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The plagues of Egypt are God’s demolition of an idolatrous nation. He turned the Nile to 
blood, defeating the god Hapi, and made the fertility goddess Heqet stink in piles of dead 
frogs. Now for the third, fourth, fifth and sixth plagues He sends gnats, flies, pestilence, and 
finally boils on men and beasts. Yahweh defeats the idols by these wonders, and by doing so 
He defeats them in hearts of His people.   
 
Progress & Patience 
The plagues follow a progression from water to land to sky in three cycles. The first three 
plagues are administered by Aaron (e.g. 7:19; 8:5, 16), the second three by Moses, and the 
third three by God Himself. The frogs got into everything, but the gnats get onto everyone, 
man and beast (v17). The Egyptians believed Pharaoh had power over ma’at, the cosmic 
order that provided harmony and security. In The Prophecy of Neferti Amenemhet would 
reign and “Then order will come to its place, and Chaos will be driven out.” Nothing like 
gnats all over you to bring peace and harmony! The ground that mankind ought to have 
dominion over now attacks him. Unlike the first two plagues, the magicians can’t mimic this 
one: “It is the finger of God”, they tell Pharaoh, but he hardens his heart anyway (v19). It’s 
not enough to acknowledge God’s existence—as if mentioning “the man upstairs” is the 
same as knowing and worshiping Him. The fourth plague, the first of the second cycle, 
begins at the water. If Pharaoh won’t send them out to worship Yahweh, He will send 
swarms of flies in the houses of Egypt and all over the ground except in the land of Goshen 
(vv21-22). The intensity is increasing slowly but surely because God is both slow to anger 
and just: “The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in 
goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and 
sin, by no means clearing the guilty…. (Ex. 34:6-7). People tend to think that in the Old 
Testament God was harsh and short-tempered when He was the exact opposite. He 
continues to bear with the dishonesty, treachery, and oppression of Pharaoh, but He’s not 
going to bear with it forever. Reflect on God’s patience with you and your sins in the past 
and right now in the present. We feel good when we overlook the faults of others, refusing 
to get annoyed. But God is completely without sin, and every sin of ours is against Him and 
His holiness. And yet we are not consumed.  
 
Distinctions 
The first three plagues fall on everyone, Egyptian and Israelite, but in the fourth God makes 
a distinction: “And in that day I will set apart the land of Goshen, in which My people dwell, 
that no swarms of flies shall be there, in order that you may know that I am the Lord in the 
midst of the land” (v22). When the dominant people group worships certain idols, everyone 
is affected. But this does mean everyone is personally guilty or personally experiencing the 
consequences the same way. It’s possible that the fly was a flying scarab beetle that was 
commonly found on charms and monuments in Egypt. It would round out pieces of animal 
dung and roll them into its underground hole, which the Egyptians likened to the sun rolling 
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through the sky throughout the day and heading into the underworld at night. Kheprer, the 
resurrection god, brought the sun out in the morning to roll through the sky, and he was 
represented by the beetle. These were smart people with dark hearts. There was also 
Beelzebub, “lord of the flies”, worshiped among the Egyptians who is later identified as the 
prince of demons (Lk. 11:15, 20). All someone had to do to get away from these flies is head 
to the land of Goshen, but they don’t.  Similarly, the livestock of Goshen are preserved (9:4-
7). When God makes distinctions, it’s not because the people He chooses are better than 
others: “For you are a holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you 
to be a people for Himself, a special treasure above all the peoples on the face of the earth. 
The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number 
than any other people, for you were the least of all peoples; but because the Lord loves you, 
and because He would keep the oath which He swore to your fathers, the Lord has brought 
you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the hand 
of Pharaoh king of Egypt” (Deut. 7:6-9). Paul says God chose him last of the apostles to 
show His mercy to the worst sinner (1 Tim. 1:16). When we are humbled, we see God’s 
distinction for the mercy that it is, and His mercy is evident among His people. As obvious 
as it was to go to Goshen to avoid the plagues, so it is to get near to the Lord, into the 
church, close to His people, surrounded by wise counselors, encouraged by the Word, 
prayed for by the diligent, corrected by the strong, comforted by the caring. It is true that 
time and “chance” happen to all, but the experience of God’s people is not the same as 
those who are without Him. This distinction is merciful not just to those already in Goshen, 
but also to all in Egypt who are thinking about going there. The manner of life of Christians 
has drawn countless people to Christ.  
 
No Compromise 
Pharaoh tried to destroy God’s people at the kilns, requiring them to makes bricks without 
straw. Moses scatters dust from the brick kilns into heaven and it turns to boils on men and 
beasts in Egypt (9:10). Not only is productivity crippled, but priests who would wash and 
shave before worshiping are now covered in unclean sores. The magicians can’t even stand 
before Moses (v11). Egyptians were renowned healers in the ancient world but they cannot 
heal themselves. These plagues increasingly separate Israel from Egypt. During the fourth 
plague, Pharaoh tries to keep Israel close by having them sacrifice in the land (8:25). Moses 
says their sacrifices are abominable and intolerable to the Egyptians anyway, so they are 
going out on a three-day journey (vv26-27). Pharaoh tries to change the terms, but Moses 
has none of it. The temptation to compromise faith is always cast as no big deal. It’s just a 
pinch of incense to Caesar, a tradition your family has always done, the way of tolerance and 
“charity”, a little humility. Is God really going to send a plague? He did and He does. Jesus 
died and rose to bring the world out of bondage to sin, into Goshen, to live under His 
blessing and enjoy the wonders of His love.  

 


