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Exodus 7:1-3 states: The L-RD replied to Moses, 
“See, I make you an oracle to Pharaoh, and your 
brother Aaron shall be your spokesman. You shall 

repeat all that I command you, and your brother Aaron 
shall speak to Pharaoh, to let the Israelites depart from 
his land. But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, that I may 
multiply My signs and marvels in the land of Egypt ( JPS 
translation).

Prima facie (at first blush), this last verse is 
predestinarian. It implies that God predestined that 
Pharaoh would harden his heart. Now, an antinomy 
exists between the doctrine of human free will and the 
scriptural verses that imply predestination. How can one 
uphold both propositions? How does one resolve the 
contradiction? Hazal, in Shemot Rabbah (13:3) declare 
that Pharaoh was an exceptional sinner, and therefore he 
did not merit the human gift of free will.

Two of the earlier medieval Jewish philosophers, R. 
Sa‘adiah Gaon and R. Abraham ibn Ezra, however, treat 
the matter differently. (The following exposition is taken 
largely from Harry A. Wolfson, Repercussions of the 
Kalam in Jewish Philosophy [Cambridge, Mass. And 
London, 1979], pp. 204-08.)

R. Sa‘adiah (882-942), without mentioning the 
rabbinic explanation, states that the biblical statements 
about God’s “hardening” or “making strong” or “making 
heavy” Pharaoh’s heart does not meant that God caused 
him to disobey Him; rather, God gave Pharaoh strength 
and fortitude so that he could withstand the plagues and 
“remain alive until the rest of the punishment had been 
completely visited upon him” In his choice of action, 
however, Pharaoh was a free agent. R. Sa‘adiah says the 
same thing with regard to similar verses concerning Sihon 
the king of the Bashan.) R. Sa‘adiah similarly reinterprets 

a verse in the book of Isaiah (63:17) that implies that 
God causes men to go astray. In his view, it really means 
only that God found the wicked to have gone astray (due 
to their own free will). (See Emunot ve-De‘ot, Book IV, 
Chapter 6.)

R. Abraham ibn Ezra (1089 or 1092/3–1164 or 1167), 
gives three explanations of the hardening of the heart 
of Pharaoh. In his longer commentary to Exodus 7:3 he 
quotes the explanation that R. Sa‘adiah gave, but attributed 
it to the “Rabbi Jeshua” (the Karaite). He adds, however, 
“But he has not spoken what is right.” In his Shorter 
Commentary to Exodus 7; 3, he attributes the same 
explanation to “men of balanced judgment,” (anshe shiqqul 
ha-da‘at) that is, rationalists, and elsewhere he includes 
R. Sa‘adiah Gaon under that rubric. He then adds that his 
own personal view will be gleaned from his commentary 
to Deuteronomy 5:26 (May they [the people of Israel] 
always be of such mind, to revere Me and to follow My 
commandments, that it may go well with them and with 
their children forever!). He says in his comments to that 
verse that as God has singled out all human beings and 
given them the faculty of reason, he has also given them 
free will. Pharaoh thus really hardened his heart by his own 
free will. But inasmuch as it is God who has given him that 
freedom of will by which he could choose to harden his 
heart, God is spoken of in Scripture as the One who has 
hardened the heart of Pharaoh.

In his longer commentary to Exodus 10:20 (But the 
L-RD stiffened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the 
Israelites go), R. Abraham ibn Ezra hints at yet a third 
explanation. He writes there that the verse is in accordance 
with what our sages have said, “To him who desires 
to contaminate himself, doors are open [to go and act 
according to one’s free choice].”

The Antinomy of Free Will and God’s Predestination
Rabbi David Horwitz 
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What does this enigmatic sentence mean? Prof. Wolfson 
explained that first of all, the ibn Ezra understands that 
the verse must not be taken literally. Rather, it means that 
because of his own free will, Pharaoh chose to disobey 
God, and God in turn let him follow the inclinations of 
his own heart. It is only in this sense that God hardened 
Pharaoh’s heart. God simply did not think of Pharaoh as 
meriting auxiliary grace that would help him turn away 
from his freely chosen bad conduct. R. Abraham ibn Daud, 
the Spanish-Jewish astronomer, historian, and philosopher 
from Toledo, Spain (ca. 1110-ca.1180); author of the 
chronicle titled Sefer ha-Qabbalah, and author as well of 
a philosophical work called Emunah Ramah, follows R. 
Abraham ibn Ezra’s third explanation.

Remarkably, R. Tobiah ben Eliezer, a native of Greece, 
and an author with a style vastly different than that of 
the ibn Ezra, in this case (in his comment to Exodus 
10:20) gives the same explanation that the ibn Ezra does. 
(Tobiah ben Eliezer was a Talmudist and poet of the 11th 
century. His work Leqah Tov, a midrashic commentary 
on the Pentateuch and the Five Megillot, is also called 
Pesiqta Zutrata. ) From the Leqah Tov one sees that the 
Spanish-Jewish philosophers were not the only ones who 
sought to resolve antinomy between free will and divine 
predestination expressed in the biblical verses regarding 
the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart with a maximalist 
assertion of human free will.

Belated Introductions
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 

When Moshe’s birth was chronicled in Parshat 
Shmot, the text deliberately omitted any 
description of his lineage, choosing instead to 

preface his birth with the mysterious sentence “And a man 
went from the House of Levi and he took a daughter of 
Levi.”

This omission of Moshe’s bona fides is now addressed in 
Parshat Va’eira.

God commands Moshe to return to Pharaoh and again 
demand the release of the Israelite slaves. When Moshe 
objects, citing his speech impediment, God repeats the 
directive, this time to both Moshe and Aharon.

The Torah then abruptly digresses to present a 
genealogical table listing the descendents of Yaakov’s oldest 
sons, Reuven, Shimon and Levi. The listing concludes with 
a detailed description of the lineage of Moshe and Aharon’s 
family within the tribe of Levi.

Upon completion of this genealogical record, the Torah 
returns to the narrative of the Exodus with the words “This 
was Aharon and Moshe…. They were the ones who spoke 
to Pharaoh…. This was Moshe and Aharon.”

Questions:
Once again we are confronted with a strange and abrupt 

digression within the Torah text.
Why does the Torah specifically choose this dramatic 

moment to detail the lineage of Moshe and Aharon? 

Why interrupt the historical narrative midstream? 
This genealogical table would clearly have been more 
appropriate at the beginning of the story, when Moshe is 
first introduced.

Amram and Yocheved, the parents of Aharon and 
Moshe, are mentioned here for the first time by name. 
Given the reasons for the omission of their identities when 
Moshe is born, why does the Torah see fit to reveal those 
identities now?

Approaches:

A. Most of the classical commentaries are strangely silent 
concerning the most perplexing aspects of this passage, 
choosing to comment only briefly.

Rashi, for example, states that because the Torah 
mentions Aharon and Moshe at this time, the text feels 
compelled to tell us more fully of their birth and lineage. 
He fails to explain, however, why this information was not 
given in conjunction with the earlier appearances of Moshe 
and Aharon in the text.

The Sforno and Abravanel both maintain that the 
genealogical table is presented to show that the choice 
of Aharon and Moshe was not arbitrary. God begins His 
search for worthy leadership with the descendents of 
Yaakov’s first- and second-born, Reuven and Shimon. Only 
when He proceeds to Levi, the third tribe, does God find 
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the quality He is searching for in Moshe and Aharon.
Once again, however, neither of these scholars explains 

why this information must be shared with us abruptly, at 
this point in the text.

The Malbim, in contrast, does offer a solution 
concerning the placement of the genealogical record. He 
explains that the passage in Va’eira marks the first time that 
Moshe and Aharon are clearly appointed by God as full 
partners concerning all aspects of the Exodus. Only once 
this partnership of brothers is firmly established does the 
Torah digress to chronicle their familial credentials.

Rashi finally notes that, as the Torah closes the 
genealogical table and returns to the historical narrative, 
the text identifies Moshe and Aharon twice and reverses 
the order of their names: “This was Aharon and Moshe…. 
They were the ones who spoke to Pharaoh…. This was 
Moshe and Aharon.”

Quoting the Mechilta, Rashi explains that, throughout 
the text, the Torah will variably list each brother first 
in order to demonstrate that Aharon and Moshe were 
equivalent to each other in greatness.

The premier halachic authority of the twentieth century, 
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (Reb Moshe), objects, however, 
to the Mechilta’s explanation: “Moshe was the greatest of 
the prophets, the teacher of the world, and the Torah was 
given by his hand. How can it be claimed that Aharon was 
his equal?”

Reb Moshe answers that at this juncture in the text, 
even as the public leadership of Moshe and Aharon is 
firmly established, the Torah conveys an essential truth 
concerning the worth of every human life. Moshe and 
Aharon each fulfilled his personal role to the greatest 
extent possible. They are, therefore, in the eyes of God, 
considered equal. God judges each of us against ourselves 
and not against anyone else. Someone of lesser ability, 
who reaches his full life potential, towers over someone of 
greater talent who does not – even if, on an objective scale, 
the latter’s accomplishments seem grander.

B. The most extensive treatment of the genealogical 

passage at the beginning of Parshat Va’eira, however, is 
offered by Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch. Hirsch insists 
that the placement of this section specifically conveys 
a critical lesson concerning the nature of leadership 
throughout the Torah.

At this moment in the text, says Hirsch, we confront a 
major turning point in the careers of Moshe and Aharon. 
Until now, their efforts have been marked by frustration 
and failure. From this point onward, however, their 
triumphal mission – marked by powerful miracles and 
supernatural events – begins. The Torah, therefore, feels 
compelled at this juncture to make one fact abundantly 
clear for all time. Moshe and Aharon are of “absolutely 
human origin and the absolute ordinary human nature of 
their beings should be firmly established.” So important 
is this message that the Torah abruptly interrupts the 
historical narrative midstream to clearly delineate the 
ancestry of Moshe and Aharon.

As we have noted before, whereas pagans deified their 
heroes, and Christians returned to such deification, 
Judaism insists upon seeing its heroes as human beings. 
When your heroes are gods you can worship them, but you 
cannot emulate them. As long as we see the characters of 
our Torah as human beings, their greatness may be beyond 
our reach, but we can, nonetheless, aspire to that greatness.

On the other hand, Hirsch continues, a critical balance 
is struck in the passage before us. While the genealogical 
record clearly establishes the mortal origins of Moshe and 
Aharon, it also serves to counter the notion that every 
human being is suitable to prophecy. God’s choices are 
far from arbitrary. Aharon and Moshe were men, but they 
were “picked, chosen men.” God could have chosen from 
any tribe and any family. His specific selection of Aharon 
and Moshe serves to underscore that one who serves in a 
divinely ordained leadership role merits the appointment 
because of his own innate character.

The text thus captures the exquisite tension between the 
mortal origins of our biblical heroes and their overarching 
character and accomplishments.
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The Pattern of the Makkot
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht 

Our parasha deals with seven out of the ten makkot 
dealt to Pharaoh and Mitzrayim. When we look 
at the structure of the makkot, a very interesting 

pattern is revealed. In preparation for the makkah of 

dam, HaKadosh Baruch Hu commands Moshe to wait 
for Pharaoh early in the morning on the bank of the Nile, 
where Pharaoh would go every morning. In preparation for 
the makkah of tzfarde’a, HaKadosh Baruch Hu commands 

You can’t believe everything you see in movies. 
That may sound obvious, but sometimes it applies 
even to things that we are quite sure to be true. For 

example, when and Aharon appeared before Pharaoh and 
threw the staff, what did it tum into? A snake, right?

Wrong! The word used is tanin, not nachash. Nachash 
is a snake. When Moshe was first addressed by his staff 
turned into a snake, a creature that symbolizes the evil 
urge. The message was that G-d is powerful and can change 
a supportive staff to an evil force at will - and the reverse. 
But when the staff was thrown down in front of Pharaoh, a 
different lesson was being taught, and it turned into a tanin, 
the creature that is mentioned by Yechezkel: .. .Thus says 
the Lord G-d: Behold, I am against you, Pharaoh king of 
Egypt, the great tanin that lies in the midst of his streams, 
which has said, My river is my own, and I have made it for 
myself. But I will put hooks in your jaws, and I will cause 
the fish of your streams to stick to your scales, and I will 
bring you up from the midst of your streams, and all the 
fish of your streams shall stick to your scales. And I will cast 
you into the wilderness, you and all the fish of your rivers; 
you shall fall upon the open fields; you shall not be brought 
together, nor gathered; I have given you for food to the 
beasts of the field and to the birds of the sky (Yechezkel 
29:3 -6).

What is the great tanin that lies in the rivers of Egypt? 
It is the Nile crocodile. This awesome beast grows to over 
twenty-one feet in length and was the top predator in 
Egypt. Crocodiles account for more human than any other 
large animal. They will also kill lions, buffalos , giraffes and 
even sharks. The crocodile was the king of the Nile and 
was by the Egyptians. They embalmed hundreds them as 
mummies, wrapping them in strips of cloth, just as they 
did to humans. Even today, the crocodile is considered in 

Egypt to be a symbol of power, and it appears in murals 
celebrating their “victory” over Israel in the Yom Kippur 
war. In Yechezkel’s prophecy, Pharaoh, human ruler of 
Egypt, appears as the great crocodile, ruler of the Nile. 
When Aharon threw down the staff, it turned into a tanin. 
The word tanin means “a serpentine creature.” Sometimes 
this word can indeed refer to a snake. But in this case, it 
refers to a different serpentine creature: the crocodile , 
symbol of Pharaoh.

And, with the ensuing events, it thereby taught a 
powerful lesson: The Holy One said: This evil person 
boasts and calls himself a crocodile, as it is written, “The 
great crocodile ...” (Yechezkel 29:3). Go and tell him: 
“See this staff, it is a piece of dry wood; it shall become a 
crocodile with life and soul and swallow up all the other 
staffs, and it is destined to revert to a dry piece of wood. 
The same is true of you; I created you from a putrid drop 
and gave you empire and you boasted and said, ‘My river 
is my own and I have made it for myself.’ Behold I shall 
tum you back to nothingness and chaos. You swallowed up 
all the staffs of the tribes of the children of Israel , behold 
I shall cause you to disgorge all you have swallowed...” 
(Yalkut Shimoni, Shemos 7:181). The stick turned into 
the mighty crocodile , able to consume others. But when 
Aharon picked it up, it turned back into a lifeless stick. 
That was the lesson for Pharaoh: Don’t get carried away 
with the idea of being a powerful ruler. You came from 
lifelessness and you shall return to lifelessness. And realize 
that all the suffering that you were able to inflict upon B 
‘nei Yisroel was only possible because Hashem willed it. 
You are nothing more than a stick, a tool in His hand. The 
crocodile may indeed be the King of the Nile - but it is a 
subject of the King of Kings.

Behold the Predator
Rabbi Nosson Slifkin 
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Moshe to approach Pharaoh in his palace to alert him to 
the next makkah. For the third makkah, kinnim, HaKadosh 
Baruch Hu commands Moshe to carry out the makkah 
without even warning Pharaoh. The Maharal explains that 
this pattern is meant to show how Moshe gained control 
over Pharaoh. First, he treated Pharaoh with respect, 
arising early in the morning to wait for him on the bank 
of the Nile. For the next makkah, he approached Pharaoh 
rather than waiting for him. For the third makkah, he 
struck without warning.

The difficulty with the Maharal’s explanation is that it 
does not explain why the pattern repeats itself for the next 
two sets of makkot: 1) in preparation for the makkah of 
arov, Hashem again commands Moshe to wait for Pharaoh 
early in the morning on the bank of the Nile; in preparation 
for the makkah of dever, Hashem commands Moshe to 
again approach Pharaoh in the palace; and for the makkah 
of sh’chin, the third in the set, there is again no warning. 
2) In preparation for the makkah of barad, Hashem 
commands Moshe to wait for Pharaoh on the bank of the 
Nile early in the morning; in preparation for the makkah of 
arbeh, Hashem commands Moshe to go to the palace; and 
for the makkah of choshech, Moshe again strikes without 
warning. What exactly is the message underlying the clear 
pattern and its repetition?

The explanation is that HaKadosh Baruch Hu essentially 
wished to respond to Pharaoh’s statement to Moshe and 
Aharon, “Who is Hashem that I should listen to Him?” 
(Shemot 5:2). The first set of makkot demonstrate that 
there is a Creator. Dam’s significance is that eliminates 
Pharaoh’s belief that he is a god by preventing him from 
seeing his reflection in the Nile every morning as he 
used to and holding the impression that he stands above 
the Nile, a god of Mitzrayim. By tzfarde’a, an interesting 
conversation transpires. Pharaoh, in tremendous pain, 
calls Moshe to remove the tzfarde’a. Moshe responds with 
a very strange question: “When?” Obviously Pharaoh 
would want to end the pain immediately, or he would have 
waited to call you in! Pharaoh’s response is even stranger: 
“Tomorrow.” What is the real meaning behind this 
conversation?

Moshe says to Pharaoh: “You can talk to Hashem today 
and ask Him to influence tomorrow, unlike the other 

gods/forces that can influence nature today only, with 
no influence on the future. Do you want to see this in 
action?” Pharaoh, despite his pain, does not believe it and 
demands to see it in action, so he asks Moshe to pray now 
for the removal of the makkah tomorrow. This is what we 
say in davening: “Shiru lashem kol ha’aretz, basru miyom 
l’yom yeshuato (you can daven to Hashem today to bring 
redemption tomorrow).” For the rest of the world, this 
is a chiddush. But for Am Yisrael, this is no chiddush. 
Therefore we ask that “hamelech ya’aneinu b’yom 
kor’einu,” on the very day we ask.

Kinnim’s significance demonstrates the gradual 
progression that leads to Pharaoh’s acceptance of Hashem’s 
existence: dam shows Pharaoh is not god, tzfardea shows 
the real G-d can influence tomorrow even though we 
pray today, and kinnim, which the chartumim could not 
replicate, leads them to say “etzba Elokim hee.”

The second set of makkot teaches Pharaoh that Hashem 
is not just Creator, but also watches over His creation. 
Only the Egyptians were afflicted by the makkah of arov, 
not the Jews. Only the Egyptians’ animals were afflicted 
by the makkah of dever, not the Jews’. Only the Egyptians 
were afflicted by the makkah of sh’chin (including the 
chartumim).

The final set of makkot teaches Pharaoh that not 
only does Hashem watch over the world, but that He 
rewards and punishes those who obey and disobey Him, 
respectively. There is no simple discrimination between 
Jew and Egyptian, but between believer and non-believer. 
Therefore, by the makkah of barad, those Egyptians who 
demonstrated belief in Hashem by bringing their animals 
and servants inside were not harmed by the barad. Those 
Egyptians who did not believe, were harmed. By the 
makkah of choshech, Hashem punished even the non-
believing Jews, removing 80% of the Jewish population. 
This was followed by makkat bechorot and the yetziat 
Mitzrayim.

The ten makkot come to strengthen our belief in a 
Creator Who watches over us and Who rewards and 
punishes those who obey and disobey him, respectively. 
In the merit of this emunah taught by the ten makkot, we 
merit the Aseret HaDibrot and the entire Torah.
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The Nile River was the key to the economic life 
of Egypt, an arid land of which 95% is desert. 
Waters from the Nile River were diverted to 

streams to irrigate the fertile soil and to provide a source 
of freshwater for drinking and for the livestock. Wheat 
and other crops were grown around the Nile River and its 
streams, providing food for the general population and for 
sale to neighboring countries. “And all the world came to 
Egypt” (Bereshis 41 :57), with the Nile River providing a 
convenient and efficient mode of transportation for goods 
and people. Wild game, such as water buffalos, attracted to 
the Nile River either were killed for food or were captured, 
tamed, and used to plough farm land (Wikipedia). As such, 
the Nile River was the life blood of Egypt Every morning 
the Egyptian populace would come to and prostate before 
the Nile River; it was worshipped, with babies cast into 
it (Shemos I :22) as an offering (Miller, 1992). Pharaoh 
viewed himself as the master, or god, over the Nile River. 
Thus, the Nile River was the initial target of the ten 
plagues.

Each plague had many components and the first plague, 
dam, consisted of the following events:

(a) the Nile River was changed to actual blood or to a 
blood-like substance;

(b) the fish die, leaving the Egyptians without their food 
staple;

(c) the Nile River becomes foul with an offensive odor;
(d) the Egyptians become weary trying to find drinkable 

water, either needing to purchase it from B ‘nei Yisroel 
(Rashi) or to dig for underground water (Ibn Ezra).

Interestingly, there appear to be two distinct 
interpretations of dam. The most commonly accepted 
translation of dam is that it was actual blood (e.g., Targum 
Onkelos; Maharal; S’forno ). The Me Am Lo’ ez stated the 
water of The Nile River turned into real blood, not just 
blood-colored water; it had the taste and smell of blood, 
as well as the same chemical and physical composition. A 
lesser known explanation is that dam was a red-colored 
substance similar in appearance to, but not actual, blood. 
Rav Sorotzkin (1993) cited the early commentator, R’ 
Bachya (1263-1340), who noted that the water of the 
Nile River took on the appearance, taste, and smell of 
blood, but was not real blood. A similar point of view is 

taken by R’ Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (HaamekDavar) 
(1817-1893) (Shemos 7:19) and Rav Avigdor Miller. To 
quote Rav Miller, “It was not blood that could be used for 
transfusions or for fertilizing the land, but the resemblance 
was close enough to sicken the spectators. A revolting 
miasma came up from all the streams of Egypt, and the 
people (who were accustomed to eating and feasting 
always) lost their appetite, and instead vomited again 
and again at the sight and the odor of the revolting fluid. 
Normal life in Egypt came to a shocked standstill; and 
thirst, now the first time in their history, became the chief 
matter in the land. Everywhere, the infirm and aged lay 
dead; and the nation groaned in the depths of despair.”

Whether the water of the Nile River turned to actual 
blood or a blood look -alike impacts upon why the fish 
died and what caused the befouling of the waters. Thus, 
according to Rav Z. Sorotzkin, if the Nile River turned 
to actual blood, then the waters were fouled due to the 
rotting blood. Subsequently, unable to live in blood, the 
fish died, with their stench adding to the malodorous 
emissions from the bacterial decompositions of the blood. 
The Malbim suggested that Nile River fish were cold water 
species and when the river was turned to blood, its elevated 
temperature lead to the death of the fish. Conversely, if the 
water of the Nile River only appeared as blood, but actually 
remained water, then the fish remained viable. Thus, as part 
of the overall plague, dam, an additional plague killed the 
fish and it was only the decomposing fish that befouled the 
Nile River.

On the phrase, ‘For they conld not drink from the waters 
of the River” (Shemos 7:24), Rabbi E. Munk (1993) 
wrote that although the term “waters” indicates that the 
blood was drinkable, the Egyptians could not endure seven 
days without drinking real water. However, do people 
really drink blood? Apparently, yes; the phrase, human 
hematophagy, describes the habit of certain societies to 
drink blood and to manufacture food items with animal 
blood. The African Masai apparently drink a liquid 
composed of a mixture of cow blood and cow milk and 
blood sausage is eaten in many communities throughout 
the world. Ritual hematophagy, or the consumption of 
human blood, is also known. The Scythians, a nomadic 
Russian people, drank the blood of the first enemy killed 

Blood or Not, Does it Really Matter?
Dr. Harvey Babich 
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Whoever Feared the Word of Hashem from the Servants of Pharoah
Rabbi Meir Orlian 

Prior to the plague of hail, G-d warned Pharaoh to 
gather his flock and his slaves in from the field to the 
houses, so that they should not be killed by the hail. 

Indeed, some Egyptians heeded this warning: “Whoever 
feared the word of Hashem from the servants of Pharaoh 
evacuated his servants and his livestock to the houses.” 
(Shemot 9:20) However, some ignored this warning: 
“Whoever did not take the word of G-d to heart – he left 
his servants and livestock in the field.” (9:21)

This requires explanation. It seems a simple thing to 
gather in the flock and the slaves, and Moshe had already 
proven himself with the first five plagues that were fulfilled. 
If so, why did they not take his words to heart to save their 
property? 

Ohr Hachaim Hakadosh writes that this proves that the 
Egyptians were not holding Israel back on account of their 
free labor, since they were willing to lose their property 
on account of this, but rather were acting in spite towards 
Hashem and scorning His words. They didn’t believe, even 
as apossibility, that He has the power to bring hail.

Meshech Chochma provides a different explanation, 
which entails an interesting exegetical understanding of 
the verse: “Whoever feared the word of Hashem from the 

servants of Pharaoh.” He posits that in contrast to Moshe’s 
warning to gather in the flock and the servants, Pharaoh 
set up servants to threaten the people and prevent them 
from gathering in, so as not to give Moshe credibility. The 
Egyptians on the one hand feared Moshe’s warning, but on 
the other hand feared Pharaoh’s servants who threatened 
them. Therefore, it says: “Whoever feared the word of 
Hashem from the servants of Pharoah” – i.e., those that 
feared the word of Hashem more than the servants of 
Pharaoh - “evacuated his servants and his livestock to the 
houses.” The others, however, although they were afraid of 
Moshe - were more afraid of Pharaoh’s servants, and did 
not take G-d’s words to heart. Thus, Moshe emphasized, 
“As for you and your servants, I know that you are not 
yet afraid of Hashem, G-d” (9:30), because the common 
person was.

These two explanations exemplify two tactics of the 
evil inclination to prevent us from fulfilling G-d’s word 
– rebellious doubt of G-d’s abilities and fear of external 
forces. However, “whoever feared the word of Hashem” 
– who believed in G-d’s full ability and was not afraid of 
Pharaoh’s servants who threatened them – managed to 
“evacuate his servants and his livestock to the houses.”

in battle (Wikipedia, 2007) If the water of the Nile River 
was not changed to real blood, what possible natural 
mechanisms were available to HaShem to transform the 
Nile River to a blood-like  substance, eventually leading 
to the death of its aquatic ife and to the emanating stench, 
making it non-drinkable. As a preface, it is important to 
quote Rav Munk, “In the miracles recorded in the Torah, 
the supernatural if often interwoven with the natural and 
the plagues may be defined as miraculously intensified 
forms of the diseases and other natural occurrences 
encountered in Egypt” Rav Munk, suggesting that the 
plague of dam, and of the other plagues, had a basis in a 
natural phenomenon, mentions the possibility that due to 
the presence of certain vegetable matter, the color of the 
Nile River changed to a pale red. Secular scientists provide 

various theories for the Nile River turning red, including 
the following: (a) the fall of red meteorite dust from a 
comet, (b) volcanic ash fallout, (c) red silt, and (d) water 
contamination by the flageJiated protozoa, zooplankton, 
micro fungi, dinoflagellates, and/or cyanobacteria (Marr 
and Malloy, 1996;.Treviasanato, 2006).

It really does not matter whether the Nile River was 
transformed into actual blood or to a blood-like substance. 
The intent of this plague was to transform the god 
of Egyptto a sinking, visibly abhorrent cesspool. Rav Miller 
cited the following passages, apparently referring to the 
first plague, from the Admonitions of lpuwer, an ancient 
Egyptian papyrus manuscript: “The river is blood .... Blood 
is everywhere .... Men shrink from tasting .... that is our 
water .... What shall we do? Everything is in ruination.” 
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Pharaoh’s Recognition of God
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 

Throughout the parshiyos leading up to Yetzias 
Mitzrayim (the Exodus from Egypt), Moshe is 
directed by Hashem to warn Pharaoh that the 

Makkos (Plagues) were being visited upon him and his 
nation in order that they recognize the greatness, uniqueness 
and might of God. 

Why was this necessary? Whatever ideological impact 
on Mitzrayim that the Makkos may have achieved was 
temporary and forgotten, having no lasting effect. Although 
we find that many non-Jews converted to Judaism during 
the Persian and Roman conquests, we have no such record 
of Egyptians embracing Judaism while Egypt dominated the 
Hebrews, nor did monotheism replace the idolatrous ways 
of Mitzrayim. Whatever belief in Hashem on the part of the 
Mitzrim (Egyptians) that may have been attained at the time 
of the Makkos obviously dissipated and did not last long. 
Why, then, did Hashem proclaim that the goal of the Plagues 
was for Mitzrayim to recognize and admit to His greatness, if 
such recognition and admission were to be worthless in the 
long term?

There is an halachic principal that governs deliberations of 
a beis din - a rabbinic court - which states that the younger, 
less seasoned members of a beis din must put forth their 
arguments in a case before the more senior and expert 
dayanim (judges) do so, in order that the younger and less 
seasoned members not be inhibited from expressing their 
opinions, according to some interpretations. (See Sanhedrin 
32A and 36A.) One way to view this principle is through 
the lens of human psychology, such that one who feels that 
another is superior to himself will give more weight to the 
other’s views and not be of an objective mindset, even if he 
has every reason to be confident in his own position and 

attitude. In order that the dayanim of lesser stature evaluate 
the case objectively and not subconsciously adopt the 
approaches of the senior judges, to whose views they would 
naturally and instinctively defer, these less seasoned dayanim 
must present their analyses first. 

The Makkos, Yetzias Mitzrayim, Mattan Torah (the 
Giving of the Torah) and the entire experience in the Desert 
were designed to instill emunah (faith) and commitment 
in the nascent Jewish nation, and all that could be done 
to maximize this goal was done. The Jews were slaves and 
had been trained for generations to view the Egyptians 
as superior to themselves. Therefore, it was not sufficient 
for the Jewish nation to merely witness the supernatural 
afflictions that befell the Mitzrim in order to be inspired to 
the fullest degree of belief and commitment to God. Rather, 
Hashem sought for Pharaoh and his people themselves to 
openly admit to His might and ultimate mastery over all, 
for when one sees that another whom he feels is superior 
- especially if that other normally negates the issue at hand - 
suddenly totally endorses and embraces it with unparalleled 
conviction, the impact on the first party is quite potent. 
Just as the less experienced member of the beis din may 
be swayed by the opinion of the senior member more 
than by his own strong convictions, in an even greater 
manner were the Jewish slaves struck with belief in Hashem 
when witnessing the idolatrous and superior Egyptians 
profess unconditional and absolute belief in Him and His 
omnipotence.

This is why - for the ultimate sake of the Jews themselves - 
God dictated that Pharaoh and his nation must openly admit 
to His wonders. May we again experience such wonders 
soon.


