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

 Over the course of the past several weeks we have been studying the 

plagues that God sent upon Egypt.  With our plague tonight, plague number 

five, we find ourselves at the half-way mark.  That being the case, before we 

get to the lesson itself let's have a quick review so we can see some of the 

trends that have already become evident.  First of all, as we consider the 

plagues, we need to remember that they show forth God's redemptive work--

his redemptive work of destruction.  Now you may think that is strange--that 

redemption and destruction go hand in hand--but it is true nevertheless.  You 

see, when God sets about the task of redeeming his people, it also means that 

he sets about tearing down the strongholds of Satan.  The Lord's work not 

only includes the purchasing of his people at the cost of the blood of the 

Lamb, it always includes destroying the forces that are arrayed against them.  

You can think of it this way: along with the positive work of rescuing his 

people we always find the negative work that involves the shattering of all 

resistance to his rule. 

 This, by the way, is something that is not restricted to the Old 

Testament, where we see it here in the plagues and later on, for example, in 

the conquest of Canaan and in the madness visited upon Nebuchadnezzar.  It 
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is found in the New Testament as well.  In John 16:33 Jesus says, "In the 

world you have tribulation, but be of good cheer.  I have overcome the 

world."  In his commentary on that passage Calvin says that Jesus means 

that he has overcome every spiritual force aligned against his people.  He 

has disarmed the forces of spiritual wickedness and led captivity captive, so 

that his children are now more than conquerors.  Jesus has vanquished all 

that would oppose God's elect, whether death or life, angels or demons.   

 And think of this too: The destructive work that Jesus does in 

redeeming us is not simply work focused on outside forces; Jesus insists that 

the old man--the old nature that we are all born with--must be destroyed too.  

If we are to walk in godliness and righteousness as befits those who belong 

to Christ, we must crucify our old nature daily.  We must battle with 

ourselves, struggling like an athlete to exercise our spiritual muscles and 

cause our unspiritual self to wither away.  When we strive or "agonize" to 

enter through the narrow door, we must fight against all temptation or fear 

that would call us to walk on the broad path that leads to destruction. 

 The second and perhaps most important theme of all, however, is the 

Lordship of God.  At the very outset of the plagues we are told that God's 

purpose in this great contest with Pharaoh is that the Israelites and the 

 3



Egyptians both will come to know that he is the One, living, true and 

awesome Lord and that beside him there is no other.  Pharaoh has refused to 

acknowledge the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  The Israelites had 

forgotten him through long years of captivity.  Now Pharaoh will be forced 

to acknowledge him and his people will be freed to serve and worship the 

Lord. 

 Well tonight we come to the fifth plague.  In the first five verses we 

have the announcement and warning about the coming plague.  In verses six 

and seven the hammer falls, but not against the children of Abraham--only 

against the Egyptians.  Let's turn to our lesson: 

   Then the Lord said to Moses, "Go to Pharaoh and say to him, 
'This is what the Lord, the God of the Hebrews, says: "Let my people 
go, so that they may worship me."  If you refuse to let them go and 
continue to hold them back, the hand of the Lord will bring a terrible 
plague on your livestock in the field--on your horses and donkeys and 
camels and on your cattle and sheep and goats.  But the Lord will 
make a distinction between the livestock of Israel and that of Egypt, 
so that no animal belonging to the Israelites will die.'"   
 The Lord set a time and said, "Tomorrow the Lord will do this 
in the land." 

Now there are a number of things for us to notice here.  First, God's message 

to Moses begins with the phrase, "This is what the Lord, the God of the 

Hebrews says…"  This is a phrase, first used here, that we find used 

repeatedly by the prophets of God throughout the Bible.  It is often 

 4



translated, "Thus saith the Lord."  Beloved, these words do not come from 

Moses.  They are not his thoughts about what God might possibly want him 

to say to the Egyptian king.  Moses speaks the words given to him by God.  

He is not speaking on his own authority.  He is not making things up.  The 

apostle Peter puts it this way in his Second Letter and he makes the point 

that what is true here of Moses is true of all of the words of all of the Bible: 

 Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture 
came about by the prophet's own interpretation.  For prophecy never 
had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they 
were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

What is true of the lesson tonight--that it is the word of God--is true of every 

word found in the Bible.  This is not just another book.  It is a book written 

by various men in various places at various times, all superintended by the 

Holy Spirit in such a way that the message of God, word for word, came 

through them without fault, error or mistake.  The Bible is God himself 

speaking and it is to be read with reverence and faith and more, it is to be 

obeyed.   

 Second, note that the name God uses for himself is "the God of the 

Hebrews."  This is the first time since the first plague that God uses that 

designation.  It's as if God were coming back to Pharaoh again and saying, 

"Look.  Since you said that you didn't know who the Lord was, I told you 
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that I was the God of the Hebrews.  You apparently didn't hear me, even 

after I sent four plagues upon you, so let me tell you again.  I am the God of 

the Hebrews and if you do not acknowledge and obey me I will send another 

plague upon you."  He doesn't say it here, but he is ready to send five more 

plagues upon Pharaoh too, over and on top of these.   

 When we move to verses two and three, we come to the specific threat 

of judgement that God brings against Egypt.  It is a severe threat against the 

livestock of Egypt.  Now there are some who think that this plague may have 

been some sort of hoof and mouth disease.  It wasn't too long ago in Britain 

that sheep by the tens of thousands were being slaughtered and burned 

because of this.  Others think it might have been some sort of anthrax that 

attacked the Egyptian livestock.  The particulars don't matter, but there are 

two things that do.  First, whereas God's actions to bring disaster have been 

spoken of by the magicians of Egypt as the work of the "finger of God," now 

we find that it is the "hand of the Lord" that is against Egypt.  This speaks of 

two things.  First, it indicates the intensification of the disasters that are 

going to strike Egypt.  Things are going to get worse--much worse before it 

is over. And second, this phrase speaks of the sovereignty of God.  This is 

how.  In Egyptian literature, when it deals with Pharaoh exalting himself 

because of his conquering of various nations and peoples, it speaks over and 
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over again of "the strong hand of Pharaoh."  The strong hand of Pharaoh has 

done this.  The strong hand of Pharaoh has done that.  Now once again God 

directly challenges Pharaoh's strength and his claim to sovereignty.  God is 

saying, "Pharaoh, you have boasted about your strong hand against your 

foes, but now my hand is against yours.  And in this battle there is no contest 

and no comparison.  You will repent or see what a truly almighty hand can 

do."   

 Let me make another point here as well.  The hand of God is not only 

directed against Pharaoh--it is also directed against Egyptian deities.  We 

know that bull cults were especially popular in Egypt throughout the ancient 

period.  It was one of the bull gods of Egypt that the Israelites tried to copy 

when, in the desert, they melted down their gold to make a golden calf.  So 

the real God is, by destroying the livestock of the Egyptians, declaring his 

authority and power over all of the false animal gods the Egyptians 

worshiped.   

 Now I have been saying this a lot over the past few months, but I have 

been doing so because it is the message that God himself is emphasizing 

over and over again in our lessons.  He is sovereign and he wants us to know 

it.  He is sovereign in the kind of judgement he threatens.  It is against the 
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livestock of the land--against the cattle and the bulls and the false gods they 

represent.  He is sovereign in declaring that his hand is against Pharaoh and 

will bring him crushing defeat.  He is sovereign in making a distinction 

between the cattle of the Egyptians and the cattle of his people.  He is 

sovereign in the timing of the plague; it will fall exactly when he says it will 

fall.  God is declaring in these plagues, over and over again, that he is a God 

to be reckoned with.   As someone put it, "Our God is as terrible as an army 

with banners and he will be known as such and he will not be trifled with." 

 I read this last week.  It expresses how vitally important it is for us as 

Christians to know and understand the sovereignty of God.  It is Presbyterian 

Ligon Duncan who is speaking.   

 We need to know that God is awesome and sovereign.  That's 
one of the great applications that Moses intends for us to learn in this 
passage, that our God is sovereign.  But that is something that is easy 
to say in good times and hard to say in times where we are absolutely 
baffled by what God is doing.  Just this past week I had the privilege 
of speaking to the Philadelphia Conference on Reformation Theology, 
and the theme throughout the week was God's sovereignty and his 
mercy.  And, after this dear woman had heard all the various speakers, 
she came up to me and engaged in a conversation and asked me a 
question.  She said, "Do I understand you're saying that God is in 
control of absolutely everything?"  Yes.  "Then God is the God who 
ordains pain in our life?"  Yes he is.  "How can I trust to heal me, the 
God who has hurt me?" 
 Now that's a profound question, my friends.  But it is precisely 
this point that we are to learn here.  Whatever questions we are left 
with, our God is sovereign.  You don't solve those questions by pulling 

 8



him down off the throne.  "Oh, well, he wasn't in charge of that bit of 
life.  He was in charge of the good bits, but he couldn't help that other 
bit."  No.  This God is in control of everything and he makes 
distinctions. Sometimes he makes distinctions that spare his people 
from pain.  Other times he makes distinctions that allow them to go 
through that pain, and yet to do so for their benefit.  But he is the 
sovereign God of heaven and earth…. 
 He is the sovereign God of heaven and earth; the only thing you 
can reckon with in the midst of trouble, is that he is good.  He is 
sovereign.  You may not understand what he is doing, but he is good.  
And God intends for us to learn his sovereignty. 
  

God intends of us to learn his sovereignty because in the storms of this life--

and they are many and varied--there is no other safe port for us to enter, no 

other refuge.  There is only the Sovereign Almighty God who loves his 

children and is forever trustworthy. 

 Let's turn to the lesson again: 

 The Lord set a time and said, "Tomorrow the Lord will do this 
in the land." And the next day the Lord did it: All the livestock of the 
Egyptians died, but not one animal belonging to the Israelites died.  
Pharaoh sent men to investigate and found that not even one of the 
animals of the Israelites had died.  Yet his heart was unyielding and he 
would not let the people go. 

There are a couple of things for us to notice here.  First, Pharaoh would not 

hearken to the word of the Lord.  Because of his sinful refusal, judgement 

fell.  But remember: It fell upon the livestock of Egypt.  This is important.  

You see, there are those who sin and say, "I am a big boy.  I can deal with the 

damage that sin will do to me.  It's nobody else's business what I do."  But 
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that is clearly wrong.  We know that sin can and does have a devastating 

impact upon people who, in the particular matter, are innocent.  The 

drunkard's sin devastates his family.  The lazy worker's sin hurts his 

customers and his shareholders.  The belittling spouse wounds with words 

that cut to the heart.  The sin of man, as we see here, touches even the 

animal world.  The fall has an impact on the whole of creation.    

 In 1969 I worked as a 2nd cook on a lake freighter.  We sailed from 

Montreal up to Windsor and to various points in between.  In Cleveland we 

would sail a few miles up the Cuyahoga River.  A couple of years earlier the 

Cuyahoga was so polluted that it caught fire.  Several bridges burned down.  

That sort of environmental desecration is the result of the sin of man.  And 

so, as the Apostle Paul tells us, the creation "groans."  

 The second thing for us to notice is that the Lord makes choices and 

distinctions.  He destroys the cattle of the Egyptians.  He leaves the cattle of 

the Israelites alone.  We will see the same thing happen when the Lord sends 

hail upon the land.  It does not strike Goshen.  And the supreme example of 

it will be found in the last plague, when God sends the angel of death to take 

the firstborn of all the Egyptians.  Now there are those who think this is not 

fair.  They think God ought not to make the sorts of choices he does.  They 

resent it when God says, without consulting them, "I will have mercy on 
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whom I have mercy and I will have compassion on whom I have 

compassion."  They really resent it when the Bible makes it clear that God 

also "hardens whom he wants to harden."   

 Against this sort of thinking two things must be said.  The first is this:  

 But who are you, O man, to talk back to God?  Shall what is 
formed say to him who formed it, 'Why did you make me like this?'  
Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of 
clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use?"   

It boils down to this: God is God and you are not and if you don't like the 

way God does things, you had best be the one to change, because God won't.  

He knows best what he is doing.  He has all information at his fingertips and 

a good and perfect understanding and will.  You don't.   

 The second thing to say is this.  When people argue against the 

choices God makes, they seem to think that God is unfair to withhold mercy 

from anyone.  But there is no one who deserves mercy.  There is no one who 

deserves to be saved.  We all deserve to be judged and condemned in the 

same way that God judged and condemned Pharaoh.  We deserve to perish.  

Our perishing would fulfill the justice and holiness of God.  That we are 

granted compassion and mercy at the cost of the blood of Christ is a wonder 

and miracle of grace that should astound us continually, day by day.  How 
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can it be that Christ would die for the likes of you and me?  That is 

something I will never understand.  You won't either.  But it will be cause for 

us to rejoice throughout eternity as we worship and serve the Lord forever in 

his eternal kingdom.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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