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STUDY SERIES 
Week Five: Bricks Without Straw - Marc Rader 

Bible 
Exodus 5:1-9 (NIV) Bricks Without Straw. 
1 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 wilderness.’” 
2 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.” 
3 Then they said, “The God of the 
Hebrews has met with us. Now let 
us take a three-day journey into the 
wilderness to offer sacrifices to the 
Lord our God, or he may strike us 
with plagues or with the sword.” 

4 But the king of Egypt said, “Moses 
and Aaron, why are you taking the 
people away from their labour? Get 
back to your work!” 5 Then Pharaoh 
said, “Look, the people of the land 
are now numerous, and you are 
stopping them from working.” 
6 That same day Pharaoh gave this 
order to the slave drivers and 
overseers in charge of the people:  
7 “You are no longer to supply the 
people with straw for making bricks; 
let them go and gather their own 
straw. 8 But require them to make 
the same number of bricks as before; 

Copyright: Gymea Baptist Church - 2019  1



Gymea Baptist Church: Resource www.gymeabaptist.org.au

don’t reduce the quota. They are 
lazy; that is why they are crying out, 
‘Let us go and sacrifice to our God.’  

9 Make the work harder for the 
people so that they keep working 
and pay no attention to lies.”  

Sermon Outline 
Exodus 5:1-21 appears, at first glance, to be nothing more than the first 
punches in the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh that will lead to 
the plagues, and ultimately, the exodus of the people of Israel. 

However, this confrontation also contains clues to the central lesson and 
challenge of Exodus and explains why this story is told again and again and 
again in Scripture. So, what is this essential lesson? 

To begin with, we need to understand that the conflict to come is not 
between two human heads of state but between two gods. On the one hand 
we have Pharaoh, considered divine by office and charged with the care, 
protection, and sustenance of Egypt. On the other we have the Lord. Notice 
that when Moses makes his initial request that Pharaoh let Israel go 
Pharaoh’s response is, “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.” This is a conflict 
between gods and would have been interpreted as such by the people of 
Israel. As such, the request to let Israel sacrifice to the Lord in the wilderness 
is more than a request for a long weekend or better working conditions. It is a 
demand to change who they serve; from Pharaoh to the Lord. The terms 
used for worship elsewhere in Exodus (see Exodus 3:12) is the same used to 
describe normal work (see Genesis 2:15); service and worship are linked. The 
worship of the Lord implies serving him and this is ultimately what the 
conflict is about.  

Pharaoh’s response then is instructive. He increases the complexity of their 
hard labour by no longer providing the Israelites with the straw they used for 
brick-making while still requiring them to make the same number of bricks. 

Copyright: Gymea Baptist Church - 2019  2



Gymea Baptist Church: Resource www.gymeabaptist.org.au

This is more than an overreaction on his part but an assertion of his claim to 
their service. The Israelites, he asserts, serve him! He accuses them of being 
lazy or idle and that it is this idle time that has led them to want to serve 
another god.  

Here is where this story takes on a prototypical character because Pharaoh’s 
claim on the people is ultimately an act of blasphemy. Blasphemy is more 
than missing the divine name, but about claiming to do or provide or to 
possess what only God can do, provide, or possess. Pharaoh here is 
blasphemously claiming that the Israelites are his people and must serve him. 
For those who have been following the story along we see this for what it is – 
blasphemy. The people of Israel are God’s people; formed by His promise, 
sustained by His power, and protected by His might. They aren’t Pharaoh’s 
people at all. 

What is so amazing then, is that the people of Israel do not act like God’s 
people but like Pharaoh’s people. As soon as the command comes down to 
make the same number of bricks with less resources, the people scatter to 
find stubble to use for straw. When beaten for failing to make quota they 
appeal to Pharaoh, their cruel master, for justice (and get none), and 
complain against Moses and Aaron. They do not cry out to God or counter 
Pharaoh’s claim by telling him they are God’s people. Instead they acquiesce, 
bend the knee, and surrender to Pharaoh’s claim and are enslaved by it. 
Danielle Strickland, in her book The Ultimate Exodus, points out that the 
people of Israel do not call themselves slaves in Exodus; this is God’s 
perspective on their lives (which may go some way to explain why they look 
back on their time in Egypt so favourably later on – see 16:3). They have been 
enslaved by Pharaoh and his blasphemous claims on their service. 

This is why the story of Exodus resonates throughout Scripture: Pharaoh is 
not the last one to make blasphemous claims on the people of God and the 
exodus generation is not the last group to succumb to these claims rather 
than living in the freedom that God provides. This conflict between the gods – 
the ultimate claims on our lives – and the challenge for the people of God – 
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who will they serve – plays out again and again and again and again in 
Scripture and continues to this day. 

We too are prone to become enslaved to the claims of the powers and 
principalities of our day – choosing to serve these claims – rather than living 
in the freedom we have in Christ. 

Consider, for instance, the claims of wealth that promises us freedom and 
security. These are blasphemous claims for only God can truly free us from 
what chains us up or provide us with a secure future. No amount of money 
will free us from the guilt, shame, and regret that chains us to the past, no 
amount of money will insure our future health, no amount of money will 
transform our character, no amount of money! But how easily we end up 
serving these claims; enslaved to them without noticing but no longer living in 
the freedom we have in Christ; scattering across the land to find stubble to 
make the quota. 

The people of Israel had to choose who they would serve: Pharaoh or the 
Lord. And we are given the same choice. Will you choose to live in the 
freedom of Christ – whose yoke is easy and whose burden is light? 

Questions 
These questions are a guide for conversation. Please take your time, and 
don’t feel in a rush to finish them. Often we can get lost in Bible study, missing 
God’s invitation to be shaped by what we read. The objective here is to 
engage in a conversation around a Biblical idea, and begin to consider its 
implications for our everyday lives. Where God might be inviting us to act. 
Take some time to pray and invite the Holy Spirit to lead your time. 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1. Opening Discussion: What are some of the false or blasphemous claims 
that are made by our culture? You might want to consider the apparent 
promises made in advertising, or by gyms, or those urging you to invest. 
Share your reflections with the group. 

2. The Bible Together: Read Exodus 5:1-9 together aloud. Invite the Holy 
Spirit to open your eyes and ears as you read the passage. What stands 
out to you? What don’t you understand? What is God inviting you to do? 
What might you share with someone else? - Share your thoughts with the 
group, commit to exploring God’s invitation to you, and resist the urge to 
provide answers to all the questions others might have. 

3. Looking at the wider context of Exodus 5:1-21, what are the characteristics 
of Pharaoh’s approach to exercising control over the Israelites?  

4. Can you think of other times in Scripture where this same confrontation 
takes place? If so, where? 

5. Take a moment to consider your life and where you might be serving 
other masters without having realised it? Perhaps it’s a body ideal, or the 
apparent security of an investment, perhaps an academic achievement, 
status at work, or how you are viewed amongst your social circle. How do 
we end up enslaved to these claims? Why are they so enticing? 

6. The freedom we are offered in Christ does not mean we leave the things 
of this world behind, but see them for what they are. When we recognise 
them as things, or masters, of this world, we can resist them gaining a hold 
over us by seeking first the things of God. How does this freedom found in 
Christ change, for example, the claims of wealth? 

Prayer 
Take some time to pray for each others’ answers to questions 5 and 6. Invite 
the Holy Spirit to help you discern the other masters we serve, and to 
empower you to live free to serve God.
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