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

 Tonight we come to the ninth plague.  As you remember, there are 

three sets of three plagues each.  The tenth plague, which we will start to 

look at next week, stands alone.  In the first two plagues of each set or triad 

of plagues Moses goes to Pharaoh with a warning and a command to let the 

children of Israel go, so that they might worship the Lord in the desert.  In 

the third plague of each set of three, disaster befalls Pharaoh, his court and 

his people without warning.  That is what we see in tonight's lesson.  

Pharaoh has continued to harden his heart.  He will not let the Israelites go.  

So once again a plague falls with no warning given.  A plague of darkness 

falls over the land.  In this plague I want to point out a number of different 

things.  Once again in this plague, as in all the previous ones, we will see the 

sovereignty and power of the true and living God lifted up over the false 

gods of Egypt.  In fact, this plague marks their final defeat at the hands of 

Jehovah as their most important god is utterly humiliated.  Next we'll see 

that darkness is especially associated in the Bible with God's judgement and 

the withdrawal of his mercy and grace.  You can think of it this way.  God is 

light, and when he leaves, only darkness can be left.  If God takes away his 

blessing, nothing can be left but his curse.  God's judgement is falling upon 

Egypt.  And last, I want to point out how this passage gives the Christian 
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reason for comfort and good cheer.  If we take this lesson seriously and 

believe it in our hearts with a true and living faith, we will be blessed and 

comforted and strengthened in order to face any and every situation that 

arises in our lives.  That might seem like a lot to promise, but remember--it's 

not me that is doing the promising.  It is God himself who comes to you in 

his Word tonight.  May God grant us ears to hear and hearts to receive and 

obey. 

 Let's look at the lesson again, reading the first three verses: 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, "Stretch out your hand toward the 
sky so that darkness will spread over Egypt--darkness that can be 
felt."  So Moses stretched out his hand toward the sky, and total 
darkness covered all Egypt for three days.  No one could see anyone 
else or leave his place for three days.  Yet all the Israelites had light in 
the places where they lived. 

Let me make a couple of preliminary remarks about the language used here.  

"Total darkness" fell over Egypt.  Literally it says that "dark darkness" 

covered all Egypt.  The repetition is a way of intensifying the description of 

the darkness.  This was a darkness so deep that it could be "felt".  The verb 

for felt here is used in only one other place in the whole Old Testament.  It's 

found in Judges 16, where Samson asks to be able to "feel" the pillars of the 

Philistine temple.  We have the Egyptians plunged into a darkness so deep 

that they are groping around like Samson would years later after his eyes had 
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been put out.  It is so dark that we are to conclude that not even artificial 

light was of any avail.  Candles, fire, oil lamps, moon, stars--nothing could 

penetrate such darkness.  You could not see a person standing right next to 

you.  You could not see your hand in front of your face.  All was plunged 

into darkness.   

 This is difficult for us to imagine because we are so seldom in the 

dark.  We have lights in our homes.  We have streetlights.  We have the glow 

of city lights in the distance.  In fact, we have so much artificial light that 

astronomers who have large telescopes increasingly complain about what 

they call light pollution.  Light from cities and towns is cutting down on 

their ability to see the stars.  But here's the thing.  Even if you get out so far 

into the country that there is no so-called light pollution from cities, towns 

and suburbs, the night sky is still filled with moonlight or, when there is no 

moon, with billions of stars.  But this was not the case in Egypt in that day.  

There was no light at all.  Just thinking about it makes me start to feel 

claustrophobic.   

 Let me make a quick aside.  There are some who suggest that the 

darkness was caused by a sandstorm.  Blinding sandstorms called khamsin 

would frequently blow into Egypt from Arabia in the early spring.  That is 
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clearly not the case here.  This plague of darkness has come from the hand 

of God and goes beyond anything that nature could produce. 

 The darkness was deep.  Heavy.  It could be "felt".  The second thing 

to note is that this plague lasted three days.  In the Bible the number three 

often signifies completeness, finality and definitiveness.  For example, when 

the seraphim hovering around the throne of God proclaim his holiness, they 

call him "holy, holy, holy."  The point is that you simply cannot get holier 

than that.  In this case, the three day period points to the final and utter 

defeat of the gods of the Egyptians.  And so here we come to the continually 

repeated theme of the sovereignty of God.  God once more shows that he is 

in charge of the situation in Egypt and that Pharaoh and his court and his 

armies and his people and his gods are utterly in the hand of the God of the 

Hebrews. 

 And this time, the gods of Egypt experience total defeat.  As you 

remember, in the various plagues we have studied God demonstrates over 

and over again his power over the gods of Egypt.  He has defeated the god of 

the Nile by turning the River into blood.  He has defeated the god who was 

supposed to protect the land against flies and locusts.  He has made the 

people unclean with lice and boils so that they were not fit to come before 
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the altars of their gods to worship.  Well tonight, in the plague of darkness, 

Jehovah takes on and defeats the greatest god of Egypt, the god represented 

by Pharaoh, Amon-Ra.  He was more than just a sun god to the Egyptians.   

He was the chief god of all gods.  He was to the Egyptians the sun god, the 

creator-god and the symbol of resurrection and life all wrapped up into one.   

  

 The Egyptians worshipped Amon-Ra in almost all of their palace 

ceremonies.  Ra worship was pervasive throughout the land.  They believed 

that the sunset symbolized the battle of underworld demonic forces against 

Ra and that the sunrise in the east symbolized his victory over the demons.  

Every day at sunrise they would see the victory of their god.  But when God 

the Lord, through Moses, brought not just a day but three days of darkness 

over the land, a length of time indicating completeness and finality, he was 

showing that he, the God of the Hebrews, was much more powerful than 

even Amon-Ra.   

 God is sovereign, and because he is he will not accept challenges to 

his throne without responding.  We see his response tonight in the darkness 

that he sends.  He blots out the Egyptian sun god, but there is more.  You 

see, darkness in the Bible is a sign of God's judgement.  Darkness is a sign 

of judgement repeatedly used by the prophets of God in the Old Testament; 
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it is also a sign of judgement in the New.  In Revelation 16 John has 

described the angels pouring out bowls of wrath upon the earth.  These 

plagues are similar to the earlier plagues in Egypt but they are even more 

intense.  Ugly and painful sores break out on people.  Rivers and springs 

turn to blood.  Evil spirits looking like frogs spew forth.  And in verses 10 

and 11 John says this: 

 The fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast 
and his kingdom was plunged into darkness.  Men gnawed their 
tongues in agony and cursed the God of heaven because of their pains 
and their sores, but they refused to repent of what they had done.   

Darkness--judgement--falls on those who refuse to repent and Pharaoh is a 

prime example of the hardened sinner.   

 Now the judgement that darkness particularly points to is 

abandonment.  As I mentioned earlier, because God is light, this darkness 

symbolizes that he has abandoned Pharaoh.  Now that is not to say that God 

has left Pharaoh completely.  It is much worse than that.  God has withdrawn 

from Pharaoh in a specific way.  He has withdrawn and taken all his grace 

and blessing from Pharaoh but he has not withdrawn his wrath and righteous 

indignation.  He has withdrawn his blessing, so all that is now left to 

Pharaoh is God's curse.  He has given Pharaoh over to his perfect justice.  
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Not too long ago in our study of Luke we found Jesus teaching about the 

perils of justice.   

 As you are going with your adversary to the magistrate, try hard 
to be reconciled to him on the way, or he may drag you off to the 
judge, and the judge turn you over to the officer, and the officer throw 
you into prison.  I tell you, you will not get out until you have paid the 
last penny.   

Pharaoh was content to be dragged off to prison, for he thought he could pay 

the fine for his sin and corruption from his own resources.  He was dead 

wrong. 

 Now the place in the Bible where the judgement of abandonment is 

most clearly seen is not here, however, but in the New Testament.  In 

Matthew 27:45 we read these words: 

 From the sixth hour to the ninth hour darkness came over all the 
land.  About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, 
lama sabachthani?" which means, "My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?" 

In the withdrawing of God's blessing from Pharaoh, in the sign of darkness, 

in the judgement of God upon Egypt, we have a foreshadowing of the 

darkness, judgement and forsakenness that our Lord and Saviour endured on 

the cross on our behalf.  Now I want you to think about this for a moment.  

The judgement upon Pharaoh, as severe as it was, was light when compared 

to the judgement that the Lord Jesus underwent.  Pharaoh was responsible 
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for his own sins--and a heavy responsibility it was.  But the Lord freely took 

responsibility for all of the sins of all of his people, past, present and future.  

Sin upon sin upon sin was heaped upon him.  In fact, the load was so great 

that Paul was moved to write by the Holy Spirit that "God made him who 

had no sin to be sin for us."  That is the very heart of the gospel and it is that 

which makes the Christian faith unlike any other.  All others deny sin or 

suggest ways that man can pay for sin through good works.  Only the true 

faith tells the story of God becoming a man in order to carry our sins and 

carry them away.  That is the glory of God's grace.   

 Let's turn to our lesson again, reading verses 24 through 26: 

 Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and said, "Go, worship the 
Lord.  Even your women and children may go with you; only leave 
your flocks and herds behind." 
 But Moses said, "You must allow us to have sacrifices and 
burnt offerings to present to the Lord our God.  Our livestock too must 
go with us; not a hoof is to be left behind. We have to use some of 
them in worshipping the Lord our God, and until we get there we will 
not know what we are to use to worship the Lord. 

Now at this point, desperate because of the darkness, Pharaoh again tries to 

bargain with Moses.  Earlier he had said that the men could go, but not the 

women and children.  Now he says that the men, the women and the children 

can all go but their livestock--their flocks and herds must stay behind.  You 

see, Pharaoh still wants to destroy the Israelites; how long do you imagine 
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they would be able to last out in the desert without their flocks which 

provide them food, milk and other necessities?   

 Moses isn’t having any of it.  He is not negotiating with Pharaoh.  He 

is presenting demands.  He says to Pharaoh, "You must allow us to have 

sacrifices and burnt offerings to present to the Lord our God."  Now we have 

to be clear here.  Moses isn't just telling Pharaoh he needs to give the 

Israelites permission to take their own flocks into the desert so that they can 

offer sacrifices to the Lord their God; he is telling Pharaoh that the king 

himself must supply animals from his own flocks and herds for the Israelites 

to offer up in sacrifice.  It's no wonder that Pharaoh explodes at this demand: 

"Get out of my sight!  Make sure you do not appear before me again.  The 

day you see my face you will die." 

 Now we need to be clear about what exactly is happening here.  

Before he explodes in anger we learn that the Lord "hardened Pharaoh's 

heart," so he was not willing to let the Israelites go.  The point is that God is 

in control of the situation.  It is his will that is being done.  Pharaoh, for all 

his hysterics, is simply an instrument in God's hand and his threats against 

Moses are vain and empty.  Think of it.  Here is Pharaoh, still plunged in 

darkness by the God of Moses, lifting his voice in anger and screaming "The 
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day you see my face you will die."  "The day you see my face?"  How about, 

"The day I can see my own hand in front of my face--the day I can once 

again see myself in a mirror."   

 The threat against Moses is, in the end, a judgement Pharaoh actually 

renders upon himself.  He will not see Moses again.  As we will see next 

week, Moses announces the tenth and last curse, the death of the first-born, 

and then leaves.  Pharaoh would not see him again, but it wouldn't be Moses 

that was killed--it would be Pharaoh and his first born and ahs people and 

his armies.  His own hardness of heart spelled out the decree for his own 

death. 

 When I began the sermon I said that there was a message here of 

comfort and good cheer for the believing Christian.  I want you to think 

about this.  The plague stories of Egypt show us that God is so in charge of 

all things that even the greatest enemies of his people have no power to 

inflict any lasting harm.  All their schemes come to nothing, for it is God 

himself who providentially rules over all.  I read these words in a sermon 

last week: 

 Are we not ultimately secure?  Can we not say with Paul, "If 
God is for us, then who can be against us?"  Are we not able to face 
everything in this life, every inexplicable event, with a confidence that 
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no matter how truly anguishing it is, no matter how [terrible] it is to 
experience… God is moving in a mysterious way, his wonders to 
perform?  Can we not trust that behind a frowning providence there 
hides a smiling face?  Can we not trust that though the bud has a 
better taste, sweet will be the flower?  This is not make-believe, 
beloved.  You either believe this or you don't.  If you believe it, it 
makes all the difference in the world. 

Our catechism tells us that we are able to trust in the providence of God for 

two reasons.  First of all, he is our loving heavenly Father.  He loved us so 

much that he sent his son to die in our place and his Holy Spirit to apply the 

grace of God to our hearts.  Second, he is the Almighty God, who holds all 

things so securely in his hands that without his permission not a hair on our 

heads can be moved.  That is a combination that cannot be beaten.  And so it 

all comes down to this.  Do you believe in this kind of God?  If you do, you 

have nothing to fear but him.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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