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 Hi there.  Welcome to Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  Again, my 

name is John Strong.  This is session 20 and today we’re gonna be talking about the 

plague narratives.  We’re gonna talk about the exodus out of Egypt.  And when we talk 

about the exodus out of Egypt, what we’re really gonna be focusing on here are the 

plague stories and the story of Israel being led through the Red Sea on dry land, and 

then the sea comes and engulfs Egypt in Pharaoh’s army.  And it’s the Cecil B. DeMille 

scene but this is the book and, of course, the book is always better than the movie. 

 I want to review because I want to make sure you understand the context of 

these stories.  We’re going to be talking about these stories as a whole.  We’re going 

to be talking about how they flow and we’re gonna be talking about the general picture 

that they’re creating.  Because again, the priests are putting together stories and 

they’re creating outlines and they’re fusing the stories together to tell a bigger picture.  

And it’s that bigger picture that the priests are wanting to tell — that’s what I’m wanting 

to get a handle on in today’s lesson. 

 By way of review, we have talked about what the priests are up to in terms of the 

image of God as a boundary stele or what a boundary stele’s purpose is.  It is to 

function as a testimony of the victorious king to the foreign territories of this victorious 

king’s victory over this foreign land and control of this foreign land.  And so within the 

biblical story, within the priests’ story that they’re talking about, that they’re telling, it is a 

story of Israel being the boundary stele or the image of God, this testimony to Yahweh’s 

control and the things that are important characteristics. 

 Number one, this image or the boundary stele needs to contain the name of the 

conquering deity in this case or if it was a boundary stele the proper name of the 

conquering king.  It’s a testimony of power and control.  It is a conquering of foreign 

territory over a particular area.  And again, it’s a testimony really — it’s a testimony that 

faces outward, that faces the foreign land.  The king’s own loyal subjects, they’re not 
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the ones who are in question.  It’s the foreign lands that say, “Well, maybe we ought to 

raise up an army and go conquer the king, go conquer the city,” and the boundary stele 

is saying, “You really don’t want to do that and here’s why.  It’s because we’re gonna 

squish you if you try to do that.”  And so Israel, serving as that boundary stele for 

Yahweh, is again trying to say — its function is to say that Yahweh has defeated and 

controls the powers of chaos.  

 Now, this brings us to — and it’s worth mentioning and repeating at this point the 

thesis for the priestly literature.  Israel is Yahweh’s testimony to the world that he’s the 

one who defeats and controls the powers of chaos, and Israel will be that testimony, 

that boundary stele, if the proper priesthood maintains the Jerusalem temple cult.  

Purity in the proper religious and cult rituals are crucial then and we’ll see that when we 

get into the books of Leviticus and Numbers. 

 We have reviewed — just by way of review, we’ve looked at Genesis 1 through 

11.  Genesis 1 through 11 depicts all of humankind being — originally intended to be 

that stele, but they became flawed.  They took on their own name and, in essence, 

scratched off the name of Yahweh.  And so they were flawed, the boundary stele was 

broken, Genesis 12, 1 to 3, depicts the family of Abram and the Hebrews as being 

selected from these broken pieces to be once again carved into a new boundary stele, a 

new testimony to Yahweh’s power. 

 That brings us, in essence, to the Book of Exodus.  The Book of Exodus, I want 

to say up-front, is — and the stories of the exodus, the concept of the exodus, the 

image of the exodus, Yahweh bringing Israel out of Egypt, is the central theological 

concepts, the central theological picture of the entire Hebrew Bible.  It is fundamentally 

how Israel understood itself.  You see in all different circles of traditions, all different 

parts of Israelite society, all different types of literature, reference to the exodus from 

Egypt.  It’s because this notion, this image, and the concepts that are wrapped together 



REL 101 Lecture 20 3 

with Israel being brought out of Egypt are central to how ancient Israel understood itself. 

 Now, let’s get into the particulars of Exodus and the exodus story, and the stories 

— the plague stories about Israel being brought out of Egypt.  And there are a couple 

of things I want to focus on.  One is the name of Yahweh and that is a topic that these 

stories deal with.  Who is Yahweh?  What is the name of the deity involved here?  

Who is Israel’s deity?  Because again, Israel is a testimony about Yahweh.  A 

boundary stele is a testimony about a particular king.  The erasing of that king’s name, 

the changing of that name from a boundary stele, is a grave crime worthy of death and 

it’s a challenge, a military challenge, to the king. 

 So getting the name on the image of God right is important.  In essence, what 

we’re seeing here is the creation of a boundary stele and the narrative or conceptual 

carving of Yahweh’s name on Israel and on this boundary stele.  That’s in essence 

what’s going on.  That’s one thing we’re gonna look at.  A second thing is, then, the 

separation of Israel out from the chaotic nations represented by Egypt and Pharaoh, 

and how that story is told.  We’re gonna go step by step through that. 

 Let’s look at what’s in a name and let’s look at a little bit of how conceptually and 

narratively, in terms of a narrative, the name of Yahweh is being engraved on Israel as 

Yahweh’s boundary stele.  First thing you need to understand are a couple of 

definitions.  There is, on the one hand, the god of the ancestors.  You see in the Book 

of Exodus and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible the god of Abraham, the god of Isaac, the 

god of Jacob, the god of the ancestors, the god of the patriarchs, the god of the fathers 

sometimes it’s referred to. 

 The ancestral gods were protecting deities.  These were deities that protected 

the families.  And families would have — and there seems to have been at times and at 

least known to ancient Israel traditions in which the gods of a particular clan or family 

would be revered and worshiped, and those gods would be protect — they would 
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protect that family and that clan.  There’s an interesting story in Genesis 31.  Joseph 

and his wives, Leah and Rachel, are taking all that they own and heading out.  And 

Rachel just happens to steal the family gods from Laban.  Now, what is she doing 

there?  It appears that what she’s doing is that she is seeking the protection of her 

family gods for their journey and so she’s taking them with her.  Laban comes looking 

for them and says, “Someone stole our family gods and we want them back because 

they protect us and that’s important to us.”  And then there’s an interesting narrative 

and an interesting vision.  Laban comes into Jacob’s wives’ tents and he’s feeling all 

around, and Rachel says, “Well, I’m sorry I can’t get up because it’s my time of the 

month.”  But all the while she’s sitting on the family gods and that’s why Laban doesn’t 

find them.  And then Jacob and Laban get mad at one another and it’s quite a scene.  

But the Israelites understand this story within the context of here’s what Laban is 

looking for and why it’s so important and why he set out.   

 Now, then you have the concept of and the name of Yahweh.  Yahweh is a 

personal name but Yahweh encapsules a universal ideal.  It is a universal ideal that 

this is the universal deity who brings up, mounts up, raises up the armies of heaven.  

Some have — some scholars have hypothesized actually that the name Yahweh is an 

abbreviation for — a shortened form for a sentence that in ancient Near East it was not 

uncommon for deities to have a whole sentence as name, but then that name would be 

reduced down or abbreviated into, like, a subject or a verb.  And so in this instance the 

sentence that some scholars have hypothesized and reconstructed is that he is the one 

— this god is the one who created the armies of heaven.  It is at least conceptually 

understandable if you think back to stories of Baal and you think back to stories of the 

Enuma Elish which we looked at already in this course in which Marduk and Baal 

gathered together armies of heavens.  And armies of the heavens go out and they fight 

against chaos, and they’re victorious. 
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 And so Yahweh seems to convey the personal name of this god and a universal 

ideal.  And so it moves beyond just a protection of a family or a clan, but it moves to a 

universal protection of a nation and one that controls all the powers of chaos, and 

therefore can control a foreign chaotic nation such as Egypt.  Foreign, of course, in the 

eyes of Israel. 

 Now, we start to see this kind of concept playing itself out in chapter 3 and 

chapter 6 of Exodus.  If you look in chapter 3 — and this is the story of Moses being 

called before the burning bush and he’s called to leave the people out.  And he’s 

saying, “Well, if I go to the people and I say, you know, it’s time for us to head out and 

leave Egypt and go to the promised land, they’re gonna say ‘Well, who in the world told 

you that?’” And so if you look at verse 12 in chapter 3 of Exodus. “But Moses said to 

God, ‘If I come to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your ancestors” — okay; 

this is the family protecting deity — “has sent me to you,” and they ask me, “What is his 

name?” — in other words, they want to know is he gonna protect us?  Maybe he 

protects another family but not us.  “‘What shall I say to them?’  God said to Moses, ‘I 

am’ — which is a form of Yahweh — ‘I am who I am.’  He said further, ‘Thus you shall 

say to the Israelites, ‘I am has sent me to you.’  God also said to Moses, ‘Thus you 

shall say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord’ — or Yahweh, this form of I am — ‘the God of your 

ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob has sent me to 

you.  This is my name forever, and this my title for all generations.  Go and assemble 

the elders of Israel, and say to them, ‘The Lord, the God of your ancestors, the God of 

Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me saying: I have given heed to you 

and to what has been done to you in Egypt.’” 

 And so you see that it is now — there’s an identification between Yahweh that 

carries with it a universal concept of the one who has created the armies of heaven, if 

that hypothesis is right, and then the god of the ancestors of the Israelites.  That 
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happens to have been the same god as the god of Abraham, the god of Isaac, and the 

god of Jacob. 

 And then if you go over to chapter 6 you see again this issue being — appearing.  

Verse 2 in chapter 6: “God also spoke to Moses and said to him, ‘I am the Lord.  I 

appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty.’” And again, God Almighty is 

in Hebrew — in Hebrew it’s El Shaddai.  “‘But by my name’ — Yahweh — ‘The Lord, I 

did not make myself known to them.  I also established my covenant with them,’” etc., 

etc., etc.   

 And so the concept is that the ancient Israelites felt protected by El Shaddai, their 

family gods, the god of their ancestors.  But they didn’t understand that El Shaddai was 

also Yahweh, Yahweh being the one who created the armies of heaven.  So that the 

protection was much stronger and more broad than they had anticipated. 

 So you have in essence, through a narrative fashion, the name of Yahweh being 

carved upon Israel, this boundary stele, this testimony to Yahweh.  It’s a testimony to a 

particular deity — Yahweh.  And what’s it about?  Notice that each of these 

declarations of identity also carries with it concepts of power.  So in 3:17, to follow up 

what was said in 3:13 to 16, “I declare that I will bring you up out of the misery of Egypt, 

to the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and 

the Jebusites, a land flowing with milk and honey.”  He’s got the power to bring them 

up. 

 And in verse 6 — if you look at verses 1, 6 and 8: “Then the Lord said to Moses, 

‘Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh indeed by a mighty hand.”  He will let them 

go by a mighty hand.  He will drive them out of his land.  And the mighty hand is 

actually — it’s a double entendre, but it’s a power of Yahweh.  Verse 6, “Say there to 

Israelites, I am” — Yahweh — “I am the Lord and I will free you from the burdens of the 

Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to them.  I will redeem you with an outstretched 
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arm and with mighty acts of judgment.”  That outstretched arm is actually an image 

drawn from Egypt in which the Pharaoh in his arm and the power is arm is seen as 

symbolic of the power of the Egyptian army.  So the Hebrew people are adopting this 

image and taking it over.  It was really a common image and they’re using it as well to 

indicate the power of Yahweh.  And in verse 8 there’s another example: “I will bring you 

into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; I will give it to you for a 

possession.  I am the Lord.”  I am Yahweh. 

 Now, when we look at the next phase of this discussion, this lecture, I want to 

talk to you a little bit about the plague narratives.  Because they are not — they are a 

collective whole that creates a certain narrative progression that pulls the reader 

through.  And they have a particular focus and a particular purpose, and that purpose is 

to really demonstrate the power of Yahweh. 

 The introduction and the setup to the plague stories comes in Chapter 5.  Moses 

has been called.  He goes before Pharaoh initially.  He says, “Let my people go.”  And 

in 5:2, Exodus 5:2, Pharaoh says, “Who is the Lord, that I should heed him and let Israel 

go?”  Pharaoh doesn’t know Yahweh.  He sees no boundary stele.  He hears no 

testimony about Yahweh, nor does he have any kind of a sense of the power of Yahweh 

that he needs to be paying any attention whatsoever.  “I do not know the Lord, and I 

will not let Israel go.”  Who is Yahweh that I should need him?  That is the critical 

question that leads to the plague stories and eventually to the scene at the Reed Sea 

where there’s a parting, Israel walks across on dry land, Pharaoh tries to follow, the 

chaotic waters of the Reed Sea come and engulf the chaotic nation, Egypt, and they all 

get swarmed together and dissolve back into chaos.  That’s what chaos does. 

 Exodus 7:3, then, says — 7 and this is verses 3 to 5: Yahweh is speaking.  I will 

harden Pharaoh’s heart, and I will multiply my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt.  

When Pharaoh does not listen to you, I will lay my hand upon Egypt and bring my 
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people the Israelites, company by company, out of the land of Egypt by great acts of 

judgment.  The Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, when I stretch out my hand 

against Egypt and bring the Israelites out from among them.” 

 And again, what does a boundary stele — what does the image of God — what 

is it supposed to do?  It’s supposed to testify.  It’s supposed to have written on it the 

name of Yahweh, the victorious king or the victorious divine warrior, and it’s supposed 

to testify to that king’s power so that order is maintained in an otherwise foreign or 

chaotic land.  And so what’s going to happen because of all of these plagues and 

what’s gonna happen because of events around the Reed Sea?  “The Egyptians shall 

know that I am the Lord, when I stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring the 

Israelites out.”  Okay.  They will know who is written on that boundary stele. 

 At that point we go into the plague stories and there are several actors.  They 

come into certain relationships with one another and they engage in certain activities.  

But, as a whole, they present a progression.  There’s Pharaoh, and early on you see at 

times Pharaoh is hardening his own heart.  Then you see, though, more passive and 

increasingly you see more passive statements.    Pharaoh’s heart is hardened.  He’s 

not so obstinate, but nevertheless, for some reason, his heart is hardened.  It’s passive 

exactly who does it.  We don’t know.  But then by the end there are times and 

statements where it’s Yahweh himself who is hardening Pharaoh’s heart.  Why would 

Yahweh do that?  Well, from a narrative perspective, the biblical writers, the priests, are 

telling the story that Yahweh is doing this in order that the Egyptians shall know that he 

is Yahweh who is most powerful.  He’s creating a boundary stele.  And so to do this 

he’s at times almost propping Pharaoh up as a puppet and using him, and using the 

Egyptians as puppets in order to demonstrate what he’s wanting to demonstrate.  In 

order to create this boundary stele he’s hardening Pharaoh’s heart almost as the chisel 

by which he writes and carves out this boundary stele. 
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 You see Egyptian magicians and officials come into play.  At the first the 

magicians — they reproduce the plagues and they reproduce some of the things.  

Moses throws his staff down, turns it into a snake, and they do the same thing.  And 

then later, though, the Egyptian magicians can’t reproduce that.  They can’t solve the 

problem and they’re inflicted as well by the plagues.  And then you see the Egyptian 

officials saying, “Let ‘em go.  We don’t need them as slaves.  Let’s get rid of them.  

They’re a problem.  They’re going to bring ruin upon us.”  They have seen it.  But at 

that point, then, it’s Pharaoh’s heart whose being hardened, sometimes by Yahweh, in 

order to really drive home the point and to really create, carve out, this image of 

Yahweh. 

 And then you see Moses and the Israelites.  For the most part, Moses is saying, 

“Aw, we just want to go a few days journey, make some sacrifices, worship our god.  

Oh, yeah.”  But he can be a little bit hard-nosed about it because — “Well, we’ve got to 

take our women and children.  We’ve gotta take our livestock.  If we just stayed in the 

land and built an altar, it would offend you guys.”  But nevertheless, Moses becomes a 

little bit more of a negotiator as the stories go in and there’s a progression of Moses and 

the Israelites and the kind of role that they play. 

 Well, let’s speed through, to a certain extent, these plague stories.  We start with 

the first plague story in — and it’s the plague of flood.  It’s found in Exodus 7:14 to 25.  

This is after Moses had done the trick with his staff and it turned into a snake, and his 

snake ate all the snakes of the Egyptian magicians.  Nevertheless, “Pharaoh’s heart is 

hardened; he refuses to let the people go.”  That’s what it says in 14.  It says “Go and 

all the water is gonna be turned into blood.”  Well, the Egyptian magicians reproduce 

this trick as well — 7:22: “But the magicians of Egypt did the same by their secret arts; 

so Pharaoh’s heart remained hardened, and he would not listen to them; as the Lord 

had said.”  And, of course, the irony is that Moses, Yahweh, brought this plague upon 
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Egypt and then the Egyptian magicians just compound the problem by bringing the 

plague as well.  Nevertheless, you hear about Pharaoh’s heart being and remaining 

hardened. 

 The second plague is the plague of frogs.  In chapter 8, verses 1 to 15 — verse 

2: “If you refuse to let them go, I will plague your whole country with frogs.  The river 

shall swarm with frogs,” etc., etc., etc.  Well, once again, if you look at chapter 8, verse 

7, the magicians reproduce it.  “But the magicians did the same by their secret arts, 

and brought frogs up on the land of Egypt.”  But Pharaoh turns to Moses to get them all 

to go away.  “Pray to the Lord to take away the frogs from me and my people, and I will 

let the people go to sacrifice to the Lord.”  But Pharaoh hardened his heart — if you 

look at verse 15: “But when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his 

heart, and would not listen to them, just as the Lord had said.”  Here Pharaoh is acting 

actively or is actively hardening his heart. 

 So we’ve made it through two plague stories.  Magicians are reproducing them, 

Pharaoh is hardening his heart, and so we go to a third story, gnats.  And this is 

Exodus 16 through 19.  Here the magicians can’t reproduce it.  Verse 18, “The 

magicians tried to produce gnats by their secret arts, but they could not.  There were 

gnats on both humans and animals,” etc., etc., etc.  Here we see a passive statement.  

Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and that’s in verse 19.  “And the magicians said to 

Pharaoh, ‘This is the finger of God!’  But Pharaoh’s heart was hardened” — doesn’t 

really say who’s the subject that’s hardening the heart here; it just says that it was — 

“and he would not listen to them, just as the Lord had said.” 

 So there’s a little bit of progression.  We see the magicians starting to drop out 

of the scene.  Nevertheless, Pharaoh’s heart is just hard, and now we come to the 

fourth plague.  Exodus 8, 20 through 32, and this is the plague of flies.  “Then the Lord 

said to Moses, ‘Rise early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, as he 
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goes out to the water, and say to him, “Thus says the Lord.  Let me people go, so that 

they may worship me.  For if you will not let my people go, I will send swarms of flies on 

you, your officials, and your people, and into your houses.”’” You don’t hear any mention 

at this point of the Egyptian magicians.  They’ve dropped out of the scene, they’ve 

dropped out of the story, and you don’t hear what happens to them. 

 Then in verse — let’s see here, make sure I get this right — 25, “Then Pharaoh 

summoned Moses and Aaron, and said, ‘Go, sacrifice to your God within the land.’” 

There is a crack in Pharaoh.  He’s starting to weaken.  He’s starting to see things a 

little softer.  But in verse 28 Moses ups the ante.  He says, “Well, sacrifices are 

offensive.  We need to take a 3-day journey.”  And so Pharaoh said, “I will let you go to 

sacrifice to the Lord your God in the wilderness, provided you do not go very far away.  

Pray for me.”  At any rate, Moses agrees.  But in verse 32, “But {Pharaoh hardened 

his heart this time also, and would not let the people go.”  This time he still sees 

Pharaoh being active in how he deals with — in a relationship to his own heart. 

 Now we come to the fifth plague and this is the plague of disease and livestock.  

Here it’s 9, 1 to 7.  “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh, and say to him, 

“Thus says the Lord, the God of the Hebrews: Let my people go, so that they may 

worship me.  For if you refuse to let them go and still hold them, the hand of the Lord 

will strike with a deadly pestilence your livestock in the field; the horses,’” etc., etc., etc.  

Notice that there’s no mention of the Egyptian magicians or officials here.  However, 

notice that there’s a distinction made between what happens with the Israelites and 

what happens with the Egyptians.  If you look at verse 6, “And on the next day the Lord 

did so; all the livestock of the Egyptians died, but of the livestock of the Israelites not 

one died.  Pharaoh inquired and found that not one of the livestock of the Israelites was 

dead.”  Then, nevertheless, Pharaoh’s heart was hardened — it’s a passive tense here.  

“The heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let the people go.”  So here his 
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heart is being described in a passive sense.  It is being hardened.  We don’t know the 

subject matter here, the subject of this sentence. 

 Okay.  Now we come to the sixth plague and we come to boils.  We see this in 

Exodus 9, 8 to 12.  “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Take handfuls of soot from the kiln, 

and let Moses throw it in the air in the sight of Pharaoh.  It shall become fine dust . . . 

and shall cause festering boils on humans and animals throughout.’” So they did this.  

And here we also see that the magicians are afflicted with boils.  “The magicians could 

not stand before Moses because of the boils, for the boils afflicted the magicians as well 

as all the Egyptians.”  But this time, for the first time you see that it’s Yahweh who’s the 

subject that hardens Pharaoh’s heart.  You start to see Yahweh having to prop up 

Pharaoh at this time.  “But the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he would not 

listen to them, just as the Lord had spoken to Moses.”  And so Yahweh is playing a 

more active role and making sure that Pharaoh’s heart remains hardened. 

 Plague number 7, thunder and hail.  This is chapter 9, verses 13 to 35.  At this 

point you see Egyptian officials believing Moses.  In verse 20, “Those officials of 

Pharaoh who feared the word of the Lord hurried their slaves and livestock off to a 

secure place.  Those who did not regard the word of the Lord left their slaves and 

livestock in the open field.”  And so you start to see that the chaotic nation, Egypt, is 

starting to see this image of God and respond to the testimony, the image of God, that 

boundary stele is making. 

 The Israelites again were separated.  There was a distinction made.  In a sense 

there is a new boundary stele that’s being created out of the other nations.  Israel is 

being separated from Egypt and the Israelites were spared.  So in verse 26, “Only in 

the land of Goshen, where the Israelites were, there was no hail.”  So there was a 

separation made there.  And then Pharaoh summoned Moses and initially Pharaoh 

agrees and says, “Okay.  I’ll let you go.”  But then he hardened his own heart.  And so 
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in 9:34, “But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunder had ceased, 

he sinned once more and hardened his heart, he and his officials.”  Again, there’s a 

progression in the stories.  Nevertheless, at this point you still see Pharaoh able to 

harden his own heart, at least at times and in some of the stories. 

 The eighth plague, locusts, and this is Exodus 10, verses 1 to 20.  Here the 

officials plead for compliance at one point.  Exodus 10, verse 7: “Pharaoh’s officials 

said to him, ‘How long shall this fellow be a snare to us?  Let the people go, so that 

they may worship the Lord their God; do you not yet understand that Egypt is ruined?’” 

So they understand that they’ve already been defeated.  They’ve already suffered the 

power of this — of Yahweh who can control and defeat powers of chaos.  If you go 

back and you think of Exodus 5:2, where Pharaoh says “Who is Yahweh that I should 

heed him?”  His own officials are now saying, “Do you not see that this is Yahweh and 

you should heed him?”  Moses makes increasingly stringent demands upon Pharaoh.  

He’s saying, “Aw, we need all of Israel to go and worship.”  And so in verse 9, “Moses 

said, ‘We will go with our young and our old; we will go with our sons and daughters and 

with our flocks and herds, because we have the Lord’s festival to celebrate.’” 

 And so Moses is demanding all Israel to go.  You have a mixture of things going 

on with Pharaoh.  In verse 1 you have Yahweh saying that he hardened Pharaoh’s 

heart.  “I have hardened his heart and the heart of his officials, in order that I may show 

these signs of mine among them.”  And then Pharaoh agrees, but then he changes his 

heart in 8 to 10.  Pharaoh says “Go, worship the Lord your God!  But which ones are 

to go?”  And Moses says, “Well, we’ll go with everybody.”  And then he said, “The Lord 

indeed will be with you” — saying it with a little sarcasm there — “if ever I let your little 

ones go with you!  Plainly, you have some evil purpose in mind.  No, never!  Your 

men may go and worship the Lord, for that is what you are asking.”  And so he is 

recalcitrant and then Yahweh hardens Pharaoh’s heart in 10:20: “But the Lord hardened 
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Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the Israelites go.”  So at this point you start to 

see Pharaoh need to be propped up by Yahweh as the plagues increase. 

 Plague number nine, the plague of darkness.  Notice and recall that in the 

beginning, in Genesis 1, there was initially darkness.  And the first day, light was 

separated out from darkness.  That was one of the initial creative acts of Yahweh.  

Here darkness is allowed to return to the land and it is within the concept world of 

ancient Israel, it shows that — it shows this concept of darkness is again a part of the 

chaotic nation of Egypt, the foreign nation or this other nation.  They represent the 

powers of chaos.  Chaos is a formless void and there is darkness, and it’s light that’s 

separated out.  Israel will be separated out from Egypt.  This is found in verses 21 to 

29.  There’s no mention of Egyptian officials or magicians at this point.  They faded 

from the story.  Moses demands that livestock go.  Again, he’s upping the ante all the 

time.  That’s in verse 26.  And Yahweh hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  That’s in verse 27.  

“But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he was unwilling to let them go.”  But then 

he turns and he says, “Get outta here and don’t ever — I don’t want to ever see you 

again.” 

 Then there’s the plague of the firstborn.  This is found in Exodus 11 and 12, 

picks up again in chapter 14.  One of the things that’s going on in 11 through 14 is that 

there are rules about the Passover meal and a history of the Passover meal that is 

intertwined in this story.  And the Passover meal is a remembrance of the exodus out 

of Egypt.  And so the Passover meal is, of course, very important.  Stories about and 

rituals dealing with the Passover meal are intertwined in this.  We’re not going to deal 

with that so much.   

 But notice again that Pharaoh’s heart is hardened.  So in 11, 9 and 10, “The 

Lord said to Moses, ‘Pharaoh will not listen to you, in order that my wonders may be 

multiplied in the land of Egypt.’  Moses and Aaron performed all these wonders before 
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Pharaoh; but the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he did not let the people of Israel 

go out of his land.” 

 And again — later, then, Pharaoh, after the death of his own firstborn, he orders 

Israel out — chapter 12, verses 31 and 32 — but Yahweh lures Pharaoh.  Israel is 

wandering around in the land.  They’ve apparently gone out to worship.  Egypt has 

demanded that they leave, but then they’re wandering around and Yahweh has them 

double-back so it looks like they’re lost.  Pharaoh says, “Aha.  I’m gonna get those 

scoundrels,” and he goes out chasing.  In essence, it’s a picture of Yahweh luring 

Pharaoh out to demonstrate his power and his control.   

 And you have then in chapter 14, verse 18, “And the Egyptians shall know that I 

am the Lord, when I have gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his 

chariot drivers.”  And there’s the picture of the chaotic waters, the Reed Sea being 

separated, the Israelites going on dry land.  Very same image as what again shows up 

in Genesis 1.  And the Israelites are being drawn out of chaos across this stretch of dry 

land which is — again, it’s a part of creation imagery and it’s a picture of a boundary 

stele being fashioned out of chaotic stone in chaotic nature.  And out of this chaotic 

nation of Egypt.   

 Egypt goes to try and follow them.  The waters come in and swallow them up.  

It’s the same sort of imagery that you see in the Noah story, actually, where the floods 

come in and engulf all of chaotic humankind and chaos reigns.  Death takes place but 

only Noah is preserved in that story.  Here Israel is preserved to carry on the image of 

God. 

 In summary, then, what we see here are the priests in narrative fashion telling 

the story of how Yahweh created Israel to be a boundary stele.  What is a boundary 

stele?  A boundary stele is a testimony to the power of this king over foreign armies, 

and is a testimony to those foreigners that that king, that particular king whose name is 
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inscribed on that stele, controls that area.  Israel is that boundary stele or as the image 

of God is to testify that Yahweh controls — that Yahweh controls chaos and that it’s the 

foreign nation that should look at Israel and read that testimony of what Israel is trying to 

convey.  

 If we go back to the thesis that we’ve proposed for the priestly literature, Israel is 

Yahweh’s testimony, the image of Yahweh, to the world.  To Egypt.  To all those 

foreign nations, the chaotic nations.  To the world.  That he’s the one who defeats and 

controls the powers of chaos.  Israel will continue to be that testimony if they’re pure 

and if they remain pure, and that’s what we get into in the Books of Leviticus and 

Numbers.  That’s what we’ll turn to at the next session.  I’ll see you then.  Thanks. 

 

  


