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DIVINE HARDENING
IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

Robert B. Chisholm Jr.

he Old Testament sometimes pictures God as “harden-
ing” the human heart or spirit. The plague narratives recorded in
the Book of Exodus attribute Pharaoh’s obstinance, at least in part,
to divine hardening. Deuteronomy 2:30 and Joshua 11:20 speak of
divine hardening in the context of Israel’s conquest of the
Promised Land, and Isaiah 6:9-10 and 63:17 seem to indicate that
God hardened His own covenant people.

These passages disturb many people, for they raise questions
about God’s fairness and goodness.! Why would God cause some-
one to resist His will and then hold that person accountable for the
sin He prompted? In an effort to preserve human moral responsi-
bility and to avoid the conclusion that God would override the hu-
man will or manipulate free moral agents like puppets, some ar-
gue that the objects of divine hardening first hardened them-
selves. Others say the biblical statements, because they reflect
ancient Hebrew idiom, cannot be taken at face value. According
to this latter explanation, the biblical text replaces the immediate
agent (the individual himself) with the ultimate agent (God). God
simply allowed individuals to resist His will, but the Old Testa-
ment idiom bypasses the human subject and describes what God
allowed as if He actually initiated and directly caused the action.

Robert B Chisholm Jr 1s Professor of Old Testament Studies, Dallas Theological
Seminary, Dallas, Texas

1 For example Joze KraSovec states, “The declaration that the Lord hardened
Pharaoh’s heart cannot be interpreted hiterally, for such an explanation would con-
tradict the essential presuppositions about the Lord, such as his righteousness,
benevolence and love, and would 1inevitably open wide the door for the 1deology of
predestination” (“Umifying Themes in Ex 7, 8-11, 10,” in Pentateuchal and Deutero-
nomistic Studies, ed C Brekelmans and J Lust [Leuven University Press, 1990],
62)
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A close reading of the texts, a reading that includes being
sensitive to literary features and genre considerations, allows
one, however, to give the biblical'references to divine hardening
their full force, while preserving human moral responsibility.
Divine hardening took either a direct form, in which God super-
naturally overrode the human will, or an indirect form, in which
He used intermediate causes to “harden” the object. Whether ac-
complished directly or indirectly, this hardening was an element
of divine judgment whereby God exhibited His justice and
sovereignty. The objects of such judgment were never morally
righteous or neutral, but were rebels against God’s authority. Di-
vine hardening was never arbitrarily implemented, but was in
response to rejection of God’s authoritative word or standards.

THE HARDENING OF PHARAOH’S HEART

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS AND REPRESENTATIVE VIEWPOINTS

Four times in Exodus 4-14 Yahweh declared that He would
harden the heart(s) of Pharaoh and/or the Egyptians (4:21; 7:3;
14:4, 17); and six verses describe Him as having done so (9:12;
10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:8). On the other hand three verses state that
Pharaoh hardened his own heart (8:15, 32; 9:34), while six verses
attribute hardness to his heart with no direct reference to a source
or agent (7:13, 14, 22; 8:19; 9:7, 35). The following lists divide the
texts into three groups and indicate the distribution of the state-
ments.

A . Texts in which Yahweh is the subject of the verb

4:21 “I will harden [pin, Piel, yqtl?] his heart”

7:3 “I will harden [nwp, Hiphil, yqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”

9:12 “Yahweh hardened [pin, Piel, wyqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”
10:1 “I have hardened [72>, Hiphil, qtl] his heart”

10:20 “Yahweh hardened [pi, Piel, wyqtl] Pharach’s heart”
10:27 “Yahweh hardened [pin, Piel, wyqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”
11:10 “Yahweh hardened [pim, Piel, wyqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”
14:4 “I will harden [pm, Piel, wqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”

14:8 “Yahweh hardened [pif, Piel, wyqtl] Pharaoh’s heart”
14:17 “I will harden [pm, Piel, participle] the Egyptians’ hearts”

B. Texts in which Pharaoh is the (or a) subject of the verb

2 In these lists notations regarding tense are as follows: qtl = perfect; wqtl = per-
fect + waw consecutive; yqtl = imperfect; wyqtl = preterite + waw consecutive,
sometimes called imperfect + waw consecutive.
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8:15 (Heb., 11) “he hardened [72>, Hiphil, infinitive absolute] his

heart”

8:32 (Heb., 28) “Pharaoh hardened [72>, Hiphil, wyqtl] his heart”

9:34 “he and his officials hardened [72>, Hiphil, wyqtl] their
hearts”

C. Texts in which no source or agent is specifically mentioned

7:13 “Pharaoh’s heart was hard [pin, Qal, wyqtl]”

7:14 “Pharaoh’s heart is unyielding [72>, predicate adjec-
tive]”

7:22 “Pharaoh’s heart was hard” [pm, Qal, wyqtl]”

8:19 (Heb., 15) “Pharaoh’s heart was hard [p, Qal, wyqtl]”

9:7 “Pharaoh’s heart was unyielding [72>, Qal, wyqtl]”

9:35 “Pharaoh’s heart was hard [pin, Qal, wyqtl]”

From these verses scholars have drawn a variety of conclu-
sions about the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. Source critics at-
tribute the variety of expressions to blending different literary
traditions and deny the existence of a unified hardening motif in
this section. They parcel out the statements to the alleged Penta-
teuchal sources J, E, and P. One writer, who represents the source
critical consensus, observes that J uses 72> and does not speak of
Yahweh as the agent of Pharaoh’s hardening. (Exodus 10:1,
where Yahweh appears as the subject of 725, is attributed to a
redactor, not J.) E and P employ the verb pin and do attribute the
hardening to Yahweh. (P also uses the verb mwp in 7:3.)3 But this
atomistic approach lacks literary sensitivity and linguistic so-
phistication at the discourse level. A close reading of the narra-
tive reveals its thematic unity and suggests rhetorical purposes
for the variety of expressions reflected in the above outline.

Many attribute the texts in category A to Hebrew idiom and/or
consider the passages in categories B and C as primary. For ex-
ample Driver suggests that in Hebrew idiom God hardened
Pharaoh “in so far as he [Pharaoh] hardened himself. . . . But
even supposing that the passages mean more than this, we must
remember that, especially in His dealings with moral agents,
God cannot be properly thought of as acting arbitrarily; He only
hardens those who begin by hardening themselves.” For God to
do otherwise, Driver reasons, would be immoral and unjust. The
biblical account, he says, pictures Pharaoh “as from the first a

3 Robert R Wilson, “The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart,” Catholic Biblical Quar-
terly 41 (1979) 18-36

4 SR Driver, The Book of Exodus (Cambridge Cambridge Umversity Press,
1911), 53
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self-willed, obstinate man who persistently hardens himself
against God, and resists all warnings: God thus hardens him
only because he first hardened himself.”5

Fretheim attempts to treat more seriously the texts in category
A. He proposes a more balanced interpretation of Pharaoh’s hard-
ening, but one that still tilts toward human responsibility and
away from divine sovereignty.® He suggests a “limited deter-
minism,”” but he also argues that Pharaoh resisted Yahweh and
hardened himself before the divine hardening occurred.®
Fretheim admits that “deterministic language” is used “at the
end of the narrative,” but that it was not “in place from the begin-
ning.”® He says Pharaoh reached the point of no return only after
the eighth plague.!® God’s primary goal in His dealings with
Pharaoh was self-glorification, but God would not really be glori-
fied if He controlled Pharaoh like a puppet.!!

5 Ibid , 54 Driver correctly affirms that God would not arbitrarily cause someone
to disobey Him, and he nightly observes that Pharaoh was obstinate from the outset
It 1s also true that Pharaoh’s obstinance prompted divine hardening However,
Driver downplays Yahweh'’s sovereign involvement in the drama and fails to note
that hardening terminology 1s used primarily of Yahweh'’s acts, not Pharaoh’s, and
that the divine hardening both precedes and follows that of Pharaoh For an argu-
ment similar to Driver’s, see Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exo-
dus, trans I Abrahams (Jerusalem Magnes, 1967), 55-57

Walter C Kaiser Jr also argues that Pharaoh first hardened his own heart and
that Yahweh did not make Pharaoh’s heart hard until in the sixth plague (Toward
Old Testament Ethics [Grand Rapids Zondervan, 1983], 255) See also Nahum
Sarna, Exodus (Philadelphia Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 23 However, the
text indicates Yahweh’s involvement in Pharaoh’s hardening long before the sixth
plague Kaiser also appeals to C F Keil’'s distinction between “permissive hard-
ness and effective hardness” (Toward Old Testament Ethics, 255-56) and says
there 1s no indication that God “secretly influenced Pharaoh’s will or forced a
stubborn resolution, which was otherwise incompatible with Pharaoh’s basic na-
ture and disposition” (ibid , 256) This last statement 1s true, but it overlooks the
important fact that the narrative suggests that Pharaoh would have relented,
agamnst his basic nature, if God had not hardened him

6 Terence E Fretheim, Exodus, Interpretation (Louisville Knox, 1991), 96-103
7 Ibd.96

8 Ibd,98

9 Ibd, 101

10 d, 102

11 support his position Fretheim attempts to show that the narrative does not
view Pharaoh’s decision as a foregone conclusion He maintains that the “if” state-
ments 1n 8 2, 21, 9 2, and 10 4 point to Pharaoh’s freedom and indicate that God’s
foreknowledge 1s not absolute If Pharaoh’s refusal was certain, Fretheim argues,
then the statements are deceptive (ibid , 99) The “1f” statements do indeed point to
Pharaoh’s autonomy, but, contrary to Fretheim’s claim, they do not necessitate an
open-ended future Yahweh's offer was legitimate because Pharaoh was au-
tonomous at those points At the same time Yahweh knew the king would reject His
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Others place greater emphasis on the element of divine
sovereignty in the narrative. For example Gunn, while sympa-
thetic to the view that the story holds in balance both divine
sovereignty and human responsibility, nevertheless stresses the
deterministic side of the narrative.!? He asks if Pharaoh’s con-
tempt in 5:1-9 might be the outworking of the prediction in 4:21,13
and he observes that the clause “as Yahweh said” in 7:13 suggests
that “Yahweh’s announced manipulation has begun” at this early
point in the story.!* According to Gunn, by 9:12 “what was previ-
ously implicit has become explicit,” and by chapter 14 Yahweh
had “split” Pharaoh’s “mind [and] stolen his will.”1® The “early
stages of the story” seem to present Pharaoh “as his own master,”
but

as the narrative develops 1t becomes crystal clear that God is ulti-
mately the only agent of heart-hardening who matters. If
Pharaoh may have been directly responsible for his attitude at
the commencement, by the end of the story he 1s depicted as act-
ing against his own better judgment, a mere puppet of Yahweh.16

LITERARY ANALYSIS

Prelude (Exod. 1:1-4:31). The first two chapters of Exodus depict
the Egyptians as extremely hostile to Israel. Strange as it may
seem, Psalm 105:25 attributes this hostility to Yahweh Himself,
who “turned” the hearts of the Egyptians “to hate His people” and
“to conspire against” them.!7

ultimatums Fretheim also argues that Moses’ statement in 6 12 implies that he did
not assume (on the basis of 4 21) that Pharaoh’s decision was determined absolutely
(1bid , 99-100) But 6 12 simply reflects Moses’ emotional state at that time His
faith in the whole enterprise was still undeveloped Also according to Fretheim the
reframn “as the Lord had said” (7 13, 22, 8 15, 19, 9 12) indicates that matters pro-
gressed as God thought they would, not that He determined them (1bid , 100) How-
ever, God did not say earher that He expected Pharaoh would harden his heart, in-
stead He said He Himself would do the hardening

12 pavid M Gunn, “The ‘Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart’ Plot, Character and The-
ology in Exodus 1-14," 1n Art and Meaning Rhetoric in Biblical Literature, ed D
J A Chines, D M Gunn, and A J Hauser (Sheffield JSOT, 1982), 72-96

13 1md, 74
4 1,75
15 1md, 77,79
16 1d, 79-80

7 pealm 105 25 apparently refers to the events of Exodus 1-2, not Exodus 5 Psalm
105 23-27 seems to be 1in chronological order Verse 23 refers to Exodus 1 1-5, verse
24 relates to Exodus 1 6-7, verse 25 refers to Exodus 1 8-14 primarily, but perhaps
also encompasses the rest of chapter 1 and all of chapter 2, verse 26 refers to Exo-
dus 3—4, and verse 27 relates to Exodus 7 On the relationship between Exodus 17, 9
and Psalm 105 24-25, see Lyle Eshnger, “Freedom or Knowledge? Perspective and
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When Egypt’s oppressive measures persisted, Yahweh com-
missioned Moses to deliver His people from slavery. However,
Yahweh also told him that Pharaoh would not let the people go un-
til he was forced to do so by a series of mighty deeds (3:19-20). The
Lord was somewhat vague at this point—He spoke of “all” these
deeds, but did not specify a number. One may be tempted to ask,
“Why must Yahweh force Pharaoh to grant permission? Why not
simply obliterate him and deliver Israel from Egypt?” The an-
swers lies in the fact that He may have had more in mind than
just the deliverance of Israel because He later explained this
larger purpose quite clearly (9:15-16).

As Moses journeyed toward Egypt, the Lord announced that
He would harden Pharaoh’s heart.!® As a result Pharaoch would
not let the people go, despite the miraculous wonders performed in
his presence (4:21).19 At first glance this announcement seems to
be at odds with Yahweh’s earlier declaration that He would use
miraculous judgments to force Pharaoh to release the people. Did
He want Pharaoh to let the people go or not? The narrative does not
resolve the tension at this point, but one suspects that the Lord’s
agenda included more than just saving His people from slavery.
It is revealed later that He wanted to display His power to the
watching world so that all observers, including the Israelites and
Egyptians, might recognize that He is indeed Yahweh (6:7; 7:5;
9:16; 10:1-2; 11:9; 14:4). Prolonging the series of judgments by
hardening Pharaoh’s heart would allow Yahweh to accomplish
this larger purpose. Though Israel’s deliverance might be
slightly delayed, Yahweh’s reputation would be greatly en-
hanced.

Purpose 1n the Exodus Narrative (Exodus 1-15),” Journal for the Study of the Old
Testament 52 (1991) 53-54 Why would the Lord move the Egyptians to do this? Per-
haps He wanted to prevent His people from becoming assimilated into Egyptian
culture, but more hikely He was setting the stage for His self-glorification (for a
possible New Testament parallel, see John 9 1-3)

18 The Piel stem of P11 18 here used with a factitive nuance “to make ngid, unyield-
ing, resolute, stubborn” A particularly illustrative text 1s Jeremiah 5 3, which
speaks of sinners making their faces more rigid than a rocky chff and stubbornly
refusing to repent G K Beale’s attempt to explain the Piel form as intensive-itera-
tive and as indicating repeated action 1s linguistically unsound, for the Qal of the
verb 1s intransitive (“An Exegetical and Theological Consideration of the Harden-
ing of Pharaoh’s Heart in Exodus 4-14 and Romans 9,” Trinity Journal ns 5(1984)
134

19 Verse 21b seems to encompass all the instances of divine hardening before the
announcement of the final plague (referred to 1n 4 22-23) However, the combina-
tion “I will harden” (1) and “he will not let the people go” (790) resembles most
closely the statements n 9 35, 10 20, 27, which use P11 and now and refer to divine
hardening before the announcement of the final plague (11 1-8) Then 11 10
provides a concluding summary 1n terms used by 4 21
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Moses confronts Pharaoh (5:1-7:7). When Moses confronted
the Egyptian ruler and demanded that he allow Israel to celebrate
a festival to Yahweh, Pharaoh answered, "Who is Yahweh that I
should obey him and let Israel go? I do not know Yahweh and I
will not let Israel go!" (5:2). Does this response mean the divine
hardening had already begun? Probably not. Six times after this
(9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:8) the narrative notes that Yahweh had
hardened Pharaoh's heart. (In 9:12 allusion is made to 4:21.)
Four other times (7:13, 22; 8:19; 9:35) the observation is made that
Pharaoh's heart was hard and this condition is attributed to Yah-
weh by alluding back to 4:21 and 7:3 (note also 8:15). However, 5:2
makes no mention of God's involvement, so it is better to view
Pharaoh's action as autonomous. Furthermore 4:21 clearly re-
lates divine hardening to the signs Moses would perform before
Pharaoh. The disjunctive/circumstantial clause (pIIK "KI) in
verse 21b qualifies the preceding statement ("Do them [the mirac-
ulous signs] before Pharaoh, yet I will harden his heart") and
juxtaposes Moses' and Yahweh's actions, respectively. (This type
of construction is also used with a similar qualifying sense in
3:19. It seems to indicate complementarity of action in 2:9; 7:3;
14:17.) In the following narrative Moses did not perform any
signs in Pharaoh's presence until chapter 7 (although he did per-
form signs before Israel; 4:29-30), so it seems unlikely that 5:2
should be interpreted in light of 4:21.%°

A

Gunn raises the question of Yahweh's involvement in 5 2, but he is hesitant to
commit himself on the issue ("The 'Hardening of Pharaoh's Heart,'" 74) Beale ar-
gues that the prophesied hardening began here ("An Exegetical and Theological
Consideration of the Hardening of Pharaoh's Heart in Exodus 4-14 and Romans 9,"
135-36) He offers five lines of argument First, contrary to what the grammar of the
text seems to indicate, he states that "the hardening of 4 21 is not conditional on the
performance of signs " In a footnote he writes that one's interpretation of the waw
cannot be determinative here, because the word is so "fluid " This comment betrays
an overly atomistic syntactical approach The construction of the waw + subject
(pronoun) + verb is vital here Second, he argues that even if the hardening were
conditioned on the giving of the signs, "it still could not be shown that Moses did
not perform a sign similar to the ones he performed for Israel in the immediately
preceding verses " In support he observes that ellipsis does occur elsewhere in the
narrative However, in response one should note that when ellipsis is utilized, it
has a clear rhetorical function and can be readily identified as such from the im-
mediate context (See the present writer's comments on 8 5 on page 420 and the ob-
servations on 14 23 later in this note on page 417 ) Unless one has solid contextual
and rhetorical reasons for filling a story's gaps, such reading between the lines is
unwarranted and makes one's argument appear tendentious

Beale's third argument is theological in nature He contends that "the divine
omnipotence necessary for a proper effecting of the Heilsgeschichteplan  of Exodus
is incongruous with a 'by chance' refusal of Pharaoh, since this refusal was already
an integral part of his plan " His attempt to support this argument from 3 18-20 fal-
ters when he suggests that VT in 3 19 implies the exercise of sovereign power The
verb is semantically conditioned here by the following ‘O When ‘O follows irp, it



