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The ancient Egyptians worshiped many false gods. One of the underlying reasons that Yahweh 
repeatedly hardened Pharaoh in order to multiply the plagues1 was so that He could target all the areas of 
these gods’ “power”, to prove they were false and futile.  The overarching statement of proof comes on the 
cusp of the final plague:  “… and on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: I am Yahweh” (Ex. 
12:12). Numbers 33:4 also remembered, “…Yahweh had also executed judgments on their gods.”2 

This essay details the Egyptians’ idolatrous superstitions behind the specific plagues, so that we can 
better appreciate the victory of the sovereign Yahweh in the book of Exodus.

PHARAOH’S HEART

Among many false gods,  the Egyptians believed that Re and Horus exercised absolute control over 
everything by means of their hearts.  They also believed that the Pharaoh was an incarnation of these two 
gods; therefore, the Pharaoh controlled all things by means of his heart, empowered by the gods.3 Against 
this backdrop, Yahweh’s claim to repeatedly harden the Pharaoh’s heart increases in significance. Yahweh 
not only proved that Pharaoh did not control anything; Yahweh also proved that He Himself controlled 
Pharaoh. As it is written, “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of Yahweh; He turns it 
wherever He wills” (Prov. 21:1). Yahweh did so with Pharaoh for the glory of His Name.4

The Egyptians also believed that the Pharaoh was sinless, but through the plagues,  Pharaoh is compelled 
on more than one occasion to confess his sins against Yahweh (Ex. 9:27, 34, 10:16). He was not a god,  but a 
sinner who deserved judgment from Yahweh – like the rest of mankind. Historical understanding of 
Egyptian religious beliefs again contributes greatly to our understanding. The Egyptians believed that, 
after death, a man faced judgment before the gods, in which his heart was weighed on a balance against 
the feather of truth and righteousness. “If the heart is too heavy, [he] will be adjudged a sinner and cast to 
the voracious Amemit [the goddess who waits to devour him];  but if the heart achieves balance with the 
feather, [he] will receive the reward of eternal life.”5 Therefore, Exodus 9:34-10:1 directly repudiates this 
hope of works-based righteousness for any man, especially the Pharaoh, when it reports, literally, that 
Pharaoh “sinned yet again and made heavy his heart, he and his servants” (9:34),  for which Yahweh took 
sovereign credit, “because I have made heavy his heart and the heart of his servants” (10:1). No other gods 
weighed the hearts of men. Theirs hearts were accountable only to the true Judge, Yahweh, who fashions 
the hearts of all (Ps. 33:15) and weighs the hearts of all (Prov. 21:2, 24:12;  Rev. 2:23). And He has judged 
them sinful.
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1  The original declaration (4:21) uses the Piel stem in Hebrew to signify an intensified and repetitive action (G. K. Beale, “An 
Exegetical and Theological Consideration of the Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart in Exodus 4-14 and Romans 9,” Trinity Journal 5 NS 
[1984] 134). For the purpose, see, e.g., Ex. 7:3-5, which is to be literally translated: “But I will make difficult Pharaoh’s heart, and so 
that I multiply My signs and wonders in the land of Egypt, Pharaoh will not listen to you…. The Egyptians will know that I am 
Yahweh….” Consider also the summary statement in 11:9-10, “…Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Pharaoh will not listen to you, that my 
wonders may be multiplied in the land of Egypt.’ Moses and Aaron did all these wonders before Pharaoh, and Yahweh strengthened 
Pharaoh’s heart, and he did not let the people of Israel go out of his land.”

2 Intertestamental literature also interpreted the plagues in this manner. Wisdom of Solomon wrote:  “punished by means of those 
very creatures whom they deemed gods, they came to recognize the true God….” Book of Jubilees 48:5, “… on all their idols the 
Lord took vengeance…..” Cited in John D. Currid, Ancient Egypt and the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997) 109. 
Hundreds of years later, when Yahweh prophesied His judgment upon Egypt through the Babylonians, He also declared it to be a 
judgment of their false worship of false gods: “Yahweh of hosts, the God of Israel, said, ‘Behold, I am bringing punishment upon 
Amon of Thebes [their chief god, Amon-Re, or Ra], and Pharaoh and Egypt and her gods and her kings, upon Pharaoh and those who 
trust in him’” (since they worshiped Pharaoh as an incarnation of the gods, Jer. 46:25).

3 Beale, op. cit., 149 (see also his fn. 84). Cf. Currid, 102-103, who cites Beale.

4 Most pointedly, Ex. 9:16, “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” (cf. 14:4, 17-18). See also the list in The Preeminence of Christ: Part One, To the Glory of God the Father, 13-17.

5 Currid, 97, teaching on the Egyptian Book of the Dead (from pp. 96-98).



THE SERPENT CONFRONTATION (7:1-13)

We sometimes skip the pre-plagues plague of serpents because it was a warning before the real show 
started. But it sets the stage. It is the first meeting of Moses, Aaron, and Pharaoh. It is the first judgment 
upon the impotent Egyptian gods, the first proof of the omnipotent God of Israel. John Currid notes well 
that the serpent confrontation provides the first bookend, and the Red Sea, the last bookend: the staff that 
turned into a serpent is the staff that parted the Red Sea; the staff-turned-serpent “swallowed” the other 
serpents (7:12), and the Red Sea “swallowed” the Egyptians (15:12).6

The historical background is that the Egyptians believed in a snake-goddess named Wadjet who ruled 
Lower Egypt and a goddess named Nekhbet who ruled Upper Egypt. A Pharaoh rose to power after 
dreaming of two serpents – one on his left,  one on his right. Then he awoke and heard the goddesses say, 
“The two Goddesses shine on thy brow, the land is given to thee….”7  Therefore, the Pharaoh wore a 
crown of an enraged female cobra,  and the Egyptians believed that Pharaoh was able to control all Egypt 
through the sovereign power of these two snake goddesses.

Does this not infuse the introductory miracle with much more meaning? Yahweh does not do anything 
randomly,  without wisdom (infinite wisdom) and purpose. He chose to turn Aaron’s staff into a snake 
that would swallow the Egyptians’ snakes in order to make a very pointed point: not Wadjet, nor 
Nekhbet, nor Pharaoh, but only Yahweh is the One true, sovereign, Almighty God of Egypt.

FIRST PLAGUE: NILE TO BLOOD (7:14-25)

The Nile River was the source of life for Egypt in its arid environment, so of course, they connected a god 
to it.  The Egyptians believed a god named Hapi was in charge of the Nile River and kept it alive and 
clean. They even called the Nile by the name Hapi and sang hymns, such as, “O Nile, verdant art thou, 
who makest man and cattle to live!”8  Therefore, Yahweh proved that He Himself was in charge of the 
Nile, and Hapi was powerless to keep it or the Egyptians alive.

One of the principle consequences of this plague was the promise that the fish in the Nile would die, and 
they did. Yahweh thus judged the Egyptians’ numerous fish deities, such as the goddess Hat-mehit.9 Fish 
were a staple in the Egyptian diet, but their false gods could not provide food for them in the face of 
Yahweh’s judgment.

With these facts, we learn why Yahweh plagued the Nile and its fish, but why did He do so by turning it 
to blood? “The Egyptians believed that blood was a creative power, an efflux or emanation of their gods. 
That Yahweh could turn the Nile River into blood demonstrated his creative potency.”10

SECOND PLAGUE: FROGS FROM THE NILE (8:1-15)

The Egyptians believed in a goddess named Hekhet who had a frog head. They thought she was the wife 
of another god named Khnum. They thought he made people’s bodies, and she blew the breath of life 
into them to make them alive.11 In truth, Yahweh alone is to be glorified for these roles (Gen. 2:7). They 
also thought that this frog-goddess was the one who prevented too many frogs from multiplying in 
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6 Ibid., 85.

7 The stele of Tanutamon from Dynasty 25, ARE 4:469, qtd. in Currid, 89.

8 Currid, 109-110. Cf. Ezek. 29:3, 8-10.

9 Currid, 110, fn. 18.

10 Currid, 110, fn. 19.

11 Currid, 110.



Egypt.  So, Yahweh was proving that goddess wasn’t real by plaguing the land with so many frogs. “The 
theme is the sovereignty of God over fertility, over Egypt, over her deities, and over all things.”12

THIRD PLAGUE: GNATS FROM DUST (8:16-19)

For the third plague, Yahweh told Moses to tell Aaron to stretch out his staff and strike the dust of the 
earth, and Yahweh made the dust become a plague of gnats all over the land of Egypt. Why did God use 
dust? He could have used anything – or created gnats out of nothing! The reason Yahweh used the dust 
for this plague was because the Egyptians believed in a god named Geb, who they thought was the god 
of the earth, the land.13 So, Yahweh was proving to Pharaoh and the Egyptians that Geb wasn’t real,  and 
that He was the only God of all the earth.

To add to the intrigue, the Pharaoh’s magicians had been able to replicate, in small measure, the miracles 
so far (snakes, blood, frogs). But there was an irony in that: the magicians could only make it worse, not 
better! The magicians compounded the judgments of God! But at this plague:

The magicians tried by their secret arts to produce gnats, but they could not. So there were gnats 
on man and beast. Then the magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of God.” But Pharaoh's 
heart was strong, and he would not listen to them, as Yahweh had said (Ex. 8:18-19, lit.).

FOURTH PLAGUE: SWARMS OF FLIES (8:20-32)

God picked flies because the Egyptians believed there was a god named Kheprer that was a flying bug.14 
But Yahweh was punishing them for this sin – these flies were probably biting them15  and ruining their 
food and their plants. But Yahweh, who truly is sovereign over all flying things, did not allow the flies to 
go into the place where the Israelites lived (8:22-23), in order to show the Egyptians the difference 
between His judgment upon idolaters and His blessing on believers. 

FIFTH PLAGUE: EGYPTIAN LIVESTOCK DIE (9:1-7)

In this plague, Yahweh killed the Egyptians’ “livestock that are in the field, the horses, the donkeys, the 
camels, the herds, and the flocks” (9:3). Why? “There were multiple Egyptians bull cults including gods 
named Apis, Buchis, and Mneuis, and bulls were sometimes understood as the embodiment of the major 
Egyptian gods Ptah and Ra.”16 Yahweh killed those supposedly embodied false gods, also taking away 
those sources of food, milk, clothing, and transportation. Yet again, Yahweh made a distinction, so that 
not one of the Israelites livestock died – because the Israelites believed they were blessings provided by 
the one true God (9:4, 7). 

SIXTH PLAGUE: BOILS (9:8-12)

Yahweh chose this plague because the Egyptians believed in a goddess named Sekhmet. They thought 
she could cause plagues like this upon others and keep the Egyptians from contracting pestilences and 
even heal them.17 But this plagued proved that Sekhmet was not real,  and therefore, she could do nothing 
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12 Currid, 110.

13 Geb is also known as Seb, as is spelled in Norman Geisler, A Popular Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, 
1977) 55-56.

14 Currid describes Kheprer as “the Egyptian self-generated god of resurrection… symbolized by the flying beetle” (op. cit., 111).

15 Currid (110) notes that the Hebrew word “is commonly understood to be a stinging fly” (citing BDB, 787).

16 Craig Davis, Dating the Old Testament, 120, citing Currid, 111. Currid explains that they “viewed the bull as a fertility figure, the 
great inseminator embued with the potency and vitality of life” (111); therefore, they deified them.

17 Currid, 111.



to help them. The magicians couldn’t even stand against Moses anymore because they were suffering 
from the boils, like the rest of the Egyptians (9:11).

SEVENTH PLAGUE: HAIL (9:13-10:2)

The Egyptians believed there were gods named Nut,  Shu, and Tefnut, who were supposedly in charge of 
the sky and the rain and hail.18 Yahweh judged them and proved them false. He said He did it “so that 
you may know that there is none like Me in all the earth” (9:14). In Goshen, where the Israelites lived, 
there was no hail (9:26). Yahweh stopped the hail at the prayer of Moses,  in order to further prove His 
sovereignty. Yahweh said that He “made a mockery of the Egyptians,” so that generations of Israelites 
“may know that I am Yahweh” (10:2, lit.). After this plague, Pharaoh’s servants asked him, “Do you not 
yet understand that Egypt is ruined?” (10:7). But Yahweh continued to harden Pharaoh’s heart in order to 
multiply His wondrous judgments (10:1-2, 20).

EIGHTH PLAGUE: LOCUSTS (10:1-20)

The Egyptians believed that a god named Senehem protected Egypt from bugs like locusts.19 Therefore, 
Yahweh brought more locusts into Egypt than had ever been seen – so many that the Egyptians could not 
see the sun, and the land was dark. Not a green thing was left; all was devoured by the locusts. And the 
powerlessness of Senehem was exposed.

But that’s not all.  How did Yahweh bring the locusts? With a strong east wind. Why? Because the 
Egyptians believed Shu was the god of the air and the wind. No, Yahweh proved He was in control of the 
wind – not once, but twice:  Pharaoh pleaded for relief, and Yahweh caused a west wind to blow the 
locusts into the Red Sea (an ironic foreshadow of the Egyptian army’s fate). 

NINTH PLAGUE: DARKNESS (10:21-29)

The Egyptians believed in lots of gods, but Ra was their most important god. They thought he was the 
god of the sun, who created everything, and whose rising in the east symbolized resurrection and new 
life.20 By plaguing the land for three days with a very deep darkness – a darkness that could be felt – Ra 
“was hidden and unable to shine upon his worshipers.”21  Yahweh proved that Ra was an evil lie.22 
Yahweh proved that He was the one true God who created all things by the power of His word, including 
the sun on Day Four. More than that, He proved that He is the God who is light, who can give light to His 
people in Goshen even without the sun!23 

TENTH PLAGUE: FIRSTBORNS (11:1-12:32)

The tenth plague was anticipated in Yahweh’s warning clear back in 4:21-23. Israel was Yahweh’s 
firstborn son (He created them as a people; they owed Him honor; and, they were His supreme heirs 
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18 Currid, 112.

19 Currid, 112. He adds, “Perhaps protecting against grasshopper attack was a function not merely of one god, but of the gods in 
general. A hint of that possibility appears in the Tanis Stele from the reign of the Taharqa (Dynasty 25), which speaks of “a fine field, 
which the gods protected against grasshoppers” (citing ARE 4:456).

20 Currid, 112-113. The full name of the deity was Amon-Re (sometimes spelled Ra). For example, in Papyrus Boulaq 17 (“Hymn to 
Amon-Re”), he is called “Ra, the triumphant, / Chief of the Two Lands, / Great of strength, lord of reverence, / The chief one, who 
made the entire earth. / More distinguished than any (other) god…” (ANET, 365, qtd. in Currid, 112).

21 Currid, 112.

22 Currid (112-113) explains that Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy contain numerous wordplays on the Egyptian name, Re (or 
Ra), and the Hebrew word for evil, ra’ (e.g., Ex. 5:19, 10:10, 32:12, 32:22, Num. 11:1, 20:5, Deut. 9:18).

23 9:21-23. Like He did on Day One (Gen. 1:3), before He created the sun on Day Four (1:14-19). “God is light, and there is absolutely 
no darkness in Him” (1 Jn. 1:5). “Yahweh is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?” (Ps. 27:1).



among all nations). Pharaoh had been killing Yahweh’s firstborn son through slavery and infanticide 
(1:8-22). Therefore, with retributive justice, Yahweh would kill Pharaoh’s firstborn, as well as the firstborn 
sons and cattle of every idolatrous Egyptian. The Egyptians’ god of life, Ptah, could do nothing to stop 
Yahweh.

Remember, the Egyptians believed Pharaoh himself was a god, an incarnation of the gods. Because his 
firstborn son was his successor, his son was the next incarnated god of Egypt. By this final plague, 
Yahweh judged their pagan polytheism. Yahweh killed the would-be god of Egypt. 

This plague is so extreme. It so offends our sensibilities. I felt the weight of it most soberly when I taught 
it to my children.24 But we must ask ourselves if we really believe the foundation of the Gospel: that the 
wages of sin is death for every son of Adam (Gen. 2:17, Rom. 1:32, 5:12, 5:19, 6:23).

And there is more to this plague. Yahweh promised, “But not a dog shall growl against any of the people 
of Israel,  either man or beast, that you may know that Yahweh makes a distinction between Egypt and 
Israel” (11:7). Why such a strange expression? Because the Egyptian god of the dead and embalming, 
Anubis, was depicted as a dog.25 There was no real fight between Yahweh and the Egyptian gods; there 
would be no retaliation by Anubis to kill any Israelites. False gods are no gods and can do nothing to stop 
Yahweh. “See now that I, even I, am He, and there is no god beside Me; I kill and I make alive; I wound 
and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of My hand” (Deut. 32:39). The Egyptians learned this all 
too clearly. Ptah is false. Anubis is false. Yahweh alone is true.

FINAL JUDGMENT: RED SEA

Yahweh did not lead Israel on the direct route to the Promise Land. Instead, He hemmed her in at the Red 
Sea, so that He could harden Pharaoh and the Egyptian army for the last time and glorify His Name in 
their total destruction (Ex. 14:4, 8, 14, 17-18, 24).  “… not one of them remained” (14:28). “Israel saw the 
great power of Yahweh…” (14:31).

SONG OF VICTORY

After redemption through the blood of the Passover lambs and the full judgment upon all the gods and 
false worshiping warriors at the Red Sea, Moses’ song of victory triumphantly celebrated the uniqueness 
of Yahweh, so thoroughly proven:

1I will sing to Yahweh, for He has triumphed gloriously;
 the horse and his rider He has thrown into the sea…. 
3Yahweh is a man of war;
 Yahweh is His Name…. 
6Your right hand, O Yahweh, glorious in power,
 Your right hand, O Yahweh, shatters the enemy…. 
10You blew with Your wind; the Sea covered them... 
11“Who is like you, O Yahweh, among the gods?
 Who is like you, majestic in holiness,
 awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders?
12You stretched out your right hand;
 the earth swallowed them…. 
15Yahweh will reign forever and ever! (Ex. 15:1, 3, 11-12, 15).

Yahweh. And no other.
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24 ProjectOne28.com/Theology101forKids

25 Currid, 113.
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