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Exodus 8.1-15; Exodus 9.8-12;  Psalm 136; John 9.1-7 

(The Psalm will be read by the Reader with the congregation responding “His love endures forever,” 

throughout it.) 

Prayer:  Loving God, your mercy has no boundaries, and your grace has no limits.  We are your people 

because you have gathered us to nestle beneath the hem of your garment, as a hen gathers her chicks 

to nestle beneath her wing.  Your work among us and within us is profound as it shapes us.  Who you are 

is revealed to us by your Holy Breath as you breathe upon us.  Come now and speak to us once again.  

Come and inspire our hearts and minds with your soothing voice.  Come and calm us from the demands 

of life that threaten to undo us.  In your Holy Name we pray.  Amen. 

 

In our story this morning, we encounter a tension in the text.  We could only read two of the 

plagues because the story is so long.  But I chose two that illustrate this tension.  The plagues of frogs 

and boils, the second and sixth plagues. 

The plague of frogs concludes, “…but when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he hardened his 

heart and would not listen to Moses and Aaron, just as the Lord said.”  The plague of boils concludes, 

“But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart and he would not listen to Moses and Aaron, just as the Lord 

said to Moses.”  In the plague story, we’re told six times that Pharaoh hardens his own heart and four 

times that the Lord hardens Pharaoh’s heart. 

This theological tension, built into the plague story, is never resolved.  So the question that has 

been asked for millennia is: “Did Pharaoh have a choice or not?  Was it God who created this problem by 

hardening Pharaoh’s heart?  Or, did Pharaoh create the problem by hardening his own heart?” 

******* 

And no matter how you cut it, the plague story feels as if God is toying with Pharaoh, like a cat 
with a mouse.  During the hail plague, the Lord says to Moses: 

“…. say to Pharaoh … I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with a 
plague that would have wiped you off the earth.   But I have raised you up 1for this very purpose, 
that I might show you my power and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.(Ex 
9.13-17) 
And then again, during the locust plague, the Lord says:  “I have hardened his heart … so that I 

may perform these signs … and you may tell your children and grandchildren.”  (10) 
The text reveals that God actually wants a spectacle so that the Hebrew people will know just 

how powerful this God is that they’re preparing to follow into the desert.  God wants the Hebrews to 
see that their God is able to toy with the powerful gods of Egypt. 

So, again, Does Pharaoh have a choice or not?  Who is in control in this story?  God or Pharaoh? 
******* 

 As I kept rolling this story through my head this week, I finally concluded that it doesn’t really 
matter who controlled the scene – God or Pharaoh – because either way, they lead to the same result -- 
the people remain as slaves. 

******* 
 There’s been a theological debate for millennia now that mirrors this Exodus story.  Is God in 
control of this world and even of our own lives?  Or, are we in control of this world and of our own lives?  
It’s the Predestination versus Free Will debate that used to have a lot more energy than it does today. 



 And the problem is that one may make a biblical argument that supports either theological 
position.  Both Predestination and Free Will is taught by Scripture.  Indeed!  Both are taught in the 
plague story.  And so, I kept wondering does it matter what we think about these two doctrines? 

******* 
******* 

 My mother was born in Clarkesville TN in 1928.  Her hometown was Guthrie KY until 1941.  She 
moved to Detroit when she was 13 because her father was shot and killed by the Guthrie Sheriff.  And 
her mother, my grandmother, couldn’t raise her five children all by herself in Guthrie.  They were dirt 
poor hillbillies when they moved north to be near my great grandparents who had left the south to work 
in the auto industry.  My mother wasn’t religious.  She never went to church.  She had however, been to 
tent revivals before moving to Detroit. 
 My father was born in Sand Lake MI in 1926.  He grew up in the country, in a farmhouse that 
someone let his family live in, because his father had abandoned his five children and moved to Detroit, 
where he had started another family.  My father’s mother and siblings survived on the kindness of their 
neighbors.  He remembers going door to door, with a bucket, collecting scraps of food that his neighbors 
would give them.  His normal diet was bacon fat and sugar sandwiches because that’s what their 
neighbors would give them.  My dad never set foot in a church or a revival – ever. 
 My mother and father ran into one another in Detroit after WWII.  They fell in love and got 
married.  Now my question at this point is this.  Is this God working in their lives to bring them together?  
Or, did my parents make a series of decisions that brought them together?  And does it matter to which 
is true? 

They moved from Detroit to East Lansing so that my dad could go to Michigan State University.  
He got his degree in landscape architecture and went to work for a Dutchman, Pete Dyke, in Grand 
Rapids, landscaping people’s homes.  He loved that work.  But he eventually left it to work for Reynolds 
Aluminum.  Another job he loved. 

Meanwhile my mother and father have four children, one of whom died at birth, a little sister by 
the name Elizabeth Ann.  Hence my daughter’s name Hannah Elizabeth. 

In about 1956 Mr. Buikema started visiting my parents.  He was an evangelist in the Christian 
Reformed Church.  And most of you have heard that story.  My parents became Christians and joined 
the Christian Reformed Church. 

And again, we wonder, is this the work of God in their lives?  Or, is this my parents making a 
series of decisions?  Predestination or Free Will? 

They had me in 1958, when I was 16 and a High School senior, my father said he’d pay for me to 
go to either MSU or Calvin College, but he would not pay for UM.  So, I chose to go to Calvin. 

I don’t know why.  I’d never been on that campus, before my first day of school, not once in my 
life, even though I only lived about four miles from it.  Eventually, I finished Calvin College and Calvin 
Seminary.  No one wanted me out of the Seminary.  I was the last man standing a year after graduation.  
My friend Duane had four or five calls.  I had none.  But then Minnesota called me, and off we went to 
Holland for five years.  Then Akron called me, and you can’t get rid of me.  We’ve been here for 24.5 
years. 

Now the question is, what role did God play in bringing me here to you?  Was this his plan all the 
way back there in 1926 and 1928 when my parents were born?  Shoot, was it God who moved my 
father’s father, and my Great grand parents to Detroit, just so my parents would eventually meet and I’d 
end up here?  Did God perhaps adlib along the way as the plan developed?  Or, is the whole thing 
somewhat coincidental, and here I am, after making what seemed to be a whole bunch of unrelated 
decisions?  Could I just as easily ended up being a lawyer in Timbuktu as being a minister in Akron, if I 
had just made a few different decisions? 



And the truth is, I don’t think that it really matter where you come down on such questions, 
because, here I am, so now you have to deal with me.  Predestination or Free Will?  I don’t know.  Does 
it matter? 

******* 
 I think that we do well if we hold these questions in tension and refuse to answer one way or 
another, because we just don’t know the answer.  There are days, like when Google anticipates the 
question I’m going to ask it, that it really seems as if I am far less independent than I’d like to believe.  At 
those times the idea that God is moving everything in the universe to bring about his purposes, makes 
some sense.  It seems possible. 
 But there are other days.  Especially on days where people around the world are acting very 
badly, that I can’t help but decide that we’re controlling everything in our lives, and that we’re just a 
bunch of cretins. 
 So, tension it is.  Hold these conflicting worldviews in tension.  Don’t concede too much to either 
side.  We believe that God is at work in this world, but we dare not say what that means.  We believe 
that we are at work in this world, but we must be humble as we look back on our life and we discover a 
path, that we never even realized, we were following. 

And the truth is, that’s the Reformed position.  When asked if we affirm Predestination or Free 
Will, we answer: “Yes.” 
 And it doesn’t matter where we exactly fall on the Predestination versus Free Will spectrum, 
because here we are.  Did God bring all of us together in this place?  Or did we choose to be together in 
this place?  It doesn’t matter.  Here we are, gathered together to worship our God in this place, at this 
time.  Hallelujah!  Praise the Lord! 

******* 
 During this coming week, I want you to think about your life.  Look it over.  Notice those places 
where you do discover the presence and work of our Lord.  Look for those moments.  Because we do 
very strongly affirm that God is at work in our life. 
 And then, next Sunday, Palm Sunday, stand up and tell us what you’ve discovered about the 
work of the Lord in your life.  Let the Holy Spirit guide your examination this week and lead you to reveal 
what you’ve discovered. 
 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 


