Today is an exciting day in our walk through the book of Exodus because today we come to the very center of the book.  We know this because the very name of the book (at least in English) is taken from the event that happens in our text today.  

As we have seen over the last two weeks, the people of God were in a desperate situation.  Though they came to Egypt and multiplied greatly, they had been enslaved by the mighty Pharaoh of Egypt, who treated them terribly and brutally afflicted them.  In the midst of this slavery, the people had cried out to God.  God had heard their cry and promised to deliver them.  As we saw last week, He decided to do this by calling out Moses as a redeemer to speak for Him and lead the people out.  However, when Moses embarked on this task, he was staunchly rejected – first by Pharaoh and then by the people of Israel themselves.  And yet, God made clear that He was still in control and sent Moses back into the battle – which brings us to our text this week (7:7-12:42).  

In these chapters, we see the climax of God's battle with Pharaoh over the people of Israel.  It is no doubt familiar to many of us as the story of the 10 plagues.  As we read these chapters, we find that there are a number of things that are repeated over and over again.  For that reason, we will not walk straight through the text as we have the last two weeks.  Rather, we will be looking at the text as a whole and examining some of the key phrases and what they reveal to us.  In short, this story tells us a great deal about God, His ways and how we should respond to Him.  And, on top of that, it points us forward to Christ in a great and glorious way.  So, as we look at this large text, we will examine it by asking a serious of questions that the text clearly answers and wants us to answer.  

I. What did God do? 

The first thing we should note in these chapters is what actually took place.  Before we can dig into the depths of how it happened, why it happened, and how the various people responded, we must first answer the question: “What actually happens in these chapters?”  And the short answer is that God stretched out His mighty hand against Egypt in the form of signs and wonders.  

As we have seen over the last two weeks, God's people were in a difficult place – enslaved in Egypt under the mighty hand of Pharaoh.  But, as we have also seen over the last two weeks, God was working to change that and to deliver the people from slavery.  And, over and over, God had declared His intention to bring the people out by judging the nation that had enslaved them.  After Moses was initially rejected by Pharaoh, God comforted the people by saying, “I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from slavery to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great acts of judgment” (Exod. 6:6).  Later on, He told Moses specifically, “...I will harden Pharaoh's heart , and though I multiply my sings and wonders in the land of Egypt, Pharaoh will not listen to you.  Then I will lay my hand on Egypt and bring my hosts, my people the  children of Israel, out of the land of Egypt by great acts of judgment” (Exod. 7:3-4).  To this point in the narrative, God has made clear that He is going to bring His people out of slavery in Egypt, and He has made clear that He is going to do it with “great acts of judgment” performed by His “outstretched arm” and “mighty hand.”  God had made this clear, and in our text this morning, we see these great acts of judgment come to pass.  We see, very clearly, the outstretched arm and mighty hand of God.  

And, as we read through these chapters this morning, it is – in the truest sense of the word – awesome to see what God did to the Egyptians.  From the first encounter, God turned Aaron's staff into a serpent.  And even when Pharaoh's magicians do the same thing with their staffs, Aaron's serpent swallows the other serpents (7:8-13).  From this first episode, we see God overpowering His enemies.  The battle of the snakes is a sneak-preview of what was to come in what are often called the “ten plagues.”  In these plagues, God gradually and awesomely revealed Himself while gradually and increasingly weakening Pharaoh and Egypt so that they would release His people.  First, God showed His power over the Nile River – one of the major signs of Egypt's power and prosperity – by changing it to blood (7:14-25).  Then, God caused frogs to swarm up out of the Nile and overwhelm the land, and when Moses prayed for them to cease, God caused them to die (8:1-15).  Then, God turned the dust into swarms of gnats that covered the land (8:16-19).  And then, He caused great swarms of lies to overwhelm the houses and land of Egypt so that much of the land was ruined (8:20-32).  After that, God struck the livestock of the Egyptians dead (9:1-7), and then turned soot from a stove into terrible boils that broke out on the skin of the people (9:8-12).  He then sent a terrible storm with thunder and hail and fire that killed many of the people and animals (9:13-35).  God continued His mighty wonders by sending a huge swarm of locusts into the land which destroyed whatever crops were not killed by the hailstorm (10:1-20).  This was followed by three days of debilitating darkness that was so terrible that the people could not see one another or leave their houses (10:21-29).  In the face of all of these incredible wonders, Pharaoh refused to let the people go, and God responded with one final display of power by killing every firstborn person and animal in Egypt – except those who took the precautions He laid out beforehand (11:1-12:32).  This final plague broke Pharaoh, and He finally let the people go (12:33-42).  Just as God had promised, He brought His people out of their slavery with acts of mighty judgment on those who had enslaved them. 

Before digging into the details of the text any further, we should stop and take note of this basic reality: this text is a clear, and awesome, display of the unfathomable, incomparable power of the God of the universe.  In these few chapters, we see Him show His power over nature by changing the very chemical properties of a substance (water to blood) and by calling a terrible storm into existence and by blotting out the normal light of the heavenly bodies for three days.  In these few chapters, we see Him show His power over animals by calling forth frogs, gnats, flies and locusts  and miraculously putting to death the livestock of Egypt.  And in these few chapters, we see Him show His ultimate power over humanity by causing boils to appear and ultimately taking the life of every firstborn child in Egypt.  Ultimately, this was the Creator and Ruler and Lord of all things demonstrating His authority and might.  It is interesting to note that throughout the text, whenever God said something would happen, it happened (7:17-18,20-21; 8:2-4,6; 8:21,24; 9:2-6; 9:8-10; 9:18,22-25; 10:3-6,12-15; 10:21-22; 11:4-6,12:29-30).  There was no point at which God was unable to do something.  This story demonstrates the awesome power and might of God.  As Isaiah proclaimed, many years later, “Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: 'I am the first and I am the last; besides me there is not god.  Who is like me?  Let him proclaim it.  Let him declare and set it before me, since I appointed an ancient people” (Isa. 44:6-7).  And as the psalmist declared, “The LORD reigns; he is robed in majesty; the LORD is robed; he has put on strength as his belt.  Yes, the world is established; it shall never be moved.  Your throne is established from of old; you are from everlasting” (Ps. 93:1-2).  As we read this story, we are beholding the true and only God of the universe at His mighty and glorious best.  

II. How did God do it?

But on top of seeing the big picture regarding what God did in this text, we should also dig a bit deeper into the way God did this.  Just as what God did tells us a great deal about Him, so the way He did it teaches us a great deal as well.  

First of all, as we saw last week, God carried out this work primarily through Moses and Aaron.  Without question, the work itself was God's work, but the text is very clear that Aaron and, even more so, Moses were key figures.  We see this, first, in the fact that God never speaks to Pharaoh directly in the entire text.  Over and over again, He tells Moses to “say” what He wants to say (7:14-16; 8:1; 8:5; 8:20; 9:1; 9:13; 10:3; 11:4).  Moses is held up as a prophet throughout this text.  Second, throughout the text, God carries out the plagues through Moses and Aaron.  They were the instruments God used in bringing many of the plagues (7:20; 8:6; 8:17; 9:10; 9:23; 10:13; 10:22).  Third, we see throughout these chapters that God listened to Moses's intercessions – particularly with regard to when the plagues would stopped.  Multiple times, we read some pretty amazing declarations about God heeding Moses's requests for a particular plague to stop (8:8-13; 8:29-31; 9:33; 10:18-19).  Clearly, even though God was the primary “doer” in these chapters, He was using Moses and Aaron as His representatives – as both prophet and deliverer.  God had told Moses this would happen: “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh” (7:1), and we read later: “...the man Moses was very great in the land of Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh's servants and in the sight of the people” (11:3).  God used Moses greatly as a means of carrying out His mighty wonders and bringing the people out.  

Second of all,  we should take note of the fact that God carried out these mighty wonders in such a way that there was a clear distinction between His chosen people and the Egyptians.  Though it is not recorded for every plague, there were a number of the plagues that afflicted only the Egyptians and not God's people.  When flies swarmed in the land, there were no flies in Goshen – where God's people lived (8:22-23).  When the Egyptian livestock died, the livestock of Israel were fine (9:4,6).  When hail obliterated the land, there was no hail in the land of Goshen (9:26).  When darkness covered the land,  there was no darkness where Israel lived (10:23).  And when the Lord struck down Egypt's firstborn, He provided a means of protection for Israel's firstborn so that they could be spared (11:7).  Moreover, when Israel finally left the land, God moved the Egyptians to give the Israelites silver and gold jewelry and clothing, and Israel plundered the Egyptians (11:2-3; 12:33-36).  Clearly, as God was doing these mighty wonders, He was doing them in such a way that His people would be protected and blessed and delivered while also doing them in such a way that His enemies were judged and punished.  

As we step back and consider these two realities, we do see a bit more of God's character.  The plagues themselves, as we saw earlier, show us His mighty power.  But the way in which He did them highlights something else.  First of all, God can – and often does – use means to accomplish His desired ends.  Though He could do things all by Himself, He often chooses to use specific people as means.  He certainly did this with Moses, and the clearest parallel was His bringing about the ultimate redemption of His people from sin and death by means of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.  God acted, and just like with Moses in Exodus, He used Jesus as the means of accomplishing His end.  Second, it shows us that God cares for His people.  He is not merely interested in displaying His power but in displaying His power by redeeming and rescuing His people.  God is not some emotionless power-monger with no real regard for His people.  Rather, He is the almighty Lord of the universe who delights in doing good to His people.  His power is always used for the good of His people, and we can be confident of that (Rom. 8:28).  

III. Why did God do it? 

Even further, as we walk through these chapters, we should take note of the reason God did things the way He did them. The text is full of repetitive phrases that show us, as we have seen, what God did and how He did it.  But the text is also full of phrases and clues about why God did this in this way.  As we walk through the text, we see two main reasons given by God.  

First of all, the text is clear that God stretched out His hand against Egypt because He wanted to make Himself known.  On the most basic level, God wanted to make Himself known to the Egyptians (7:17; 8:10; 8:22; 9:14; 9:29).  If you remember, when Moses first told Pharaoh to let the people go, Pharaoh had declared, “Who is the LORD, that I should obey his voice and let Israel go?  I do not know the LORD, and moreover, I will not let Israel go” (5:2).  Through the plagues, God was seeking to remedy that problem by revealing Himself clearly.  Moreover, the text also makes clear that God wanted to make Himself known to the whole watching world (9:15-16).  In this very instructive section of the text, God reminded Pharaoh that He could have destroyed him by now.  Why had He not done it then?  God said it was to “show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth.”  God wanted the plagues to continue.  God wanted to (at that point in the narrative) rain down the hail and send the locusts and strike the land with debilitating darkness and strike down Egypt's firstborn.  Why?  He wanted to do it so that His name would be proclaimed in all the earth.  Interestingly, we see this happen in later parts of Israel's story (Jethro in Exod. 18:1-9; Rahab in Josh. 2:10; and the Gibeonites in Josh. 9:9).  God wanted to be known in all the earth.  And, even more, God wanted to make Himself known to is people (10:1-2; 12:24-27).  Particularly, God emphasizes the need for His people to be faithful in telling their children about the way God revealed Himself in Egypt.  He wants His people to know Him and to remember what He has done.  One of the central reasons God did all of this in Egypt is so that He would be known.  

But, that said, God is not merely interested in being known but in being worshiped.  The other main reason the text gives for God doing these wondrous signs in Egypt is found in His repeated command to Pharaoh, “Let my people go, that they may serve me” (7:16; 8:1; 8:20; 9:1; 9:13; 10:3).  The word translated “serve” can also be translated as “worship”.  God's goal is not merely intellectual knowledge but heartfelt devotion and submission and reverence.  He is laying His hand upon Pharaoh so that His people might be set free so that they might be able to worship Him and serve Him.  This will come up again later in the book when God begins giving specific laws to His redeemed people, but right now, it is enough to see that one of God's main purposes in redeeming the people in the first place was so that they could serve and worship Him.

As we observe these purposes in the text, we should stop for a moment and consider what they reveal to us about God.  Just as what God did and how He did it are important for us to understand, the reason why He did it is crucial as well.  And the reason it is crucial is because these same two desires are fundamental to everything God does and not just to what He did in Exodus.  First and foremost, God wants to be known and recognized, so He has made (and is making) Himself known – in creation, through His actions, through the person and work of His Son, through His word, and through His people.  Ps. 19:1 says, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.”  Ps. 98:2 declares, “The LORD has made known his salvation; he has revealed his righteousness in the sight of the nations.”  John 1:18 says, “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him known.”  Rom. 1:19-20 says that “what can be known about God is plain...because God has shown it...For...his eternal power and divine nature have been clearly perceived, every since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made.”  In Eph. 1:23, Paul highlights that the Church makes God known because we are “the fullness of him who fills all in all”.  God has made Himself known – just like He did in the book of Exodus.  

And, just like in Exodus, God is not merely making Himself known so that we might increase the size of our encyclopedia of knowledge.  Rather, He is making Himself known so that He might be glorified and worshiped and served.  God is not just interested in being known but in being worshiped.  As God declared to Isaiah, “I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols” (Isa. 42:8).  According to Jesus, the greatest commandment is “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind” (Matt. 22:37).  In 1 Corinthians 10:31, Paul declares, “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.”  The goal of everything is that God would not only be known but worshiped.  We must take this reality seriously, and we should examine our own hearts to see if we merely know God or if we are truly serving and worshiping and glorifying Him.  

IV. How did the people involved respond? 

And that last point about the responsibility of all people to glorify and worship God leads us directly into another part of our text this week that we should note and that is the way that the various people throughout the text responded.  Through both positive examples and negative examples, we see very clearly how we should (and should not) respond to the God who has made Himself known.  

First of all, regarding how we should not respond, we have the clear example of Pharaoh himself.  Throughout the text, we see over and over again that Pharaoh's heart was hard and he would not let the people go.  God had promised this would happen when He called Moses to lead the people (4:21; 7:3-4), and it happened just like God promised.  And, interestingly, the text shows us – through Pharaoh – just how desperate the situation of the sinful human heart really is.  The text is clear that God hardened Pharaoh's heart (9:12; 10:1; 10:20; 10:27; 11:10).  The text is also clear that Pharaoh was more than happy to participate in this hardening by hardening his own heart (8:15; 8:32; 9:34).  Many have tried to explain away the seeming difficulty between these two descriptions as if they are mutually exclusive.  But, the Scriptures themselves are clear.  God is sovereign and he hardens whomever He wills in order to accomplish His purposes (Rom. 9:17-18).  God hardened Pharaoh's heart so that Pharaoh would refuse so that God could make Himself known even more through the plagues.  That said, the Scriptures are also clear that every human being, by nature, consciously chooses -  just like Pharaoh – to reject God and His demands (Rom. 3:10-12).  Every human being is dead and if we are left to our own free will to choose, we will always choose to reject God.  The text is clear how Pharaoh responded, and the text is equally clear where Pharaoh's hardening and rejection got him – he experienced more and more judgment until he was finally overcome and broken by the power of the Lord.  We should heed the warning of Pharaoh's example.  First of all, we should recognize that God mercy on whomever He will and He hardens whomever He will.  If we, somehow, recognize our own hearts getting or hard or see someone else's heart getting heard, we should cry out to God because He has the true power to change the heart.  Moreover, we should recognize how serious it is to harden our hearts against God and His will.  Hebrews 3:8 clearly tells us not to harden our hearts like Israel did.  God does not tolerate such willful, blatant rebellion – not in Israel, not in Pharaoh and not in us.  

Even further, Pharaoh shows us how we should not act by the way he half-heartedly, insincerely “repents” of his wrong.  Numerous times throughout these chapters, Pharaoh acted repentant when things got difficult only to refuse to repent and submit once the difficulty passed (8:8,15; 8:28-32; 9:27-28,34-35; 10:16-17,20).  Then, at various other times, he tried to modify the terms of God's command so it was more to his liking and benefit (10:7-11; 10:24-26).  In both of these responses, Pharaoh shows us that there is such a thing as repentance that is not true repentance.  Though he said he was sorry for his actions, Pharaoh was not truly humbled before the holy God.  He did not truly desire to worship and serve God.  Rather, things were hard and getting worse, and he wanted that to change.  He was more concerned with himself and his own comforts and his own desires than with God and God's desires and God's will.  And we should note that God was not fooled by this charade (9:30).  He knew the truth, and He continued to afflict Pharaoh appropriately.  Once again, we should take note – both of Pharaoh's behavior and of God's response.  Too often, we can fall into the same half-hearted, insincere, negotiating sort of repentance.  And this is not true repentance because true repentance is backed up with action.  When John the Baptist came preparing the way for Jesus, he told the Pharisees and Sadducees, “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matt. 3:8).  And Paul, in his speech before King Agrippa, said he had told people to “repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance” (Acts 26:20).  We must watch our hearts and be wary of such non-repentance.  It is not the way we should act before God.  He knows the truth.  

On the other side, we have the positive example of numerous other people in the story.  On a very basic level, the people around Pharaoh recognized the truth about what was going on and confessed that truth.  When Pharaoh's magicians could not replicate the plague of gnats, they, rightly, declared it to be “the finger of God” (8:19).  And before God sent the terrible hailstorm, Pharaoh's servants urged him to submit to the demands and let the people go on the grounds that “Egypt is ruined” (10:7).   And even more explicitly, we see that, throughout the text, Moses and Aaron did just as the Lord commanded (7:10; 7:20; 8:5-6; 8:16-17; 9:8-10; 9:22-23;10:1,3; 10:12-13; 10:21-22).  Without grumbling or complaining or questioning, they followed His instructions.  Even when it seemed ludicrous and (no doubt) their faith was tested, they obeyed.  And, at the end of the text, when Moses and Aaron give the people the instructions regarding the Passover, we read that all of God's people listened to the commands of Moses and Aaron and obeyed God's instructions (12:28).  Especially when compared to Pharaoh, this sort of obedience shines out brightly as the exact way we should respond to God.  And particularly in light of the awesome might God displays in this text, this is the only proper response to such a One.

V. How does this text point us forward to Jesus? 

In closing this morning, we should ask how this text points us forward to Jesus, because it does so in a number of ways.  On a very basic level, we see Moses pointing us forward to Jesus as the prophet who speaks God's word.  We also see Moses pointing us forward to Jesus by serving as an intercessor – asking God to do things and being heard!  But the clearest, and most emphatic, way that this text points us forward to Jesus is through the tenth, and final, plague.  More specifically, we are given a glorious picture of Christ in the lambs that were killed to keep the firstborn of God's people safe (11:1-12:42).  

The final of the ten plagues is clearly set apart as its description is significantly longer than the others and it does not quite fit the pattern of the first nine plagues.  First, God has Moses declare the nature of the plague – without once again commanding Pharaoh to let the people go or letting him talk at all (11:1-8).  God told Moses that Pharaoh, once again, would not listen, and, once again, Pharaoh's heart was hardened and he refused (11:9-10).  At that point, God gave Moses explicit instructions regarding what the people of Israel were supposed to do: they were supposed to to take a lamb without blemish and kill it at the appointed time (12:1-6), put some of the lamb's blood on the doorposts of the house (12:7), and eat the properly-prepared lamb while dressed to leave (12:8-11).  God then promised to spare the firstborn of all those who obeyed his instructions (12:12-13).  He then gave further instructions for a perpetual, annual feast that Israel was to hold to commemorate, and remember, this event (12:14-20).  Moses passed these instructions on to the people, and – as we already mentioned – they obeyed (12:21-28).  Then, just as He said He would, God passed through the land of Egypt and killed the firstborn of Egypt – from the greatest human to the lowest human and even the livestock.  As a result, Pharaoh let the people go (12:29-32), and God's people left Egypt under God's supervision – “plundering” the Egyptians as they went by taking gifts of gold and silver from them (12:33-42).  

In many ways, this final plague was like the others – God announced it beforehand, Pharaoh heart was hard, God carried out the promised act, and God's people were kept safe from the plague.  The key difference, however, is the detailed emphasis on the lamb that was slain to protect God's people from this plague.  In the previous plagues, the people of Israel did nothing, but in this plague, the lamb had to be slain.  In this final part of the text, we see that God kept His promise and finally delivered His people.  But the important thing to note here is that God finally delivered His people by sheltering them from His judgment through the shed blood of a lamb.

But why did God choose to do it this way?  Why is the manner in which God protected His people and finally brought about their deliverance a big deal?  It is because this was a deliverance that would serve as a paradigm and a model for what would come later.  In the bigger picture, this event (both the Passover and the exodus that it produced) became the defining event for the nation of Israel – it shows up throughout the rest of the Old Testament whenever the people remember God and the way they became a nation (Ps. 78:42ff; Ps. 114:1-2).  The Exodus was the central event of Israel's existence because it was the time when God most clearly revealed Himself and most decisively redeemed His people.  And the people of Israel celebrated the Passover – which reminded them of this event – religiously through the many years that followed.  

But, then, through His prophets, God began making some interesting promises.  Through the prophet Jeremiah, He declared that something would happen that would eclipse the exodus.  It would be so great that people would no longer talk about God as the one who brought His people out of Egypt but as the God who gathered His people from all the nations in which they had dwelt.  And He promised that this would happen through a “righteous Branch” from David's line (Jer. 23:1-8; 16:14-16; Isa. 11:1-11).  

What was God talking about?  According to the New Testament, He was talking about the coming of Jesus Christ – the true “Branch” from David's line who would truly shepherd the people of God – sending out shepherds of His own as well as fishers to “catch” His people.  The glorious day that God promised through Isaiah and Jeremiah, that would eclipse the Exodus in glory and greatness, is the day in which we are living.  The true, ultimate Passover Lamb (1 Cor. 5:7) has come.  Just like the original Passover lamb, our greater Passover lamb's body was broken for us and His blood was shed for us (Matt. 26:26-29; 1 Cor. 11:23-26).  Just like the original Passover Lamb, He shelters God's people from the judgment of God by laying down His life for them.  Because He died, we can live.  Just like the Israelites.  Ultimately, this text points us to glorious and finished work of Christ.  

As we prepare to come to the table, we should take heed of this wonderful text as well as everything to which it points.  Just like the physical nation of Israel so many thousands of years ago, every human being now is trapped in terrible slavery – to sin and Satan.  Even worse, we willfully submit to this slavery because we are all sinners.  And because of that sin, God's wrath hangs over us because He is absolutely holy.  But, the good news of the gospel is that God sent His Son, Jesus, into the world as the true Passover Lamb who laid down His life so that we might live.  He shed His blood – just like the lambs of Exodus 12 – so that we could be spared.  And just like the Israelites, an act of obedience is required for this sacrifice to be effective.  We must repent of our sins and trust Jesus alone as our Savior and hope.  We must bow the knee to Him and follow Him as Lord – willfully submitting to His rule.  If we do this, we live, because He died.  If we do not, we will die – just like the firstborn of Egypt who suffered God's judgment.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, examine your own heart.  If you have never repented and believed, then do so today!  Do not harden your hearts because such hardness will bring God's wrath crashing down on you until you are completely broken under the weight of His judgment.  Repent and believe because true life and freedom is offered to you.  Freedom from the wrath of God and freedom from the domination of sin.  

And if you have repented and believed, I invite you to take communion with us.  As you eat the bread and drink the juice, rejoice in your Passover Lamb.  Though He died, He did not stay that way.  He rose to life three days later and now sits at the right hand of the Father – waiting until the day when all His enemies are crushed.  And, just like the great prophet Moses, He is interceding for you.  You are part of God's beloved people!  You are accepted because of Him!  You have access with confidence into the very presence of God!  Rejoice in this.  And recognize that He redeemed you so that you might know and worship and serve Him.  So go do that.  Hallelujah! 

