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The Obedient Son 

In his death on the cross, Christ gave the fullest example of love,   
both of God and of neighbor 

By Steve Clark

The humility of the Son of the King  
According to many scripture scholars, Paul's Letter to the Philippians contains a hymn to Christ which praises his 
humility in redeeming us: 

Though he was in the form of God, [he] did not count   
equality with God a thing to be grasped,  
but he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant,  
being born in the likeness of men.  
And being found in human form he humbled himself   
and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.  
Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him  
the name which is above every name,  
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow in heaven  
and on earth and under the earth,  
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,   
to the glory of God the Father.   
                                                      – Philippians 2:6-11
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The hymn begins by considering Christ. “Form” here does not mean external shape, but something more like “the 
very nature of God,” as translated in the New International version (NIV). The hymn begins, then, with Christ as the 
divine Son, in “the glory which [he] had with [his Father] before the world was made” (John 17:5). 

We are perhaps to think of Christ together with his Father, “who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants 
are like grasshoppers” (Isaiah 40.22). As insignificant as human beings are in comparison, he had compassion on 
them in their predicament. Perhaps they looked to him like ants might look to us after their anthill had been run over 
by a lawn mower: in confusion and turmoil, their home damaged by something they could not even comprehend. 

Then this divine Son – the image of God after whom the first human being was created (2 Corinthians 4:4; 
Colossians 3:l0) – did the very opposite of Adam. Rather than reaching out to become “like God,” Christ did not 
even hold on to the glory and greatness he already shared with his Father. Instead he emptied himself, put aside his 
position, and took a lower place, the place of a servant or slave. 

“For us men and for our salvation, he came down from heaven and became man” (Nicene Creed). The Son of God 
came down from heaven to earth, both in the sense in which the incarnation is a descent and in the sense in which a 
great king might take the maid’s place if she were too sick to serve the meal. He put aside his royal robes and put on 
an apron, so to speak. “For you know the generosity [RSV: grace] of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, 
yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). 

The humility of the Son of the King of the universe did not stop there. Perhaps we would be impressed by a prince 
who strolled the streets and chatted with the villagers, stopping to inquire after the health of the street cleaner. Christ 
did not come to be served; he did not even come to visit. Rather, he voluntarily came to serve (Mark 10:45). 

Although himself the commander of the armies of heaven, Christ came to take orders. But he did not even come to 
take the orders given to soldiers sent out on a difficult and certainly fatal mission. That would be a glorious service. 
Rather, he came to die like a criminal – in fact, like the worst of criminals in the most degrading and painful death of 
all: crucifixion. 

He came to serve his own servants  
Such was the humility of the Son of God He came to serve his own servants. “By this we know love, that he laid 
down his life for us” (1 John 3:16). He came to obey his Father. “I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the 
world may know that I love the Father” (John  14:31). In so doing, he made himself an example to us. “I have given 
you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you: (John 13:15). 

Paul introduces the above hymn with the exhortation, “Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in Christ 
Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). Paul thereby is holding up Christ as an example of someone who loved his Father, counting 
his Father as higher than himself and obeying him faithfully. He also is holding Christ up as an example of someone 
who loved his brothers and sisters, being among them as one who served (Luke 22:27). In short, Christ fulfilled the 
commandments summed up, in, as he himself taught, love of God and love of neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40). And in 
his death on the cross, he gave the fullest example of love, both of God and of neighbor. 

Paul had a practical goal in quoting this hymn to Christ. He was exhorting the Christian community at Philippi to 
remain united in the midst of persecution. Christ is presented as the model of one who brings about unity. By his 
obedience, Christ maintained unity with the one higher than himself, his Father. He established unity with others by 
looking to their interests and serving them. For those who accepted him, Christ's obedience and service was 
reconciling, peace-producing, as love is. His aim, in fact, was “to unite all things” (Ephesians 1:l0) by what he did. 

The requirements for a death that would restore the human race were high. Not any kind of death would do. It had to 
be the death of a special person. The one who died to redeem us had to be the New Adam, the great High Priest, and 
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the Son of God. He had to have a special kind of relationship to God, and to us, to offer an effective redemptive 
sacrifice. 

The death of the Redeemer had to be an act of love  
The way Christ died also was important. His death had to be a special kind of death. The death of the Redeemer had 
to be an act of love, the fulfilment of the law of love of God and neighbor. 

Maximus Confessor expresses this truth in The Ascetic Life: 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, being God by nature and, because of His kindness, deigning also to become 
man, was born of a woman and made under the law, as the divine Apostle says, that by observing the 
commandment as man He might overturn the ancient curse on Adam. Now the Lord knew that the 
whole law and the prophets depend on the two commandments of the law – Thou shalt love the Lord 
thy God with thy whole heart, and thy neighbor as thyself. He therefore was eager to observe them the 
way a human would, from beginning to end.

Since Christ came for our sakes, it is much easier to see how his death was and had to be an act of love of us. His 
death also was an act of love of God and therefore an act of obedience. Only as an act of obedience could Christ’s 
death be a payment, a substitution, and a sacrifice that could accomplish our redemption.  
  

Steve Clark is President of the Sword of the Spirit. This article is excerpted from his book 
Redeemer:Understanding the Meaning of the Life, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ,   
copyright © 1992 by Stephen B. Clark, published by Servant Books. It can be purchased at Tabor 
House Books
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Holy, Holy, Holy 

Isaiah's Call and Mission  

– and Ours  
  

By Tom Mangan

 
   
   
   
   
 

It is dangerous to write about holiness because others could easily draw the conclusion that the writer is holier than 
he really is. In truth, I write about holiness precisely because it is an area in my life in which I desperately need to 
grow.  

I would like to begin by addressing the importance of mystery in life. I don’t know about you, but I like a mystery. I 
like the fact that there are unknowables, undefinables, and “black holes” in our data bank of spiritual knowledge. 
That God can be known and yet remain unknown is fine by me. I accept the fact that I can grow in the knowledge of 
him, yet never completely penetrate the deep mystery of his Being. 

Religion, faith, and God are not just interesting – they are compelling, specifically because they can never be fully 
known. Finding the “X” in algebraic problems and in “who-done-it” mysteries is fascinating since they present the 
challenge of possible discovery or they remain forever elusive. In many instances we will never reach the bottom of 
certain realities.  “X” won’t be found, and some real-life “who-done-its” will remain unresolved.  

What part of God’s mystery does he want to reveal to me?  
When I read scripture, I try to read it as though I’m reading it for the first time. I like to read from different versions 
so I don’t become overly familiar with particular passages. I try to imagine that I’m in the story and what I’m 
reading is actually happening to me. In reading scripture I want my Bible to be “active and alive.” I want it to speak 
to me and reveal what God is opening for me now. In other words, I want the Holy Spirit to pull back the veil and 
show me a bit of his mystery. I don’t need to know all of it. Just some of it would be great. 

I’ve read the sixth chapter of Isaiah many times. It is, therefore, quite easy to say to myself, “I know what this is 
about. It’s the call of Isaiah and his response to the Lord.”  Taken like this, it is easy to overlook the drama that is 
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taking place here. In so doing, we can miss God himself and his fresh word to us. So I ask myself the question: what 
is actually happening here and what part of God’s great mystery does he want to reveal to me today? In that spirit, 
let’s look at Isaiah 6:1-5.  

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and his train 
filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim; each had six wings: with two he covered his face, 
and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.  And one called to another and said:  

 “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;   
 the whole earth is full of his glory. ”

And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled 
with smoke.  And I said, “Woe is me!  For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips; and I dwell in the 
midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”

Encountering the King of all Kings  
As I read this, I thought, What a prayer time Isaiah was having! He thinks he is simply going up to the temple to 
honor the memory of his revered leader now deceased, but instead, he encounters the supreme King of all Kings! 
Wow – what an experience he had! He got a lot more than he bargained for! Prayer times are a mysterious business. 
A person can have a hundred regular prayer times and experience nothing particularly striking, but then there’s that 
one time, as in this instance, when the Lord reveals himself in a spectacular way. Like Isaiah, we sometimes think 
we’re simply going to fulfill our obligation to pray, and this King, whom we know in part, decides (when we least 
expect it) to break into our prayer and reveal his presence in some remarkable way. 

The first thing I noticed in Isaiah’s experience was that the angels didn’t say God was holy; they didn’t even say he 
was holy, holy; but rather they declared God to be “holy, holy, holy.” He was three times holy! This was their way 
of describing the Lord in the superlative degree. I believe this is the only time in scripture that an attribute of God is 
mentioned three times in succession. God is never described as “love, love, love” or “just, just, just.” His holiness 
stands alone. It is the distinctive attribute of the Living God; it is the hallmark of who he is. His holiness stands 
above any other of his many qualities.  He’s magnificent. He fills the temple. He is mighty. He is great. The 
seraphim know it and express it. They stand in his presence daily and acknowledge that he is three times holy. His 
majesty is boundless. The liturgies of many of our churches have taken up this anthem and proclaim it in this three-
fold way. Through the centuries it stands out as a most solemn hymn of the church. 

I was also struck by the fact that like Moses at the burning bush who took his shoes off because he was on holy 
ground, the angels in this passage cover their feet in this most holy presence. Apparently this is a kind of protocol 
that is followed by all of God’s creatures when admitted into the Lord’s sanctuary. I see them acknowledging their 
lowliness by covering their feet in his glorious presence. There is a deep reverence, humility, and mystery in this 
gesture.  

“We shall see him as he is”  
In Exodus 33 Moses was only permitted to see the Lord from the back, and Isaiah only saw God’s reflected glory. 
What was just a hope to them now becomes a promise to us as his people, the church: “Beloved, we are God’s 
children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears, we will be like him, for 
we shall see him as he is”  (1 John 3:2). We are destined to enjoy not the mere reflected glory of the Lord, but rather 
his pure nature in all his manifest glory! Alleluia!  

A final observation for me from this passage was that in the presence of the Lord the door posts and thresholds 
quaked. And I think that Isaiah quaked as well. In fact, I think he shook the most in this charged atmosphere. The 
body of Isaiah must have been visibly moved as he pronounced judgment upon himself, saying, “Woe is me!” To 
put it another way, Isaiah was undone. He came apart at the seams. He was “blown away.” In a moment he was 
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totally exposed before the absolute standard of holiness. He became aware of his complete unworthiness: “I am a 
man of unclean lips,” he says. He saw his sinfulness. At that moment he knew who God was and who he really was. 

Awe draws us near to God  
Normally when we experience God and our own unworthiness it comes to us as a gradual revelation. The mystery 
unfolds before us slowly, but with this prophet it was instantaneous. However, as difficult as this experience was, it 
did not annihilate him.  Look at how Isaiah responds to this overwhelming vision. Sure, Isaiah was undone, but after 
groveling, he makes one of the most important declarations in all of sacred scripture: “Here am I. Send me!” I think 
Rabbi Hershel, a renowned Talmudic scholar and professor at Yeshiva University in New York City, described a 
moment like this best when he wrote, “Awe, unlike fear, does not make us shrink from the awe-inspiring object, but 
on the contrary, draws us near to it.” 

In the end, Isaiah was no “Humpty-Dumpy” who couldn’t be put back together again by anybody in his kingdom. 
God, seemingly in an instant, put Isaiah back together while leaving his identity intact. His personality was 
overhauled; he was changed, but not destroyed. Isaiah was still Isaiah when he left the temple as a new man. 

There is a pattern in this whole process we mustn’t miss. After a divine encounter, Isaiah is greatly moved. God 
forgives and transforms him, but then he sends him forth. In this temple visit, Isaiah goes from brokenness to 
mission. In the end he stands up as a volunteer: “I am ready,” he says, “I will go!” His mystical vision propels him to 
ministry. His worship isn’t an end in itself. It yields a mission. Grace contained is grace lost. Isaiah has received a 
great grace, and he is about to be a means of great grace to others.  

I believe that like Isaiah we, too, need to move from conversion to transformation to mission. We either need a 
missionary or we are missionaries. There is in the call of Isaiah a challenge for every disciple of Christ. Godliness 
demands manifestation. A world that cannot see Christ must see Christ in us! I invite each one of us to heed the call 
and bring others into God’s family by welcoming them into our homes, our churches, our community gatherings, 
and our times of fellowship. Many of us have experienced the Lord’s presence and work in our midst. Let’s share 
our Good News. I believe that it’s time to step forward and say, “Here am I. Send me!”   
  

Tom Mangan is the senior coordinator of the People of God Community in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, USA. 
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Rooted in God’s Word 

One of the most effective ways we can be rooted in Christ   
is to immerse ourselves in his word 

By Jeanne Kun

Several years ago a devastating windstorm wreaked havoc in our town. Roofs were blown off houses, telephone and 
utility poles came down, and live electrical wires crackled and snapped on the sidewalks. Trees were uprooted and 
overturned, many of them falling across streets, blocking traffic; others crashed through car roofs and windows or 
smashed through housetops. Even the pavement was cracked and torn up by the roots of these trees as they were 
felled by the wind. 

As I walked through the neighborhood and saw so many trees lying about, totally ripped out of the earth, I mused on 
the function of their roots, now exposed to view. Some of the familiar verses and parables of Scripture came alive 
and took on clearer meaning to me as I pondered the sights of the storm’s aftermath. 

Both the Old and New Testaments draw on images of the plant world to describe God’s people and teach us valuable 
lessons about our spiritual condition. Nature surrounds us; its images are familiar to us and can aptly communicate 
spiritual truths to us because we understand them so well. 

The prophet Jeremiah expressed one of the most beautiful analogies in the Old Testament, comparing the faith-filled 
person with a strong, flourishing tree: “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose hope is the Lord. He is like 
a tree planted beside waters, that stretches out its roots to the stream. It fears not the heat when it comes, its leaves 
stay green. In the year of  drought it shows no distress, but still bears fruit” (Jeremiah 17:7-9). 
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ROOTS  
It is worth a closer look at the purpose and function of the root system of a tree to see the full significance of 
Jeremiah’s analogy. 

The root system serves to guarantee the existence of the whole tree. Without roots, a tree simply could not survive. 
One of the roots’ functions is to anchor the tree in the soil, providing stability and a firm base for the entire structure 
of the trunk, branches, leaves, and fruit. For example, the root system of a maple tree, primarily hidden underground, 
is often as extensive and broad as the crown of the tree, and its longest roots may reach as deep in the earth as the 
tree is tall. 

Another purpose of the roots is to take up water and minerals from the soil, synthesizing food and growth regulators 
that are transmitted through the woody portions of the roots to the trunk. The thicker, more substantial roots are 
actually covered with thousands of finer roots and root hairs which increase the absorbing surface of the main roots 
and come in contact with a tremendous volume of soil and nutrients. As much as 30 feet of root fibers have been 
found in one inch of soil when   
examined with a microscope! 

In order to take up water and minerals, the roots penetrate into the soil, seeking the best conditions. In temperate 
climates, roots are found closer to the surface of the ground, but in drier, arid areas, roots penetrate to a much deeper 
level, seeking moisture. Some desert shrubs have roots that extend downwards in the earth as deeply as 230 feet! 

A final task of the root system is to store food for later use in the growth of the tree’s trunk, branches, and foliage. In 
the climate of Palestine, tree and plant life are often threatened by heat and drought. When we realize this, we can 
better appreciate the beauty and spiritual reality of Jeremiah’s analogy of a man’s trust in the Lord being like a tree 
whose roots sustain it in adverse conditions: “It fears not the heat when it comes, its leaves stay green. In the year of 
drought it shows no distress, but still bears fruit.” 

In the last chapter of the book of Hosea, the prophet repeats the image of Israel as a fruitful plant or tree watered and 
sustained by his relationship with the Lord: “I will be like the dew of Israel: he shall blossom like the lily; he shall 
strike root like the Lebanon cedar, and put forth his shoots. His splendour shall be like the olive tree and his 
fragrance like the Lebanon cedar. Again they shall dwell in his shade and raise grain. They shall blossom like the 
vine, and his fame shall be like the wine of Lebanon... Because of me you bear fruit!” (Hosea 14:6-8). 
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Stump of Jesse by Jamie Treadwell

SHOOTS  
Another image drawn from the plant world is that of a tree that has been cut down, but whose roots survive to send 
up a new shoot that can grow into a tree again. This image is applied to the coming Messiah. Isaiah prophesied, “A 
shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse, and from his roots a bud shall blossom.... On that day, the root of Jesse, 
set up as a signal for the nations, the gentiles shall seek out, for his dwelling shall be glorious. On that day the Lord 
shall again take it in hand to reclaim the remnant of his people” (Isaiah 11:1, 10-11). Jeremiah also foretold: 
“Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up a righteous shoot to David. As king he shall reign 
and govern wisely, he shall do what is just and right in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5). 

A final look at an Old Testament image of nature drawn by the author of the book of Job leaves us with profound 
spiritual hope when we consider our own repeated sins and failures to live a holy life: “For a tree there is hope, if it 
be cut down, that it will sprout again and that its tender shoots will not cease. Even though its roots grow old in the 
earth and its stump die in the dust, yet at the first whiff of water it may flourish again and put forth branches like a 
young plant” (Job 14:7-9). I remember once coming across the heartening sight of a dry, old stump of a tree that had 
been chopped down, out of which down close to the roots, small, new branches were sprouting, bearing tender, fresh 
green leaves! 

The New Testament expands on these images. Jesus knew the value of using parables from nature for his listeners. 
He often spoke about the organic cycle of life, fruit-bearing, and death to illustrate the truths of the life of the spirit. 

Perhaps the best-known example is the parable of the sower and the seed. Once again we see the importance of our 
connection with the Lord himself – how we need to be rooted securely in him to sustain life and bear fruit: “Some of 
the seed landed on rocky ground where it had little soil; it sprouted immediately because the soil had no depth. Then, 
when the sun rose and scorched it, it began to wither for lack of roots: (Mark 4:5-6). These seeds put down roots, 
and the roots struggled to find anchorage, but the soil was rocky. Finally the plant withered and died, because the 
roots found no source of water and nutrients. As Jesus explained, “Those sown on rocky ground are people who on 
listening to the word accept it joyfully at the outset. Being rootless, they last only a while. When some pressure or 
persecution overtakes them because of the word, they falter” (Mark 4:16-17). Thus we see how important it is that 
we strike root deep in the Lord, being anchored firmly in faith, and sustained by our fellowship with him. 

THE BEARING OF FRUIT  
Jesus also spoke another word – both of warning and of hope – in this parable recorded by Luke: “A man had a fig 
tree growing in his vineyard, and he came out looking for fruit on it but did not find any. He said to the vine-dresser, 
‘Look here! For three years now I have come in search of fruit on this fig tree and found none. Cut it down. Why 
should it clutter up the ground?’ In answer the man said, ‘Sir, leave it another year, while I hoe around it and manure 
it. Then perhaps it will bear fruit. If not, it shall be cut down’” (Luke 13:6-9). Mercifully, Jesus offers us the 
opportunity to grow and amend our ways. 

The parable challenges us to examine our own lives and relationship with the Lord, our responsiveness to him, and 
our use of the talents he has given us. We should ask ourselves what Jesus would find in our lives if he were to come 
seeking fruit. Do I produce healthy growth through abiding in Jesus, or is my spiritual life withering because I am 
not rooted in him? Am I putting his gifts to use for others, or are they failing to blossom? Perhaps I am producing all 
leafy show, pretty foliage that pleases the eye, but has no fruit. 

Jesus spoke of this reality in greater depth on the last evening of his life as he instructed the disciples: “Live on in 
me, as I do in you. No more than a branch can bear fruit of itself apart from the vine, can you bear fruit apart from 
me. I am the vine, you are the branches. He who lives in me, and I in him, will produce abundantly, for apart from 
me you can do nothing. A man who does not live in me is like a withered, rejected branch, picked up to be thrown in 
the fire and burned. If you live in me and my words stay part of you, you may ask what you will: it will be done for 
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you” (John 15:4-7). 

INTO GOD’S WORD  
Finally, Paul used an analogy similar to those that Jesus frequently used. To the members of the church at Colossae 
he stressed the importance of living in union with Christ. In his choice of words Paul used the same Greek verb for 
“to be rooted” that is used throughout the gospels when Jesus spoke his parables about putting down roots in him: 
“As therefore you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so live in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the 
faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving” (Colossians 2:6-7). 

One of the most effective ways we can be rooted in Christ is to immerse ourselves in his word. When you read and 
study Scripture, remember that it is a lifeline to the Lord. You are striking your roots deeper and deeper into good, 
life-giving soil and drinking from the living waters: “Happy the man who... delights in the law of the Lord and 
meditates on his law day and night. He is like a tree planted near running water, that yields its fruit in due season, 
whose leaves never fade” (Psalm 1:1, 2-3).  
  

Jeanne Kun is a noted author and a senior woman leader in the Word of Life Community, Ann 
Arbor, Michigan, USA. 
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plague of blood

 
plague of frogs

 
plague of gnats

 
plague of flies

 
plague of livestock

 
plague of boils

 
plague of hail

 
plague of locusts

 
plague of darkness

 
plague of the firstborn

click on each box to view large illustration and scriptural reflection for each plague 

The Ten Plagues  

Spiritual lessons for us today

Scriptural Reflections from Exodus  
by Don Schwager 

I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great 
acts of judgment  – Exodus 6:6

God made a seven-fold promise to Moses and the people 
of Israel (Exodus 6:6-8):  
1.  I will free you from the burdens which the Egyptians 
have laid upon you.   
2.  I will release you from slavery to them.   
3.  With strokes of power I will deliver you.   
4.  I will adopt you as my own people.   
5.  I will be your God.   
6.  I will bring you to the land I swore that I would give to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.   

Art work by Yvette Rock

Artist Statement 

My work revolves around biblical 
themes, imagery and language.  I am 
drawn to the truth and beauty found 
in the Old and New Testaments – 
from the harshness and 
awesomeness of the ten plagues, to 
the glory and compassion of the 
crucifixion.  

I connect scripture to everyday life – 
using painting, drawing, collage and 
mixed media to reflect universal 
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7.  I will give this land to you for your inheritance.  

This seven-fold promise forshadows the fulness of 
redemption which Jesus Christ fulfilled for the human race 
when he delivered us from slavery to sin and death 
through his victory on the cross.  

The ten plagues demonstrated God's power and 
presence in a land that worshiped idols and oppressed 
the people of God. Pharoah was worshiped as a divine 
person in Egypt. His defiance and refusal to submit to 
God is a type or symbol of the Angel of Light (also called 
Lucifer and Satan) who was thrown out of heaven for his 
defiant refusal to serve God.  

The plagues brought judgment on Pharoah and the 
Egyptians for enslaving Israel, and judgment on all the 
gods of Egypt. They demonstrate that the Lord is the only 
true God and greater than all other gods.  

They also demonstrated for Israel, and for all believers, 
both the depravity of sin and our need for God's 
redemption. 

The Book of Revelations also describes plagues which 
will take place at the end of the age, when the Lord Jesus 
returns to judge the world and to usher in his kingdom of 
righteousness and peace. See Revelations 15:1, 16:3-7. 

experiences such as love, anger, 
violence, hope, disparity, poverty, 
sickness and redemption.  

 
Yvette lives in Detroit, Michigan, USA. 
She and her husband, Joshua, now 
have three children. They are leaders of 
Youth-Works Detroit, an inner city youth 
outreach of the Sword of the Spirit. To 
see more of Yvette's art work, vist her 
website: http://www.yvetterock.com/  
 

. 

1. Plague of Blood  
2. Plague of Frogs  
3. Plague of Gnats  
4. Plague of Flies  
5. Plague of Livestock

hi6. Plague of Boils  
hi7. Plague of Hail  
hi8. Plague of Locusts  
hi9. Plague of Darkness  
i10. Plague of Firstborn

.
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Plague of Blood, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

God's purpose of the plagues was not only to secure the release 
of the Israelities from bondage in Egypt, but also to make himself 
known to the Egyptians as the one true God who not only acts 
with power and judgment, but also with grace, blessing, and 
protection for those who serve him. 

And the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I stretch forth my hand upon Egypt and bring 

 

The plague of blood 

Exodus 7 

14 Then the LORD said to Moses, 
“Pharaoh’s heart is hardened, he refuses 
to let the people go. 15 Go to Pharaoh in 
the morning, as he is going out to the 
water; wait for him by the river’s brink, 
and take in your hand the rod which was 
turned into a serpent. 16 And you shall 
say to him, ‘The LORD, the God of the 
Hebrews, sent me to you, saying, “Let my 
people go, that they may serve me in the 
wilderness; and behold, you have not yet 
obeyed.” 17 Thus says the LORD, “By 
this you shall know that I am the LORD: 
behold, I will strike the water that is in the 
Nile with the rod that is in my hand, and it 
shall be turned to blood, 18 and the fish 
in the Nile shall die, and the Nile shall 
become foul, and the Egyptians will 
loathe to drink water from the Nile.”’” 19 
And the LORD said to Moses, “Say to 
Aaron, ‘Take your rod and stretch out 
your hand over the waters of Egypt, over 
their rivers, their canals, and their ponds, 
and all their pools of water, that they may 
become blood; and there shall be blood 
throughout all the land of Egypt, both in 
vessels of wood and in vessels of stone.’” 

20 Moses and Aaron did as the LORD 
commanded; in the sight of Pharaoh and 
in the sight of his servants, he lifted up 
the rod and struck the water that was in 
the Nile, and all the water that was in the 
Nile turned to blood. 21 And the fish in 
the Nile died; and the Nile became foul, 
so that the Egyptians could not drink 
water from the Nile; and there was blood 
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Plague of Gnats, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

The plague of gnats, which are possibly mosquitos, mercilessly 
oppress the land of Egypt, striking every man, woman, and child, 
as well as every living beast. Their bite, which draws blood from 
their prey pollutes and spreads infectious disease – an apt symbol 
for the power of sin which makes people spiritually impure and 
unclean when they are given over to wrongdoing. (See Romans 
1:18-32 which describes how the wrath of God punishes those 
who suppress the truth because of wickedness.) 

Plague of gnats 

Exodus 8 

16 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Say 
to Aaron, `Stretch out your rod and strike 
the dust of the earth, that it may become 
gnats throughout all the land of Egypt.'"  

17 And they did so; Aaron stretched out 
his hand with his rod, and struck the dust 
of the earth, and there came gnats on 
man and beast; all the dust of the earth 
became gnats throughout all the land of 
Egypt.  

18 The magicians tried by their secret 
arts to bring forth gnats, but they could 
not. So there were gnats on man and 
beast. 19 And the magicians said to 
Pharaoh, "This is the finger of God." But 
Pharaoh's heart was hardened, and he 
would not listen to them; as the LORD 
had said.   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

.



When Pharoah's sorcerers could not match the power of this third 
plague, they recognized that the God of Israel was stronger than 
their gods – "This is the finger of God," they exclaim (Exodus 
8:19). With each new plague, Pharoah's stuborn pride and 
defiance grow harder.  

Unless sinful pride is put to death in our lives, it will only harden 
our hearts to God's word of life and truth. 

"Lord Jesus, you are the way, the truth, and the life. Teach me 
your ways and give me a docile heart that is teachable and ready 
to obey. May I never stray from the path of truth and holiness 
which leads to everlasting life with you." 

   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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Plague of Flies, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

If the plague of gnats was not enough of an affliction upon the 
Egyptians, the plague of flies was unbearable. These were biting 
flies which afflicted the Egyptians day and night such that they 
could not work or sleep. 

In all the land of Egypt the land was ruined by 
reason of the flies (Exodus 8:24). 

Plague of flies 

Exodus 8 

20 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Rise 
up early in the morning and wait for 
Pharaoh, as he goes out to the water, 
and say to him, `Thus says the LORD, 
"Let my people go, that they may serve 
me. 21 Else, if you will not let my people 
go, behold, I will send swarms of flies on 
you and your servants and your people, 
and into your houses;  and the houses of 
the Egyptians shall be filled with swarms 
of flies, and also the ground on which 
they stand. 22 But on that day I will set 
apart the land of Goshen, where my 
people dwell, so that no swarms of flies 
shall be there; that you may know that I 
am the LORD in the midst of the earth. 
23 Thus I will put a division between my 
people and your people. By tomorrow 
shall this sign be."'" 24 And the LORD did 
so; there came great swarms of flies into 
the house of Pharaoh and into his 
servants' houses, and in all the land of 
Egypt the land was ruined by reason of 
the flies. 25 Then Pharaoh called Moses 
and Aaron, and said, "Go, sacrifice to 
your God within the land."  

26 But Moses said, "It would not be right 
to do so; for we shall sacrifice to the 
LORD our God offerings abominable to 
the Egyptians. If we sacrifice offerings 
abominable to the Egyptians before their 
eyes, will they not stone us? 27 We must 
go three days' journey into the wilderness 
and sacrifice to the LORD our God as he 
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The land of Goshen, the region of Egypt where the Israelites 
lived, was spared this plague (Exodus 8:22). God put his 
protection between them and the idol worshippers of Egypt. The 
battle line was cleary drawn between those who serve God and 
those who serve other gods. This discrimination must have 
infuriated Pharoah and his priests the magicians. They had no 
power over this plague. 

Since no one could work under these conditions, Pharoah's 
resistance cracks a little when he says to Moses – "Go, sacrifice 
to your God within the land." But Moses wanted out of Egypt 
alltogether, since the land was polluted with the worship of false 
gods. Pharoah's heart remains stubborn because he refuses to 
serve God. 

God cannot tolerate idolatry in any form because it worships the 
creature above the creator, and useless idols in place of the One 
God who alone is worthy of our adoration and obedience. Are 
there any idols in your life which take precedence over God? 
Anything can become an idol – money, wealth, fame, status, job, 
food, drink, sex, drugs – when we give it control of our desires 
and allow it to possess us. Only God can free us from bondage to 
our unruly appetites, addictions, and obsessions.  

Jesus said, "No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate 
the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and 
despise the other. You cannot serve God and 
mammon." (Matthew 6:24) Do you allow any idols to master 
your life? 

"Lord Jesus, you alone have power to free us from our unruly 
desires and sinful habits. Come take possession of my heart that 
you may rule every thought, desire, and intention. May all that I 
do and say bring you glory and honor."   
 

will command us." 28 So Pharaoh said, "I 
will let you go, to sacrifice to the LORD 
your God in the wilderness; only you 
shall not go very far away. Make entreaty 
for me." 29 Then Moses said, "Behold, I 
am going out from you and I will pray to 
the LORD that the swarms of flies may 
depart from Pharaoh, from his servants, 
and from his people, tomorrow; only let 
not Pharaoh deal falsely again by not 
letting the people go to sacrifice to the 
LORD." 30 So Moses went out from 
Pharaoh and prayed to the LORD.31 And 
the LORD did as Moses asked, and 
removed the swarms of flies from 
Pharaoh, from his servants, and from his 
people; not one remained. 32 But 
Pharaoh hardened his heart this time 
also, and did not let the people go.   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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Plague of Livestock, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

In the fifth sign, the plague of the destruction of the Egyptians' 
cattle and other livestock, God again makes a distinction between 
those who serve him and those who serve idols, sparing the 
livestock of the Israelites. 

Pharoah put a higher value on his livestock than on the Israelites 
whom he maltreated as slaves. Because of his stubborn pride and 
refusal to serve God, he is now dispossessed of his cattle and 

Plague of livestock 

Exodus 9 

1 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go in 
to Pharaoh, and say to him, `Thus says 
the LORD, the God of the Hebrews, "Let 
my people go, that they may serve me. 2 
For if you refuse to let them go and still 
hold them, 3 behold, the hand of the 
LORD will fall with a very severe plague 
upon your cattle which are in the field, 
the horses, the asses, the camels, the 
herds, and the flocks. 4 But the LORD 
will make a distinction between the cattle 
of Israel and the cattle of Egypt, so that 
nothing shall die of all that belongs to the 
people of Israel."'" 5 And the LORD set a 
time, saying, "Tomorrow the LORD will 
do this thing in the land." 6 And on the 
morrow the LORD did this thing; all the 
cattle of the Egyptians died, but of the 
cattle of the people of Israel not one 
died.  

7 And Pharaoh sent, and behold, not one 
of the cattle of the Israelites was dead. 
But the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, 
and he did not let the people go.   
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livestock. This plague is more severe than the previous plagues 
because the loss of livestock threatens the livelihood of the 
Egyptians.  

Jesus issues a similar warning to those who put their trust in 
possessions rather than in God. In the parable of the rich fool he 
says: "`Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the 
things you have prepared, whose will they be?' So is he who lays 
up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God." (Luke 11:20-
21) 

"Lord Jesus, you are my treasure and there is nothing more that I 
desire besides you. Take possession of my heart, that I may find 
joy, contentment, and refuge in you alone." 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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Plague of Boils, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

As Pharoah's defiance grows, so does God's severity.  The sixth 
plague threatens not only the Egyptians' livelihood, but their very 
lives as well. The plague of boils afflicted every Egyptian and his 
livestock with erupting sores all over their flesh. God spares the 
Israelites and their livestock of this affliction. 

The ashes which Moses used to demonstrate this plague came 
from a kiln - most probably the one next to Pharoah's palace 

Plague of boils 

Exodus 9 

8 And the LORD said to Moses and 
Aaron, "Take handfuls of ashes from the 
kiln, and let Moses throw them toward 
heaven in the sight of Pharaoh. 9 And it 
shall become fine dust over all the land of 
Egypt, and become boils breaking out in 
sores on man and beast throughout all 
the land of Egypt." 10 So they took ashes 
from the kiln, and stood before Pharaoh, 
and Moses threw them toward heaven, 
and it became boils breaking out in sores 
on man and beast.  

11 And the magicians could not stand 
before Moses because of the boils, for 
the boils were upon the magicians and 
upon all the Egyptians. 12 But the LORD 
hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he 
did not listen to them; as the LORD had 
spoken to Moses.   
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which was used for burning human sacrifices to one of Egypt's 
idols. Human sacrifice is an abomination to the Lord. God 
literally took the remains of their pagan sacrifice and threw it in 
Pharoah's face. 

The ten plagues of Egypt prefigure Jesus' ministry in which he 
frees people who are oppressed by evil spirits, infirmity, and 
even death itself. Jesus came to set us free from sin, Satan, and 
the world which is hostile to God. 

"Lord Jesus Christ, by your cross you have set us free. You are 
the savior of the world. Deliver me from every weight of sin and 
evil that would keep me from serving you with joy and trusting 
obedience."

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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Plague of Hail, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection 

God is patient not only with his friends but also with his enemies, 
giving them time to consider their sinful ways and to repent of 
their wrongdoing. But after Pharoah has rejected God's offer six 
times, God's warning becomes more severe than ever:  

"I will send all my plagues upon your heart, and 

Plague of hail 

Exodus 9 

13 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Rise 
up early in the morning and stand before 
Pharaoh, and say to him, `Thus says the 
LORD, the God of the Hebrews, "Let my 
people go, that they may serve me.   
14 For this time I will send all my plagues 
upon your heart, and upon your servants 
and your people, that you may know that 
there is none like me in all the earth.   
15 For by now I could have put forth my 
hand and struck you and your people 
with pestilence, and you would have 
been cut off from the earth; 16 but for this 
purpose have I let you live, to show you 
my power, so that my name may be 
declared throughout all the earth. 17 You 
are still exalting yourself against my 
people, and will not let them go. 18 
Behold, tomorrow about this time I will 
cause very heavy hail to fall, such as 
never has been in Egypt from the day it 
was founded until now.   
19 Now therefore send, get your cattle 
and all that you have in the field into safe 
shelter; for the hail shall come down 
upon every man and beast that is in the 
field and is not brought home, and they 
shall die." 20 Then he who feared the 
word of the LORD among the servants of 
Pharaoh made his slaves and his cattle 
flee into the houses; 21 but he who did 
not regard the word of the LORD left his 
slaves and his cattle in the field.  

22 And the LORD said to Moses, 
"Stretch forth your hand toward heaven, 
that there may be hail in all the land of 
Egypt, upon man and beast and every 
plant of the field, throughout the land of 
Egypt." 23 Then Moses stretched forth 
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upon your servants and your people, that you may 
know that there is none like me in all the 
earth" (Exodus 9:14). 

The purpose of God's discipline is to get us to acknowledge that 
he is a God of justice and goodness, holiness and truth, mercy 
and forgiveness, steadfast love and faithfulness. He can even 
work through the sinfulness of his rebellious creatures to show 
his glory on the earth (Exodus 9:16).  

In the seventh plague God caused the rain and hail to destroy the 
crops and every living thing in the fields. God warned the 
Egyptians to seek shelter for themselves and their livestock. 
Those who heeded the warning were spared. When Pharoah saw 
the destruction, he repented to Moses, acknowledging that he had 
sinned and that the God of Israel was in the right (Exodus 9:27). 
Moses, however, knew that Pharoah's repentance was insincere. 
As soon as the plague ceased, Pharoah hardened his heart once 
again.  

God's discipline trains us to renounce sin and irreligion and it 
produces the fruit of holiness and goodness in those who 
cooperate with God's grace (Hebrews 12). Do you resist God's 
discipline or do you receive it with humility and the readiness to 
change and be transformed into the likeness of Christ? 

"Lord Jesus, warm our cold hearts by the fire of your love that 
we may hate sin and love your commandments. Give us a fervent 
love for you and a generous spirit of mercy and kindness towards 
our neighbor."   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

his rod toward heaven; and the LORD 
sent thunder and hail, and fire ran down 
to the earth. And the LORD rained hail 
upon the land of Egypt; 24 there was 
hail, and fire flashing continually in the 
midst of the hail, very heavy hail, such as 
had never been in all the land of Egypt 
since it became a nation. 25 The hail 
struck down everything that was in the 
field throughout all the land of Egypt, 
both man and beast; and the hail struck 
down every plant of the field, and 
shattered every tree of the field. 26 Only 
in the land of Goshen, where the people 
of Israel were, there was no hail.  

27 Then Pharaoh sent, and called Moses 
and Aaron, and said to them, "I have 
sinned this time; the LORD is in the right, 
and I and my people are in the wrong. 28 
Entreat the LORD; for there has been 
enough of this thunder and hail; I will let 
you go, and you shall stay no longer." 29 
Moses said to him, "As soon as I have 
gone out of the city, I will stretch out my 
hands to the LORD; the thunder will 
cease, and there will be no more hail, 
that you may know that the earth is the 
LORD's. 30 But as for you and your 
servants, I know that you do not yet fear 
the LORD God." 31 (The flax and the 
barley were ruined, for the barley was in 
the ear and the flax was in bud. 32 But 
the wheat and the spelt were not ruined, 
for they are late in coming up.) 33 So 
Moses went out of the city from Pharaoh, 
and stretched out his hands to the 
LORD; and the thunder and the hail 
ceased, and the rain no longer poured 
upon the earth.  

34 But when Pharaoh saw that the rain 
and the hail and the thunder had ceased, 
he sinned yet again, and hardened his 
heart, he and his servants. 35 So the 
heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he 
did not let the people of Israel go; as the 
LORD had spoken through Moses. 

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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Plague of Locusts, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection by Don Schwager 

Moses is a man of patience and persistence. He goes an eighth 
time to Pharoah to request the release of the Israelites so they 
offer sacrifice to God in the wilderness. Pharoah knows he is 
dealing with a man of great spiritual authority and supernatural 
power. Moses goes to the heart of Pharoah's resistance – If you 
would but humble yourself before the One true God (Exodus 
10:3), then he would lift all these afflictions from your land. 

Plague of locusts 

Exodus 10 

1 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go in 
to Pharaoh; for I have hardened his heart 
and the heart of his servants, that I may 
show these signs of mine among them,  
2 and that you may tell in the hearing of 
your son and of your son's son how I 
have made sport of the Egyptians and 
what signs I have done among them; that 
you may know that I am the LORD." 3 So 
Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh, 
and said to him, "Thus says the LORD, 
the God of the Hebrews, `How long will 
you refuse to humble yourself before 
me? Let my people go, that they may 
serve me. 4 For if you refuse to let my 
people go, behold, tomorrow I will bring 
locusts into your country, 5 and they shall 
cover the face of the land, so that no one 
can see the land; and they shall eat what 
is left to you after the hail, and they shall 
eat every tree of yours which grows in 
the field, 6 and they shall fill your houses, 
and the houses of all your servants and 
of all the Egyptians; as neither your 
fathers nor your grandfathers have seen, 
from the day they came on earth to this 
day.'" Then he turned and went out from 
Pharaoh.  

7 And Pharaoh's servants said to him, 
"How long shall this man be a snare to 
us? Let the men go, that they may serve 
the LORD their God; do you not yet 
understand that Egypt is ruined?" 8 So 
Moses and Aaron were brought back to 
Pharaoh; and he said to them, "Go, serve 
the LORD your God; but who are to go?"   
9 And Moses said, "We will go with our 
young and our old; we will go with our 
sons and daughters and with our flocks 
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Pride is the root of all sin – the stubborn refusal to serve and 
obey. 

Moses threatens with a plague of locusts – feared in the desert 
climate for their ability to suddenly swoop down and wipe out 
every crop and vegetation in a few short hours, leaving a barren 
wasteland, and bringing famine in their wake. Pharoah's courtiers 
warn him that Egypt is on the brink of  ruin and disaster. Pharoah 
again tries to compromise with Moses. "You and the men can go 
into the wilderness, but leave your women and children here." 
Moses knows that Pharoah will keep them as hostages until the 
men return. Moses refuses to compromise.  

It is easy to compromise with sin or to only go half-way in 
obeying God. God is not satisfied until we love him with all our 
heart, soul, mind, and strength.He is a jealous God who loves us 
totally, unconditionally, and without reservation. "For God so 
loved the world that he gave us his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life" (John 
3:16). To ransom a slave God sacrificed his beloved Son. Total 
love demands total sacrifice.  

"Lord Jesus, you humbled yourself to raise us up. You became 
poor to make us rich. You died to give us new life –  abundant, 
everlasting life with you and the Father. I want to give my life 
fully to you and bring you honor and glory in all that I say and 
do."   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 

and herds, for we must hold a feast to 
the LORD." 10 And he said to them, "The 
LORD be with you, if ever I let you and 
your little ones go! Look, you have some 
evil purpose in mind. 11 No! Go, the men 
among you, and serve the LORD, for that 
is what you desire." And they were driven 
out from Pharaoh's presence.  

12 Then the LORD said to Moses, 
"Stretch out your hand over the land of 
Egypt for the locusts, that they may come 
upon the land of Egypt, and eat every 
plant in the land, all that the hail has left." 
13 So Moses stretched forth his rod over 
the land of Egypt, and the LORD brought 
an east wind upon the land all that day 
and all that night; and when it was 
morning the east wind had brought the 
locusts. 14 And the locusts came up over 
all the land of Egypt, and settled on the 
whole country of Egypt, such a dense 
swarm of locusts as had never been 
before, nor ever shall be again. 15 For 
they covered the face of the whole land, 
so that the land was darkened, and they 
ate all the plants in the land and all the 
fruit of the trees which the hail had left; 
not a green thing remained, neither tree 
nor plant of the field, through all the land 
of Egypt. 16 Then Pharaoh called Moses 
and Aaron in haste, and said, "I have 
sinned against the LORD your God, and 
against you. 17 Now therefore, forgive 
my sin, I pray you, only this once, and 
entreat the LORD your God only to 
remove this death from me." 18 So he 
went out from Pharaoh, and entreated 
the LORD. 19 And the LORD turned a 
very strong west wind, which lifted the 
locusts and drove them into the Red Sea; 
not a single locust was left in all the 
country of Egypt. 20 But the LORD 
hardened Pharaoh's heart, and he did 
not let the children of Israel go.

Return to: The Ten Plagues (an introduction)
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The Ten Plagues – A Scriptural Reflection  
.

  
Plague of Darkness, mixed media by Yvette Rock

Reflection 

 The ninth plague came over the land of Egypt without warning. 
Darkness covered the Egyptians for three whole days and nights. 
The darkness was so heavy "it could be felt" (Exodus 10:21). No 
one could see one another or even move safely about their 
houses. All work and activity ceased, except for the land of 
Goshen where the Israelites lived. This was an extraordinary sign 
– light dwelt with the people of God, but darkness covered the 
idol worshipers of Egypt.  

Plague of darkness 

Exodus 10 

21 Then the LORD said to Moses, 
"Stretch out your hand toward heaven 
that there may be darkness over the land 
of Egypt, a darkness to be felt." 22 So 
Moses stretched out his hand toward 
heaven, and there was thick darkness in 
all the land of Egypt three days; 23 they 
did not see one another, nor did any rise 
from his place for three days; but all the 
people of Israel had light where they 
dwelt.  

24 Then Pharaoh called Moses, and 
said, "Go, serve the LORD; your children 
also may go with you; only let your flocks 
and your herds remain behind." 25 But 
Moses said, "You must also let us have 
sacrifices and burnt offerings, that we 
may sacrifice to the LORD our God. 26 
Our cattle also must go with us; not a 
hoof shall be left behind, for we must 
take of them to serve the LORD our God, 
and we do not know with what we must 
serve the LORD until we arrive there."  

27 But the LORD hardened Pharaoh's 
heart, and he would not let them go. 28 
Then Pharaoh said to him, "Get away 
from me; take heed to yourself; never 
see my face again; for in the day you see 
my face you shall die." 29 Moses said, 
"As you say! I will not see your face 
again."  
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This was an apt symbol for the darkness of sin and unbelief 
which clouds the mind in moral confusion. Sin not only cripples 
us from doing good – it blinds us to the truth of God's word and 
causes us to stumble in our own ignorance and unbelief. Sin 
suffocates love for God and makes the heart cold towards our 
neighbor. Only the light of Christ can dispel the darkness of sin 
and restore sight to those who hunger for God.  

Isaiah the prophet pointed to Jesus as the one who would bring 
light out of great darkness: 

The people who walked in darkness have seen a 
great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep 
darkness, on them has light shined. (Isaiah 9:2)

Jesus' teaching repeats the same message :  

Your eye is the lamp of your body; when your eye 
is sound, your whole body is full of light; but when 
it is not sound, your body is full of darkness. 
Therefore be careful lest the light in you be 
darkness. (Luke 11:34-35)

After the ninth plague, Pharoah again tries to compromise with 
God's servant, Moses. "Your people may go and worship in the 
wilderness, but you must leave behind all your livestock." 
Pharoah knew they would starve in the wilderness and return to 
the fleshpots of Egypt. Moses refused to budge from God's 
command. 

If we compromise with sin in any form, we chain ourselves to its 
prison, unable to escape until we repent and allow the Lord Jesus 
to set us free. 

"Lord Jesus Christ, your took our sins upon yourself and nailed 
them to the cross. Set me free to walk in your truth and love and 
to reject the glamor of worldliness and moral corruption."
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Plague of the Firstborn and Christ’s Death on the Cross  

.  
by Yvette Rock  

.

The Plague of Firstborn symbolizes the intersection of the Passover and the Crucifixion of 
Christ. In speaking about the Messiah, Isaiah the prophet says,  

For he grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry 
ground….Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we 
considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was 
pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 
punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are 
healed.(Isaiah 53:2,4-5). 

The plagues find themselves on the cross; they too are crucified with Christ. Though from 
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the hand of God, the plagues are a result of man’s hard-heartedness and rebellion; indeed 
the Christ was stricken for us. The Apostle Paul writes in Colossians:  

He [referring to Christ] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all 
creation…He is before all things, and in him all things hold together…he is the 
beginning and the firstborn from among the dead…For God was pleased to 
have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all 
things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through 
his blood, shed on the cross (Colossians 1:15-20). 

Consider the blood that was put on the tops and sides of the doorframes during the 
Passover. Referring to Christ’s death on the cross, Luke writes, “It was now about the sixth 
hour, and darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped 
shining. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus called out with a loud voice, 
‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.’ When he had said this, he breathed his last.” 
The plague of darkness came before the plague of firstborn, and it returns as Christ is 
crucified. This painting has all ten plagues represented, either on the cross or around it. 
Jesus took the sins of the world, and the wrath of God upon himself. This painting 
represents Christ as the firstborn – as that tender shoot who came out of dry ground to give 
life and redemption.

.  
The 10 Plagues Series  

.

 
plague of blood

 
plague of frogs

 
plague of gnats

 
plague of flies

 
plague of livestock

 
plague of boils

 
plague of hail

 
plague of locusts

 
plague of darkness

 
plague of the firstborn

click on each box to view large illustration
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Artist Statement 

My work revolves around biblical themes, imagery and language.  I am drawn to the 
truth and beauty found in the Old and New Testaments – from the harshness and 
awesomeness of the ten plagues, to the glory and compassion of the crucifixion.  

I connect scripture to everyday life – using painting, drawing, collage and mixed media 
to reflect universal experiences such as love, anger, violence, hope, disparity, poverty, 
sickness and redemption.   
  

Yvette lives in Detroit, Michigan, USA. She 
and her husband, Joshua, now have three 
children. They are leaders for Youth-Works 
Detroit, an inner city youth outreach of the 
Sword of the Spirit. To see more of Yvette's 
art work, vist her website: http://www.
yvetterock.com/

.  
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Marlene, acrylic painting by Yvette Rock, Detroit, Michigan, USA 

IS IT SELFISH OF ME TO WORK WITH THE POOR? 

We’re too poor to save the world. We need more love, more time, more of Jesus. 

By Ed Conlin

I never felt called to work with the poor.   
Mother Theresa made it look holy and even romantic, but I was called to a community, a people focused on building 
the kingdom of God through evangelism, community life and service. The Sword of the Spirit mission and way of 
life is different from Mother Theresa’s. The Calcutta focus on loving and serving the poorest of the poor is inspiring, 
but our call is also a call to love and lay down our lives in sacrificial service and mission.  

Of course I naturally felt comfortable serving God in my familiar first-world environment. After all, I was raised in 
one of the wealthiest societies of all times. I grew up in booming success-oriented city dominated by a success-
driven university. The missionary brotherhood I joined is full of gifted achievers, eager for missionary work. Our 
communities in the Sword of the Spirit are blessed with many resources, including many families and numerous 
children. And we can boast of productive services, outreaches, and missions in other lands.  

Jean Vanier, the founder of L’Arch community, once said, “Many visit our community to work with the poor, but 
the ones who stay are inevitably the ones who realize they themselves are poor.” 

This is the key for me.   
As I work with the addicted person, the homeless, the mentally ill, and the prostitute, I have been very humbled. 
There is a powerful dynamic at work when confronted by the humiliated. The truly humble ones. It exposes one’s .
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pride, one’s self-sufficiency, and one’s comfort zones. 

I am daily confronted by my repulsions, prejudices, lack of fortitude, lack of faith. Yet I am daily on my knees 
asking for grace a little more desperately than before. I am so often aware at the end of my day that I have been with 
Jesus – all day in the distressing disguise of my poor people. 

“How are you?” I ask well over 100 people, individually, in our Capuchin soup kitchen every morning. “I am 
blessed” is nearly always their response. I once asked one of them (who had barely survived a frigid night under a 
bridge) Why are you so grateful? His answer was, “Because I have a choice.” 

Since then, I have sewing and reaping gratitude much more than ever.   
My chaplaincy, my counseling skills, and my material provisions for our “clients” are really a drop in the bucket. I 
try to make a difference, but I know I’m never going to save Detroit. I’m too poor to save Detroit.  

Still, something wonderful is happening as I try. There is a grace in my service that flows to others. I am changing. 
Poor people are finding real community and hope. I know I love God more than ever. I am surprised. 

The Sword of the Spirit is called to a specific mission. It is a mission clearly beyond our capacity. We’re too poor to 
save the world. We need more love, more time, more of Jesus. 

Perhaps God is trying to give us help by bringing us close to the poor because we need the poor in our lives to 
accomplish this mission. You see, the body needs all its members. The eye cannot say to the hand, I do not need you. 

I am a poor man preaching good news to the poor at Jesus’ request. God is dealing death to my pride (and the 
entitlement I didn’t realize I had). I am loving beyond my capacity, suffering their sufferings in a way that partakes 
of and shares with others his passion and death. I am loving my neighbor, feeding the hungry, and warming my own 
cold heart. I am loving Jesus more than ever. 

Someone said, “The world is too cold a place. So God has allowed suffering in the world to draw out our love.”  

“Worse than the poorest beggar alive  
 is the homeless man, the smelly woman, the angry addict, the crazy old man.  
Why do you do this to us O Jesus of Nazareth?  
-standing in my face, asking for my time, my attention,making me uncomfortable.  
 I am too busy for you. 

You stand on so many corners, broken and humbled.  
“Excuse me mankind, could I trouble you for your human heart?”  
 (Jessica Powers)

Ed Conlin is a member of the Servants of the Word, a missionary brotherhood of men living 
single for the Lord. He lives in community in the inner city of Detroit, Michigan, USA, and 
works as a licensed substance abuse counselor and chaplain with the Capuchin Franciscan 
Ministries in Detroit.
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Illustration by Pablo Muttini 

In the Furnace of God’s Love 

The crucible for silver and the furnace for gold,   
but the Lord tests the heart. Proverbs 17:3 

By Janice Firn

The Lord tests our love for him  
I know from my study of scripture and church history that God will test our hearts – both individually and as a 
people – to see if we are willing and ready to trust and obey him even when we can’t see or fully understand where 
he might be leading us. Abraham, of course, is a great model of faith. God really put him to the test when he called 
him to leave his home for an unknown country, and tested him again when he told Abraham to sacrifice his son 
Isaac. The people of Israel were tested in the desert for 40 years. And Jesus was tested for 40 days when he was 
tempted by the devil in the desert. Jesus made the word of God his food and strength for resisting Satan and obeying 
his Father. 

God initiates his action, provides the test, and forms the covenant. And with the test comes grace – to say yes with 
faith and obedience, to persevere, and even rejoice through testing and trial.  

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the 
testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be 
mature and complete, not lacking anything….Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because 
when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love 
him. The Letter of James (1: 2-4,12)

Living Bulwark March 08 Page 37 of 45

Go To Table of Contents



God promises again and again in scripture that those who obey him will inherit the promised land (Leviticus 25:18, 
Psalm 37) – a land not just of milk and honey, but a place of abundant life, joy, and happiness with God himself 
(Deuteronomy 6:3).  

Will I obey and trust?  
There are several things I feel the Lord has called me to. One is to live in Christian community. Another is to be 
married. Over the past year the Lord has used these two areas in particular to test my love for him. He continually 
asks me, on deeper and deeper levels, if I will obey him and trust him. I know that God alone can satisfy the deepest 
longing and desire of my heart. But the process of surrendering myself to him, and letting go of my will and my 
preferences can be a painful process at times. The presence of the Lord is a scary place to be. He molds me in his 
image and his holiness, and like a potter does to a jar, he keeps refining his work. 

The words of Moses to God’s people ring in my ear:  

The Lord your God is testing you to find out whether you love him with all your heart and with all 
your soul. It is the Lord your God you must follow, and him you must revere. Keep his commands and 
obey him; serve him and hold fast to him (Deuteronomy 13: 3-4). 

I was talking to a good friend a few months ago who posed the question, “What if by staying in community you 
never got married?” It is a question I wrestle with at times. Does the one call supersede the other? I don’t know the 
answer. Some of my friends have discerned that they would be best following God’s call in their lives by being 
married and not in community rather than unmarried and in community. Right now, God clearly wants me to stay in 
community. It is not a comfortable or an easy call.  

Like Noah, I keep building my ark  
From my travels and my friendships with single women from a number of communities, I know I am not alone in 
wrestling with this issue. A number of women find themselves in this situation, called to community and to marriage 
and unsure of how or even if these calls are compatible.  It is challenging (and painful at times) to sense a call to 
marriage and not to see the fulfillment of it. I have been challenged by people older and wiser than I to consider the 
cost of my call. By those I love I have been questioned to reconsider my vocation, questioned about whether or not I 
discerned properly, because there is no apparent fulfillment in sight. But like Noah, I keep building my ark with 
conviction that rain will come, even if I can't see it in the present. If God has promised, it is up to him to fulfill the 
promise. If God does not, then it is up to God to provide the grace.  

Moreover, the spiritual life is not supposed to be productive (in the worldly sense of the word); it is supposed to be 
fruitful. I think God is using this time to accomplish something spiritually in me and through me. It is good for me to 
stand and to be faithful. My “yes” to doing things God’s way is very powerful in a world full of unfaithfulness.  

The culture, the world we live in, dictates that women rely on their own strength and abilities to get things done and 
make things happen: to control. Culture also gives us very muddled messages about women’s roles and God’s order. 
Satan whispers to us that God cannot provide, is not enough, and cannot sustain us. My knee-jerk response to God’s 
apparent lack of action and Satan’s lies is one of fear, anxiety, and impatience; which makes me do foolish, 
ungenerous, and disordered things.  

God is not in a hurry - he acts in his good time  
But it helps to remind myself that God’s time is not my time, and his apparent lack of  action does not mean he is not 
at work. God is not in a hurry. As Elizabeth Newman points out in Untamed Hospitality, quoting Gerhard Lohfink, a 
German New Testament scholar and biblical theologian:  

Abraham, for example, moves from one encampment to another. God takes time; but it is not empty time. God is 
doing a new thing through Abraham. And while in the light of the world’s problems the movement of a wandering 

.
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Aramean and his concern for tent and flock seem positively laughable, nonetheless, in one place in the world faith is 
being practiced. So too with me and my counter-cultural response, in my response of trust and obedience I am a 
powerful witness to the passing away of this world. What power in obeying God and not man, of setting my heart on 
the eternal rather than just the temporal. God's patience meant that Abraham's descendants did indeed, across 
generations, become as numerous as the stars. This abundant, faithful God is the God I serve as well. And he tells 
me “do not throw away your confidence, it will be richly rewarded (Hebrews 10:35).”  

Now is the time to respond  
Indeed, God calls me to trust him and embrace his will for my life. If I cannot live well here, during this time, in the 
place God wills me to be (my logic being, I am single, therefore God’s will for me today is to be single), then there 
is nowhere, at anytime, for me to live. “This is the day the Lord has made (Psalm 118:24).” “Now” is the only time I 
have to respond to the Lord. God calls me to respond fully to him, with my whole heart, mind, soul and strength, in 
this moment, at this stage in life. Today is not the end of my yearning for something more. Being made for heaven 
means I will always long for something more, for the rest of my time on earth. God asks that I love his will for my 
life: he calls me to seek him today, to dwell with him today, and to be more like him today.  

God is asking something life-giving of me, and his grace is available. Most importantly, the response he is asking of 
me is not limited to my circumstances or state of life; it is the same response God asks of every person – to pick up 
her cross and follow him. Man or woman; single, married, or widowed – our response should be the same. How God 
will use our obedience, confidence, and willingness to embrace his will for our lives today I do not know, but I trust 
it will be revolutionary and bear much fruit.  
  

Janice Firn lives in Ann Arbor, Michigan, USA. She is a member of Word of Life  
Community and serves on Kairos in North America, the international youth   
program of the Sword of the Spirit. She graduated from the University of Michigan  
in 2004 with a Master's of Social Work and currently works in hospital providing   
counseling and support for cancer patients and their families. 
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painting by Michael O'Brien 

Entering the Heart of the Storm 

By Paul Jordan

 
It happens every year.  
After a while you start to notice.  
you come to expect it. 

Men and women coming together in the service of God.  
Things happen in their lives.  
Things move. Things change. Transformation. 

The ground is shifting.  
More is being taken.  
For the King. For the Lord. 

The enemy hates losing ground.  
He goes round the back while we are taking the front. 

When we were younger we didn’t notice him so much.  
But on entering the heart of the storm spiritual eyes are 
opened.  
Things go wrong.  
On the inside. And on the outside. 

.
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We wonder.  
Why we’re angry.  
Why we think the worst of people instead of the best.  
Why miscommunications frustrate us more than normal.  
Why it takes longer to get things done than it used to. 

It’s because the Lord’s at work.  
And so the enemy also prowls.  
We sense the challenge in the air.  
But look around to see where the Lord is taking ground. 

On your inside. And on your outside. 

And be brought to your knees.  
And lean on your brother and lean on your sister.  
Jars of clay all. 

We are in the heart of the storm.  
You are in the heart of the storm.  
But where would you rather be?  
Nowhere?  
Then rejoice. 

Kairos moments.  
All around us.

 
  

Paul Jordan is a regional director of Kairos in Europe and the MiddleEast, an international 
federation of outreaches to high school, university and post university aged people. 
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Spring-time in the White Mountains of Vermont - by Don Schwager 

Trees by the Stream 

by Ana Teresa Carranza

See the dry land, so thirsty,  
A lifeless place without water?  
See how the people look for truth,  
Moving blind in the darkness?  
They know no light. 

Know that old things will pass  
All is made new,  
And He will make new springs rise  
Gushing forth fresh water  
For the peoples in need. 

They will seek, and ask, and knock.  

.
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We have been planted here  
To give them fruit, to stand as signs,  
To guide men to the Light.  
May we be deeply rooted, and shine. 

[Ana Teresa Carranza, 21 years old, moved from Jesed Community in Monterrey, Mexico, to Antioch 
Community in London, UK. She is currently studying English literature and participates in Koinonia, 
the university outreach of Antioch Community in London.] 
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The Road  
By Cormac McCarthy  
Vintage International (Random House)  
2006  
287 pages  
   
   
   
  

Note: This novel can be disturbing for 
some readers. It portrays a hopeless 
world of darkness and violence. Some 
scenes are graphic. Parents should 
familiarize themselves with the book 
before recommending it to younger 
readers.

They Still Haven't Found What   
They Are Looking For  

– Carrying the Flame in the Modern World 

By Jon Wilson

I picked up Cormac McCarthy’s latest book for two reasons: I had agreed to read and discuss it with some co-
workers, and I thought it might be a good candidate for a book review in Living Bulwark. By the time I was done, I 
had decided that our discussion would be brief, and that I would have to look elsewhere for this month’s review. The 
novel, a portrait of a post-apocalyptic United States, is dark, grim, and ultimately empty. Yet in discussing the novel, 
I came to see that McCarthy’s work is valuable for the insight it provides into a worldview which I do not share or 
understand. For a Christian in the modern world, this type of reading, though difficult, can be both fruitful and 
rewarding. 

Since its publication in 2006, The Road has won critical acclaim for McCarthy, including the Pulitzer Prize and 
Oprah’s Book of the Month. In the story, a father and son struggle through a barren wasteland, following a road, 
seeking the coast, though they really have no hope of finding anything there to help them. The country has been 
destroyed by unnamed, perhaps unknown, enemies (though, not surprisingly, one picks up hints that it has something 

.
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to do with religious radicals). The land is sparsely populated by fierce, unpredictable survivors, some of them willing 
to cannibalize fellow wanderers to stay alive. The book seems almost to have no beginning, and to have no end, like 
the road itself. 

In the midst of their wanderings, the father and son attempt to cope with the hopelessness of their situation. Suicide 
is an ever-present option; their gun is their most protected possession.  Yet they are carried forward by their very 
tangible love for one another, and also by an abstract concept, the idea that they are “carrying the fire.” They never 
explain what they mean by this, but it becomes clear that the idea of the fire is a kind of mental repository for things 
like humanity, love, hope, and mercy. The boy is preoccupied with finding “the good guys,” people who, like him, 
carry the fire in this wasted, decaying civilization. They are very hard to find. 

So what is it about this book that caught Oprah’s eye? Why are people reading it? Perhaps it is because McCarthy 
has accurately described the landscape of the modern soul, and contemporary readers are seeing themselves in the 
story. As our society drifts more and more into the desert of individualism, people are longing to find the good guys, 
the carriers of the fire. But the book is ultimately a failure because the author himself does not know the source of 
the flame.  

Ours is a world full of seekers, fellow travelers on the road. If the success of McCarthy’s novel is any indication, a 
lot of these seekers do not really know what they are looking for. This sobering reality highlights the need for the 
good guys to seek the seekers, to share the flame, and to lead others to the End that they have not been able to find 
on their own. 

Note: The author is grateful to Joshua Birk and Bekah Galer for their thoughtful comments about the novel. 

[Jon Wilson is a coordinator of Word of Life, a member community of the Sword of the Spirit. He and his wife, 
Melody and their four children live in Ypsilanti, Michigan, USA.]   
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