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

 Over the past several weeks we have been dealing with the plagues 

that befell Egypt and in our study several themes have emerged.  Perhaps the 

central theme is the sovereignty of God.  We have here a battle between the 

God of the Hebrews, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the One, true 

and living God, and the god of the Egyptians, the Pharaoh of Egypt, who is a 

type of Satan.  It is clear in this battle who reigns.  Pharaoh, the magicians of 

his courts and the pantheon of Egyptian gods—snake gods, river gods, frog 

gods—are no match for God Almighty.  A second and related theme we have 

seen is that of God revealing himself here both in judgement and in 

redemption.  He is displaying his sovereignty in such a powerful way so that 

in the judgement that falls upon the Egyptians they will know that he alone 

is Lord and God. At one point Pharaoh has declared he doesn’t know the 

Lord; it is clear that the Lord God is going to teach him.  And God is also 

displaying his sovereignty is such a powerful way so that in the redemption 

of his people they will know unmistakably that he is the Lord and God who 

saves and they will serve, honour, worship and glorify him for his mercy and 

compassion, for so great a salvation as theirs.  A third theme that stands out, 

after God’s sovereignty and God’s revelation of himself, is that of the mercy 

of God.  The plagues are spread out over time and are gradual in 
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intensification.  And at each point Egypt is given an opportunity to repent 

and turn back from its rebellion.  Pharaoh is given every opportunity to 

acknowledge the Lord, yet he will not.  Time and again our Lord shows his 

patience and longsuffering nature. 

 Tonight we are going to touch on these themes again, as we will 

throughout our study, but we will also touch on a couple of new ones.  We 

have two plagues to look at tonight and a fair amount of ground to cover, so 

let’s look at our lesson.   

 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Tell Aaron, ‘Stretch out your 
staff and strike the dust of the ground,’ and throughout the land of 
Egypt the dust will become gnats.”  They did this, and when Aaron 
stretched out his hand with the staff and struck the dust of the ground, 
gnats came upon men and animals.  All the dust throughout the land of 
Egypt became gnats. 

The Lord gives a command to Moses and Moses relays it to Aaron and the 

third plague begins.  There are a couple of things for us to note.  First, we 

see again that God is sovereign over all things, even over the dust from 

which we are made.  He speaks a word and an army of gnats arises from the 

ground itself.  The scale of this plague is hard for us to imagine.  It is vast.  It 

will affect everything, both man and beast.  In Genesis we run into the 

phrase the “dust of the earth” in a different context.  When God speaks to 

Abram and tells him how many descendants he will have, he says that they 
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will be as numerous as the dust of the earth.  They will be so many you 

won’t be able to count them.  He says the same thing a bit later on to Jacob.  

Jacob, you will have so large a family—your descendants will be so many—

they will be innumerable, like the dust of the earth.  There will be 

innumerable gnats covering the land of Egypt. 

 Let me make a brief aside here.  You remember from last week that 

the word used to describe the frogs was “croakers.”  The Hebrews didn’t 

have much experience with frogs and so that was the term they used.  

Something similar is going on here, and so we don’t know precisely what 

sort of insect we are dealing with.  The word translated as “gnat” is literally 

rendered as “small flying thing”.  They may have been gnats.  They may 

have been midges or what some people call “no see-ums.”  They may have 

been mosquitoes or something similar.  We don’t know.  But they were 

awful.  It puts me in mind of a nature film I once saw on caribou in northern 

Quebec.  Every winter they go north up to James Bay.  Every spring they go 

south.  They go south because the insects that come to life in the northern 

muskeg in the spring drive them south.  They bite and harass them to such 

an extent that were they to stay north, the caribou would be driven mad.  

That is what is going on in Egypt during this plague.  
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 And the second thing to note is that this time Pharaoh is given no 

warning.  Before the first two plagues fell, Moses went to the king to tell 

him what was going to happen.  Not his time.  Now the two prophets of God 

carry out their work unannounced.  It is a sign of God’s divine reprisal 

against Pharaoh.  After the last plague Pharaoh had promised to let Israel go.  

The second plague had been lifted.  Pharaoh hardened his heart and changed 

his mind.  And so now God hammers him for a third time.  The message to 

Pharaoh is that God is not to be trifled with and that resistance to his will is 

futile.   

 The lesson continues, “But when the magicians tried to produce gnats 

by their secret arts, they could not.  And the gnats were on men and animals.  

The magicians said to Pharaoh, ‘This is the finger of God.’”  The Egyptian 

magicians tried to do what they had done in the first two plagues when they 

duplicated what Moses and Aaron had done.  This time they prove to be 

powerless.  They can do nothing.  There is no indication they ever try to 

compete against Moses and Aaron ever again.  They are defeated.  And in 

their defeat they confess, “This is the finger of God.”  Now when the 

magicians say this, they are confessing that the plague, administered by 

Aaron and Moses, is a supernatural event, beyond human control.  They are 

God’s enemies, and yet they acknowledge God is at work.  There are any 
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number of modern biblical commentators who look at these plagues and try 

to find a natural explanation for them.  The waters of the Nile turned red 

with soil.  The frogs left the contaminated river.  When the frogs died in the 

sun, the gnats and the flies came.  Beloved, don’t believe it.  Those who 

were there, even though they were enemies of God, were forced to admit the 

obvious even though they would have been happy to find another 

explanation.  It was simply undeniable—God was at work.  (We see the 

same thing, by the way, in New Testament times.  The enemies of Christ are 

among the first to admit his supernatural, miracle working power.  They 

couldn’t deny it.  And unbelieving “scholars” still seek to find natural 

answers where there are none.) 

 And notice this too.  When the magicians reported to Pharaoh that 

God’s hand was at work here, they were fulfilling the prophecy of God.  The 

Lord had told Moses that he would make the Egyptians acknowledge him.  

They will know that I am Lord.  The first people who are said to admit 

publicly that the plagues are the work of the God of Moses are Egyptian 

sorcerers.  Your can think of it this way: God will cause the wrath of man to 

praise him.  Even the enemies of God end up glorifying him.  (And while 

they are doing this, of course, they are not exalting their own gods.  The 

gnats have made them ceremonially unclean and unfit for worship.  During 
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this plague the altars of the Egyptian gods are empty and no praises to them 

are being lifted up.)  

 The last thing to say about these magicians is that they confessed that 

it was God who was doing this.  Note—they didn’t confess that the Lord was 

doing it.  That is to say, they used a generic name for God, not the covenant 

name of Jehovah or Yahweh.  They haven’t yet got to the point that Pharaoh 

will be brought to when he acknowledges God by his covenant name.  God 

must still compel that confession through further visitation.   

 Now before going on, let me explain why that is important.  I once 

heard R. C. Sproul telling a story about belief in God.  He was in an 

audience of some sort when the moderator, to prove his point about the 

United States being a Christian nation, asked the people who had gathered 

how many of them believed in God.  Sproul said that almost everyone in that 

audience—and it wasn’t a specifically Christian audience—raised their 

hands in the air.  The moderator thought his point had been made.  Sproul 

then made the following observation.  “‘How many people,’ he said, ‘would 

have raised up their hands if, instead of asking, “Who believes in God?” the 

man had asked, “How many believe that Jesus Christ is the second person of 

the Trinity, one person with two natures, at the same time both perfectly 
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human and fully divine, and that he came to live a sinless life of 

righteousness and go to a cross of shame to bear the sins of all his people?  

How many believe that it is by God’s grace alone through faith in this Christ 

alone that salvation is to be found?  How many believe that everyone 

without this Christ of the Bible will suffer an eternity in hell?’”  Not nearly 

as many, Sproul asserted, would raise their hands to that proposition.  

Beloved, we must be very clear.  When it comes to our confession of God, it 

must be the God of the Bible we lift up.  A god of our own making, built in 

our own likeness cannot help us.   

 Let’s move on to plague number four, the plague of flies.  With this 

fourth plague we begin a new cycle.  Like the first cycle, Moses will 

confront Pharaoh two times and then visit the following plague upon him 

unannounced.  Look at the lesson: 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Get up early in the morning and 
confront Pharaoh as he goes to the water and say to him, ‘This is what 
the Lord says: Let my people go, so that they may worship me.  If you 
do not let my people go, I will send swarms of flies on you and your 
officials, on your people and into your houses.  The houses of the 
Egyptians will be full of flies, and even the ground where they are.   
 “But on that day I will deal differently with the land of Goshen, 
where my people live; no swarms of flies will be there, so that you 
may know that I, the Lord, am in this land.  I will make a distinction 
between my people and your people.  This miraculous sign will occur 
tomorrow. 
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Moses is to meet Pharaoh at the water.  Here we see a measure of the 

hardness of Pharaoh’s heart.  As far as we know, the Egyptian kings didn’t 

go to the Nile to bathe.  Most likely the king was there to worship.  The gods 

of the Nile River had just been discredited.  They were supposed to bring life 

but the real God saw to it that the river brought forth death.  But now 

Pharaoh is back to his old way of worship.  He is seeking help and 

protection where there is none.  Remember: Pharaoh was not lacking 

evidence for the reality of the living God.  He had seen God’s hand at work.  

He had smelled the Nile when it reeked of blood.  He had found frogs in his 

bed.  He had been covered with gnats.  He had heard his magicians say, in 

defeat, that the finger of God was at work.  And yet he still refused to 

believe.  Why?  Because he didn’t want to believe.  He hated the light 

because his deeds were evil and so he relished the darkness of sin.  So it is 

with all natural men.  Just as the blind cannot see the sun at noontime, the 

spiritually dead cannot see and accept the truth of Jesus Christ that is staring 

them in the face.  They are hardened against it. 

Along with Pharaoh’s hardness of heart that we have seen before, we 

find a new theme being introduced, for here we see the special providence of 

God at work.  For the first time we see a distinction being made between the 

Egyptians and the Israelites.  The plague will be visited upon Egypt; flies 
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will cover them.  But it will not touch Goshen, that part of the nation where 

the Hebrews lived.  The flies will come upon the people, the officials and 

upon Pharaoh himself, but they will not touch the Israelites.  Now God does 

not always spare his people the affects of judgement.  For example, 

Christians who happen live in an ungodly country are often subject to trials 

that arise because of the ungodly ways of that nation.  God’s people often 

suffer.  But God always looks over his people with special care.  He sees to 

it that their burdens are not more than they can bear, nor their temptations 

more than they can fight.  And in all circumstances he takes their burdens 

and in an ultimate sense makes them a blessing.  In this instance it is as if 

God were saying, “Pharaoh, I am going to visit a plague upon you tomorrow, 

but while this plague will cover the land, I am going to make sure my people 

are protected.  They will not be harmed, but you and your people will be.  

You see, I can protect my people; you cannot protect yours.  You are weak 

and pitiful but you don’t know it.  I am going to show this truth to you.”   

 So the flies came.  Swarms of them poured into the palace of Pharaoh 

and into the houses of his officials.  There we so many the Bible says that 

the land was “ruined by the flies.”  Pharaoh called the Hebrew prophets.  He 

agreed to let them worship.  He said to Moses and Aaron, “Go, sacrifice to 

your God here in the land.”  It’s interesting, isn’t it?  Pharaoh is inundated 
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with flies.  He’s in a mess and so is his nation.  And he is still refusing to 

obey.  Oh, he will go a little way.  “You can worship, Moses, but only in the 

way that I allow.”  He wants to retain something of his authority and power.   

 Beloved, learn this lesson.  God requires that submission to him be 

full and complete.  He will not let you give him only 99% of your life.  He 

will have it all or he will bring it to ruin in hell.  You cannot say, God, I 

submit myself to you completely—except for my finances.  I’ll keep them to 

myself.  Except for my thought life.  Except for my marriage.  Except for my 

work.  Except for my recreation.  Obedience is full or it is not obedience at 

all.  God requires his people to go out to the desert to worship him and he 

will not change his mind or compromise about that.   

 Pharaoh, of course, not only wanted to retain some control—he was 

insincere in his offer.  And Moses knew it. 

 But Moses said, “That would not be right.  The sacrifices we 
offer the Lord our God would be detestable to the Egyptians.  And if 
we offer sacrifices that are detestable in their eyes, will they not stone 
us?  We must take a three day journey into the desert to offer 
sacrifices to the Lord our God, as he commands us.” 

The sacrifices God called his people to make involved animals that the 

Egyptians considered sacred.  They had all sorts of gods in the form of 

livestock.  Pharaoh tried to trick Moses into enraging the Egyptian 
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population.  If the Israelites were to do as Pharaoh suggested, the population 

might rise up and stone them.   

 Moses isn’t having any of it.  He stands firm, so Pharaoh makes 

another compromise.  “I will let you go to offer sacrifices to the Lord your 

God in the desert, but you must not go very far.  Now pray for me.”  At least 

this looks like another compromise.  It isn’t, really.  Pharaoh literally says, 

“I, I will let you go...”  This use of the language suggests that Pharaoh is still 

focused upon his own majesty.  He hasn’t been humbled.  He still thinks he 

is in charge.  He is still playing at being sovereign.  So much so, in fact, that 

to add icing to the cake he asks Moses to pray for him.  That takes a lot of 

nerve.   

 Moses does—though he adds his own warning, that Pharaoh is not to 

practice deceit again.  Moses asks God.  God answers.  The flies depart.  But 

again Pharaoh hardens his heart.  He will not let the Israelites go.   

 Beloved, tonight we have a terrible picture of stubborn, willful 

blindness and self-conceit.  Pharaoh is a slave to sin.  More, he is a willing 

slave.  He loves his service to the evil one.  He loves his sin so much he is 

willing to go against his own interests, those of his court officials and those 
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of his people.  His heart is so hard it revels in sin, deceit and destruction.  

There is a lesson for us there, for Pharaoh’s heart is like the heart of every 

natural man.  So let us forever do away with the notion that what we need is 

a little bit of self-improvement, a little bit more education, a little bit more 

social justice, a little bit more legal action, a little bit more morality.  We 

don’t need those things.  They will not help.  We need the supernatural 

intervention of God to give us new hearts.  We need new hearts, renewed 

minds, godly affections and a will intent upon godliness and righteousness.  

Nothing less will do to rescue us from our predicament.  We can give thanks, 

then, that in our lesson God reveals himself as the almighty, sovereign God 

who can and does bring full deliverance to his people that made new they 

might go forth to worship him as he desires.  Thanks be to God.  In Christ’s 

name.  AMEN.  
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