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“I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, he will not listen” (Exodus 7-10, part 3; Reading 9:13–10:29)
When God called Moses to go to Egypt to deliver Israel, He said that He would harden Pharaoh’s heart, and

repeated this message when He sent Moses to Pharaoh with signs confirming his divine task.  That God hardened
Pharaoh’s heart makes some believers uneasy.  Was He truly responsible for hardening Pharaoh’s heart?  What
purpose would He have in doing so. Yet even as we ask such questions, we should remember that we are warned
against hardening our hearts (cf. Hebrews 3:7-8).  For that reason we should also learn from Pharaoh’s example
what that looks like.

I. Who hardened Pharaoh’s heart?
1. The LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  The LORD clearly hardened Pharaoh’s heart. See Exodus 4:21; 7:3;

9:11; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8, (17); cf. Psalm 105:25.  This does not exclude the possibility of God using
secondary means.  But secondary means do not remove God as the ultimate source of that hardening.

2. Pharaoh hardened his own heart. Six times it says that Pharaoh’s heart was hard or unyielding, but three
times it explicitly says that Pharaoh hardened his own heart (8:15, 32; 9:34). Throughout the account
Pharaoh is never excused for his actions.
There is some progression, i.e., that Pharaoh hardened his own heart, then God at some point hardened it. 

But one should not ignore the fact that God knew what the response of Pharaoh to the first signs would be.
Furthermore, when Pharaoh first hardened his heart (7:13), it was in fulfilment of what God had told Moses
that He would harden Pharaoh’s heart and he would not listen (7:3-4).

It may appear difficult if not impossible to have both God and Pharaoh responsible for the hardening of
Pharaoh’s heart.  But the challenge is not unique to this situation.  Cf., e.g., Acts 2:23.  We should trust God to
know things we cannot understand and accept His Word without distortion until He gives us understanding.

II. What does a hard heart look like?
1. A hard heart refuses to accept divine evidence of the truth.  Pharaoh had such evidence from the signs and

miracles, their power, timing, and the distinctions made with Israel.
2. A hard heart grasps for weak evidence over strong evidence.  Pharaoh accepted the weak evidence of the

magicians.
3. A hard heart fails to appreciate God’s mercy, but rather spurns it. God in mercy removed the frogs, the

flied, the hail and the locusts.  But each time Pharaoh spurned God’s mercy and would not let the people go.
4. A hard heart refuses to listen to counsel.  Pharaoh refused the counsel of the wise men, magicians and his

officials. The wise listen to counsel, fools do not.  
5. A hard heart practices deception. When Pharaoh promised to let Israel go if Moses would rid the land of

flies, Moses warned Pharaoh that he should not be deceitful as he had been when previously promising to let
the people go.  The hard heart will say whatever is needed to get out of trouble.  But it is just a deception.

6. A hard heart may confess sin but does not truly repent. By the seventh and eighth plagues Pharaoh
confessed sin, but it meant nothing. His heart did change and he would not let the Israelites go. A hard heart
confesses sin, but does not truly change. 

7. A hard heart will eventually not want to hear the truth. Pharaoh’s response to the ninth plague was to tell
Moses to get out of his sight. It was a senseless response, since three plagues had already come without
warning.  But a hard heart will eventually just stop wanting to hear the truth.  Avoiding the Bible, faithful
believers or sound teaching may reveal the same today.  Cf. 2 Timothy 4:3.
Pharaoh gives us a thorough picture of a hard heart.  We can be on guard against hard hearts but humbly

accepting the Word (James 1:21), i.e., desiring it and submitting to it.

III. What were God’s purposes in the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart?
1. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order to perform all the signs which God had planned (7:3; 10:1).  God

intended judgment on the gods of Egypt and punishment on Pharaoh and Egypt who had mistreated God’s
people.  God chose not to show mercy, but to complete all the planned signs.  The apostle Paul explains in
Romans 9 that we are all sinful, i.e., from the same lump of clay.  We are all deserving judgment.  God is
merciful to some, not giving them what they deserve, that is, punishment.  He is completely fair with others,
giving them exactly what they deserve.  This is a choice that rests with God, the Creator.

2. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order to display His greatness in all the earth (9:14, 16; Romans 9:17).
The plagues themselves showed God’s greatness, i.e., His absolute power and His greatness in comparison
to the so-called gods of Egypt. 

3. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order to instruct His people.  They were to learn of His glory and who He
was.  They were to instruct further generations.  The Exodus would become a defining point for the nation
and for their understanding of the person of God.

Our natural inclination, when we are born, is to move away from God.  Only God’s mercy rescues us from
increasing sinfulness.  We can be thankful to God for the gift of forgiveness and eternal life in Jesus Christ for all
who believe. But we are warned not to harden our hearts.  Therefore, as it says in Hebrews, let us encourage one
another.  Let us continue in the faith and guard against the deceitfulness of sin.


