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 It’s Back-to-School Week for most of our students.  And in honor of history 

teachers everywhere, I have a brief quiz: 

 

 Can anybody tell me what simple event started World War I?   

(There are complicated answers to this question of course, but scholars agree that a 

single, simple moment made all the difference.)  Anybody remember that fact from world 

history? 

 

 Yes, it was the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, in 

Sarajevo.
1
  But the circumstances boil down to a single moment – when the Archduke 

was on his way to the hospital to visit members of his party who had been injured by 

terrorists lobbing bombs at the Archduke’s motorcade earlier in the day.  After a 

reception at City Hall, Franz Ferdinand and his wife were on their way to the hospital but 

his driver made a wrong turn into a dead end.   In doing so, the car was driving so slowly 

in order to turn around that an assassin had an easy and clear shot five feet away, and he 

killed the Archduke and his wife.   

 

Within weeks, the First World War exploded throughout Europe  -- lasting over 

four years and taking millions of lives.  Because of a wrong turn.   

 

 Obviously, it was more complicated than this.  But history clearly changed 

forever because of a moment in time.  A simple wrong turn. 

 

///// 

 

 For Jews throughout all history the seminal moment of their faith was The Exodus 

from Egypt – that moment when Moses led the Children of Israel out of bondage, out 

from under the thumb of the Pharaoh, toward freedom in The Promised Land.  But does 

anyone remember what set this exodus in motion?   

 

You could say that the Pharaoh made a wrong turn.   

 

 In honor of Bible teachers everywhere, here’s a little history that all of us should 

know: 

 

                                                 
1
 June 28, 1914. 



 2 

 Maybe you remember the great Bible stories of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.  (If 

you don’t know these stories, you’re in luck:  new classes start two weeks from today on 

Sunday mornings and throughout the week in small groups.)  They will change your life. 

 

 Back to the history review:   

 

Jacob had twelve sons and his favorite son was Joseph.
2
  Of course, this was 

obvious to Joseph’s brothers and they were very jealous.  Two specific issues fueled their 

jealousy:  1) Their father gave Joseph a nice, long-sleeved robe
3
 (and they got nothin’).  

And 2) Joseph had vivid dreams at night – dreams about power and honor which, frankly, 

conveyed the idea that one day he would wield power over his brothers.   

 

 Of course they were jealous!  Imagine anyone – much less your younger brother – 

telling you that he had visions that the rest of the family would one day bow down to 

him?  Joseph came across as an obnoxious braggart. 

 

 The brothers were so jealous and annoyed by Joseph and his dreams that one day 

while he was out tending the sheep, they tossed him into a pit and planned on leaving him 

there for a while with no water.   

 

But on second thought, they decided to make some money off of him and they 

sold him as a slave to passing traders who eventually sold him to other traders who sold 

him to Egypt.
4
   

 

In Egypt, however, Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams saved him. When word 

got out that Joseph had this gift,  he was called in to interpret the dreams of the King 

himself:  The Pharaoh.
5
   

 

 Joseph did quite well for himself. Pharaoh was so happy with Joseph that he gave 

Joseph his own signet ring to wear.  He gave Joseph fine linen clothes and gold jewelry 

and a chariot.   

 

The people were commanded to bow down when they saw Joseph coming. And – 

in spite of his Hebrew identity – he was promoted to second in command throughout 

Egypt.
 6
  And all this happened by the time Joseph was 30 years old.   Not bad for a guy 

who’d been sold into slavery by his own brothers. 

 

///// 

 

                                                 
2
 Genesis 37:3.  Note:  Jacob was also called “Israel.” 

3
 Genesis 37:3.  Note that tradition calls this a coat of many colors, but the Hebrew meaning is uncertain.   

4
 Genesis 37: 12-28.  The traders who bought Joseph from his brothers are identified as both  “Ishmaelites” 

and “Midianites” (verses 27-28). 
5
 Genesis 41:14-45 

6
 Genesis 41:42 
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 Joseph essentially became the first Director of Homeland Security because of his 

ability to foresee the future.  (Isn’t that what a good DHS person does:  envision what 

could happen and prepare for it?) Joseph analyzed a series of dreams and saw that a 

famine was coming.   

 

After seven years of abundant crops, there would be a famine throughout all the 

known world.  And so the Egyptians prepared:  they stored up crops during the fat years, 

so that when the lean years came, they would be ready.   

 

In fact they were the only nation that was ready.  They were the only nation with 

food during the famine, so people from all the surrounding nations had to come to Egypt 

to buy provisions.  Among the people who came were thousands of Hebrews including 

members of Joseph’s own family. 

 

Joseph lived in Egypt until he died, and by that time, many Hebrews settled in 

Egypt.  They were not exactly slaves.  But they worked under the law of the Pharaoh. 

 

///// 

 

 Almost 400 years passed.  New Pharaohs came and went, and they were 

increasingly powerful and cruel.
7
  What started as a mutually beneficial economy in 

Egypt turned into a form of forced labor:  slavery.
8
    

 

As the years passed, the new Pharaohs had long forgotten about the great Hebrew 

leader named Joseph and his amazing powers.   

 

Instead, they looked down on the Hebrew people and their new focus was birth 

control.  They worried that the Hebrews were having more babies than the Egyptians.  It 

was feared that, eventually, the Egyptians would not be able to control the Hebrews 

because they would outnumber them.  And so the Pharaoh decreed that all male babies 

should be tossed into the Nile River.  And most of them were . . . except for one who 

would live, one who would change history forever:  Moses.
9
  You remember Moses. 

 

Moses found himself accepted into the Pharaoh’s court much like his ancestor 

Joseph.  But after an unfortunate altercation with an Egyptian guard,
10

  Moses fled from 

Egypt and for a while lived in the land of Midian (what is now Saudi Arabia).  

 

Moses’ job at the time –  over in Midian –  involved working as a shepherd for his 

father-in-law.  Life was relatively comfortable . . . until one day when Moses found 

himself watching the sheep far from home and he experienced something spiritual that 

changed everything. 

 

                                                 
7
 Interestingly enough, this fulfilled what God told Abram in Genesis 15:13. 

8
 Exodus 1:11 

9
 Exodus 1:22 – 2:10 

10
 Exodus 2:11-15 
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Maybe you’ve found yourself on a business trip far from home, or you’ve 

experienced your mind wandering on the job, and your thoughts turn to the meaning of 

what you are doing.   

Is this all there is?   

Isn’t there something more to life?   

Am I supposed to do something great?   

Do I have a higher calling? 

 

None of these deep thoughts ever crossed Moses’ mind.  He was perfectly happy 

tending his father-in-law’s sheep.  It was safe.  It was easy.  It was comfortable.   

 

But God had other ideas.  Moses came upon the Burning Bush at which time God 

told Moses he would go back to Egypt, go face the Pharaoh, and deliver the Israelites out 

of slavery. 
11

  Moses was even told God’s name.
12

 

 

Take out your Bibles now and turn with me to an earlier passage in the book of 

Exodus – earlier than today’s lesson:  Exodus 3:18 – about the middle of that verse where 

it says, “you and the elders of Israel . ..” 

 

You and the elders of Israel  

shall go to the king of Egypt and say to him,  

 

‘The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us;  

let us now go a three day’s journey into the wilderness,  

so that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God.’ 

 

 “Of course,” God says, “the Pharaoh will not let you go, but let me take care of it 

from there.”  Which (finally) brings us to our lesson for this morning. 

 

 The event that sparked the Exodus – the seminal event in the history of the 

Children of Israel – the event that gave us Passover and – eventually – Easter – that event 

was a simple request to give the Hebrew slaves a three day weekend off from work.  The 

purpose of the three days off was to celebrate a festival to the LORD – a worship service. 

  

A very loose interpretation:  this was the first “Labor Day weekend.”  (Okay, it’s 

a very loose interpretation.)  The history of Labor Day weekend in this country is that this 

day would be a recognition of workers – carpenters, joiners, machinists – all working 

people. 

 

The work of the Hebrews slaves was brickmaking.  Day and night.  Night and 

day.  They made bricks out of mud and straw. 

                                                 
11
 Exodus 3:2: 

12
 Exodus 3:13-15 
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Tradition (and Steven Spielberg movies
13

) have taught us that the Hebrew slaves 

built the pyramids, but archaeological research questions this.
14

  According to the book of 

Exodus itself, the slaves were building “supply cities” called Pithom and Rameses for the 

Pharaoh.
15

 

 

Regardless of what they were building and where, it’s clear that the Hebrews 

worked at the pleasure of the Pharaoh who considered himself the Supreme Ruler.  When 

Moses and his brother Aaron approached the Pharaoh about taking time off – a three 

days’ journey  -- into the wilderness to “celebrate a festival” to the LORD, Pharaoh 

immediately scoffed: 

 

I’ve never heard of this “LORD.”  I don’t know him.  

 

Pharaoh couldn’t imagine why the Hebrews would want time off unless they were simply 

lazy.  Spiritual sacrifice meant nothing to him.  (People make sacrifices to him by 

working!) 

 

 The question of what is meant by “Three Day’s Journey” is an interesting one.  

Several journeys take three days in the Bible: Jacob’s setting out on the mission of 

Israel
16

, Jonah’s journey across the city of Ninevah
17

, and – here – Moses’ setting out on 

the Hebrew mission.
18

  In ancient measurements, “three days’ journey” probably meant a 

trip but not an epic trip – just a few days. 

 

These “three days” could have meant three days there and three days back, it 

could have meant three days total, or it could have meant two or five days away, but the 

point was that God wanted the Hebrews to take time out to stop what they normally did 

and offer a tribute to the LORD.  Have a festival, a party to praise God out, away from 

the workplace, away from the daily grind. 

                                                 
13
 The Prince of Egypt is entertaining but fictional. 

14
 This is the basic viewpoint of Amy Dockser Marcus’ book The View from Nebo: How Archaeology is 

Rewriting the Bible and Reshaping the Middle East.  (Little Brown & Co.) 2000.  Many scholars doubt 

that Ramses II was the Pharaoh of the Exodus, although that is the commonly held tradition.  As well 

archaeological proof of the exodus or the plagues is disputed.  See:  

http://www.biblicalapologetics.net/OTStudies/Discovery_Rameses.htm which covers a Discovery Channel 

program debunking many of the traditional Biblical beliefs as well as a “debunking of the debunking” from 

a scholar from an organization called The Center for Biblical Apologetics.” 

 
15
 Exodus 1:11.  According to a 1963 book by B. Davie Napier while he was Holmes Professor of Old 

Testament Criticism and Interpretation at Yale Divinity School, there is not sufficient reason to believe that 

the Hebrews did not build these supply cities.  Napier believed that Ramses II was indeed the Pharaoh of 

the Biblical Exodus. 

 
16
 Genesis 30:36 

17
 Jonah 3:3 (and also Jonah was in the great fish’s belly for three days. 

18
 From “The Burning Bush” by Edward Reaugh Smith 

http://bibleandanthroposophy.com/Smith/main/burning_bush/chapters/Three%20Days%20Journey/threeda

ysjourney5.htm   
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But Pharaoh would have none of it.  Not only would he not allow the Hebrews to 

spend three days focusing on God; he wanted to ensure that the Hebrews spent the 

coming days thinking – hard – about him, about who was truly their Lord. 

 

///// 

 

 Who is truly our Lord? 

 Who determines our schedule, our calendar, our Sabbath? 

 Who controls our life?  Who is it really who guides our work?   

For whom do we make sacrifices? 

 

Our answers to these questions help us figure out who or what we worship in this life. 

 

To make a point, the Pharaoh demanded that – with this request to take three days 

off – now, not only would the Hebrews be required to make bricks, but they would also 

have to find the straw for their brick-making while continuing to keep their brick-

building quota up. 

 

He called the Hebrews “lazy.”  At one point he said it twice: 

 

You are lazy, lazy; that is why you say,  

“Let us go and sacrifice to the LORD.” 

 

 In Hebrew, the word for “to be lazy” is raphah (pronounced raw-faw) which 

literally means “to let drop, abandon, relax, refrain, forsake.”   To the Pharaoh, the 

Hebrews were abandoning their work, forsaking their duties.   

 

But actually, without taking the time apart from their work, they were abandoning 

their greater responsibility, forsaking their spiritual work. 

 

They would indeed have their festival to the LORD, but it would be at the 

expense of the Egyptians:  See Exodus 12:14.  We would know this festival as Passover.  

The LORD would not be ignored.  He would have his tribute.  He would have his 

festival. 

 

Clearly Pharaoh had taken a wrong turn. 

 

///// 

 

 We have this Three Day Weekend—the last big weekend of summer – when God 

is not exactly the focus.  It’s the last weekend when people get out of town.  It’s one of 

the many holiday weekends when our focus is on retail bargains and back-to-school 

shopping.    
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 And within this three-day weekend, we have a single day devoted to the LORD.  

Actually most of will devote  just an hour of this single day to the LORD. 

 

 Do you think it could be true that Almighty God – the One who turned a shepherd 

into a Deliverer of his People, the One who created plagues that brought the world’s most 

powerful nation – Egypt – to its knees --  do you think it’s possible that God still refuses 

to be ignored? 

 

 That God still plans to have his tribute? 

 That – whether we cooperate or not – God will have his festival? 

 

///// 

 

 About 3000 years after the Exodus – scholars do not agree on the time frame but 

it was about 3000 years, give or take several centuries – in the land that was promised to 

Moses and the Hebrews, we believe that God personally came in the person of Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

 

 He would not be ignored.  He could not be ignored considering the things he did, 

the things he said.  And during the Passover, during a festival to honor God, Jesus was 

executed for what he did and what he said. 

 

 But after a three day journey, everything changed. 

 

///// 

 

 Our wonderful three-day weekend is half over.  During which part will we offer 

tribute to the LORD?  What will it take for God to get our attention? 

 

 The world still reels from plagues and tyranny.  The Pharaohs of the world seem 

to be insurmountable.  But our God –  who still observes the misery of his children, who 

still hears their cries – this God will act. 

 

 Will we be ready?  Or will we be one of those people in history who make a 

wrong turn and it costs us everything?  Just a little something to think about on Labor 

Day weekend. 

 

Let us pray: 

God of all nations, Savior of all the world:  In Christ you changed everything.  You 

showed your favoritism toward the poor and weak.  You modeled how we are 

supposed to treat each other, and how we are supposed to obey you.  With all the 

demands on our lives, with all the stresses we carry, remind us to take time to turn 

to you in worship and in gratitude for you are our LORD.  Keep us focused and 

faithful this week and throughout this new season.  We pray in the name of Jesus.  

Amen. 
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