
From Promise to Oppression:
God's Covenant and Human Suffering
Exodus 1–6



SESSION OVERVIEW

Purpose of This Session
Ground in Theology
Understand the theological foundation 
of Exodus and its place in redemptive 
history

Connect Covenant and 
Suffering
Explore how God's promises intersect 
with human pain and divine purpose

Reframe Oppression
See difficulty as divine formation rather 
than abandonment or failure



What You'll Learn
01

Covenant Continuity
How Exodus extends the Abrahamic Covenant and God's 
redemptive plan

02

Purpose in Oppression
Understanding God's purposes in allowing and even using suffering

03

Leadership Formation
Identifying principles of how God prepares leaders through seasons 
of hiddenness

04

Divine Self-Revelation
Recognizing God's character as the foundation for all ministry and 
calling



Exodus in the Flow of 
Redemptive History
Understanding where we are in God's unfolding story



Exodus as Covenant Continuation
1

Exodus is not a theological 
reset or a new chapter 
disconnected from what came 
before.
It is the direct continuation of Genesis, 
picking up the thread of God's covenant 
promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

2

The opening words—"These are 
the names"—immediately 
connect us to the patriarchal 
narrative.
God's covenant with Abraham explicitly 
included a period of suffering before 
fulfillment. Israel's slavery was not an 
accident or a deviation from the divine 
plan; it was anticipated, even foretold.

3

This is crucial for teaching 
Exodus:
We must help people see that God's 
promises often unfold through 
circumstances that seem to contradict 
them.

Key Covenant Elements
Descendants as numerous as stars

Land as an inheritance

Blessing to all nations

400 years of oppression before deliverance



Suffering Within the Promise

1

God's Prediction
Abraham was told his descendants would 
be oppressed in a foreign land for 400 
years

2

Covenant Activation
Oppression didn't contradict the covenant
—it activated the next phase of God's plan

3

Invisible Growth
What God was doing in the darkness 
would only become visible at the 
appointed time

Growth often occurs invisibly before deliverance becomes visible. This is one of the most important theological principles for 
understanding not only Exodus, but the entire biblical narrative—and our own spiritual lives.



Egypt as More Than Geography

Egypt was not merely a place on a map. It was the dominant empire of the ancient world, a superpower that controlled trade, resources, 
and military might across the region.

Pharaoh was not just a political ruler—he was considered divine, a god-king whose word was law and whose authority was absolute. 
Israel's bondage was therefore more than social injustice or economic exploitation. It was spiritual confrontation, a clash between the 
supposed divinity of Pharaoh and the true sovereignty of Yahweh.

This context matters deeply for how we teach the plagues and the Exodus event itself.



Overlooked Theological Insight
God often fulfills promises through circumstances that appear to deny them. 
Faith matures not when promises are immediately visible, but when they are 
trusted without visible confirmation.
This is the essence of Hebrews 11 faith—the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Exodus 
teaches us that the absence of visible progress does not mean the absence of divine faithfulness.



Illustration: The Womb Before the Prison
Consider the image of pregnancy. Life forms in darkness and pressure before it is revealed. There is pain, limitation, and waiting—but it is all 
purposeful. Egypt functioned as a womb before it became a prison.

Egypt as Womb
Protected, hidden growth and purposeful formation

Egypt as Prison
Oppression, suffering and enduring bondage

During their time in Egypt, Israel grew from a family of seventy into a nation of millions. They were protected from assimilation, shaped by 
suffering, and prepared for nationhood. What appeared to be oppression was also formation.

This reframe is pastorally powerful and theologically sound.



Personal Reflection for Leaders

Question Your Assumptions
Many leaders assume that difficulty 
means they are off track or that God 
has withdrawn His favor. Exodus 
directly challenges that assumption.

Look for Invisible Growth
Ask yourself: Where might God be 
growing something in me that has not 
yet become visible? What is He 
forming in the darkness that I cannot 
yet see?

Reinterpret Delay
Consider how often you interpret delay 
as denial rather than development. Are 
you trusting God's timing or 
demanding immediate results?



Growth, Fear, and Oppression
Exodus 1–2



God's Blessing Cannot Be Neutralized
Three Key Truths

Israel multiplied because God was faithful to His covenant 
promise

Oppression accelerated growth instead of stopping it

Human resistance cannot undo divine blessing

The more Pharaoh oppressed the Israelites, the more they 
multiplied. This is not just historical detail—it's theological 
commentary. God's purposes cannot be thwarted by human 
schemes.

This principle runs throughout Scripture: what is blessed by God 
will flourish, even under opposition. The early church grew under 
persecution. The gospel spread despite imperial resistance. Israel 
multiplied despite genocidal policies.

For teachers and preachers, this is a powerful apologetic for God's 
sovereignty and faithfulness.



Fear-Based Leadership Dynamics

Misinterpretation
Pharaoh interpreted Israel's growth as a 
threat rather than recognizing it as 
divine blessing

Escalating Control
Fear-driven leadership always escalates 
control, tightening restrictions rather 
than seeking wisdom

Increased Violence
Violence and cruelty increase when 
leaders feel insecure and perceive 
threats everywhere

This pattern is tragically common in history. Leaders who rule from fear rather than confidence inevitably resort to oppression. Pharaoh's 
policies were not born from strength but from insecurity.



Systemic Injustice and Moral Collapse
Pharaoh's policies reflected his fear, not wisdom. What began as labor exploitation escalated to infanticide—the murder of Hebrew boys at 
birth. This is the trajectory of dehumanization: once people are seen as threats rather than image-bearers, violence becomes policy.

The text shows us that systems mirror the hearts of those who lead them. Unjust systems are not abstract entities; they are the 
institutionalization of sinful attitudes. This has profound implications for how we address injustice today.

Evil becomes systemic when individual sin is systematized into law and practice.



God's Quiet Instruments of Deliverance

The Midwives
Shiphrah and Puah feared God more 
than Pharaoh and saved countless lives

Moses' Mother
Jochebed's faith and creativity 
protected Moses when violence 
surrounded them

Pharaoh's Daughter
An unlikely ally within the royal 
household became an instrument of 
mercy

God worked through midwives, mothers, and outsiders before He worked through Moses. Faithful obedience preceded dramatic rescue. 
This teaches us that God often starts deliverance quietly before acting publicly.



Overlooked Ministry Insight
God frequently advances His work through unseen faithfulness before visible power. The midwives' names are recorded in 
Scripture; Pharaoh's name is not. This tells us what God values.

Obscure obedience matters more to God than public influence. The seemingly small acts of courage—defying unjust orders, 
protecting the vulnerable, showing mercy—these are the building blocks of God's redemptive work.



Illustration: Two Kinds of Power
Pharaoh ruled with laws, armies, and the full force of imperial 
power. He commanded obedience through fear and violence. The 
midwives resisted with quiet obedience and fear of God. They had 
no armies, no authority, no political leverage.

Yet history honors the midwives, not Pharaoh. Their names are 
remembered; his is not even mentioned. God's economy of power 
inverts human expectations. Faithful obedience outlasts coercive 
force.

This is the first great reversal in Exodus—and a preview of God's 
pattern throughout redemptive history.

Reflect on Your Leadership

Are your decisions driven by faith or fear? Have you replaced 
trust in God with the need to control outcomes?

Do you value visible influence more than quiet obedience? What 
would change if you believed God honors hidden faithfulness 
more than public success?



The Formation of Moses
Exodus 2–4



Three Stages of Preparation
1The Palace (40 years)

Education, privilege, exposure to power—learning 
leadership in Egypt's royal court

2 The Pasture (40 years)
Obscurity, humility, patience—tending sheep in the 
wilderness of Midian

3The Presence (lifetime)
Calling rooted in God's holiness—encountering the I AM at 

the burning bush

Moses' life divides into three forty-year periods, each essential to his preparation. The palace taught him competence; the pasture taught 
him dependence; the presence taught him authority. God uses all of it.



Failure as Formation

1

Moses' Failure and Exile
Moses attempted deliverance in his own strength and failed 
catastrophically. His impulsive act of violence achieved nothing 
but exile. God then removed him from all influence for forty years
—not as punishment, but as preparation.

2

Divine Preparation
This is one of the most encouraging patterns in Scripture: calling 
often follows collapse, not confidence. God frequently breaks us 
of self-reliance before releasing us into ministry. The wilderness 
is not wasted time; it is where leaders are remade.



The Burning Bush Encounter

Holiness Revealed
God revealed Himself as holy—separate, 
other, and worthy of reverent fear

Self-Existence Declared
"I AM WHO I AM"—God's name grounds 
all reality in His eternal, independent 
being

Authority Transferred
Moses' authority would not rest on his 
skills or passion, but on God's self-
revelation

Leadership begins with divine encounter, not human ambition. Moses was not called because he was ready; he was made ready by being 
called into God's presence. The burning bush was not a pep talk—it was a revelation of God's character that would sustain Moses through 
every trial ahead.



Overlooked Leadership Insight
Moses' greatest qualification was not his skill, education, or passion. It was 
not his royal upbringing or his concern for justice. His greatest qualification 
was surrender in God's presence.
He was a man who had been broken, humbled, and then encountered the living God. That encounter—not his résumé—
authorized his ministry. This challenges much of contemporary leadership theory, which emphasizes competence over 
character and strategy over spiritual depth.



Teaching Illustration: Power vs. Obscurity
Moses in Egypt

Had power, influence, education, resources—and failed to deliver 
anyone

Royal status and privilege

Access to Pharaoh's court

Military training and education

Passionate concern for his people

Moses in Midian

Had obscurity, sheep, years of waiting—and was finally ready to be 
used by God

No status or influence

Humbled by failure

Shaped by patience and dependence

Encountered God's holiness

God often removes visibility before releasing authority. If you are in a season of hiddenness, do not despise it. God may be doing His 
deepest work in you precisely because you cannot yet see the fruit.



Personal Reflection for Leaders
Readiness vs. Visibility
Many leaders confuse readiness with 
visibility. We think we are prepared when 
we have platforms, opportunities, or 
recognition. Moses teaches us the 
opposite: we are often most ready when 
we are most hidden.

Embracing Obscurity
Reflect honestly: Is God currently 
shaping you in a season of obscurity? Are 
you resisting it because it feels like delay 
or failure? What if this is exactly where He 
wants you—not forever, but for now?

Trusting the Process
Ask whether you are resisting 
preparation because it feels like 
stagnation. Are you demanding influence 
before you have been sufficiently 
shaped? The wilderness is not 
punishment—it is formation.



God's Faithfulness Despite Weak Leaders
Exodus 5–6



Obedience That Brings Resistance

Obedience
Moses confronts Pharaoh as instructed

Increased Opposition
Israel's conditions worsen under 
harsher demands

Blame & Discouragement
The people turn against Moses in 
despair

Moses obeyed God, went to Pharaoh, and delivered God's message exactly as instructed. And the immediate result? Circumstances got 
worse. Pharaoh increased the Israelites' workload, accusing them of laziness and demanding they make bricks without straw.

The people blamed Moses. Leadership became lonelier and more painful. This is one of the most important pastoral realities in Exodus: 
early obedience often invites opposition. Doing the right thing does not guarantee immediate relief—it often brings increased resistance.

This must be taught clearly, or we will mislead people about what faithfulness looks like.



God's Covenant Reassurance

1
God Responded with Promises, Not Rebuke
Moses brought his complaint to God, and God did not scold him for doubt or discouragement. Instead, God spoke promises 
over him.

2
God Reminded Moses Who He Is
Before explaining what He would do, God reminded Moses of His name: "I am the LORD." Identity precedes strategy in divine 
leadership.

3
God Anchored Moses in Covenant Faithfulness
God rehearsed His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He assured Moses that His purposes had not changed, even 
though circumstances seemed to contradict them.



Overlooked Pastoral Insight
God anchors discouraged leaders in His character, not in immediate results. 
When Moses was ready to quit, God did not give him a better strategy or a 
promise of quick relief. He gave Moses Himself.
This is how God sustains ministry: not by removing difficulty, but by revealing His faithfulness in the midst of it. Our security 
must rest in who God is, not in how circumstances appear. This is the pastoral heart of Exodus 6.



Illustration: The Coach Who Keeps You In
Imagine a coach whose player makes a critical mistake in a high-
stakes game. The crowd boos. Teammates are frustrated. The 
player expects to be benched. But instead, the coach looks at him 
and says, "You're staying in. I believe in you."

That is what God did with Moses. Moses failed, complained, and 
wanted to quit. The people rejected him. Nothing was working. And 
God's response? "I am the LORD. I will fulfill My covenant. You are 
still My chosen leader."

God recommitted to Moses rather than removing him. That is the 
nature of divine calling: it depends on God's faithfulness, not on our 
flawless execution.

Ministry Encouragement

God's work depends on His faithfulness, not on flawless 
leadership. Your calling is secure not because you perform 
perfectly, but because God is unshakably committed to His 
purposes.



Personal Reflection for Leaders

Does Failure Disqualify You?
Many leaders assume that failure 
disqualifies them from ministry or that 
God's favor depends on their success. 
Exodus 5–6 directly challenges this 
assumption. Moses failed, the people 
rejected him, and God responded with 
renewed commitment.

How Has God Responded to You?
Reflect on how God has responded to you in 
moments of discouragement or failure. Has 
He removed you, or has He reminded you of 
His character? Has He rebuked you, or has 
He renewed His promises? Often, our 
experience mirrors Moses'.

Obedience vs. Outcomes
Ask yourself this diagnostic question: Do 
you measure faithfulness by obedience or 
by outcomes? If ministry "success" is your 
standard, you will be crushed by seasons 
like Exodus 5. But if obedience to God's call 
is your measure, you will endure.

God is not finished with you. He is faithful to complete what He has begun. Trust His character more than your circumstances, and you will 
find the strength to continue.


