
But God hardened Pharaoh’s heart: Exodus 9:12 

 What is meant by “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” and what can we learn from it for today? 

There are two major issues here. 
1. If you read this out of context it appears that God intentionally made it necessary for Pharaoh 
to disobey Him and then judged him for it. That does not fit our understanding of a God who 
hates sin. See also James 1:13 
2. How is this passage relevant to us today? When we understand the passage, we see an obvious 
application that is extremely relevant to our present-day society. 

The subject of God hardening hearts occurs 20 times between Exodus 4 and Exodus 14. The first 
of those passages is found in Exodus 4:21 where God tells Moses to perform all of the wonders 
that he will be instructed to do but then God adds, “But I will harden his heart so that he will not 
let my people go.” God repeats this prophecy in Exodus 7:3. It almost seems like God was 
saying to Moses, “Go do what I have told you to do but it will not do any good because I won’t 
let it work.” That is not an easy assignment for anyone. 

In Exodus 7:13, before the plagues begin, we read that Pharaoh’s heart became hard, a fact 
repeated in the next verse and again in 7:22. In each of those cases there is no explanation given 
for his hard heart. Twice in chapter 8 (verses 15 and 32) we read of God actually hardening his 
heart and in chapter 9 (verse 34) after God hardened his heart, we read that Pharaoh himself 
hardened his heart. Read also Romans 9:17.  

Over the years commentators have looked at these passages in a variety of ways: 
1. Some have sought to explain it by simply saying that God is ultimately in complete control of 
everything, so it can be said that He is behind everything even thought He may not directly do 
so. That hardly answers the issue. 
2. Others have noted, rightly so, that it does not say that God hardened his heart until after the 6th 
plague. They say that at that point the issue is simply that God had declared this would happen 
because He knows everything that will happen. The writer wanted us to understand that God 
only hardens the hearts of those who have already chosen to harden their own hearts first.  
3. Commentators rightly point out that hardening of Pharaoh’s heart did not imply that God 
caused Pharaoh to sin but simply that God withheld His grace and allowed sin to go where it 
would always go if not held in check by God. Because God’s grace has put restraints on sin, it is 
not going to be as ugly as it could/would be. The Hitlers and Osama Bin Ladens of the world 
would be child’s play compared to where sin would take us if it were not for God’s restraining 
grace. None of us can even imagine how evil sin really is. In realizing that, we could understand 
these passages as simply saying that God enabled Pharaoh to go where his sin would naturally 
take him.  

God Himself gives us four reasons for the plagues.  



1. There is an overriding purpose of bringing glory to Himself, a factor that is always present in 
all God does and is specifically stated in various places that deal with the plagues and the 
exodus. 
2. God was going to bring Egypt to the place where His people would be set free from bondage. 
God said, “Let my people go.”  
3. Exodus 7:5 says, “The Egyptians will know that I am the Lord.” This is repeated at least 5 
more times in Exodus. 
4.  Exodus 10:1, 2 tells us that God is teaching Israel about Himself in all of this.  

The third reason is key to God hardening the heart of Pharaoh. God would demonstrate to Egypt 
that He and He alone was God. It is especially interesting to note that the final plague took the 
life of the son of the Pharaoh who in theory was a god who was destined to rule as the primary 
Egyptian god, but he died in the exact way as all other Egyptian first born died and in the exact 
same way as the cattle died. That has to make you think about his claim to deity.  

Pharaoh believed he was god and as a god he believed whatever he did and whatever he said was 
law. He also viewed himself as one who could not make any wrong decisions. As god he was 
always right. That truth is seen in various places both in Scripture and in archaeological finds. It 
is best expressed in Exodus 5:2 where we read, “Pharaoh said, ‘Who is the LORD, that I should 
obey him and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD and I will not let Israel go." 

When Pharaoh asked, “who is the Lord?” he was not declaring his ignorance of a foreign God 
but is literally saying. “I’m god and so who does this pretender think he is and what makes him 
think he can tell me what to do. You don’t tell god what to do. I am god and have the right to 
make decisions and all wisdom to make them correctly.” God’s response is seen in Exodus 6:1 
where we read, “Then the LORD said to Moses, "Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh: 
Because of my mighty hand he will let them go; because of my mighty hand he will drive them 
out of his country." 

Have you ever wondered why Pharaoh refused to let the Israelites go? He needed them as slaves, 
but at some point, it had to have dawned on him that he was losing the battle, a battle which he 
couldn’t possibly win. So why didn’t the all wise one who is god and able to do whatever he 
wanted to, see that it is best to give up here? He stubbornly said no when he had to know that 
was a poor decision. The reason he could not make the decision he should have been able and 
anxious to make if he was god was, in addition to not being god, the true and living God 
hardened his heart so that he could not. If Pharaoh had made the decision that it was best to let 
the people go, the Egyptians would have praised his wise decision and remained convinced he 
was god. But the true and living God prohibited him from making any decision; God literally 
short-circuited his free will. By making Pharaoh a puppet to the true God and one who therefore 
could not make wise decisions God showed Himself to be the true God. God showed Pharaoh to 
be exactly what he was, a flawed sinful human. Pharaoh declared that he was god and he was 
wise enough to always make the right decisions for Egypt. God said, “Let’s see if you are god. I 
will prohibit you from making a decision, which proves I am more God than you. Then see what 



happens. Let’s see where your inability to make decisions takes you.” Case settled. And there 
were Egyptians who recognized that Pharaoh was not god and believed in the true God. See 
Exodus 12:38.  

This account of Pharaoh is a parallel to much in our society today. Pharaoh’s statement “Who is 
this one who calls Himself God?” is echoed today by the majority in our society. The majority 
would not set themselves up as god, but they act as if they believe they are God. Many in our 
society declare that they don’t need a God of creation because we all just happened as the result 
of a big bang. Many echo Pharaoh in assuming that we have all wisdom and can solve all of our 
problems with our own brains. With enough education we will eliminate sin. With enough time 
we will eliminate sickness by finding a cure for everything. We don’t need the idea of a God that 
man previously needed to explain the unexplainable and give hope to the hopeless. We are good 
to go alone.  

Read the paper on any given day to see where that takes us. I’m not prepared to say that God has 
hardened our hearts so we reap the results of rejecting Him and setting ourselves up as gods but 
you have to admit there are scary similarities. 

The plagues in Egypt remind us that it is not wise to mock God or to seek to ignore Him. He has 
told us in His Word how to live. If we continue to declare “Who is this one who calls Himself 
God and dares tell us how to live?” we will reap the plagues that follow.  

God is loving, gracious, merciful and kind but He is also righteous and He alone is worthy of 
worship and if as individuals or as a nation we forget those dimensions of His being we will pay 
the price. We can’t outsmart God, which means in the end we ought to follow Him and Him 
alone. 


