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

 Last week we began our study of the plagues that fell upon Egypt.  We 

started with an overview of all of the plagues and we came to several 

conclusions.  First, we considered the purposes of the plagues.  The plagues 

were sent to manifest clearly and publicly the sovereign and mighty power 

of the Lord God.  They were sent as a divine punishment upon Pharaoh and 

the Egyptians for their cruel treatment of the Hebrews.  They were sent as a 

judgement upon the so-called gods of Egypt by discrediting them and 

showing their lack of power for all to see.  And fourth, the plagues served as 

a solemn warning to all nations that God would fulfill his promise to curse 

those who cursed the children of Abraham.  God would protect his own. 

 We also saw in our overview that the arrangement of the plagues was 

important and that this arrangement taught us something about God.  The 

plagues are grouped into three groups of three.  The tenth and last plague 

stands on its own.  Here is the pattern: Two plagues come after Moses brings 

fair warning, and then the third plague falls unannounced.   That happens 

with plagues 1 to 3, 4 to 6 and 7 to 9.  This indicates that God is patient—but 

that his patience is not to be trifled with.  We must come to terms with God 

while there is still time.  Should we delay, it may be too late.   
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 The next thing we noted was that the plagues advance steadily in 

severity.  The first plagues deal with personal discomfort.  Then they deal 

with the destruction of property.  Finally they mete out death.  Again, this 

points us to the truth that God is not to be trifled with.  He issues warning 

after warning.  He makes the warnings more and more intense.  But the time 

will come when God will not warn anymore.  The time will come when 

judgement will be rendered.  And that brought us to our last point.  The 

plagues that fell on Egypt were a foreshadowing of the utter ruin that will 

fall upon the enemies of the Lord on the Day of the Lord.  In the Book of 

Revelation we find rivers turning to blood, hailstones of an enormous size, 

evil spirits that have the appearance of frogs, a plague of darkness and so on.  

In summarizing the lesson I quoted these words: 

 The study of these plagues shows plainly the character of him 
with whom we all have to do.  The Lord is not indifferent to sin, nor 
can he be defied with impunity.  He bears with much longsuffering the 
vessels of wrath, but in the end his righteous judgements descend 
upon them.  What point do these plagues give to that solemn word, “It 
is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  Be 
warned.... Today, if you will hear his voice, harden not your heart.  
Remember what befell Pharaoh for hardening his!  Flee, then to the 
divinely appointed refuge.  Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and thou 
shalt be saved. 

 Now, let’s turn to the first plague and consider it individually.  Our 

passage tonight has three parts.  In verses 14 to 19 we find the assignment 

that God gives his two prophets.  In verses 20 and 21 we see them carrying 
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out their instructions.  In verses 22 through 24 we see the results of their 

efforts.  Let’s look at our lesson. 

 “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Pharaoh’s heart is unyielding; he 

refuses to let the people go.’”  The Lord starts with the observation that 

Pharaoh’s heart is unyielding.  It is stubborn.  The word can also be 

translated “hard” or “heavy.”  The word translated here as “unyielding” 

means just that.  Pharaoh is a stiff-necked, stubborn man.  But there is more 

to it than that.  The word also means “heavy.”  The word “heavy’ is Egyptian 

usage was a moral judgement.  John Currid explains it this way: 

 The Egyptians believed that when someone died, the person 
went to judgement in the underworld.  The individual’s heart, which 
was thought to be the very essence of the person, was weighed on the 
scales of truth.  On the one hand sat the feather of truth and 
righteousness.  On the other side of the scale, lay the heart of the 
deceased.  If the heart was heavy or weighty with misdeeds, the 
person was considered unjust and was condemned and thrown to the 
devourers to be eaten.  If the heart was pure and light, the deceased 
would go into the Egyptian after life.  God is telling us in verse 14 that 
as the Lord of heaven and earth, he had judged Pharaoh, the god of 
Egypt, to be unrighteous.  God is even showing his sovereignty in his 
judgment on Pharaoh’s heart, on Pharaoh’s soul, on Pharaoh’s 
character. 

 The lesson continues,  

Go to Pharaoh in the morning as he goes out to the water.  Wait 
on the bank of the Nile to meet him, and take in your hand the staff 
that was changed into a snake.  Then say to him, “The Lord, the God 
of the Hebrews, has sent me to say to you: Let my people go, so that 
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they may worship me in the desert.  But until now you have not 
listened.  This is that the Lord says: By this you will know that I am 
the Lord: With the staff that is in my hand I will strike the water of the 
Nile, and it will be changed into blood.  The fish in the Nile will die, 
and the river will stink; the Egyptians will not be able to drink its 
water.”   

Now we don’t know why Pharaoh went to the water that day.  There may 

have been some sort of religious ritual that was performed at the water’s 

edge.  The Nile River was, after all, considered divine.  But be that as it may, 

while we don’t know why he was there we do know its significance in a 

different sense.  Remember that years earlier the daughter of Pharaoh had 

met Moses on the banks of the Nile and her actions changed the future life of 

Moses.  Now Moses meets Pharaoh on the banks of the Nile and he will 

change the life of Pharaoh and of Pharaoh’s entire household.   

The Lord told Moses to carry his staff, his symbol of the power of 

God—the symbol that he is a prophet of the Lord God Almighty.  And he 

told Moses to explain to Pharaoh exactly what was going on.  Pharaoh is not 

told to guess the reason for the plague.  He is not left in the dark.  He is not 

confused or the victim of a misunderstanding.  He is told outright what is 

going on.  I told you to let the Hebrews go, that they might worship their 

God.  You haven’t listened.  You have not done what the Lord God 

commanded.  Because of this, something dire is going to happen.  The Nile 

 5



will turn to blood.  The fish will die.  The river will stink.  The people won’t 

have water to drink.  This will all happen so you will bow the knee to God, 

recognize his authority and let the worship of his people begin. 

In the Old Testament, in the vast majority of cases, signs and wonders 

like this are explained before they happen.  As such, they serve to confirm 

God’s word.  These miracles are not separate from God’s word.  They are 

not ways of revelation that get around God’s word.  They are ways in which 

God reveals himself in order to confirm his word.  That is very important, 

particularly in an age like ours when many are looking for all sorts of 

miraculous signs.  You can think of it this way.  Signs and miracles are like 

giant billboards.  They point—in this case to Moses—and say, “Listen to 

him.  His message comes from God.  How else could the River turn to 

blood?”  In the New Testament they point to Jesus or to the apostles and 

make the same point: “Listen to the message.  It is accompanied by healings 

and deliverances.  The lame walk and the blind see and the dead are raised.  

The message must come from God.  Heed what they are saying.”   

God instructs Moses to tell Pharaoh he is going to strike the River 

Nile.  Why does God begin his plagues here?  The ancient Egyptians looked 

upon the Nile as the primary source of their existence.  Greek historians and 

others said things like this: “All know that Egypt is the Nile and the Nile is 
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Egypt.”  The Egyptians saw the Nile as the source of all their prosperity.  All 

of the richness of their soil and its power to sustain crop after crop after crop 

was due to the yearly flooding of the Nile.  Their life revolved around the 

River, and they even thought it was divine.  The plagues were to begin with 

the Nile, then, because the Nile was at the very heart of Egypt’s existence 

and a strike at the Nile would be one they would feel most keenly.   

Verse 19 says, “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Tell Aaron, “Take your staff 

and stretch out your hand over the waters of Egypt—over the streams and 

canals, over the ponds and all the reservoirs”—and they will turn to blood.  

Blood will be everywhere in Egypt, even in the wooden buckets and stone 

jars.’”  Do you remember that a few weeks ago I said that when the staff of 

Moses swallowed up the staffs of the magicians, it was a portent of the Red 

Sea swallowing up the armies of Pharaoh?  Well there is something similar 

going on here.  In this first plague we see a portent of what is to come in 

God’s judgement of Egypt.  The next time there will be a judgement of 

blood in the water, it will be at the Red Sea and it will be the armies of 

Egypt filling the Red Sea with death.  God is showing a picture of things to 

come.  Because Pharaoh is stubborn and unyielding, because he will not 

listen and obey, God will bring death.   
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Let me make another point about the “wooden buckets and stone 

jars.”  In the Hebrew it doesn’t mention buckets or jars.  It just says wooden 

and stone,” presumably wooden and stone things.  What are these things?  

The NIV translators, as have others, opt for buckets and jar.  Usually, 

however, when the words wooden and stone appear together in the Old 

Testament they refer to idols.  Deuteronomy 28:36, for example, says “The 

Lord will drive you and the king you set over you to a nation unknown to 

you or your fathers.  There you will worship other gods, gods of wood and 

stone.”  Later on in the chapter we find this: “Then the Lord will scatter you 

among all nations, from one end of the earth to the other.  There you will 

worship other gods—gods of wood and stone...” And in Deuteronomy 29 it 

says, “You yourselves know how we lived in Egypt and how we passed 

through the countries on the way here.  You saw among them their detestable 

images and idols of wood and stone...”  Here’s the point.  Egyptian priests 

washed the images of their gods in the water early every morning.  It may be 

that the water was turning to blood as they poured it on their idols.  It may 

well be that this episode provides us with another example of mockery of 

Egyptian deities.   

In the first part of our lesson God describes the mission of Moses and 

Aaron.  In the second part of our lesson, in verses 20 and 21, we see the 
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assignment God gave to his prophets Moses and Aaron carried out.  They do 

exactly as God has commanded.  The staff was raised.  The Nile was struck.  

The waters turned to blood.  The fish died and the river stank and the 

Egyptians had no water to drink and blood was everywhere throughout the 

land.  It happened just as God said it would.  Ligon Duncan, the pastor at 

First Presbyterian Church in Jackson, Mississippi, put it this way: 

The sign is done in the sight of Pharaoh and his court servants, 
and everything happens just like the Lord said it would happen....  
[T]hat everything happens just like the Lord said it would happen 
shows the sovereignty of God.  He’s not only able to do a great 
miracle, he’s able to tell you what’s going to happen before he does it 
and what’s going to happen as a consequence of it.  This is the 
testimony of God’s sovereignty.   

 In the third and final section of our lesson, we see the results of the 

task that Moses and Aaron had been given.   

 But the Egyptian magicians did the same things by their secret 
arts, and Pharaoh’s heart became hard; he would not listen to Moses 
and Aaron, just as the Lord had said.  Instead, he turned and went into 
his palace, and did not take even this to heart.  And all the Egyptians 
dug along the Nile to get drinking water, because they could not drink 
the water of the river. 

Now there must have been some waterways over which Aaron did not 

stretch his hand.  The Egyptian court magicians succeeded in using their 

black arts and occult practices to transform those waters to blood.  Now a 

natural question to ask is this: Why would they do such a thing?  I don’t 
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have a good answer for you, because the Bible doesn’t say.  It may be that 

they used their powers to try to reverse what had happened but found instead 

they were only adding to the plague.  Their inability to help or to lessen the 

plague testifies to the power of God and the inability of man to resist his 

will.  It makes me think of Psalm 2.  In that psalm we find the nations of the 

world plotting against the Lord God. 

Why do the nations conspire 
and the peoples plot in vain? 

The kings of the earth take their stand 
and the rulers gather together 

against the Lord 
and against his anointed One. 

“Let us break their chains,” they say, 
“and throw off their fetters.” 

It sounds like something Pharaoh would say.  And what is God’s reaction to 

all this” 

The One enthroned in heaven laughs; 
the Lord scoffs at them. 

Then he rebukes them in his anger 
and terrifies them in his wrath... 

The Lord laughs at the puny efforts that are lifted up against him.   

 Let me say one last word about Pharaoh.  His reaction to all this is 

stunning.  He simply returns to his palace.  He shows no concern.  No 

consternation.  In essence, he thinks that it is all a trick.  You see, his 

magicians had been able to duplicate the feat of Aaron and Moses.  His 
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thinking is, “If my priests can do it too, I’m not in trouble.  My men are as 

strong as God’s men are.”  Now the Nile has turned to blood.  The fish have 

died.  A stench has arisen in the land.  His people are trying to dig wells to 

get water.  His country is in havoc for seven days.  All his magicians have 

been able to do is increase the general misery.  And Pharaoh is utterly 

unconcerned.  He is not fazed in the least.  That, beloved, is the picture of a 

heart that is blind to the truth of God. He has eyes to see, but he cannot see.  

He has ears to hear, but he cannot hear.  He has a heart—but it is made of 

stone, not flesh, and disobedience and wickedness are all his delight.   

 Beloved, here as on every page of Scripture, two possibilities are 

presented.  A heart is hard or it is soft.  Eyes are blind or they see.  Ears hear 

or they are deaf.  The head is bowed in meekness and humility or the neck is 

stiff and rigid.  The Lord Jesus Christ is accepted or judgement finally and 

terribly falls.  There is no middle ground.  There is no fence for us to sit on.   

It is one way or the other.  What way is it for you?  Will you flee from Christ 

or will you flee to him?  His arms are yet open.  He has mercy enough for all 

who run to him.  Do not neglect so great a salvation.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN. 
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