The Plague on Livestock

Chapter 8 of Exodus ended with Pharaoh hardening his heart again after the plague of flies was removed from Egypt.  Chapter 9 begins with God sending Moses to Pharaoh to announce another plague. Once again there was an additional element added.  God set a specific time for the plague on the livestock in Egypt and delivered the plague at the time established.  This showed Pharaoh that there was no limit to God’s power.  Not only could He cause these events to happen, He could command them to occur at the time of His choosing.  As previously demonstrated God could also bring an end to a plague.  In this case however, the livestock died so bringing the plague to an end would not restore the animals.  The KJV uses the term murrain which is an infectious disease among animals causing death.  Jerimiah wrote that animals and birds perish because those who live in the land are wicked (12:4).  Until this plague was sent, the previous plagues had been irritating but not deadly but the Egyptians suffered the tangible value of their livestock.  Cattle are specifically named as dying, perhaps because the Egyptians worshipped their cattle so their loss would have been particularly grievous to them.  Matthew Henry wrote that the Israelites learned this practice from the Egyptians and later this caused them to cast the golden calf as an idol.  The loss of livestock would have also caused economic hardship on the Egyptian people.  As we previously discussed, Pharaoh was responsible for the welfare of his people but ignored his duties as he refused to relent to God’s pressure.  As with the prior plague of the flies, the livestock in Goshen were not affected by the plague, once again demonstrating that the Israelites were under God’s protection as His chosen people.  

Next without warning, God instructed Moses to throw soot into the air which became dust causing boils to break out on people and animals.  Pharaoh could not call on his magicians as they were stricken by the boils.  Again, we see the statement “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” (v. 12) 

After the unannounced plague of boils, God gave Pharaoh another opportunity to repent, warning that if he would not let the people go, He would send the full force of His plagues (KJV I will send all my plagues on your heart, your servants and your people).  God says that He could have already sent a plague that would have wiped Pharaoh and the Egyptians from the earth (KJV reads differently).  Because of His mercy, He had withheld from doing that.  After seeing the increasing severity of the plagues, it is remarkable that Pharaoh continued to refuse God.  Verse 16 contains the cryptic message “I have raised you up for this very purpose that I might show you my power and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.”  This language is repeated in Romans 9:17 in the context of God’s sovereign power.  Romans 9:16 confirms that our salvation is not based on our desire or effort but solely on God’s mercy.  It is still difficult to grasp exactly what God means by raising Pharaoh for this purpose.  

God then announced another plague to occur at a specific time and gives an opportunity for the Egyptians to prepare for this plague, another demonstration of God’s mercy and a chance for people to show some measure of belief by protecting their animals.  The KJV uses the phrase “He that feared the word of the Lord” (v. 20).  God gave warning of the worst hailstorm in the history of Egypt.  The storm struck down everything that was not protected.  It seemingly had a profound impact on Pharaoh as he confessed to Moses that he was sinful and God was righteous, however the chapter ends with Pharaoh once again hardening his heart and refusing to let the Israelites go. David Guzik wrote that Pharaoh was grieved at the consequences of his sin rather than the sin itself.  He lists the following “I have sinned” confessions in the Bible:

Pharaoh, a hardened sinner
Balaam, a double minded man (Num. 22:34)
Achan, a doubtful penitent (Josh. 7:20)
Saul, an insincere man (1st Sam. 15:24)
Judas, the repentance of despair (Matt. 27:14)
Job, a godly repentance (Job 6:20)
David, repentance after delay (2nd Sam. 12:13)
The Prodigal, the blessed confession of sin (Luke 15:18)
