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EXODUS 5
“WHO IS YAHWEH?” • LET MY PEOPLE GO • BRICKS WITHOUT STRAW • OPPRESSION INTENSIFIES • MOSES QUESTIONS THE DELAY
H. P. Mansfield Bible notes — checked and arranged in verse-by-verse Expositor style
Source: HPB 02-Gen42-Lev11.pdf, principally Exodus 5 photographed pages in the HPB source
CHAPTER OVERVIEW
Exodus 5 records the first direct collision between Yahweh’s claim and Pharaoh’s sovereignty. The result initially looks disastrous: Pharaoh increases Israel’s burden, the Israelite officers turn on Moses and Aaron, and Moses himself questions why the mission has made matters worse.
The chapter therefore exposes fragile faith. The people believed in chapter 4 when visitation seemed to promise immediate relief; chapter 5 teaches that obedience can first provoke stronger resistance before deliverance appears.
THE FIRST AUDIENCE WITH PHARAOH — EXODUS 5:1–5
Exodus 5:1 — “Let my people go”
Moses and Aaron speak in Yahweh’s name: “Let my people go, that they may hold a feast unto me in the wilderness.” Ownership is the central issue. Israel is not merely Pharaoh’s labour force; Yahweh claims them as His people for worship.
Exodus 5:2 — “Who is Yahweh?”
Pharaoh’s reply is the programmatic challenge of the plague narrative: “Who is Yahweh, that I should obey his voice?” The Hebrew yada‘, “know,” here carries recognition as well as information. Pharaoh refuses to acknowledge any authority above himself.
The plagues will answer his question experientially: Egypt will “know that I am Yahweh” (Exodus 7:5).
Exodus 5:3–5 — worship dismissed as idleness
Moses and Aaron identify Yahweh as the God of the Hebrews and ask a three-days’ journey to sacrifice. Pharaoh sends them back to work and complains that they are making the people “rest.” The verb shabath means cease/rest, the same root later associated with Sabbath.
Pharaoh therefore interprets withdrawal for Divine worship as lost productivity.
BRICKS WITHOUT STRAW — EXODUS 5:6–14
Exodus 5:6–9 — an impossible quota
Pharaoh orders taskmasters and Hebrew officers to stop supplying straw while demanding the same brick total. Straw or chopped vegetable material could strengthen mud brick and assist binding/drying; whatever the exact Egyptian technique, the order plainly adds labour without reducing output.
Pharaoh labels the people “idle” and calls the worship message “vain words.” The narrative contrasts Pharaoh’s contempt with the effective word of Yahweh.
Exodus 5:10–14 — officers beaten
Israel scatters to gather stubble instead of supplied straw, but the daily quota remains unchanged. Hebrew officers are beaten when the impossible requirement is not met. The oppression intensifies on the very day the demand for freedom is delivered.
THE OFFICERS APPEAL AND BLAME MOSES — EXODUS 5:15–21
Exodus 5:15–19 — appeal to the source of oppression
The officers appeal directly to Pharaoh, but he repeats “Ye are idle” and refuses any reduction. The phrase translated “in evil case” means they see themselves in trouble or disaster. Their appeal fails because Pharaoh himself designed the impossible system.
Exodus 5:20–21 — faith collapses under worsening circumstances
The officers confront Moses and Aaron and invoke Yahweh’s judgment on them, claiming they have made Israel odious to Pharaoh and armed Egypt against them. This begins a recurring wilderness pattern of blaming God’s appointed leaders when obedience does not produce immediate comfort.
MOSES RETURNS TO YAHWEH — EXODUS 5:22–23
Exodus 5:22–23 — “Why is it that thou hast sent me?”
Moses brings the crisis to Yahweh rather than abandoning the mission. He asks why the people have been treated so badly and why he was sent if Pharaoh has only increased evil.
His final complaint, “neither hast thou delivered thy people at all,” judges the timetable too soon. Chapter 6 answers by shifting attention from immediate conditions to what Yahweh has covenanted and will now do.
PRINCIPAL THEMES
• Israel belongs to Yahweh and is released for worship, not merely economic relief.
• Pharaoh’s “Who is Yahweh?” governs the plague narrative.
• An oppressive system values Israel as labour rather than as people.
• Obedience can intensify opposition before deliverance appears.
• Faith based on immediate improvement is easily shaken.
• Moses must learn to trust the Divine timetable rather than visible progress.
EDITORIAL VERIFICATION AND RECOVERED READINGS
	Location
	Checked / corrected reading
	Basis

	Ex. 5:1
	my people
	Yahweh’s ownership stands against Pharaoh’s claim.

	Ex. 5:2
	yada‘ / know
	Recognition and acknowledgement, not merely lack of information.

	Ex. 5:4–5
	shabath
	Cause to cease/rest; worship is treated by Pharaoh as lost labour.

	Ex. 5:7–8
	straw and brick quota
	Extra labour added without reduced output.

	Ex. 5:9
	vain words
	Pharaoh’s evaluation of Yahweh’s message, not the narrator’s.

	Ex. 5:14
	Hebrew officers
	Intermediate Israelite officials are beaten for missed quotas.

	Ex. 5:19
	evil case
	They recognise themselves in serious trouble.

	Ex. 5:21
	made our savour abhorrent
	Hebrew idiom for becoming offensive/odious.

	Ex. 5:22–23
	Moses’ complaint
	Faithful enough to return to Yahweh, but premature in judging the outcome.


RESIDUAL UNCERTAINTIES
Exact Egyptian brick-making methods and administrative titles can illuminate the scene but are not necessary to its meaning. Mansfield’s small marginal reconstruction of straw supply is retained only in broad form. The three-days request need not be portrayed as deceptive; it is a genuine demand for worship.
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