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“All of G-d’s attributes are measure for measure.” (Sanhedrin 90a) Our sages and later commentators assume that 

G-d’s justice is so perfect, that not only is every good deed rewarded and every sin punished, but G-d ensures that 

the consequence of one’s actions are reflective of the actions themselves.  
 
Working with this assumption, many midrashim (ex. Shemot Rabbah 9:10, 10:6) are devoted to detailing how each 

aspect of the plagues that G-d used to punish the Egyptians paralleled a crime they had committed. The Torah 

expresses this idea explicitly with regards to the final plague. Even before the plagues began, G-d told Moshe to tell 

Pharaoh “Thus said G-d: Israel is My son, My first-born. And I said to you: Let My son go, that he may serve Me; 

and you have refused to let him go. Behold, I will slay your son, your first-born.” (Shemot 4:22-23) This is seen as 

a paradigm, indicating that the same principle was at play in each plague.1 
 
Punishing measure for measure is understood primarily as an expression of G-d’s justice. For this reason, G-d 

often instructs human courts to punish in this way as well – a life for a life, and an eye for an eye, for example.2 

Additionally, however, having the punishment fit the crime enables the punishment to aid in the rehabilitation of 

the sinner. Ideally, by understanding how he is being punished, the sinner will be educated as to the nature of his 

sin, spurring him to mend his ways and telling him what to fix. Either way, studying the details of the plagues can 

teach us, the readers of Chumash, about the nature of sin and what we can do to avoid it.  
 
One plague that is particularly instructive is that of darkness. The Torah goes to great lengths to describe the 

extent of the darkness and what activities it prevented. Specifically, the Torah records that the darkness was so 

thick that people could neither move nor see each other for three days. (Shemot 10:23) Why was it critical that 

people not see each other, that they be cut off from social life for the duration of the plague? 
 
Perhaps we can suggest as follows. Often, people would not sin if they were alone. Deep down, they know what is 

right and would be able hold themselves back from sin. However, if they are among others who are sinning, they 

get caught up in the mob and “groupthink” allows them to overcome their positive inhibitions. If only they would be 

able to take a moment for introspection, to reflect on those ideals they understand to be true, they would follow a 

different path.  
 
Midrashim describe how the Egyptians knew that it was wrong to enslave the Jews. Even leaving aside the general 

moral issues with slavery, the Egyptians owed Yosef their lives, and oppressing his family was the height of 

ingratitude. A midrash (Shemot Rabbah 1:8) even suggests that when Pharaoh pointed this out to the Egyptians, 

they deposed him for three months until he was willing to tow the party line and go along with the mob. They 

silenced their external conscience, and allowed the deafening thoughtlessness of groupthink to drown out their 

own inner conscience. 
 
Perhaps it is for this reason that G-d punished the Egyptians with darkness and solitude. For three days they were 

trapped, unable to move, unable to communicate with others. There were no distractions. They were confined to 

their thoughts. It was as if G-d was compelling them to stop and think, to reflect on what they had done, to realize 

that G-d was now avenging the oppression of His children, His first born, but that it was not too late. If the people 

and Pharaoh could internalize why they were being punished, they could emerge from their travails changed men 

who recognized G-d and what He wants from humanity. This was their last chance, and when they failed to change 

their ways, He was forced to break them with the final plague, the Death of the Firstborns – the measure-for-

measure threat that had opened the saga.  
 
Even if the Egyptians failed to learn their lesson, the Torah records the details of Darkness for us. Perhaps it will 

remind us to just take that moment to think, giving ourselves the opportunity to hold back from doing that which 

we will regret.  

 

- 
1 However, see Seforno to Shemot 4:23 who suggests that only the tenth plague and the punishment at the sea were measure 
for measure. All other plagues were only meant to prove His existence and power to the Egyptians.  

 
2 While in the latter case we do not actually carry out the law literally, the rhetoric instructs as to the inherent justice of 

punishing measure for measure. See Seforno to Shemot 21:24.  

Did you know? 

We participated in Limmud 2015 and 2016, and look forward to participating in Limmud 2017.  
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