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“Let My People Go” 
Sermon by Rev. David Colby 

Exodus 3:7-10, 19-20 and Acts 16:16-34 

J U N E  3 ,  2 0 1 9  

The call comes thundering down 
through history, “let my people go!”  Deep in 
our faith is a formative event - the people of 
God were slaves in Egypt.  Our people were 
slaves.  In this story shared between 
Christians and Jews, we could benefit from 
the Passover liturgy that is intended to 
remind us, to put 21st century us into this old 
story, to try and get us to feel that 
experience, to put us into the role of being 
the slaves in Egypt.  And if you can 
remember that story, to feel that oppression, 
if I can put myself, if you can put yourselves, 
into that experience - it can and will shape 
our memories and our hopes for the future.  
And it should serve as a starting point for a 
system of ethics and morality.  For people of 
faith this setting of slavery in Egypt is where 
an important story, a decisive act, a new 
beginning took place that sets this all in 
motion.   

God heard the cries of the slaves - 
and decided to get involved, to relieve their 
suffering, to right the wrongs, to liberate the 
people.  God decided to use Moses and 
Miriam as leaders and even the stupidity and 

stubbornness of a conceited ruler like 
Pharaoh to bring about freedom. 

It would not be a quick battle.  There 
would not be a quick acknowledgment of 
mistake.  You can read on in the story, but 
you will not hear Pharaoh say, “Oopsy-
daisy, so sorry.  I didn't realize that these 
people were slaves and we were keeping 
them that way.  My bad.  So sorry.  Please - 
and as part of an apology, take fair wages 
with interest for all the years we enslaved 
you.”  It didn't happen that way.  Pharaoh 
never says those words or anything like it.  It 
was a long struggle, epic in its unfolding, 
dramatic in its telling.  "You go down," God 
told Moses, “you go down and say to that 
Pharaoh, "let my people go."”  And Moses 
gained an audience with the ruler, and told 
him those very words, let my people go.  
And Pharaoh looked at him, looked over to 
his advisers with a look like "is this guy for 
real?  we're in power and we are going to 
use the power we have for our own benefit."  
Or something like that, and then laughed 
him out of the office.  But God would not be 
mocked.  And Moses was undeterred.   
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The whole story plays out over many 
wonderful chapters in Exodus, and is worthy 
of many sermons.  [In fact, a few summers 
ago we did a whole summer-long series on 
these Exodus stories and their relevance for 
today].  But what we need to know and 
remember and live and breathe today is that 
this story of God acting to listen to and then 
get involved and then liberate these slaves is 
a key part of our spiritual DNA.   

As we turn to the second set of 
scriptures, we see how this freedom 
movement, this anti-slavery bias, shows up 
in one of the earliest church accounts. 

And here is the thing.  People get 
mad.  In hindsight, is there any dispute 
about this?  Paul and his friends see a 
woman being enslaved and taken 
advantage of and while not immediately, as 
a result they step in to help her.  It is 
unambiguous, right?  Morally clear.  Exactly 
what we hope that we would have the 
courage to do, right?  That is how the 
people of faith are supposed to act.  
Remember that you were once slaves in 
Egypt - and that memory is to serve as an 
ethical principal, a beacon, a guiding light - 
so therefore do unto others as you would 
want done unto you.  Remember that you 
were a slave - well, then, let my people go.  
They said to this spirit of divination that 
seemed to have her captive and a profit-
maker for her owners, and ordered the spirit 
to depart. 

But there was no big victory party, at 
least not at the time.  No, instead, Scripture 
tells us that people got mad.  Fighting mad.  
Her owners saw that their hope of making 
money was gone, and they seized Paul and 
Silas.  Brought them before the authorities.  

And listen to the charge – “these men are 
disturbing our city; they are Jews and are 
advocating customs that are not lawful for 
us.”  Some first century anti-Semitism at 
play, certainly.    But also note that the 
charge is that they are disturbing the city.  
And then a crowd attacked them and 
stripped them and beat them and they end 
up thrown into jail.   

Kind of ironic, isn't it?  That they take 
steps to help this young slave be freed, and 
as a result, they lose their freedom and are 
set in jail. 

But once God has become involved - 
that jail cell would not be the end of the 
story.  And it is marvelous and again 
dramatic and almost other-worldly.  Some 
probably are struggling with how exactly the 
earthquake happened at exactly the right 
moment and broke open the doors and the 
prisoners’ chains but somehow did not hurt 
the prisoners.  And I am thinking the most 
unbelievable part is that the prisoners cared 
for and converted the prison guard.  But the 
God who had breathed the words, “let my 
people go,” will not be domesticated or 
imprisoned or locked up for long.   

In hindsight it all seems so clear-cut, 
inspiring, noble.  And if you are trying to 
follow in the ways of the God who said “let 
my people go,” then you get involved in 
helping others be free to live their lives in 
freedom.  That is the gospel message!  And 
thank goodness that it seems so clear-cut in 
hindsight, because it is usually a whole lot 
more murky when you are living it. 

If you want evidence of that, we don’t 
need to look beyond the history of our 
country.  Christians were split – not evenly - 
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in America.  The majority argued that slavery 
was justified in the Bible, while some said 
that the Christian faith compelled them to 
become abolitionists.  Those early 
abolitionists had great guts.  And are worth 
studying.  But were mocked and 
marginalized and assumed to be such 
idealists who did not comprehend basic 
economic or political realities.  What was the 
line from today’s Prayer of Confession?  “In 
our hearts, our homes, and our land, we 
imagine things are as they must be; so we 
dream of little more than refining what is.   
People imagined things were as they must 
be so slavery persisted in America long after 
this country was founded on ideals of 
equality and freedom.   

Do you want further evidence that 
issues viewed as cut and dried now, black 
and white in terms of morality and 
conscience are murky at the time?  Now 
Americans across much of the political 
spectrum remember Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s “I Have A Dream Speech” that was set 
in a massive rally on the mall in 
Washington, D.C.  King said, “I have a 
dream that my four little children will one 
day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.”  We look back on 
that speech as unifying, uplifting, a turning 
point in calling our country to heed its better 
angels.  And yet, in a Gallup poll taken less 
than a year after that march, 74% of 
Americans responded that mass 
demonstrations by negroes are more likely 
to hurt the negroes cause for racial equality.   
Freedom work is so important yet so very 
difficult.  

A final piece of evidence comes to us 
from the movement to end apartheid in 

Africa.  From within South Africa, there was 
a movement, with moral leadership provided 
by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the author of 
our children’s story this morning.   In 
hindsight, it seems so obvious.  Nothing 
controversial about the story Katie told the 
children.   That people should not be judged 
by the shape of their nose.  Of course, right?  
Except they were under apartheid.  Would 
any of us argue with the story when it says, 
“God dreams that we reach out and hold 
one another’s hands and play one another’s 
games and laugh with one another’s 
hearts.”  Except those activities were 
prohibited by apartheid.  Those truths that 
seem so obvious to us now were ignored, 
brushed aside by too many business leaders 
and politicians in South Africa and around 
the world who had made accommodations 
with and profits from apartheid in South 
Africa and did not get involved in the efforts 
to stop it.  Freedom work is hard – and so 
important - and is at the heart of the gospel 
story for us.   

The evidence is there that the work is 
hard, and is not always the one supported 
by popular opinion.  Until brave people take 
action, and the tides of history turn, and the 
accomplishments later seem like they were 
destined to happen. 

It is something that comes down to us 
through history.  "Let my people go."  The 
acts of bravery it inspires are remembered 
as well.  "Let my people go."   

Sometimes the liberation that is 
needed is internal.  To loosen the holds of 
addictions.  To seek help for internal 
demons.  To come to realize that certain 
patterns are just going to keep on repeating 
until and unless you get good counseling.  
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And people of faith can be helpful in 
offering their support, their prayers, their 
testimonies, their willingness to get involved 
and be of help. 

Sometimes the liberation that is 
needed is external, or social, or political in 
nature.  To realize that there are captives in 
our midst right this moment.  And to listen to 
their cries and to then discern whether God 
is calling you, God is calling the church, to 
get involved.   

The work will not be easy.  The work 
of liberation rarely is handed on a silver 
platter.  The work of liberation will require 
courage and acts of conviction and deep 
strength.  And a community that cares. 

Samuel Wells wrote something I find 
a useful kind of summary about the whole 
reason to get involved in the work and 
worship of a church like ours. 

Christianity is fundamentally a story 
about where we’re going: into the company 
of God’s grace, in the harmony of the 
restored creation, through the mercy of 
God’s incarnate love.  Church means giving 
up the fantasy that we can find fulfillment 
and righteousness alone.  It means doing 
things at inconvenient times with eccentric 
people in sometimes clumsy ways – because 

life is a team game, and on judgment day 
God will have nothing to say to us if we think 
we can come without the others.  

So together we come to the table 
where stories are shared, and memories are 
held, and strength is there for those who 
seek it. 

So come, not because you must, but 
because you may. Come not because you 
are strong, but because you seek God’s 
strength. All those who trust in Jesus are 
invited to come and join in the feast that 
God has prepared.  

We come to this Table because we 
are claimed in covenant.  Because we are 
still learning what covenant and 
togetherness means, how it looks and moves 
and feels.  Because we long for liberation.  
Because we thirst for justice.  Because we 
know the need—fierce and urgent— 

for grace and hope and nourishment 
in our flesh and our bones for the way 
forward. 

This is Christ’s table; and we are 
invited to bring our whole lives.  (And while it 
gets said too often, this is where it is meant 
to be said and lived out) that all are 
welcome here.  . 

 

_______________________ 
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