
Story Number 39

SLAVERY

The Israelites, the family of Jacob, were living in Egypt and had

prospered. They did so well that the Egyptians became jealous of them.

The Pharaoh of Joseph’s time had died, and another Pharaoh now sat on

the throne, who had never known Joseph or how he had saved Egypt

during the famine. He only saw the family of Israel growing very large

and occupying important positions in the country. He was afraid that they

might take over the country, and in the event of a war would join with the

enemy, forcing the Egyptians to submit to foreign rule.

The last bit needs explaining. Egypt was surrounded by the

Mediterranean Sea to the north-west, the vast Sahara desert to the west,

black people (probably Sudanese but known as Ethiopians) to the soutn.

the vast Arabian desert to the east, and Canaan and Syria to the north-east.

They were often at war, against invaders or themselves being the invaders,

with the blacks to the south and the ‘Hebrews’ to the north. The blacks of

course looked quite unlike the Egyptians who were a very dark brown.

But the ‘Hebrews’ were all relatively fair, and the people of Israel looked

like them. Although the Israelites had lived among the people of Canaan,

they were not that fond of them, but Pharaoh did not fully appreciate this.

If Canaanites or other people from the north (Amalekites, Philistines, etc.)

decided to attack Egypt, the Israelites would feel, so thought Pharaoh, that

these were their own people and would join them, helping them from the

inside to conquer Egypt.

So we see that Pharaoh’s fear was quite understandable, though this did

not justify his method of dealing with the problem.

By this time, nearly all the ‘Hebrews’ in Egypt were Israelites, so the

term Hebrew was used for them and came to mean the same thing.
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Pharaoh’s plan was simple. Turn the Hebrews into slaves, so that they

had no power, and hopefully would gradually die out. Why, as slaves,

they should die out, is not clear, but that was Pharaoh’s idea. However,

this could not be done suddenly. It had to be done slowly and cunningly,

so that the Israelites would gradually be reduced to slavery without at first

realising what was happening.

At first a law was made that all foreigners, which meant in fact

Israelites, were to be enlisted as ‘levies’ (Hebrew ¼1¼- H± H2), that is to say

called up in groups who were expected to do a period of work, building

in towns or working the fields, each year – perhaps one month a year.

This seemed to the Israelites not unreasonable, they were guests in a

foreign country and the locals wanted them to do something in return for

their hospitality.

The next stage was to make the work gradually harder and harder, with

Egyptian officers supervising the levies ( ¼1¼- H± H2 ¼- I< Lµ) to make sure they

worked hard; and at the same time to gradually increase the period of

work from let us say one month a year, to two, three, four months a year

and so on. At last they were working as slaves for the Egyptians full time,

and if they did not work hard enough they were beaten with sticks or

whips by the Egyptian officers.

Pharaoh ordered in particular that they were to be made to work extra

hard with no breaks, to crush their spirits, and hopefully they would die

out, or at least be reduced in numbers so as to be no threat. But this did

not work out that way. The more the Egyptians persecuted them, the faster

their number increased, the birth rate instead of going down went up!

Pharaoh’s initial fear was understandable, and to some extent his

method of dealing with the problem was also understandable though not

justifiable. However, wickedness took over him, and he began to enjoy the

persecution for its own sake. Especially concerned about the birth rate, he

ordered the Israelite midwives to kill all baby boys at birth, before they

came properly alive. This, at least in Pharaoh’s eyes, was not direct

murder. Girls need not be killed as they were not a threat.
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But the midwives feared God and did not want to do this, for which

God rewarded them. They did not refuse to obey, they simply took no

notice, and when Pharaoh demanded why they had not done as he ordered

they found an excuse for not doing it. They said that the midwives were

not there at birth but were only called in when the babies were already

alive and it was too late.

Pharaoh then went further. He made a law that the Egyptians were to

take every baby boy that was born to the Israelites and throw it as a

sacrifice into the Nile, the great river of Egypt which the Egyptians

worshipped as a god. The crocodiles, also worshipped as gods, would eat

any that did not drown.

That was the state of affairs when we come to the next story.
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