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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Our lesson tonight concerns the familiar story of Aaron’s staff and the 

snakes.  Here are the bare bones of the story.  Moses and Aaron go to 

confront Pharaoh.  Aaron throws his staff down in front of Pharaoh and it 

becomes a snake.  Pharaoh calls for his magicians who, by their “secret arts” 

so the same thing.  Aaron’s staff then swallows up their staffs, proving the 

superior power of the God of the Israelites.  It seems to be a very strange sort 

of lesson to have on and Easter Sunday evening, but despite first 

appearances it isn’t.  This is as good an Easter lesson as you will find in the 

whole of the Old Testament.  Let’s look at it. 

     The first thing to say about it is this: You can think of our lesson as 

a bookend.  Now a single bookend is not much use; a pair is needed if the 

books aren’t going to fall down.  And we have a second bookend that 

corresponds to our first.  In our lesson tonight we find that the staff of Aaron 

swallows up the staffs of Pharaoh’s magicians.  In a few weeks, when we 

come to Exodus 15, we will find that the armies of Pharaoh will be 

swallowed up by the sea.  In between these two points we find the Lord God 

engaging in battle against the false god of Egypt, piling upon him plague 

after plague.  Tonight’s lesson and the destruction of the Pharaoh’s armies, 
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then, are the two boundaries of a story with this central theme: There is one 

true God who is sovereign over the universe and everything in it and whose 

will ever comes to pass in heaven and on earth.  This God cannot be 

successfully opposed and when the kings and rulers of the earth gather 

together to take their stand against him, as the Second Psalm says, “The One 

enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.” 

 Let’s look at our lesson: 

 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “When Pharaoh says to 
you, ‘Perform a miracle,’ then say to Aaron, ‘Take your staff and 
throw it down before Pharaoh,’ and it will become a snake.” 

As he prepares his servants for their confrontation with Pharaoh, God 

anticipates that king’s request.  He will ask for a miracle.  It is the same 

request unbelievers have made throughout the centuries.  In Matthew 12:38, 

hundreds of years later, a group of Pharisees and teachers of the Law 

demand “a miraculous sign” from Jesus.  Jesus did not give those Pharisees 

the miracle they demanded; he had already provided them with enough of a 

demonstration of his supernatural power.  He had healed the sick, given sight 

to the blind, raised the dead, turned water into wine and multiplied loaves 

and fishes.   For Pharaoh, however, a sign would be given.  In fact, 

numerous signs would be given, culminating in the parting of the Red Sea.  

In our lesson tonight Pharaoh begins to test Moses and Aaron to see how 
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much power they had.  It is the start of a contest to see who had the greatest 

magic, Pharaoh or Jehovah.  And though the contest is completely one-sided, 

Pharaoh, like the Pharisees who would follow him, doesn’t get the message. 

 Turn to the lesson again: 

 So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did just as the Lord 
commanded.  Aaron threw his staff down in front of Pharaoh and his 
officials, and it became a snake. 

This is the second time the two Hebrew prophets have met with Pharaoh.  It 

is a direct confrontation and in the changing of the staff into a serpent we see 

a full-fledged attack on Pharaoh and on the beliefs of his people.  There are 

two reasons for this.   First, on the front of the king’s crown was a depiction 

of an enraged female cobra.  It was thought to be energized with divine 

sovereignty and potency.  It was an emblem of divine power.  It symbolized 

the divine nature of Pharaoh and his utter majesty.  When Aaron throws 

down his rod and it becomes a snake, he is mocking the symbol of Pharaoh’s 

sovereignty and power.   

And second, casting down the staff is a challenge to the power of Egyptian 

magic as described in many of Egypt’s mythological texts.  In early Egyptian 

writings there any number of examples of priests performing extraordinary 

feats of power, including changing inanimate objects into animals.  There is 
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one text that tells of a priest who made a wax crocodile come to life when he 

threw it into a lake.  Later, when he bent down to pull it out of the water it 

became wax again.  This is the point: In making the staff turn into a snake, 

Aaron and Moses truly perform what the Egyptian myths only fantasize 

about doing.   

 Pharaoh then summoned wise men and sorcerers and the 
Egyptian magicians also did the same things by their secret arts: Each 
one threw down his staff and it became a snake. 

In the Hebrew the opening phrase here literally says, “And also Pharaoh 

called for...”  The word “also” is used for emphasis and comparison, and the 

idea is this: As Moses called for Aaron, his prophet, to throw down his staff, 

here the so-called divine Pharaoh does the same, calling for his court 

magicians to cast down their staffs.  I don’t want to sound flippant, but in 

many ways it’s like the old song, “Anything you can do, I can do better, I 

can do anything better than you.”  Let me say a word about these magicians.  

They were not only magicians, they were priests too.  They served as 

participants in the various religious rituals that were required and they were 

teachers of Egyptian wisdom.  Now, how did they transform their rods into 

snakes?  It is a debated matter and there are basically two points of view.   

Some scholars maintain that what they did was a matter of illusion.  It was a 

trick.  It is known today, for example, that if you pinch certain snakes in 
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particular areas behind their heads, you can make them enter a state of 

catalepsy and render them as rigid as a board.  Perhaps that is what they 

were doing.  On the other hand, other equally well-respected scholars 

maintain that the ancient Egyptians could truly change their staffs into 

snakes because of some sort of evil supernatural power.  Pharaoh, after all, 

was a type of Satan and it would only make sense that he would involve 

himself with demonic powers and principalities.  Be that as it may, each cast 

down his staff and it became a snake.    

“Aaron’s staff swallowed up their staffs.”  In doing so, it destroyed the 

authority and power that those staffs symbolized.  It demonstrated that true 

power and sovereignty rests in the hands of Jehovah, the God of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob.  Now you may say to me, “Well, Ken, that’s all well and 

good, but what does that have to do with Easter?”  Here’s the answer.  In the 

contest between Moses and Aaron and the Pharaoh of Egypt we are 

watching, in reality, the battle between God and Satan.  That is the real battle 

that is going on “behind the scenes” as it were.  And in this battle the real 

God is victorious and the enemy of the true God is swallowed up.    

The Apostle Paul writes about it in I Corinthians 15.  Listen to this: 

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the 
kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.  
Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be 
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changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.  
For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and 
we will be changed.  For the perishable must clothe itself with the 
imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.  When the perishable 
has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with 
immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has 
been swallowed up in victory.  “Where, O death, is your victory?”  
Where, O death is your sting?” 

That’s the Easter message.  For believers, death has been overcome.  It is no 

longer an enemy.  It is simply a transition from this life to everlasting life.  

To live is Christ—to die is gain.  

There is a glimpse of the final victory give to us in Isaiah 25, which 

describes it in terms of a sumptuous feast.  Listen to Isaiah:   

On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich 
food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine—the best of meats and 
the finest of wines.  On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that 
enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations; he will swallow 
up death forever.  The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from 
all faces; he will remove the disgrace of his people from all the earth.  
The Lord has spoken.   

In that day they will say, “Surely this is our God; we trusted in 
him, and he saved us.  This is the Lord, we trusted in him; let us 
rejoice and be glad in his salvation.” 

“Let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation.”  We can do this by 

considering the menu items found in the “gospel banquet.”  The first thing 

we find in the “Gospel meal” is full justification.  No sooner does a sinner, 
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though guilty in and of himself, believe on Jesus Christ, than all his sins are 

forgiven.  All of them.  They are all washed away.  They are all washed away 

and removed forever.  Though at one time children of wrath and heirs of 

destruction, believing sinners are accepted and received by Almighty God.  

And more than merely having our sins washed away, the Lord Jesus himself 

provides a perfect righteousness for the forgiven sinner to put on.  Not only 

are we washed clean of our sins, Jesus dresses us with his perfect goodness, 

perfect devotion, perfect obedience, so we can enter the banquet hall suitably 

attired to sit with the King.   

 And think of this too and marvel: Through Christ our Substitute we 

are justified legally.  This is what I mean.  In order to forgive us God did not 

ignore his own laws or his own perfect righteousness.  He did not free us at 

the cost of his own perfect justice.  He extracted the last penny of our debt to 

his righteousness from the hide of his own Son, for his Son was willing to 

offer his back to the lash, his body to the cross.  Our debt of sin has been 

paid fully.  Our punishment has been meted out completely.  Our old friend 

Charles Spurgeon put it, Jesus stood at the “bar of justice that we might 

stand in his stead in the place of honour and love.”  Because of this we are 

able to join our voices with the Apostle Paul and say, “Who will bring any 

charge against those whom God has chosen?  It is God who justifies.  Who is 
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he that condemns?  Christ Jesus, who died--more than that, who was raised 

to life--is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.”   

 The next item on the banquet table is our adoption as sons and 

daughters of God.  Beloved, God was not satisfied merely to forgive us, 

though that is a blessing that is incalculable.  He was not satisfied by going a 

step further and granting us the righteousness of his own Son.  Even that was 

not enough grace to satisfy his great love for us.  Why?  I have no idea.  But 

it’s true.  God’s grace had more blessing in store for repentant sinners.  How 

is this for “rich food... the best of meats and the finest of wines”: God has 

adopted us into his family and given us all the rights and privileges that 

adoption entails.  Paul put it this way in Romans 8: 

 ...those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  For 
you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but 
you received the Spirit of sonship.  And by him we cry, “Abba, 
Father.”  The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s 
children.  Now if we are children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and 
co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that 
we may also share in his glory. 

Co-heirs with Christ.  We participate in his glory.   

 But hold on.  There are still more riches of grace and mercy spread out 

before us.  There is more than forgiveness, righteousness and adoption at our 

Lord’s Table.  Now you may not believe me.  You may say, “Ken, how can 
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there be more than this?  This already is so much.  How can we carry even 

more blessings?  How can we take them in?”  Don’t worry.  God will take 

care of that too.  Here’s the next course.  Union with Christ.  When we come 

to a living faith in Christ the Spirit of Christ unites himself to us as he comes 

to live in us.  It is described in a number of ways in Scripture.  We are, the 

Bible tells us, through faith married to Christ; he is the vine and we are the 

branches that have been grafted into him; he is the head and we are the body.  

Beloved, we are so united to Christ through his Spirit that it is true to say 

that we have been crucified with Christ, we have died with Christ, we have 

been buried with Christ, we have risen with Christ and we are ascended with 

him to sit at the right hand of God in the heavenly places.  Listen to 

Spurgeon: 

 ...if it be so, indeed, that we are one with Christ, then because 
he lives we must live also; because he was punished for sin, we also 
have borne the wrath of God in him; because he was justified by his 
resurrection, we also are justified in him; because he is rewarded and 
forever sits down at his Father’s right hand, we also have obtained the 
inheritance in him and by faith grasp it now... All he has belongs to us, 
and it is but a matter of time, and of gracious arrangement when we 
shall come into the full enjoyment thereof.   

 Let me mention a few more things.  Verses 7 and 8 read this way: 

 On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all 
peoples, the sheet that covers all nations; he will swallow up death 
forever.  The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces; 
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he will remove the disgrace of his people from all the earth.  The Lord 
has spoken. 

On the table the Lord God spreads before us we find resurrection and life 

everlasting.  The “shroud that enfolds all peoples” is death.  In Christ Jesus 

death is swallowed up in victory and while in this life there are tears, we 

know that the dawn will break that there will be joy in the morning for all 

who are in Christ Jesus.  Here are a few of the ways the Bible expresses this 

truth: 

I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will 
stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my 
flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes--I and 
not another. 

  Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  By his 
 great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope through the  
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and to an inheritance which  is 
imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you. 
  Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in  
me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I  have 
told you I go to prepare a place for you?  And when I go and  prepare a 
place for you I will come again and will take you to myself,  that where I 
am you may be also.   

  I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will  
live, even though he dies, and whoever lives and believes in me will  never 
die. 

 Our God’s rich provision for his children includes forgiveness and 

righteousness, adoption and union, resurrection and eternal life.  In him 
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alone do you will find lasting hope and peace and rest and good cheer.  You 

will also find a heart to obey and strength to endure.  Most of all you will 

find Jesus Christ, who himself is the Master of the feast and the bread of life.  

That’s the Easter story.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 
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