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EXODUS, iii. 7,—8. 
 
And the Lord said, I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in Egypt, and 
have heard their cry by reason of their task-masters; for I know their sorrows; and I am 
come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians. 
 
 
 These words, my brethren, contain a short account of some of the circumstances 
which preceded the deliverance of the children of Israel from their captivity and bondage in 
Egypt. 
 They mention, in the first place, their affliction. This consisted in their privation of 
liberty: they were slaves to the kings of Egypt, in common with their other subjects; and they 
were slaves to their fellow slaves. They were compelled to work in the open air, in one of the 
hottest climates in the world; and, probably, without a covering from the burning rays of the 
sun. Their work was of a laborious kind: it consisted of making bricks, and travelling, 
perhaps to a great distance, for the straw, or stubble, that was a component part of them. 
Their work was dealt out to them in tasks, and performed under the eye of vigilant and 
rigorous masters, who constantly upbraided them with idleness. The least deficiency, in the 
product of their labour, was punished by beating. Nor was this all. Their food was of the 
cheapest kind, and contained but little nourishment: it consisted only of leeks and onions, 
which grew almost spontaneously in the land of Egypt. Painful and distressing as these 
sufferings were, they constituted the smallest part of their misery. While the fields resounded 
with their cries in the day, their huts and hamlets were vocal at night with their lamentations 
over their sons; who were dragged from the arms of their mothers, and put to death by 
drowning, in order to prevent such an increase in their population, as to endanger the safety 
of the state by an insurrection. In this condition, thus degraded and oppressed, they passed 
nearly four hundred years. Ah! who can conceive of the measure of their sufferings, during 
that time? What tongue, or pen, can compute the number of their sorrows? To them no 
morning or evening sun ever disclosed a single charm: to them, the beauties of spring, and 
the plenty of autumn had no attractions: even domestick endearments were scarcely known 
to them: all was misery; all was grief; all was despair. 
 Our text mentions, in the second place, that, in this situation, they were not forgotten 
by the God of their fathers, and the Father of the human race. Though, for wise reasons, he 
delayed to appear in their behalf for several hundred years; yet he was not indifferent to their 
sufferings. Our text tells us, that he saw their affliction, and heard their cry: his eye and his 
ear were constantly open to their complaint: every tear they shed, was preserved, and every 
groan they uttered, was recorded; in order to testify, at a future day, against the authors of 
their oppressions. But our text goes further: it describes the Judge of the world to be so 
much moved, with what he saw and what he heard, that he rises from his throne—not to 
issue a command to the armies of angels that surrounded him to fly to the relief of his 
suffering children—but to come down from heaven, in his own person, in order to deliver 
them out of the hands of the Egyptians. Glory to God for this precious record of his power 
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and goodness: let all the nations of the earth praise him. Clouds and darkness are round about 
him, but righteousness and judgment are the habitation of his throne. O sing unto the Lord a new song, for 
he hath done marvellous things: his right hand and his holy arm hath gotten him the victory. He hath 
remembered his mercy and truth toward the house of Israel, and all the ends of the earth shall see the 
salvation of God.   
 The history of the world shows us, that the deliverance of the children of Israel from 
their bondage, is not the only instance, in which it has pleased God to appear in behalf of 
oppressed and distressed nations, as the deliverer of the innocent, and of those who call 
upon his name. He is as unchangeable in his nature and character, as he is in his wisdom and 
power. The great and blessed event, which we have this day met to celebrate, is a striking 
proof, that the God of heaven and earth is the same, yesterday, and to-day, and for ever. Yes, my 
brethren, the nations from which most of us have descended, and the country in which 
some of us were born, have been visited by the tender mercy of the Common Father of the 
human race. He has seen the affliction of our countrymen, with an eye of pity. He has seen 
the wicked arts, by which wars have been fomented among the different tribes of the 
Africans, in order to procure captives, for the purpose of selling them for slaves. He has 
seen ships fitted out from different ports in Europe and America, and freighted with trinkets 
to be exchanged for the bodies and souls of men. He has seen the anguish which has taken 
place, when parents have been torn from their children, and children from their parents, and 
conveyed, with their hands and feet bound in fetters, on board of ships prepared to receive 
them. He has seen them thrust in crowds into the holds of those ships, where many of them 
have perished from the want of air. He has seen such of them as have escaped from that 
noxious place of confinement, leap into the ocean; with a faint hope of swimming back to 
their native shore, or a determination to seek an early retreat from their impending misery, in 
a watery grave. He has seen them exposed for sale, like horses and cattle, upon the wharves; 
or, like bales of goods, in warehouses of West India and American sea ports. He has seen the 
pangs of separation between members of the same family. He has seen them driven into the 
sugar, the rice, and the tobacco fields, and compelled to work—in spite of the habits of ease 
which they derived from the natural fertility of their own country in the open air, beneath a 
burning sun, with scarcely as much clothing upon them as modesty required. He has seen 
them faint beneath the pressure of their labours. He has seen them return to their smoky 
huts in the evening, with nothing to satisfy their hunger but a scanty allowance of roots; and 
these, cultivated for themselves, on that day only, which God ordained as a day of rest for 
man and beast. He has seen the neglect with which their masters have treated their immortal 
souls; not only in withholding religious instruction from them, but, in some instances, 
depriving them of access to the means of obtaining it. He has seen all the different modes of 
torture, by means of the whip, the screw, the pincers, and the red hot iron, which have been 
exercised upon their bodies, by inhuman overseers: overseers, did I say? Yes: but not by 
these only. Our God has seen masters and mistresses, educated in fashionable life, 
sometimes take the instruments of torture into their own hands, and, deaf to the cries and 
shrieks of their agonizing slaves, exceed even their overseers in cruelty. Inhuman wretches! 
though You have been deaf to their cries and shrieks, they have been heard in Heaven. The 
ears of Jehovah have been constantly open to them: He has heard the prayers that have 
ascended from the hearts of his people; and he has, as in the case of his ancient and chosen 
people the Jews, come down to deliver our suffering countrymen from the hands of their 



THE HAMILTON EDUCATION PROGRAM, CREATED THROUGH A PARTNERSHIP OF THE 

GILDER LEHRMAN INSTITUTE OF AMERICAN HISTORY, HAMILTON, AND THE ROCKEFELLER FOUNDATION 

oppressors. He came down into the United States, when they declared, in the constitution 
which they framed in 1788, that the trade in our African fellow-men, should cease in the year 
1808: He came down into the British Parliament, when they passed a law to put an end to the 
same iniquitous trade in May, 1807: He came down into the Congress of the United States, the 
last winter, when they passed a similar law, the operation of which commences on this happy 
day. Dear land of our ancestors! thou shalt no more be stained with the blood of thy 
children, shed by British and American hands: the ocean shall no more afford a refuge to 
their bodies, from impending slavery: nor shall the shores of the British West India islands, 
and of the United States, any more witness the anguish of families, parted for ever by a 
publick sale. For this signal interposition of the God of mercies, in behalf of our brethren, it 
becomes us this day to offer up our united thanks. Let the song of angels, which was first 
heard in the air at the birth of our Saviour, be heard this day in our assembly: Glory to God in 
the highest, for these first fruits of peace upon earth, and good-will to man: O! let us give thanks unto 
the Lord: let us call upon his name, and make known his deeds among the people. Let us sing psalms unto 
him and talk of all his wondrous works.  
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