
Text:  Exodus 4:21-23 
Title:  “A Hardened Heart” 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Open your Bibles to Exodus 4.  We’re studying this portion of God’s Word to examine God’s 
deliverance of His people Israel out of the bondage of Egypt.  God is a delivering God, and here in 
Exodus there’s so much we can learn about His activity in our lives, delivering us from sin and 
delivering us to a life of blessing and fullness in Jesus Christ.   
 
Now we have been looking at God’s dealings with a man named Moses.  As reluctant as Moses was 
to become God’s messenger, in the end Moses obeys the Lord. 
 
Exodus 4:20 (NIV) - So Moses took his wife and sons, put them on a donkey and started back 
to Egypt. And he took the staff of God in his hand. 
 
Now I want us to turn our attention to the other key player in this drama … Pharaoh, the king of 
Egypt.  God is dealing with him, as well, but we’ll see that the response is entirely different. 
 
Exodus 4:21-23 (NIV) - The LORD said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that you 
perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the power to do. But I will harden his 
heart so that he will not let the people go. 22 Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the LORD says: 
Israel is my firstborn son (that’s the way God views His people), 23 and I told you, “Let my son 
go, so he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.’ ” 
 
This paragraph sets up what will happen in Exodus 5-11.  There will be a showdown between the 
Moses/Aaron team and the team of Pharaoh and his wise men.  Moses and Aaron will deliver the 
message and perform the miracles that God assigned to them, but Pharaoh will resist what God is 
doing.  He will harden his heart.  The result will be that God will unleash as series of ten plagues on 
the Egyptians, each becoming more and more severe until ultimately God will judge Pharaoh and 
Egypt with the death of his firstborn son.  After that Pharaoh will let God’s people leave Egypt and 
travel to Sinai where they will worship God and take on a new identity as God’s people destined for 
the Promised Land.  So that’s where the story is going.   
 
But we need to pause here and deal with a truth that is, in one sense, very confusing to us, and yet in 
another it is all too familiar to us … the issue of a hardened heart. 

 
Exodus 4:21 (NIV) - The LORD said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that you 
perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the power to do. But I will harden his 
heart so that he will not let the people go. 
 
ILLUSTRATION – A hardened heart is a stubborn heart.  My son-in-law Chris and I like to quail 
hunt.  A couple of years ago I gave Chris a beautiful Brittany hunting dog.  His name is Buddy.  But 
after thinking about it, I think he would be better named Pharaoh.  That dog is some kind of 
stubborn.  The guy I got him from recognized this quality in Buddy from the outset, so he said we 
will have to be patient with him while he matures.  Well, we have tried, but it’s awfully hard at times 



because he is so stubborn.  He barks when you tell him not to bark.  When you tell him to come, he 
goes.  When you tell him to sit, he stands.  We sent him off to Man’s Best Friend for training … he 
flunked.  One weekend we were keeping Buddy at our house.  On that Sunday morning, the one 
morning of the week I don’t have time for this sort of thing, Buddy slipped out of the gate, and he 
was gone in a flash.  He was having a grand ol’ time running through the neighborhood, and I 
couldn’t keep up with him.  I was yelling at him, but trying not to awaken the whole neighborhood.  I 
have to admit as I ran all over the place in my church clothes, I thought some things that I’m still 
confessing as sin.  Finally I cornered him, and grabbed him, and drug back to the yard.  That is one 
stubborn dog. 
 
But that’s exactly what it means to have a hardened heart. 
 
Now there are three different Hebrew words used throughout the next several chapters that all 
indicate the same thing … Pharaoh had a stubborn heart … a heart of iron.  Sometimes the text 
indicates, as it does here in Exodus 4:21, that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  Sometimes it says that 
Pharaoh hardened his own heart.  Other times the text simply says that Pharaoh’s heart was 
hardened.   
 
So let’s just let the Holy Spirit do an EKG on a hardened heart.  What does a hardened heart look 
like?  Let me begin with the most obvious.  A hardened heart … 
 
1. RESISTS THE WILL OF GOD 
 
To harden one’s heart is to see the clear evidence of God’s activity, and still refuse to accept His 
Word, submit to His will and obey His command.  It is all summed up in the statement of Pharaoh 
when Moses went before him with the message that the Lord wanted Pharaoh to let His people go. 

 
Exodus 5:2 (NIV) - 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.” 

 
You see, what Pharaoh is doing is that he is sinning against God.  He knows the right thing to do … 
he knows the will of God … and he refuses to obey … he resists the will of God. 
 
The Bible says that if you know the good thing to do, and you don’t do it, that is sin.   
 
Every time God delivers the message through Moses to Pharaoh to let God’s people go, Pharaoh 
disobeys.  Even when he is stricken with one terrible judgment after another, Pharaoh continues to 
sin by resisting the will of God.   
 
EXAMPLE:  The seventh plague was a vicious hail storm that came across Egypt.  The hail killed 
the animals in the fields and the people tending to them.  It stripped the leaves off of the plants and 
trees.  But after that plague… 
 

Exodus 9:34 - When Pharaoh saw that the rain and hail and thunder had stopped, he 
sinned again: He and his officials hardened their hearts.   

 



But as we go a little deeper we see something else about a hardened heart.  A hardened heart … 
 
2. DOESN’T LISTEN TO GOD  

 
In Exodus 7 Moses’ brother Aaron performs the miracle that God gave them to perform … the staff 
turning into a snake.   
 
Exodus 7:13 (NIV) - Yet Pharaoh’s heart became hard and he would not listen to them, just as 
the LORD had said. 
 
In spite of seeing a miracle before his very eyes, he wouldn’t listen.  Later on, after the third plague 
(the gnats), even Pharaoh’s wisest advisors recognized this was God. 
 
Exodus 8:19 - The magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of God.” But Pharaoh’s heart 
was hard and he would not listen, just as the Lord had said.  

 
EXAMPLE:  This happened to the disciples of Jesus.  Mark’s Gospel tells us that Jesus had just fed 
four thousand people in an amazing miracle.  Prior to that, they had witnessed the miracle of Jesus 
feeding 5000 people with a few loaves and fish.  Afterwards Jesus got into a boat to cross the lake to 
another town.  The disciples had not brought any food along, except for one loaf of bread.  This 
created a stir among the disciples. 
 
Mark 8:17 (NIV) - Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked them: “Why are you talking about 
having no bread? Do you still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? 

 
Mark 8:18 (NIV) - Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear? And don’t you 
remember? 

 
When you see the incredible power of God displayed all around you and still don’t respond to God or 
listen to him, your heart is hardened.  But there’s something else.  A hardened heart… 
 
3. REFUSES TO HUMBLE ITSELF BEFORE GOD (Ex.10:3)  
 
This was a power struggle between God and Pharaoh.  Who’s in charge here?  Pharaoh thought he 
was.  But God always wins these contests … always!   
 
Exodus 7:14 (NIV) - Then the LORD said to Moses, “Pharaoh’s heart is unyielding… 
 
ILLUSTRATION – When you come to an intersection and you have a sign in front of you that says 
“Yield,” it means that the person coming the other direction has the right of way.  Well God always 
has the right of way, and we must yield to His call, His commands and His way.   
 
After several plagues had come upon Pharaoh and Egypt… 
 



Exodus 10:3 (NIV) - Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said to him, “This is what the 
LORD, the God of the Hebrews, says: ‘How long will you refuse to humble yourself before me? 
Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 
 
Proverbs 28:14 - Blessed is the man who always fears the Lord, but he who hardens his heart 
falls into trouble.   
  
Let’s go a little deeper.  A hardened heart … 
 
4. IS UNGRATEFUL TOWARD GOD  
 
There were times when Pharaoh seemed to soften when the heat was really turned up.  For example, 
the eighth judgment to come on Pharaoh and Egypt was the plague of the locusts that came like a 
cloud and settled over the country, stripping what leaves were left after the hail, going into people’s 
houses.  It was awful! 
 
Exodus 10:16-17 (NIV) - Pharaoh quickly summoned Moses and Aaron and said, “I have 
sinned against the LORD your God and against you.  Exodus 10:17 (NIV) - Now forgive my sin 
once more and pray to the LORD your God to take this deadly plague away from me.” 
 
Exodus 10:20 (NIV) - But the LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the 
Israelites go. 
 
When the pressure and the pain were gone Pharaoh returned to a hard heart.  Instead of being grateful 
to God that he wasn’t destroyed, Pharaoh only deepened in his hardness. 
 
ILLUSTRATION – How many times have we experienced trouble, and we go to God and beg Him 
to forgive us and to relieve us from the trouble.  And God is merciful and gives us relief.  And before 
long we are back to their old way of life.  
 
A hardened heart is ungrateful to God, but also it … 
 
5. IGNORES THE SUFFERING OF OTHERS (Exodus 8:32) 
 
Exodus 8:32 (NIV) - But this time also Pharaoh hardened his heart and would not let the 
people go.  
 
6. INVITES THE JUDGMENT OF GOD  
 
The Lord is holy, just and good.  His ways are always perfect, and He doesn’t need to defend His 
actions before any human being.  He does not owe us an explanation. 
 
Now I want to talk about the “elephant in the room.”  I know that some of you have been wondering, 
“Why does it say several times that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart?”  Others of you were thinking, 
“Ah, the Pastor is wimping out on us.  He’s not going to explain this business of God’s hardening 
Pharaoh’s heart?” 



 
Maybe you’re thinking, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  That sounds a little unjust to me.  Why 
would God harden a person’s heart, and then judge them for having a hardened heart?” 
 

You see, God knew the attitude of Pharaoh’s heart.  In fact, back in Ch.3 God told Moses that 
He knew that the king would not let Israel go unless the mighty hand of God compelled him.  
In other words, Pharaoh’s heart would be unyielding to God’s command.  

 
ILLUSTRATION – The same sun that melts snow can harden clay.  It all depends on the 
make-up of the substance. 
 

The fact is that God gave Pharaoh many opportunities to repent, and yet Pharaoh continued to harden 
his heart against the revelation of God. 
 
Exodus 10:1 - Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and 
the hearts of his officials so that I may perform these miraculous signs of mine among them… 
 
Note:  When God says, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart…” God is establishing the fact that He is 
totally in control of the situation.  God is about the great work of delivering Israel in a glorious and 
powerful way.  And He will do it through the hardened heart of Pharaoh. 
 
Exodus 14:4 - And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them. But I will gain 
glory for myself through Pharaoh and all his army, and the Egyptians will know that I am the 
Lord.”  
 
Now I want to close by bringing this down to us in a very practical way.  The fact is that a hardened 
heart can happen for any of us. 

 
APPLICATION: Lessons from a hardened heart… 

 
Now let me ask you to turn with me to Hebrews 3.  Hardening of the heart can easily happen to 
God’s people.  In fact, the Bible tells us that the Israelites … who saw Pharaoh harden his heart 
toward the commands of God … also hardened their hearts later as they traveled through the 
wilderness.  And Hebrews 3 refers to this. 
  
1. WE MUST TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE CONDITION OF OUR HEARTS. 
 
Hebrews 3:8 - Do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing 
in the desert,   
 

 
2. ENCOURAGE ONE ANOTHER TO RESPOND TO GOD. 
 
Hebrews 3:13 - But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of 
you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.   

 



Question:  Are you constantly around people who have a hard heart toward God and the things of 
God?  Or are you constantly exposed to people who are tender and sensitive toward God? 
 
3. DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT TODAY.  
 
Repeated hardness moves a man or woman farther and farther from God.  (Three verses related to 
hardening of the heart in Hebrews uses the word “today.”)   
 
Hebrew 3:15 - As has just been said: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts 
as you did in the rebellion.” 

  
Hebrews 4:7 - Therefore God again set a certain day, calling it Today, when a long time later 
he spoke through David, as was said before: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 
hearts.” 
 


