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Text 
The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 

9
 "When Pharaoh says to you, 'Perform a miracle,' then say to Aaron, 

'Take your staff and throw it down before Pharaoh,' and it will become a snake." 
10

 So Moses and Aaron 

went to Pharaoh and did just as the LORD commanded. Aaron threw his staff down in front of Pharaoh 

and his officials, and it became a snake. 
11

 Pharaoh then summoned wise men and sorcerers, and the 

Egyptian magicians also did the same things by their secret arts: 
12

 Each one threw down his staff and it 

became a snake. But Aaron's staff swallowed up their staffs. 
13

 Yet Pharaoh's heart became hard and he 

would not listen to them, just as the LORD had said. 

 

Ready to feast on God’s word together? Our usual Sunday morning diet consists 

in just going through a book of the Bible, savoring it passage by passage. We’ve been 

going through the book of Exodus. But we’ve been away from it for a little while. So I 

think it would be helpful to do a little review. In fact, let’s start at the very beginning, in 

Genesis, to see how Exodus fits into the flow of this great story of God. 

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” God created all that is, 

and called it “very good” (Gen. 1:31). And yet, in Genesis 3, a serpentine adversary 

slithered into this innocence and harmony, and brought chaos. So now all creation groans 

beneath the weight of spiritually dead rebels, who suppress the truth of God in 

unrighteousness, and even deceive themselves into thinking they are gods. And now we 

live outside of Eden, cursed and banished from paradise with God. 

But in pronouncing judgment on the serpent, the Lord offered hope for humanity 

in Genesis 3:15. Although there would be continual conflict between God’s people and 

those in league with the devil, a Savior was coming. The author of Genesis then traces 

two lines: the offspring of the serpent and the offspring of the woman. He zooms in on 

the latter, especially with God calling Abraham out of his idolatry. God joins him to 

himself in a covenant, promising him offspring outnumbering the stars in the sky. And he 

promises him one offspring who will possess “the gate of those who hate him.” And God 

tells him that “in” this one, “shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (Gen. 22:16-18). 

So we find in Genesis hope developing, a Savior is coming, the head of God’s people 

who will defeat their opponents and bless all nations.  

At the end of Genesis we find this Savior typified by Joseph saving God’s people 

in the midst of a great famine. We also find the Savior described by Jacob as he blesses 

Judah. And he sees that when this one comes paradise will be restored—the curse on the 
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earth, reversed (Gen. 49:11-12). “The scepter will not depart from Judah, or the ruler’s 

staff from between his feet,” Jacob prophesies, “until he comes to whom it belongs; the 

nations will obey him” (Gen. 49:9-10). When he comes the ruler’s staff will be his.  

So when we come to Exodus and see Moses wielding a staff, about to liberate 

God’s people, we begin wondering is this the head of Abraham’s offspring who would 

rule and bless all nations? No, it can’t be, because Moses and Aaron are not of the tribe of 

Judah. So the reader must keep reading, looking for this coming ruler. 

We do, however, see God’s word beginning in its fulfillment to Abraham. 

Through God’s blessing, his offspring have multiplied in the land of Egypt. But a 

powerful force arises and threatens their survival. Pharaoh, the king of Egypt declares, 

“Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us.” And then he says 

something that sounds an awful lot like the shrewd serpent in the garden after God had 

given his blessing to be fruitful and multiply. Pharaoh says, “Come, let us deal shrewdly 

with them, lest they multiply…” (Exod. 1:9b-10a). Pharaoh is thus introduced as an 

antiGod, antiblessing representative of the serpent’s offspring. So in the first chapter of 

Exodus we find the struggle continuing between the serpent’s offspring and that promised 

line. Pharaoh oppresses Israel and orders Israel’s baby boys cast into the Nile. But even 

Pharaoh, the most powerful force in the ancient near east world, could not prevent God 

from being faithful to his word. “God heard [his people’s] groaning, and God 

remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the people 

of Israel—and God knew” (Exod. 2:24-25). 

Thus God brings Moses onto the scene. On the very water that Pharaoh killed 

Israel’s boys with, a little one floated downstream in a little ark and into the arms of 

Pharaoh’s daughter. So she reared the very one whom God chose, who would pry his 

people loose from Pharaoh’s tyrannical grasp. When he had fully grown, Moses tried to 

liberate his people from Egyptian oppression, but found that doing so in his own strength, 

taking matters into his own hands, was not only unsuccessful, but also made him guilty of 

murder, a fugitive who fled into the wilderness. After 40 years of tending his father-in-

law’s sheep there, God met Moses through the flames of a burning bush. He sent Moses 

and his older brother, Aaron, back to Egypt to summon and liberate his people to come 

worship him, Yahweh, the great I AM, the God of their fathers. 

In today’s passage, we find Moses and Aaron in the center of Egypt, before its 

highest power. This is the second time they have stood before this great king, demanding 

Israel’s release. The first time, Pharaoh essentially laughed in their faces saying, “Who is 

the LORD, that I should obey him and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD and I will 

not let Israel go” (Exod. 5:2), and he punished Israel for their treasonous demand, 

ordering them to make bricks without supplying straw.  

So immediately before their second meeting with Pharaoh, in chapter 7 God says 

he will make Aaron to be Moses’ prophet, and make Moses “like God to Pharaoh.” So 

God’s representative and his prophet perform a sign, but Pharaoh responds as if he were a 

representative of a god himself (he’s even treated as if he were a god), calling on his own 

prophets who seem to perform the same sign, “For each man cast down his staff, and they 

became serpents” (7:12a). And so at the end of today’s passage it says “Pharaoh’s heart 

was hardened, and he would not listen to them…” 

It looks bad for God’s people. Moses’ and Aaron’s attempt looks like a failure. 

And worse than that, the Lord looks like he might be no greater than Pharaoh, unable to 
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do anything greater than his magicians. However, this is just the beginning of what the 

Lord will do. And even here the author of Exodus shows that God has not lost the faintest 

glimmer of glory over this. The Lord has Pharaoh right where he wants him. 4 things in 

this passage are here to show us that although God may be imitated in revealing himself 

through miracles, when the Lord speaks, he distinguishes himself from false gods. 

When the Lord speaks, he distinguishes himself from false gods. 

 

The Lord speaks 

The first way we see God’s glory over Pharaoh is in the simple fact that the Lord 

speaks. The Lord speaks. In fact, he’s speaking to us even now through this passage. 

Now, in order to understand what a passage means, it’s been said that you need to see 

how it means. So let’s see how this passage is put together to get at its meaning. Moses 

and Aaron follow the Lord’s instructions in 4 steps in verses 9-10: Instruction, 

Compliance, Execution, and Fulfillment.
1
  God instructs in verse 9. And in verse 10, 

Moses and Aaron comply, Aaron executes the plan throwing down his staff, and God’s 

words are fulfilled in the staff transforming into a serpent. Now these same 4 steps are 

then imitated by Pharaoh and his wise men, but with one subtle difference. Whereas we 

actually hear the Lord giving instructions in verse 9, in verse 11 we only hear about 

Pharaoh giving his summons. In fact, the only place in today’s passage where we can 

hear some of his words is in the Lord’s mouth in verse 9. So the Lord has effectually 

yanked the words from between Pharaoh’s clenched teeth. 

As much as Pharaoh would like to set himself up as the Lord’s equal, in all that he 

does he is actually playing right into the Lord’s hand to show off Yahweh’s singular 

supremacy. Pharaoh is made by the author of Exodus into a foil for Yahweh, so that 

against his darkness, the starry host of God’s perfections shine. He may also be showing 

Pharaoh to be like the gods of the nations, like lifeless hunks of stone that have mouths 

but cannot speak. 

The Lord, on the other hand, cannot remain silent. He is the first and also the last 

one in this passage whose speech is referred to. This appears to be a figure of speech 

called a merism, where a passage is bookended with the same reality, which shows what 

the passage is about. So the Lord is a God who cannot be ultimately gagged. Unlike 

Pharaoh, God must be heard. So today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your heart. 

The Lord had said in the previous passage, “The Egyptians shall know that I am the 

LORD, when I stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring out the people of Israel from 

among them” (7:5). The Lord makes himself known with great power through 10 plagues 

after this passage. But before he does so he throws down the gauntlet before Pharaoh, and 

reveals himself as the God who speaks and speaks to reveal himself. 

 

The Lord speaks to create 

 Whoever has ears to hear, let him or her hear. God speaks, and his words are not 

empty. They are omnipotent. In the beginning, God spoke the universe into existence. 

God just said, “Let there be light.” And there was light. And the author wants us to see 

that this same God speaks to create even here. God speaks to create. Verse 10 says, “So 

Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did just as the LORD commanded. Aaron cast 

down his staff before Pharaoh and his servants, and it became a serpent.” This passage 

begins with, “Then the LORD said,” with the result that a wooden staff “became a 
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serpent.” The universe is not a closed system to God. He can step in and change the 

natural order of his creation, or suspend its laws to show that he’s in charge of it all. He 

loosed creation at its seams in Genesis chapter 7, and what happened? Chaos. “…all the 

fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened” (v. 

11). God did that to execute judgment with a great flood, and he intends this first miracle 

of the staff turning into a snake to be a harbinger of the ten “great acts of judgment” 

which follow, and will leave Egypt decimated and Pharaoh and his armies drowned 

beneath another kind of flood. Creation cannot help but do the bidding of the Lord of 

heaven and earth. He spoke, and a brown staff morphed into a green snake. And by the 

Lord’s decree, when he leads Abraham’s offspring out of Egypt he does nationally with 

them what he did personally with Adam and Eve, and creates a people for himself, 

speaking to them in a covenant on Mount Sinai. 

 

The Lord declares the end from the beginning 

 The third way the Lord distinguishes himself from pretenders is in his ability to 

declare the end from the beginning. The Lord declares the end from the beginning. We 

saw this when he said that Aaron’s staff would become a snake, and it did. We also see 

this in the fact that Aaron’s staff swallows the magicians’ staffs in verse 12.  

Now the serpent was a symbol of Egypt’s power. You may remember seeing it on 

King Tut’s mask if you’ve ever seen it. So when the Lord made a serpent from a staff, 

which then swallowed the staffs of the wise men, he showed that any power or wisdom 

they had was ultimately a gift which he could revoke at will. And revoke he would. When 

the author says “Aaron’s staff swallowed up their staffs,” it is a foreshadowing of the sea 

closing its mouth over Pharaoh and his chariots. And in Exodus 15:12 Moses and the 

people rejoice over their deliverance from Egypt, singing, “You stretched out your right 

hand; the earth swallowed them.”  

Also when the narrator says in 7:13 that in spite of this sign, “Still Pharaoh’s heart 

was hardened, and he would not listen to them,” this does not cause the reader who keeps 

reading to despair, because he sees the Lord had already declared that Pharaoh’s heart 

would be hardened. “He would not listen to them,” the narrator says “as the LORD had 

said.” He knew it would happen. The Lord knows all things possible and actual. He has 

an unobstructed view of all the hearts and minds in this room, and in this world. He 

knows all perfectly in one simple eternal act. So he can declare the end from the 

beginning. Pharaoh and his wise men, however, could not have expected what was going 

to happen. 

 

The Lord’s sovereign decree 

Now, the Lord knows all things because he is the one who ultimately ordains all 

things. So he knew that Pharaoh would harden his heart because he decreed that it would 

happen. This is the 4
th

 way the Lord distinguishes himself from Pharaoh: The Lord’s 

decree is sovereign over even Pharaoh’s heart. The Lord’s decree is sovereign. Far 

from thwarting Yahweh’s plan, Pharaoh is a mere creature whose hardness was part of 

God’s plan all along. The Lord declared to Moses in chapter 7, beginning at verse 2, 

“You shall speak all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let 

the people of Israel go out of his land. But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and though I 

multiply my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt, Pharaoh will not listen to you.” As 
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King Solomon would later learn, “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the 

LORD; he turns it wherever he will” (Prov. 21:1).  

 Now why did the Lord harden Pharaoh’s heart? His hardening delayed the 

liberation of his people. Why not just flick him off the earth? Well, the Lord says why. 

For example, in chapter 9, to Pharaoh “Thus says the LORD, the God of the Hebrews, 

‘Let my people go, that they may serve me. For this time I will send all my plagues on 

you yourself, and on your servants and your people, so that you may know that there is 

none like me in all the earth. For by now I could have put out my hand and struck you 

and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. But for 

this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be 

proclaimed in all the earth” (9:13-17). The Lord hardened Pharaoh through every 

demonstration of his might in sign and plagues, to demonstrate his unparalleled might 

and spread the fame of his name. And even before the plagues, God performs a sign and 

speaks to distinguish himself from false gods. 

 God hardens Pharaoh to distinguish himself, to glorify himself. Doesn’t this seem 

self-centered? Absolutely. But for God (and for God alone) it is perfectly righteous for 

him to do all things ultimately for the sake of himself, because for him to treat anything 

else as the ultimate goal of his actions would make that goal his god, and would make 

him an idolater. But that’s the point of the plagues, as judgments on Egypt’s gods; 

judgment falls on anything which is given ultimate value other than the Lord. That’s the 

point of the exodus; God calls his people out to worship him alone! That’s the point of 

the Law, the Lord alone is worthy of loving with all of one’s heart and mind and strength. 

We must not have any god before him. And God himself has no god above him, so in 

doing all things for his own sake, to spread his own great fame. And this is exactly what 

his people need of him! 

 The glory of God and the needs of his people are not mutually exclusive at all. 

The children of God need to see their loving Father as omnipotent. Martin Luther 

explains this well. He says: 

 

Here you see that Pharaoh was hardened to resist God and to delay 

redemption in order that occasion might be given for many signs and a 

display of the power of God, so that He might be declared and believed on 

throughout all the earth. What does this mean, but that all these things 

were said and done to strengthen faith and to comfort the weak, that 

henceforth they might without hesitation believe in God as true, faithful, 

mighty and merciful? It is as if He were speaking in the most soothing 

strains to little children, saying: ‘Do not be terrified at Pharaoh’s 

stubbornness, for I work that very stubbornness Myself, and I Who deliver 

you have it under My control. I shall simply make use of it to work many 

signs and declare My majesty, so as to help your faith.
2
 

 

When we see our daddy crush a big snake under his heel, we’re much more 

inclined to run to his brave arms in the future. So then we see even before God unleashes 

his judgments on Egypt’s gods, that unlike those mute idols the Lord speaks, he speaks to 

create, he declares the end from the beginning, and his decree is sovereign over even his 
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people’s worst enemies. All this is to show us that when the Lord speaks he distinguishes 

himself from false gods. 

 

The Lord speaks supremely in Christ 

 Unfortunately, however, even when the Lord crushes Pharaoh’s head under the 

waves of the sea, even when the people keep seeing God making miraculous provisions 

for all their needs, they still grumble and rebel and worship false gods. But God has not 

finished speaking. In fact, Moses prophesies that a prophet like him is yet to come 

through whom God would speak. Moses was but a type of the one who was coming, the 

one God had promised all along. Moses says, “The LORD said to me… I will raise up for 

them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in his 

mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not listen to 

my words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him” (Dt. 18:17-19). 

Everyone must pay heed to what God will say through this prophet who is to come.  

But when we come to the end of Moses’ words, and the last chapter of 

Deuteronomy, we find the words, “there has not arisen a prophet since in Israel like 

Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face” (Dt. 34:11). This promised prophet had not 

come yet, so the reader must keep looking for him. The thing is, though, that this 

notification that the prophet had not yet arrived includes a description of Moses’ death. 

That fact combined with the wording used leads us to the conclusion that it was probably 

written by another inspired spokesperson. It was probably added by an inspired scribe 

around Ezra’s time in the 400s BC. So when this scribe says that “there has not arisen a 

prophet since in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face,” it’s as if he looks 

over all the prophets that have ever been recorded in the Old Testament, and says that 

none of them had a special face-to-face relationship with the Lord the way Moses did. In 

other words, when we come to the end of the Old Testament, the prophet who Moses said 

would come had not come yet. So the conclusion we draw is that the prophet like Moses, 

the offspring of the woman and the offspring of Abraham, was still to come. 

This word sustained God’s people for 400 years, until people began talking about 

a teacher roaming through the land, working miracles and speaking with unsurpassed 

authority. But the Apostle John records that “the Jews were seeking…to kill him, 

because…he was…making himself equal with God” (Jn. 5:18). Isn’t that sort of what 

Pharaoh was trying to do? Imitating God, his prophet, and his sign, he was trying to 

“make himself equal with God,” but God distinguished himself. This man, Jesus, 

however, began distinguishing himself from pretenders and blasphemers by his miracles 

and his words. He showed that he had a face to face relationship with God, saying, “the 

works that the Father has given me to accomplish, the very works that I am doing, bear 

witness about me that the Father has sent me. And the Father who sent me has himself 

borne witness about me.” To those who were trying to kill him, he said, “His voice you 

have never heard, his form you have never seen, and you do not have his word abiding in 

you, for you do not believe the one whom he has sent. You search the Scriptures because 

you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me…if 

you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me” (Jn. 5:36ff). 

Such claims ended up getting Jesus killed. But when the enemy thought he had 

the upper hand, he found himself already written into God’s plan. As he struck the heel of 

the woman’s offspring, he found that by Jesus’ death, his own head received a mortal 
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blow. Just as Aaron’s staff’s swallowing the magicians’ staffs was a foreshadowing of 

Pharaoh’s armies swallowed by the sea, that great victory was itself just a foretaste of 

something greater. St. Luke shows us that Jesus’ death accomplished the supreme exodus 

for God’s people (Lk. 9:31). As Jesus hanged there apparently defeated with accursed 

thorns pressed into his skull, the Apostle Paul says “Christ redeemed us from the curse of 

the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged 

on a tree’—so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the nations, so 

that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith” (Gal. 3:13-14). His cross speaks 

a better word than all the empty claims heard upon this earth. It speaks of forgiveness for 

sinners who trust in him. 

If you don’t call Jesus your own Savior and Lord, I want you to know that he 

offers you forgiveness. His death paved the way for sinners to come to God forgiven, and 

counted righteous in him. What cost Jesus everything he offers to you as a free gift. 

Come and drink living waters that satisfy forever. Come and listen and believe. And 

remember Moses’ words. You must listen to this prophet. I would recommend that you 

read the Bible. This is God’s word! And by his word he distinguishes himself from all 

false gods. If you want a Bible, we have some under the chairs by the isle. Take one as 

our gift to you. And please come back and talk with us. We want to be a community 

where people feel comfortable investigating Christianity among us. 

God has spoken supremely in his Son, Jesus Christ. The author of Hebrews says, 

“Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 

but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all 

things, through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God 

and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. 

After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” 

(Heb. 1:1-3). 

When God proclaims Christ, he creates anew. When Jesus “was declared to be the 

Son of God in power…by his resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:4), God began to 

recreate the cosmos in him. A new age is coming in which the curse will be reversed, 

God will dwell with his people, all the wrongs will be made right, and Jesus will defeat 

his people’s adversaries once and for all. We need to have this hope, especially when we 

hear of things like a house church in China that was recently slain in the street of a small 

village. We need the hope that Pharaoh’s doom is sure. And even when one day a ruler 

comes performing false signs and wonders to lead astray if possible even the elect, the 

end is fixed in God’s plan. And the Lord Jesus Christ shall reign forever and ever. 

When God proclaims Christ, he creates anew, both the cosmos after Christ and us, 

in Christ, when the Spirit causes us to come alive to the word of Christ. We are new 

creations! The old is gone, the new has come. “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of 

darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God 

in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).  

When we hear the word of Christ, it helps us see things for what they really are in 

the light of his glory. As someone has said, when someone turns on the light we come to 

see that our favorite broach we were holding is actually a roach! We tend to be like 

Pharaoh sometimes, and think it’s all about us. But the gospel assaults our idol of power. 

We cannot save ourselves or others by our own strength, as Moses learned. We have to 

see that true power is in the Lord’s hands alone. And he demonstrated it in a very 
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counter-intuitive way, by becoming a servant and laying down his life for others. So 

when we hear the gospel, we see all of the things we’ve been worshiping for what they 

really are. When the Lord speaks, he distinguishes himself from false gods. So we need to 

be feeding on his word all the time. That’s why the church gathers, to remind ourselves of 

the way the true God has supremely revealed himself in the gospel of Christ crucified. 

And that’s why we love to remember Jesus death for sins every Sunday by eating a 

symbolic meal together. When we do this, we proclaim the Lord’s death until he returns. 

Nearly every Sunday we remember with the broken matza that Jesus’ body was 

broken. And we remember that his blood was poured out for the remission of sins by 

drinking red wine or grape juice. Please take your time to worship the Lord for what he 

has done. If you are still just investigating Christianity, please don’t feel awkward. We do 

not ask you to come and eat of this until you have trusted in Christ, realizing who he is 

through what he has done. This is for Christians, who realize they cannot do anything to 

commend themselves to God, but look only to Jesus and what he has done to bring them 

to God as their loving Father in Christ. So, brothers and sisters, let’s do this in 

remembrance of him and the worship team will come up and lead us in song. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Adam Smith on Sunday morning, January 10, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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