Bricks Without Straw

The period of 1998 to 2004 was one of the most enjoyable times in my banking career.  The bank I worked for merged with a larger bank and I had opportunities for larger loans as well as valuable training on more complex analysis techniques.  This would prove very valuable later in my career as I took on positions with more responsibility.  I was also lucky enough to have a great relationship with my supervisor.  Getting to the good part of 1998 did have its challenges.  Bank mergers are fraught with difficulties and ours was no exception.  When the merger was announced, our president had a meeting with department managers that he started with the following statement “Let me tell you about the smoothest, easiest merger I ever saw.  It was awful!”  He went on to explain that while the merger would give us access to greater capital, expanded products and opportunities for career advancement, we would have to go through the painful process of the merger to get to those benefits.  The next several months were indeed hard with 12 hour days of converting our systems and dealing with irate customers who were not happy with some of the changes.  Some employees left in frustration but those who stayed did benefit from the merger.  In our study of Exodus chapter 5, we see people who want to skip over the hard part to get to the good times.  

The chapter begins with Moses and Aaron telling Pharaoh that the God of Israel commanded him to let the Israelites go into the desert for a festival.  Pharaoh replied that he did not know the Lord and refused to let them go.  He was familiar with the many false gods of Egypt but did not know the one true God.  He may have judged God’s power by the low state of His people.  If God’s chosen people were slaves, what did that say about His care for them, let alone His power.  Moses and Aaron then appealed in the name of the God of the Hebrews indicating a God of not just a nation but a people.  Pharaoh considered the conversation a waste of time, ordered them back to work and instructed the slave drivers to withhold straw to make the task of brick making harder.  The foremen of the Israelites complained to Pharaoh that they could not meet the quota of bricks because of their unfair treatment by the Egyptians.  The foremen then went to Moses and Aaron to blame them for their situation.  In the last chapter the elders welcomed Moses and Aaron and, believed everything they had been told (v. 31) but they had forgotten that and saw Moses and Aaron as deliverers of misery rather than freedom.  They thought their plight had worsened since they Met Moses and Aaron.  The chapter ends with Moses complaining to God that He had brought trouble on his people and had not rescued them.  His complaint was similar to the foremen, God had made their problems worse rather than better.

In the preceding chapter Moses and Aaron told the elders everything that God had told them (v. 30).  That would include His promise (twice) to rescue them from the Egyptians and bring them to Canaan (3:8, 3:17).  God also told Moses twice that Pharaoh would not let them go (3:19, 4:21).  They would have to endure suffering for a little longer before they would be freed from bondage.  Despite this knowledge, they wanted to give up at the first sign of trouble, an attitude that would continue to plague them during their wanderings in the desert.  Things worth having are often gained at considerable cost.  Thomas Paine said “That which we achieve too easily, we esteem too lightly”.  When King David went to purchase property for an altar to God, the owner offered to give him the property for free.  David responded that he would not offer anything to God that had cost him nothing.  It is ironic that despite the harsh conditions in Egypt, the Israelites longed to return to slavery soon after they left it.  Worse yet, they blamed God for making things more difficult.  Moses fell into this trap as well, focusing not on the promise but the obstacles in the path.  He may have felt that his credibility with the elders was damaged.  Matthew Henry wrote “What disappointments we often meet with after the raising of our expectations.  The Israelites were now lately encouraged to hope for enlargement, but behold greater distresses.  What strange steps God sometimes takes in delivering His people; he often brings them to the utmost straights when he is just ready to appear for them.  The lowest ebbs go before the highest tides; and very cloudy mornings commonly introduce the fairest days.”  

Sometimes we have to go through a valley to get to the top of the hill on the other side.  It could be that God is providing a test for us to see how we will respond.  We read in James 1:2 “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.”  Sometimes trials can remind us how good we had it before ond

We serve a great and powerful God and we should act accordingly.  Pharaoh was unimpressed with a God who allowed his people to be enslaved.  Non-believers will be equally unimpressed with our God if our actions exhibit slavery to the world or an unenthusiastic attitude towards God.  As Steve often closes our service, “Say a good word about Jesus and our church”.
