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Text: Exodus 7:20-24 

Pray with me:  Father, let the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be 

acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Come, Holy Spirit, come, visit, fill and anoint 

the sharing of these words. Make them to be a blessing for your people, a blessing that leads to life 

eternal and fruitful labor as we tarry here on this mission field. Lord, come and astonish us with your 

word this day.  Amen 

 

     Good morning!  I want to highlight two of the many events on the Charge this past week.  The 

first was the opportunity some of us were given to help repair the floor in a neighbor’s kitchen. It was 

great to be able to work with Sam Keeves from Galilee UMC and to be able to help meet needs in our 

community.  The second event was our attendance at the National Night Out on Tuesday. Kay got the 

idea to go and set up a booth, and Judy, Kevin, Carol, and Fred came and helped. What I want to 

highlight, though, is that the group got to meet six kids and share Christ with them during the event, 

and four of the six accepted Jesus as their Savior. The angels in heaven give praise when that happens. 

Can the people on earth give God some praise that four children are now part of the kingdom of God? 

      Let’s look at this morning’s scripture.  I am going to call a bit of an audible this morning and 

focus on the first nine plagues and then focus on the tenth plague next week.  Those who follow the 

scripture plan will need to shift the plan forward a week and those reading along will get another week 

to read this part of Exodus.  

      Let me give some background as to what has happened since the burning bush.  Moses has 

packed up. left life in Midian, journeyed to Egypt, met with Israel’s elders, and been welcomed as 

God’s representative. When the elders hear the good news, they bow down and worship God in 

anticipation of being led out of Egypt. Moses then goes to Pharaoh and delivers God’s message, telling 

Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, so that they may celebrate a 

festival to me in the wilderness.’” Yes, that is the Hebrew word Yahweh that Moses has used with 

Pharaoh. Moses has just stood before the most powerful man in the world and delivered God’s 

message. Now Pharaoh has a choice to make, a choice he will be given ten or more times in Exodus. 

He can humble his heart and respond to God’s request through Moses, releasing the Hebrews from 



slavery, or he can insist that he is God, that he does not know this Hebrew God, and continue to hold 

Israel as salves. Pharaoh’s first response to Moses is, “Who is the LORD, that I should heed him and 

let Israel go? I do not know the LORD, and I will not let Israel go.” The LORD knows Pharaoh, but 

Pharaoh does not yet know the LORD.  Moses is dismissed from Pharaoh’s presence, and in response 

to Moses’ request, Pharaoh has Israel make the same number of bricks without giving them straw to 

make them. Israel’s acceptance of Moses fades away and it looks like God’s rescue mission might end, 

except God is not done. God is just getting started. Pharaoh has demonstrated again through cruelty 

that he rules over Israel. God continues his rescue mission and sends Moses and Aaron back to 

Pharaoh to show him a sign to help him to know the Hebrew God. God also tells Moses that Pharaoh 

will not heed the signs. God knows Pharaoh; Pharaoh will struggle to know God. 

      Amazingly, Moses goes back to Pharaoh and shows him a sign we may know. Aaron tosses 

down Moses’ staff and it becomes a snake. Pharaoh’s magicians do the same, and even though Moses’ 

snake consumes their snakes, Pharaoh’s response is a hardened heart. This will be our struggle this 

morning – to understand what is hardening Pharaoh’ heart as we witness the signs that are worked 

through Moses by God. 

      Pharaoh has been asked again to release God’s people and shown a sign. God now moves on to 

help Pharaoh and Egypt come to know the LORD.  God begins to work through Moses and creation to 

convince Pharaoh and Egypt to let His people go.  The first sign or plague is turning the Nile river to 

blood. Moses does this sign in the sight of Pharaoh, and all the water in the Nile, the god of life for 

Egypt, turns to blood. The fish die, the river stinks, and the water becomes undrinkable. Again, 

Pharaoh summons his magicians and they do the same thing, so his heart remains hardened. I want us 

to pay attention to the state of Pharaoh’s heart as we look at the plagues. Keep in mind that Pharaoh 

can change his heart, know that God is LORD, accept God’s request, and release the Hebrews at any 

step of this progression. Pay attention to Pharaoh’s heart response to each plague. 

      Next, God sends frogs from the Nile upon the land.  I don’t know if you have ever had a toad or 

frog in your house that has taken up residence. We had one take up residence in our house under a 

corner cabinet in the kitchen and it smelled terrible. I can’t imagine having a house full of frogs for 

days. Again, Pharaoh’s magicians can also bring frogs out of the Nile, but they can’t make them go 

away, so Moses is summoned by Pharaoh and asked to pray to God to get rid of the frogs. Moses 

prays, the frogs die, and the Egyptians pile them up. I think this is God making the point that we need 

to be specific in what we ask in prayer. The frogs don’t hop back to the Nile; instead, the Egyptians 



have to deal with the dead frogs. Notice what Pharaoh does when he realizes the frogs are gone. 

Scripture says “he hardened his heart.” Pharaoh will not yet release Israel. 

      Notice that there is no request from God to Pharaoh before this next plague. Pharaoh has 

changed his mind and God acts. At God’s command, Aaron takes the staff and strikes the dust and the 

dust of the land becomes gnats. At this point the magicians know there is a God and that He is acting. 

They are the first in Pharaoh’s court to begin to know God. They cannot bring gnats from dust and they 

tell Pharaoh, “This is the finger of God!”  But Pharaoh’s heart is hardened and he does not listen. 

      Moses goes again to Pharaoh and tells him to let God’s people go or God will bring flies. 

Pharaoh chooses to ignore the request and God sends flies. Now I know when we get a fly in the 

house, it can drive me crazy. Can you imagine a house full of flies? A land full of flies? This time 

Pharaoh agrees to let Israel sacrifice in Egypt and asks Moses to pray that the flies will leave. Moses 

prays, the flies leave, and then Pharaoh hardens his heart again. While Pharaoh’s heart is still hardened, 

there does seem to be a glimmer of Pharaoh starting to know the LORD.  

     Again, Moses goes to Pharaoh and stands in his presence and tells him to let Israel go or God 

will strike the Egyptian livestock. Pharaoh does not listen and the livestock of the Egyptians die, but 

the heart of Pharaoh is hardened. 

      Again, God acts without sending Moses to Pharaoh and has Aaron throw dust into the air and it 

becomes boils on the Egyptians.  The magicians may have been able to protect themselves from some 

of God’s plagues, but they are so afflicted with boils that they cannot go and stand before Pharaoh. 

They are out of the game. Notice the change in words for Pharaoh’s heart condition as a result of this 

plague: “The Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh and he would not listen.” As we move through the 

next three plagues, notice the language of Pharaoh’s heart. 

     Moses is again sent to tell Pharaoh to let God’s people go. God’s message is that if Pharaoh 

will not release His people, he will send the heaviest hail that has ever fallen in Egypt. Moses warns 

Pharaoh that any animal or slave left in the open field will die. Those in Egypt who fear God move 

their animals and slaves to a safe place, and those without fear of God do not. Moses stretches out his 

hand and the hail comes and all in the open fields die. Pharaoh sends for Moses and tells him Israel can 

go, just stop the hail. Moses asks God to stop the hail and it ceases, but Pharaoh sins once more and 

hardens his heart.  

      God sends Moses to Pharaoh again but tells Moses that He has hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that 

Israel will for all time know that “I am the LORD.”  Moses goes and tells Pharaoh that locusts are next 



and Pharaoh decides that would be too much and asks Moses who will go. To this question, Moses 

replies, “We will go with our young and our old; we will go with our sons and daughters and with our 

flocks and herds, because we have the LORD’s festival to celebrate.” Everyone and everything that 

belongs to Israel will go to worship the Lord. This is too much for Pharaoh as he realizes Israel will be 

gone, and he tells Moses only the men can go and drives Moses out of his presence. Moses stretches 

out his hand and the wind brings the locust and they fill all of the land except for where the Hebrews 

live in Goshen. When the locusts come, Pharaoh hurries to get Moses and tells him he has sinned 

against the LORD and Moses, and asks Moses to take away the locusts. Moses leaves Pharaoh’s 

presence and prays. The locusts are taken away and Pharaoh’s heart is hardened by the LORD.  

     This time God does not send Moses to Pharaoh, but has Moses stretch out his hand to bring 

darkness over all the land of Egypt except where the Hebrews live. There are three days of a darkness 

so thick it can be felt. Moses is summoned to Pharaoh’s presence, and Pharaoh agrees to allow them to 

go but they must leave their flocks. Moses tells Pharaoh the flocks must go for sacrifice, and then the 

LORD hardens Pharaoh’s heart and he will not let Israel go and he tells Moses if you see my face 

again you will die. Moses concurs, telling Pharaoh he will never see his face again. The stage is set for 

a decisive final plague that will allow Pharaoh and all of Egypt to know this God of Israel. 

      Before we leave Pharaoh, we want to ask several questions about hardened hearts. Do we 

harden our hearts when we encounter God? Do those in the world harden their hearts when they 

encounter God? Does God harden human hearts against their will? We may have found as we 

journeyed through the plagues that there is a tension in the text between Pharaoh hardening his heart 

and God hardening Pharaoh’s heart for God’s purposes. This tension has significant ramifications for 

our understanding of God. If God is overriding Pharaoh’s will and keeping Pharaoh from knowing God 

and freely responding to God’s will, then we have a God who decides the fate of humans before they 

are created. If this is how we understand God hardening Pharaoh’s heart, we would have a God who 

creates humans and places His image in them to destroy them. This is the direction that many who 

study these verses in Exodus take as they shape their view of God.  One the other hand, if it is 

Pharaoh’s response to God that hardens his heart, and not God’s direct action, then Pharaoh has 

freedom to choose to cooperate with God or to resist God. From a plain reading of the text in English, 

we are left with this idea that God acts to harden Pharaoh’s heart and also the idea that in response to 

God’s message through Moses, Pharaoh hardened his own heart. We are left with this tension as both 

actions seem to be present.  I recall as I studied Hebrew and Exodus in seminary thinking, “Now I can 



resolve this tension and I will be able to understand clearly this idea of God’s actions and the response 

of Pharaoh’s heart.” Let me share that the Hebrew is no help, as the word for hardening in Hebrew 

does not resolve what is happening. And after a semester of study on Exodus, I can only share with 

you that this tension requires study to resolve. One most look at the greater context for examples of 

hardened hearts throughout the Bible. One must look for other examples of God’s interaction with 

humans and the resulting condition of their hearts. One must look to Jesus to see how he impacts hearts 

when he walks the earth. And then one must study the impacts the presence of the Holy Spirit has on 

the hearts of humans. This is a long study, a lifetime study, and many have been and are on this 

journey. I hope that we will all read, study, and seek to understand this tension and how to resolve it.  I 

can only tell you what I think at this point in my study.  I think that Pharaoh does not know God and as 

he encounters God, Pharaoh struggles to remove himself from his occupation of God’s place in his life 

and the lives of all Egyptians and to come to know God and submit to God’s will. I currently read the 

texts where God hardens Pharaoh’s heart as the presence of God and His actions challenging Pharaoh’s 

understanding of who he is and is not. God’s actions begin to cause Pharaoh to realize he may not be 

God with the result that Pharaoh hardens his heart to a God he claims he does not know. I understand 

all of these texts to hold that Pharaoh’s response to God is always a hardened heart, a heart that does 

not submit to God’s will and will not come to know God. I do not understand them as telling us that 

God created Pharaoh to be a reprobate, one beyond redemption, but I do understand that God created a 

Pharaoh, one with such a strong will that it requires radical change for Pharaoh to accept that he is not 

God. In other words, God does not directly harden Pharaoh’s heart. Instead, God’s actions and 

demands for obedience harden Pharaoh’s heart. Now if you have a different understanding, I would 

ask that you share that with me and enter into discussion of your thoughts and how you understand the 

hardening of Pharaoh’s heart.  

      Let me make one last point this morning from this text that applies to us today.  Look at the 

interaction between Moses and Pharaoh as being the same interaction we have as believers in Christ 

with those in the world. We, like Moses, may fear to go with the message of good news to those in the 

world who do not believe, who like Pharaoh think they are God. We see Moses’ initial and repeated 

failures to share God’s message with Pharaoh in a heart changing manner, and fear our own failures to 

share the Good News with those of the world we meet. We, like Moses, will have failures until we 

realize that to be successful sharing the Good News with our Pharaohs, we have to learn to go in God’s 

strength and not our own. We also need to expect to encounter hearts hardened to God and the message 



we bring when we speak to those in the world. Our message is more of telling those to whom we are 

sent to let go of the world instead of telling the leader of the world to let go of God’s people. We also 

are not typically sent to a Pharaoh, but to a neighbor, loved one, friend, or a stranger with the good 

news of Jesus Christ. Yet we like Moses go in fear of failure, breaking relationships, and consequences 

as we seek to be God’s messengers of Good News to pharaohs. We need to recall the many times 

Moses went to Pharaoh before Pharaoh comes to “know” God. Our call is to be a patient, loving, and 

faithful representative of God and not to call down plagues from heaven to change hearts.  The Holy 

Spirit will do the work of God in the lives of people we are sent to. We are to go when we are sent. It 

will help us if we will learn to live expecting each person we meet to be someone we are sent to and 

enter into every conversation with them as those who bring good news to one in and of the world. We 

are to develop relationships but are to guard our hearts from entering into the world’s sinful behavior. 

Prayer is the starting point, asking God at the start of each of our days to open our hearts, prepare us, 

and send us out daily with the expectation that we have been sent by God to a divine appointment. This 

is not us inviting people to church. This sending is us being willing to tell them about Jesus. It is us 

becoming willing to meet with them, read a book of the Bible with them, talk with them about Jesus, 

and pray with them patiently, lovingly, willingly until their hearts are softened, they know Jesus, and 

enter the kingdom of God. There is a growing reluctance among the people of the world to “come” to 

worship, go to a church, but there is an openness to learn who Jesus is from someone who will invest 

in their lives. We don’t need all of the answers to the hard questions. We are looking for a plain 

reading of the Gospel that leads to salvation. Remember how difficult it was for Moses to go to 

Pharaoh repeatedly and give him God’s message each time. Then be ready to share Jesus with the 

people God puts in our lives. If Moses can go to Pharaoh with God’s message, we can take Jesus to 

those we meet through the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Will we start our day by telling Jesus here I am, 

send me? 

Pray with me:  Lord, we are fearful of being sent out into the world to help those with hardened 

hearts to know God. Lord, give us the depth of love we need to be those you send out into the world 

with willing feet, open ears, and clear eyes to see those we are sent to and then to walk with them in 

love, patience, and holiness until they come to know you as their Lord and redeemer. Here we are 

Lord, send us.  Amen 


