
 

 

 

   

 

Dear Reader, 

The central question of our reading this week is this: Who is Yahweh? What is 
He like?  

The Plagues leave us wondering, “Is He capricious and power-hungry, as 
wicked and vindictive as Pharaoh? Or is He delivering justice and showing 
mercy?” 

In this plan, we’ve assigned one chapter a day, which sort of makes this 
reading clunky. If you can, set aside a larger chunk of time to read through 
Chapters 6-10 in one sitting. It will help make the picture clearer.  

Shall we dig in? 



 

 

 

 
Hannah Buchanan 
Pastor to Adults 

 

About the Reading: 
Remember where we left Moses in Chapter 5? In despair: 

“O Lord, why have you done evil to this people? Why did you ever send me? 
For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has done evil to this 
people, and you have not delivered your people at all.” –Exodus 5:23 



In Chapter 6, God responds, “Just wait, buddy. Wait and see.” (My 
paraphrase.)  

He continues: 

“I am the Lord. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God 
Almighty, but by my name the Lord I did not make myself known to them” 
(6:3). 

Wait a second. In response to Moses’ despair, God starts talking 
about names? What’s up with that?  

Each of us goes by different names. I have a handful, used by different people 
for different reasons: Most people call me Hannah. Eliza and Woods call me 
Mama, though Eliza sometimes slips in “Mom” when she’s acting older than 
three. Telemarketers call me Mrs. Buchanan; former students, Mrs. B., and 
“Hannimal” is reserved for Ryan, only when he’s annoyed.  

Like us, God has different names by which He reveals Himself in different 
circumstances to different folks. Our English really fails to communicate the 
nuance. Let’s look closer at 6:3: 

• The Lord is our translation for Yahweh. This is the name God revealed 
to Moses at the burning bush, and it means “I will be what I will be,” 
denoting the omnipotence and power of God. It’s used frequently by the 
author of Genesis when describing God’s creative or corrective action. 
Yahweh is the pre-existing one, the absolute ruler over all creation. 

• God Almighty is our translation for El Shaddai. “El” just means “God.” 
It’s often used in conjunction with other words to describe facets of 
God. In this case, Shaddai is derived from the Hebrew word shad, which 
means “breast,” meaning God nourishes, satisfies, and supplies His 
people with all their needs as a nursing mother would her infant. He is 
our sustainer. (For more on these names, check this out from the Blue 
Letter Bible.) 

I think what God is saying to Moses in 6:3 is this: “I am and have been the all 
powerful, ultimate King of the universe (Jehovah). But I didn’t make myself 



known to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as that. To them, to my Covenant people 
in the beginning of our relationship, I was like a mother, nurturing them into 
adolescence. But now, I’m doing something new.” (Beyonce’s twins know her 
as “Mama,” not Queen Bey. At least, not yet. Make sense?) 

Here’s why this matters: To Baby Israel, God was like a mother. To Israel 
enslaved to Pharaoh, God shows up as The Boss. He is “I AM,” and He is 
ready to deliver His children from Pharaoh’s grasp. God reveals Himself to us 
as we need Him to be, for our growth and transformation. He is not static. 
He is not generic. He is dynamic, personal, and involved. 

Once He clarifies His name, God continues by reminding Moses of the 
promises He’s made to the patriarchs, namely to give them the land of Canaan. 
This time, the promise deepens.  

Read 6:6-8. Underline every verb God is promising to enact. (i.e. I will bring 
you, I will deliver you, etc.) What is God promising?  

Here’s what’s new in the promise: “I will take you to be my people, and I will be 
your God, and you shall know that I am the Lord your God...” (6:7). There’s that 
word, know, I wrote about last week: yada. It’s experiential, relational 
knowledge. (Remember? Pharaoh says he doesn’t know Yahweh, therefore he 
won’t let the Hebrews go.) God is telling Moses that His purpose is for Israel 
to know God. The language actually alludes to a marital arrangement. You will 
be my people. I will be your God. Yes, you’ll have land, but our relationship is 
the purpose. Moreover, you’ll only be able to inhabit the land responsibly when 
we are living in a committed relationship. Why do you think the relationship is 
now central to the promises? 

God seals the speech by reaffirming his name, the Lord, Yahweh. And all of 
this, Moses is supposed to go relay to the people of Israel. But they don’t listen 
because of their broken spirit and harsh slavery (6:9). So God sends Moses to 
Pharaoh instead.  

Moses rebuts, “How then shall Pharaoh listen to me, for I am of uncircumcised 
lips?” Like at the burning bush, Moses is doubting his qualifications to do as 



God commands. This is why it’s fascinating that a whole genealogy is 
sandwiched between the two “uncircumcised lips” quotes.  

From this genealogy, we learn that Moses’s doubts about his Israelite identity 
haven no foundation in fact: despite his having been reared Egyptian and 
having lived most of his life in Midian with a Midianite wife and father-in-law, 
despite questions about his circumcision and ritual fitness, the genealogy firmly 
establishes his lofty Israelite origins. Regardless of circumcision, he is very 
much a child of the covenant made with Abraham and the patriarchs. 

-Leon Kass, Founding God’s Nation, p. 122 

Genealogies, while boring, are never without purpose 

Chapter 7 proceeds with a quick pep talk from God to Moses, as he prepares 
to face off with Pharaoh.  

Read 7:1-7. 

What does God say He’s going to do? 

Why does He say He’s going to do it? 

The story that follows is about more than what happens between Moses and 
Pharaoh. It’s actually about The battle between God and Evil, a battle that 
began in the Garden of Eden. Pharaoh is not just a king. He represents what 
happens when human beings redefine good and evil apart from God’s 
wisdom. This was the recurring theme in Genesis: the people 
would see and take, according to what was right in their own eyes. It never 
goes well.  

In what ways do you see our culture attempting to redefine good and evil 
apart from God’s wisdom?  

Where do you see leaders attempting to redefine good and evil in order to 
preserve their own power? 



God is taking Pharaoh to task for his cruel misuse of power (among other 
things), so that “the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord.” Why? Leon Kass 
answers so well: 

The world needs to know that there exists a higher and mightier power than the 
mightiest human civilization and its so-called gods and that this power (unlike 
the nature gods of the Egyptians and other peoples) actually cares for and 
fights for human beings and keeps His promises to a hitherto downtrodden, 
oppressed, and despised people. The world needs to learn that ignorance of 
the Lord is the deepest cause of despotism, oppression, and 
despair. (Kass, p. 126)           

So, let the signs and wonders begin.  

Before you read further, check out this unbelievable overview of the 
plagues my teammates created! Really, it’s mind-blowing, and it will guide you 
through the rest of this week’s reading. Sit with the graphic, read Chapters 8-
10 with a pen. Ask questions, and talk to the text.  

Every sign displayed has spiritual significance for the Egyptians. And through 
each plague, God demonstrates that He is above all other powers in the 
pantheon, and certainly higher than Pharaoh himself.  

There’s one thing that troubles me in Chapters 8-10 though. It’s the idea that 
God would harden Pharaoh’s heart. (Or was it that Pharaoh’s heart was 
hardened? Or that Pharaoh hardened his own heart?) It seems vindictive and 
unfair that God would hijack Pharaoh’s heart like this. And it contradicts some 
of what I believe about free will. Are you bothered by that too? 

Our friends at the Bible Project have written a very compelling answer. I’ll share 
it with you because I’m confident I won’t be able to write anything better. Take 
time to sift through this. Don’t just accept it as a pat answer though; wrestle 
with it.  

The other explanation I’m grappling with comes from Leon Kass. (Can you tell I 
like his book yet?) I’ve never heard an answer like his, which makes me 
wonder, “How have we missed this?” Here’s what he says: 



We need to look more carefully at the text and the meaning of the terms. There 
are two separate verbs that will be used to describe what is done to Pharaoh’s 
heart: chazaq, “to be strong,” “to strengthen,” “to encourage,” used twelve 
times...and kaved, “to be heavy,” “to make weighty,” used six times. On one 
occasion (see 7:3), a third verb is used: qashah, “to be dense,” “to toughen,” to 
“harden.” In none of their primary meanings do these verbs mean “to make 
stubborn” or “to make obstinate”; even were we to translate them as 
“hardening” Pharaoh’s heart, we should not understand his hard heartedness 
to mean “pitiless” or “callous” or “cruel.” And when we recall that lev, which we 
translate as “heart,” is understood in Hebrew to be the seat of mind, spirit, and 
will, we understand that “being strong of heart” means “not despairing”; means 
“remaining as strong as possible in mind, spirit, and will”; means “being bold 
and resolute.” To strengthen someone’s heart, in a word, is to en-courage him. 
(p.84) 

Kass summarizes his point: “Pharaoh will not be able to encourage himself; 
sometimes he will need divine assistance to remain strong when he would 
otherwise yield to despair. But whatever or whoever is responsible for 
providing encouragement, the result is the same: Pharaoh is enabled to remain 
fully Pharaoh, resolutely himself to the very end. He is always strong enough 
to say and do what he, in his heart of hearts, is disposed to say and do.” 

Here’s the clincher that drives his theory home for me: “When we lose heart, 
we are sometimes able to pick ourselves up off the floor, we resolve to face our 
defeats and disappointments, we knowingly get ourselves out of our despair. 
But sometimes we have sunk too deep to pull ourselves out, and our usual 
means of self-encouragement fail. And then, not by our own effort, but as if by 
a miracle, encouragement “flies in” as if from some outside source, God only 
knows from where...We can then carry on as before, facing what must be faced 
with a firm heart, focused mind, and resolute will. If such re-heartening 
happens to us, why not to Pharaoh?” 

Studying the Bible is not for sissies. Take these two theories, and assess them 
for yourself. What do you think it means that Pharaoh’s heart was 
hardened? (Or that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart? Or … you get the idea.) 



 

The overarching point in these plagues is that at no point did 
Pharaoh soften his heart or yield in surrender to Yahweh. This would have cost 
Pharaoh everything. But this is what God desires —from Pharaoh and from us. 

My heart aches a little for Pharaoh when he asks Moses, “Plead for me.” He’s 
not willing to face God himself. And there are moments when you see the 
facade start to crack. He offers a compromise, suggesting just the men go. 
Then perhaps just the men, women, and children, but not the livestock. 
Pharaoh desperately wants to control how he allows the people to obey. This 
isn’t going to work. 

By the end of the nine plagues, Pharaoh is beat down.  

But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let them go. Then 
Pharaoh said to him, “Get away from me, take care never to see my face again, 
for on the day you see my face you shall die.” Moses said, “As you say! I will not 
see your face again.”  

–Exodus 10:28 

We’re not even at the worst part.  

Next week, we’ll move into the final plague: the death of Egypt’s firstborn. 
It’s this that will finally lead Pharaoh to release his grip.  

For now, be encouraged. This is hard stuff to swallow. Allow your questions to 
rattle around. Talk about them out loud with other people. These signs were 
not just for Pharaoh or for the Egyptians. They are for the generations after, 
who will hear of God’s mighty works, so that we may know who He is. We 
haven’t fully answered the question yet, but I’ll leave you where I began: 

Who is Yahweh? What is He like? Is He capricious and power-hungry, as 
wicked and vindictive as Pharaoh? Or is He delivering justice and showing 
mercy? 

What do you think? 

 



Dig Deeper 
Reflection Questions 

Chapter 6: 

• Who has God revealed Himself to you as in the past? How do you 
experience Him currently? 

• Why is a relationship with God (yada, that experiential knowledge) 
central to enjoying the promises of God? 

Chapter 7: 

• What does God say He’s going to do? Why does He say He’s going to 
do it? 

• In what ways do you notice our nation redefining good and evil apart 
from God’s wisdom? 

• God reveals that His additional purpose in the plagues is that “the 
Egyptians shall know that I am Yahweh.” In “Founding a Nation,” Leon 
Kass explains why this is so important: “The world needs to learn that 
ignorance of the Lord is the deepest cause of despotism, oppression, 
and despair.” Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not? 

Chapters 8-10: 

• After studying the significance of each sign and wonder (the plagues), 
what stands out to you?  

• After reading the excerpts from Kass in the email, and this article from 
the Bible Project about what it means that Pharaoh’s heart was hard, 
how would you explain this to a stranger on the bus? What do you think 
about each analysis? 

•  To what extent is your heart softened or yielded to God? 
• If the point of the plagues is so that Egypt and the Israelites 

may know who God is, what have you learned about God up until this 
point? 



 

Resources: 

• View this overview of the ten plagues. 
• Pharaohs Heart Grew Harder (Bible Project) 

 

 



 


