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Real Question About the Ten Plagues

Scripture:  Exodus 7:14 to 10:29

Date:  October 4, 2009


The plagues.  Talk about a "fun" thing to preach on!  The plagues.  Imagine if you've been inviting someone who's never been in church before to come here.  For months you've been inviting them.  Maybe for years.  Then . . . imagine if today was their first Sunday here.  And the sermon is about . . . the plagues.  Whooo hooo!  

The plagues are troublesome because they show the serious side of God.  Most people, (I think), want to know at least two things about the plagues:

#1.  What exactly were the plagues (because you don't often hear about them)?


#2.  Why would a loving God send the plagues to hurt innocent people?


Let's take a stab at answering these 2 questions.

#1 - What were the plagues?  The plagues were acts of God in nature that God used to convince the Pharaoh of Egypt to free God's people from their slavery.  The plagues hit the Egyptian people in this order:


1st -  The water in the Nile River was turned into blood.  This was a very big deal because, except for the land along the Nile River, Egypt is all desert.  Turning the country's only source of water into blood made it undrinkable, unfit to water crops and unfit for fish to live in.  Yet, after this first plague, the Pharaoh did not let God's people go.


2nd - God sent frogs all over Egypt.  Chapter 8, verse 3 says that they were even in the upstairs bedroom of the Pharaoh's palace!  There'd have to be a lot of frogs for that to happen!  Reminds me of what's happening right now in Australia.  Have you heard?  They kind of have a plague of frogs on their hands.  In 1935, scientists there imported some cane toads in from Hawaii, in the hopes that the cane toads would eat the troublesome cane beetles.  As a result, there is an estimated one hundred million cane toads roaming around Australia now.  They're in people's yards, in people's pools, outdoor restaurants, city streets.  They're called "toads" but they grow up to be 10 inches long.  AND they're poisonous!  Animals like snakes, dingoes, lizards, birds and kangaroos have eaten them and died from the poison.  Dogs have become addicted to licking the poison off the back of the toads because the poison gives them a buzz.  The dogs then stagger home, foaming at the mouth, and sleep for 12 or more hours.  So dog and cat owners are told to keep their pets indoors at night.  And the government has given people instructions on how to kill these frogs.  It's really technical.  They're told to get a golf club or a cricket bat and to beat the frogs to death.  Australian animal protection groups are enraged, of course, and suggest a more humane way to kill Australia's #1 pest.  They suggest that people put frogs in a zip lock bag and put the bag in their freezer until the frogs are dead.  Fun times in Australia!  And fun times in Egypt.  A plethora of frogs.  Still, Pharaoh said the Hebrews could not leave.

3rd - Gnats.  Have you ever walked through a cloud of gnats on a summer night?  It's disgusting.  Imagine if everywhere you went was a gnat cloud, both outside and inside your home!  Yuck.  This was the first plague that the Pharaoh's magicians couldn't duplicate.  They concluded, in chapter 8, verse 19, "This is the finger of God."  But God wasn't done yet.  He had 7 more plagues to go.

4th -  Flies.  You may be thinking, "What's so bad about flies?"  I used to think that, until I was appointed me to serve in to Millport, PA right out of seminary.  The parsonage in Millport, PA is on the edge of some very swampy ground.  And one summer day, after I'd lived there for a week, or two, I walked out to my white car out in the driveway, and half of my white car was black.  When I got closer I could see that the black on my car was moving around.  It was flies!  I looked up at my white house.  And I'm not joking, my white house had flies all over it from top to bottom.  It was so disgusting!  

Now, apparently Egypt is a lot like Millport, PA.  An infestation of flies is a common occurrence there - which is why God did something different with this fourth plague.  God's people lived in a part of Egypt known as Goshen.  And to show that the plague of flies wasn't just a coincidence of nature, God kept the flies out of Goshen, where his people lived.  Pretty cool.


Chapter 8, verse 24 says "the land was ruined" by all of the flies.  Things got so bad, that the Pharaoh told Moses that God's people could go worship God out in the country.  But then he hardened his heart and made them stay.


5th - All of the livestock in Egypt died:  horses, donkeys, camels, cattle, sheep, goats.  Devastating.  But none of the livestock of the Hebrews died in Goshen.


6th - God made boils, sores, to be all over the bodies of the Egyptian people and animals.  Imagine chicken pox times ten.  Yuck.  But, still, the Pharaoh would not let God's people go free.

7th - God sent hail to fall - a very rare thing in Egypt.  In fact, did you know that Egypt gets less than an inch of rain a year?  Hail?  Never happens.  But when Moses stretched his hands toward the sky, hail fell from heaven, lightning lit up the sky, and thunder rumbled down the river valley.  Almost every tree and plant in Egypt was destroyed by the hail.  Yet it was a beautiful day over in Goshen, where God's people lived.  Pharaoh saw the destruction, called Moses to him and said, "The Lord is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong.  Pray to the Lord, for we have had enough thunder and hail.  I will let you go." (Ex. 9:27)  But when Moses spread out his hands to the sky, and the hail stopped, Pharaoh hardened his heart again, and changed his mind.  Grrrrr.


8th - Locusts, flying grasshoppers, swept into Egypt and were everywhere.  Whatever crops may have been left in Egypt were all eaten by the locusts.  And they were in everyone's home - in their beds, in their clothes, in their drinking water.  Now, I have to tell you, I've also had a small taste of what this plague might have been like.  In 1999, I was at my previous church when the Cicadas came.  Cicadas look like flying grasshoppers too.  After hatching, they burrow into the ground about a foot deep and live on juice from tree roots.  Then, about every 17 years, they rise up from the ground, shed their skins, mate and die.  In 1999 I witnessed a summer when the Cicadas came up from the ground.  They were everywhere.  It was really gross.  They'd bomb dive you as you walked to your car.  They'd yuck up your car's windshield.  They'd be on your doorstep.  They'd come into your house.  And the noise they made was eery, a screeching noise that came in waves, soft then loud, soft then loud.   I was so happy when that summer was over - I can't imagine what the plague of locusts must have been like.  Pharaoh, again, told Moses that his people can go.  But, again, when God caused a west wind to blow the locusts out of Egypt, Pharaoh changed his mind.

9th - Darkness.  For three days God caused darkness to cover the land - except in Goshen, where God's people lived.  Pharaoh, again, said they could go, but changed his mind when the darkness stopped.  After that, God had had enough.


10th - The death of Egypt's first-born sons.  Families from the Pharaoh down to the lowliest Egyptian slave had to bury their first-born sons.  This was the plague that finally convinced Pharaoh to let God's people go for real.  God's people packed up their belongings, headed out of Egypt towards the Promised Land and never returned.


Okay, so those are the plagues.  Now, the second question.  Why would a loving God send these plagues to hurt innocent people? This is the question that I've spent most of my study time trying to answer this week, pouring over notes I'd written for years, and also reading new authors' thoughts on this question.  And I have several answers that I'd like to share.

1st - God sent the plagues as a way to show his people that he is God.  Now, we might say, "But they're his people!  They already know that he is God."  But not so fast.  Exodus is only the second book of the Bible.  So far in the Bible, God has only spoken to individuals:  Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob.  He hasn't yet spoken to his people as a group.  The Hebrews in Egypt don't know God like Moses (to whom God spoke regularly) knew God.  And they're surrounded by an Egyptian culture that believed in the existence of many gods.  If the Hebrews are going to follow the one true God from this point on, as a people, God is going to have to do something to show them his power.  The ten plagues did that.  In Exodus 10:2, God told the Hebrews this was why he was sending the plagues:

". . . that you may tell your children and grandchildren how I dealt harshly with the Egyptians and how I performed my signs among them, and that you may know that I am the LORD."
(Exodus 10:2)


2nd - God sent the ten plagues to show Pharaoh and his people that their Egyptian gods were no match for him.  Do you know why God sent ten plagues, and not one, or three, or six?  Each of the ten plagues was meant to show up one of Egypt's different gods.


For instance, did you know that when the Nile River flooded each year the Egyptians believed the god Hapi came to them in the floodwaters?  Because he brought much needed water each year, Hapi was known as "the giver of life to all men".  But by ruining the water of the Nile, and actually bringing death, God showed the Egyptians that their Hapi was no match for him.  That was a very big deal.

Or, did you know that the Egyptian goddess Heqet was painted to look like a frog?  Heqet was believed to form Egyptian children in their mother's womb and then bring them into our world at birth.  But by filling Egypt with more frogs than they could stomach, (so that every Egyptian wanted to kill every frog they saw), God was showing them that Heqet, the frog-god, was no match for him.


Hathor was the bull-god of the Egyptians.  The symbol of Pharaoh himself was none other than a bull.  But Hathor was shown to be powerless when the bulls in Egypt all died.   


The Egyptian sky goddess Nut was supposed to protect her people from any destruction that might try to come down to them from heaven.  But when God sent hail that destroyed most of the Egyptians' trees and plants, they saw that Nut was no match for the God of the Hebrews.

Likewise, the god Senehem was always painted to look like a locust - put to shame when locusts destroyed their land.  

One of the greatest of the Egyptian gods was Amon-Ra, the sun god - totally humiliated when the Egyptians didn't see the sun for three straight days.   
And, finally, the Egyptian god Osiris was supposed to be the god who had power over life and death.  But where was Osiris when the first-born males in Egypt all died?

In our scripture reading for today, God tells Moses that he was sending the ten plagues to show the Egyptians that their so-called "gods" were nothing.  We're in Exodus 9:13-16.

Read Exodus 9:13-16


3rd, God sent the plagues because God judges sin.  Do you remember what Pharaoh said after the 7th plague came, when the hail fell?  He said, "The Lord is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong." (Ex. 9:27)  Pharaoh understood, (though he changed his mind as soon as the hail stopped), that he and his people were sinning against God by making the Hebrews remain as their slaves against their will.  He and his people were sinning.  Theologians call that "corporate sin," the sin of an entire nation.  Scary stuff, when you remember that God judges the sin of individuals and of nations.


Reminds me of something Abraham Lincoln said during the civil war.  Thinking about America's sin of slavery, he said, "I tremble for my country when I remember that God is just."  We Americans allowed slavery to exist here for years.  Yes, slaves were brought here by our Spanish and English settlers.  But our founding fathers had a chance to eliminate slavery when they wrote the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.  They chose not to, many of them being slave owners themselves.  But neither did our citizens rise up and insist that slavery be outlawed.  There has been plenty of corporate sin to go around.  For the first 70 years of our country's life slavery was allowed to exist by congresses and administrations.  Several of our Presidents owned slaves, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and Andrew Jackson.  We had to nearly kill ourselves as a nation to get rid of slavery, in the Civil War.  


"I tremble for my country when I remember that God is just," said Abraham Lincoln  Why?  Because God judges sin - both the sin of individuals when they die and the sin of countries.  This is another reason why God sent the plagues.


If it's true that God judges sin, can God bless our country today when we allow the murder of innocent unborn children, day after day?  Can God bless our country today when we have legalized gambling, and when the state actually counts on gambling proceeds to pay for our state budgets?  God judges sin.  Can God bless our country today when we allow F-bombs and even worse vulgarities on our airwaves?  God judges sin.  Can God bless our country today when our TV new coverage cares more about where some dumb Olympic games will be held than they care about a lingering war in Afghanistan or nearly 10% of our people being out of work?  

God judges sin.  The plagues remind us that this is serious business we are about here.  The bread we ate and the juice we drank this morning are also reminders of the seriousness of sin, for they are symbols of the crucified body and blood of Jesus - crucified because of sin.  God judges sin.  This is serious business - which is why it means everything to confess our sins to God, believe in the blood of Jesus to wash our sins away and live like God has designed us to live.

Finally, God sent the ten plagues because God will do anything to set people free.  He used the plagues to set his people free from slavery in Egypt.  For God is always on the side of freedom.


Our final hymn today is "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" - a hymn that celebrates God's efforts at making men free. 

In 1861, Rev. James Clark challenged Julia Ward Howe to come up with an anthem that the northern troops could sing during the civil war.  After a visit to a Union camp, she wrote this song.  I think the most important line in it is this one that refers to Jesus:
"As he died to make men holy,
 let us die to make men free."


"To make men free."  That is always the cause of God.  Freedom - whether a person needs freed from slavery, from the addiction to drugs, alcohol or sex, or whether they need freed from the oppression of poverty or illness, God is always on the side of freedom.  He sent the plagues to set his people free.  He sent Abraham Lincoln and the Grand Army of the Republic to set his people free.  And today, he sends you and me, to set people free from whatever enslaves them.  That's our business.  And, like the plagues, it is serious  business.


Let's stand and sing together.
