s really sovereign. 

 

3 Then they said, “The God of the Hebrews has met with us. Please, let us go a three days’ 

journey into the wilderness so that we may sacrifice to the Lord our God, otherwise He will 

strike us with plague or with the sword.” 4 But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and 

Aaron, why do you let the people neglect their work? Get back to your labors!” 5 Again Pharaoh 

said, “Look, the people of the land are now many, and you would have them cease from their 

labors!” 6 So the same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters over the people and their 

foremen, saying, 7 “You are no longer to give the people straw to make bricks as previously; 

have them go and gather straw for themselves. 8 But you shall impose on them the quota of 

bricks which they were making before; you are not to reduce any of it. Because they are lazy, for 

that reason they cry out, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to our God.’ 9 Let the labor be heavier on the 

men, and have them work at it so that they will pay no attention to false words.” 

 

So Moses and Aaron say what God told them to say (Ex. 3:18) and that is to go out into the 

wilderness to worship. The Israelites would sacrifice animals that Egypt worshipped so they 

would need to go outside of the Egyptians’ sight—outside of Egypt proper—to do that. And 

ancient sources reveal that this was a reasonable request in ancient Egypt. Egyptians had annual 

religious festivals for their gods where Egyptian slaves would be granted time off from work to 

attend the festivities and if one did not obey the deity, that person could expect wrath.4 So this 

really is an ordinary request in their cultural context and one that Pharaohs sometimes granted.5 
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I don’t know about you, but the request seems a bit hesitant, a bit temporal and not 

straightforward. Right or wrong, they said what God told them to say and I think this first 

confrontation is like a test for Pharaoh and a revelation for us. It shows us that Pharaoh won’t 

let Israel go permanently, let alone for a few days according to the typical customs. He doesn’t 

have the slightest intention of letting God’s people go, even for a day. No negotiations. No 

questions asked. In fact, he makes things more difficult for Israel by increasing their workload. 

Things go from bad to worse. Straw was the binding agent used to keep the bricks from cracking 

and shrinkage as they dried. Now, they must find straw for themselves to make bricks and 

continue to meet the same quota. We have real written records of this same punishment in 

Egypt. If you didn’t meet your quota, your punishment was more work. And the developing plot 

is that Israel will be delivered solely by the power of God—not because of Egypt’s generosity 

or Israel’s cleverness.6 God alone must deliver them (Ex.14:13-14). Parallel that with our 

salvation. God alone must deliver us from slavery to sin.  

 

10 So the taskmasters of the people and their foremen went out and spoke to the people, saying, 

“This is what Pharaoh says: ‘I am not going to give you any straw. 11 You go, get straw for 

yourselves wherever you can find it; but none of your labor will be reduced.’” 12 So the people 

scattered through all the land of Egypt to gather stubble for straw. 13 And the taskmasters 

pressed them, saying, “Complete your work quota, your daily amount, just as when you had 

straw.” 14 Moreover, the foremen of the sons of Israel, whom Pharaoh’s taskmasters had set 

over them, were beaten and asked, “Why have you not completed your required task of making 

bricks either yesterday or today, as before?” 

 

15 Then the foremen of the sons of Israel came and cried out to Pharaoh, saying, “Why do you 

deal this way with your servants? 16 There is no straw given to your servants, yet they keep 

saying to us, ‘Make bricks!’ And behold, your servants are being beaten; but it is the fault of 

your own people.” 17 But he said, “You are lazy, very lazy; for that reason you say, ‘Let us go 

and sacrifice to the Lord.’ 18 So go now and work; for you will be given no straw, but you must 

deliver the quota of bricks.” 19 The foremen of the sons of Israel saw that they were in trouble, 

since they were told, “You must not reduce your daily amount of bricks.” 20 When they left 

Pharaoh’s presence, they met Moses and Aaron as they were waiting for them. 21 And they said 

to them, “May the Lord look upon you and judge you, because you have made us repulsive [lit., 

you have made us stink; a stench] in Pharaoh’s sight and in the sight of his servants, to put a 

sword in their hand to kill us!” 

 

III. GOD’S PEOPLE BECOME DESPONDENT. (5:10-21; 6:9) 

 

Chapter 6:9 adds to this, saying the sons of Israel become despondent (of little spirit) because 

of their cruel bondage. They just give up hope. And just to affirm the reliability of your Bibles 

for a second again, know that the details described in Exodus with brickmaking, assigning 

quotes, keeping meticulous records, and the need of straw are all reflected in Egyptian records 

and archaeology—including requests for time off to perform religious duties. Mud brick 

structures in this area have been found, starting out with straw in the lower layers and being 

finished without straw.7 But the last thing Pharaoh is going to do is to let Israel, a threat, and a 

large, cheap labor pool, rest to become strong or leave and dream of escaping. Pharaoh wants to 
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crush any hope they have—and he’s good at it. He creates a civil war in Israel and drives Israel 

and Moses into despair.   

 

And isn’t this the way the enemy works? Whenever people get excited about God and the things 

of God, Satan doesn’t sit idly by. He wants to crush any hope of spiritual vitality we have. He 

doesn’t bother people very much who have zero interest in God. But you get serious about God 

and following your heavenly call (Eph. 4:1), watch the enemy dig his heels in and pursue you 

(Eph. 6:10-20). He wants to quench any spiritual fervor. He’ll try to discourage you and distract 

you. So, you have to think, some difficulties are a sign you are threat to him. That’s why we need 

to be prepared for battle with the armor of God (Eph. 6:10-20). We’re in a war. 

 

But here’s where God’s people, the foremen and leaders of Israel go wrong: they turn to 

Pharoah for relief and not God. Instead of holding a prayer meeting, believing God would free 

them, asking for wisdom, they go to the secular powers and then start criticizing God’s 

leadership. They blame men whom God appointed. It’s a preview of coming attractions. But 

their initial excitement turns into bitter resentment. It’s difficult to see in our translations but the 

foremen put Moses and Aaron under a poetic curse, saying you have made us a stench to 

Pharaoh.8 That’s actually where I got the title of the sermon today—When Life Stinks. The 

situation stinks. It went from bad to worse like a rotten egg or vegetable. But in Egyptian 

thinking you didn’t want to stink to the gods. If you were a stench to the gods, like Pharaoh, it 

meant judgement.9 And Moses is pretty shaken up by this: 

 

22 Then Moses returned to the Lord and said, “Lord, why have You brought harm to this 

people? Why did You ever send me? 23 Ever since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, he 

has done harm to this people, and You have not rescued Your people at all.” 

 

So Moses is lamenting before God about his calling and God’s lack of activity. And I don’t want 

to give him a hard time because this is real lament. Jesus lamented, even on the cross (Why have 

You forsaken Me?). The conditions are real. But it’s almost like Moses expected Pharaoh to 

nicely say, “Okay, they can go.” as if it was going to be a slam dunk. Start the car, hit the gas 

and it goes, type of faith, right? But Moses should know better than that. God warned him 

Pharaoh would be difficult. But it seems like he only heard what was pleasant in God’s Word. 

And isn’t just like us to only hear the good things in a matter and forget the difficulties that come 

with it? We all want the trophy but we don’t want the discipline required to get it.  

 

Think about how he questions God: “Why have you brought harm to these people?” is 

questioning God’s goodness, even blaming God. “Why did You ever send me?” is questioning 

God’s call and purposes. “You have not delivered this people at all.” is questioning God’s 

faithfulness to His Word. He’s accusing God of not keeping His Word. His problem was 

thinking he knew how and when God would fulfill His promise. And as hard as we want to be on 

Moses, again, many of us have been here. Life throws a couple of rotten onions at us and we 

question. We grieve. We doubt our calling. We doubt our mission. Sadly, we doubt God. 

 

We won’t spend much time there but in chapter 6, twice (6:12; 30) he references his speech 

problem excuse again, only this time it’s a little different. It’s not “slow of mouth” as in chapter 

4:10. This time he literally says, “I am uncircumcised in lips.” probably because of what 
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happened on his way to Egypt. But at the beginning of chapter 7 God will say, look, “I make you 

God to Pharaoh and Aaron your prophet.” And from that point on it’s like Moses and Pharaoh 

are going head-to-head as the representatives of their God and we see whose hand is stronger—

the demonic gods of Egypt represented by Pharaoh or Yahweh, represented by Moses? So God is 

saying to Moses again, I am adequate where you are not. I am with you, empowering you. 

But for now, Moses is lamenting. Israel is despondent. And they are in need of reassurance. 

 

IV. GOD REASSURES MOSES. (6:1-7:7) 

 

1 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh; for under 

compulsion he will let them go, and under compulsion he will drive them out of his land.””  

 

Do you sense the Lord’s confidence? Pharaoh’s rejection is no setback. It’s all in God’s plan. 

The plan is just getting started an moving forward. God’s not even warmed up yet! Soon, 

Pharaoh is going to push Israel out their doors. In verses 2-8 the foremen’s curse is swallowed up 

by a poetic reassuring promise from God. I emphasized a few key words in your notes.  

 

2 God spoke further to Moses and said to him, “I am the Lord [I am YHWH]; 3 and I appeared 

to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty, but by My name, Lord, I did not make Myself 

known to them. 4 I also established My covenant with them, to give them the land of Canaan, the 

land in which they lived as strangers. 5 Furthermore I have heard the groaning of the sons of 

Israel, because the Egyptians are holding them in bondage, and I have remembered My 

covenant. 6 Say, therefore, to the sons of Israel, ‘I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from 

under the labors of the Egyptians, and I will rescue you from their bondage. I will also redeem 

you with an outstretched arm, and with great judgments. 7 Then I will take you as My people, 

and I will be your God; and you shall know that I am the Lord your God, who brought you out 

from under the labors of the Egyptians. 8 I will bring you to the land which I swore to give to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you as a possession; I am the Lord. [I am 

YHWH]’” [emphasis mine] 

 

Any words stand out there? I am, I am, I am… I will, I will, I will… You get the picture right? 

It’s because of who God is that Moses can trust God to fulfill what He said. He is Yahweh—the 

all-sovereign, self-existent, self-sufficient, dependent-upon-nobody God. The poem is 

encapsulated in v.2 and v. 8 by I am the LORD. Scholars call that an inclusion. God is 

reminding Moses of who He is. Because of who He is, he can know things are not spiraling out 

of control. He is in control. He is faithful. He keeps His promises. He remembers His covenants. 

See, Moses doesn’t need new information. He doesn’t even need a precise answer. Sometimes, 

like us, when we go through junk in life and things go from bad to worse—just like Job—we 

don’t need pat answers. We mostly just need to be reminded of who God is. When you’re 

discouraged or despondent, or angry that life isn’t going your way, or maybe anxious about what 

the future holds, you need to remember who God is—for comfort and humility and a God-

honoring response of faith (Acts 4:27-31; James 1:2-5). Sovereignty is a pillow for our souls. 

 

Remember Yahweh, our sovereign God who is in control. 

 



 

6 

 

I know I’m quoting Chuck Swindoll a lot. He did write my favorite book on Moses though. But 

you know, he said, “Life is 10% what happens to you and 90% how you respond to it.” There’s a 

lot of truth to that. When life stinks and things don’t go your way or it just seem to go from bad 

to worse, I can’t think of anything more important than responding to that with, “I know my God 

is in heaven and He is sovereign.” Because whether we understand it or not, God is always 

carrying out His plans and purposes—in the good, the bad, and the ugly (Gen. 50:20; Rom. 8:28-

39). My guess is that if I asked any of the professing Christians here today if they believed in the 

sovereignty of God, they would say, “Yes, absolutely. If God is not sovereign, He’s not God.” 

But sometimes that’s only in our head and we don’t let it govern our hearts. And if I don’t let it 

govern my heart, my life will be filled with unbelief, bitterness, self-pity, and a motionless 

despondency. I won’t see the good to come from it or see all the good things still around me. 

 

Folks, let sovereignty be the pillow you rest your head on. We have a God who is unchanging. 

Unthwartable. Unlimited. All-knowing. All-powerful. If you don’t mind, all-glorious. “For from 

Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.” (Job 42:2; 

Lam. 3:37-39; Is. 45:7-9; Dan. 35-37; Acts 4:27-28; Rom. 8:28; Eph. 1:11; Col. 1:16-17). And 

nothing demonstrates His ability to take something ugly, confusing, and broken, and make it in 

something useful and beautiful, better than the cross of Jesus Christ. In crucifying the Son of 

God, all that sinners and Satan did was fulfill the plan of God from all eternity and accomplish 

salvation once and for all. As we close let’s remind ourselves again the Jesus, not Moses, is the 

perfect, fully incarnate, divine deliverer who never sinned, but gave up His life so to pay for our 

sins so we could be forgiven. “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of 

yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.” (Eph. 2:8-9).   
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