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Exodus: The Greatest Story Ever Told 
The Plagues 

Martha’s Vineyard Hebrew Center, 3/26/17 
 
Passover Haggadah 

And when he says, "blood and fire and pillars of smoke" and the ten plagues and 
"detsakh," "adash" and "ba'achab," he should pour out a little wine from his cup. 

 
 כשאומר דם ואש ותימרות עשן, עשר המכות ודצ"ך עד"ש באח"ב - ישפוך מן הכוס מעט יין:

"blood and fire and pillars of smoke." (Yoel 3:3) 
 ָּדם ָוֵאׁש ְוִתיְמרֹות ָעָׁשן.

 
These are [the] ten plagues that the Holy One, blessed be He, brought on the Egyptians 

in Egypt and they are: 
 ֵאּלּו ֶעֶׂשר ַמּכֹות ֶׁשֵהִביא ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ַעל-ַהִּמְצִרים ְּבִמְצַרִים, ְוֵאלּו ֵהן:

 Blood ָּדם  

 Frogs ְצַפְרֵּדַע

 Lice ִּכִּנים

 Mixture [of Wild Animals] [The] ָערֹוב

 Pestilence ֶּדֶבר

 Boils ְׁשִחין

 Hail ָּבָרד

 Locusts ַאְרֶּבה

 Darkness חֶׁשְך

 Slaying of [the] Firstborn ַמַּכת ְּבכֹורֹות

Rabbi Yehuda was accustomed to giving [the plagues] mnemonics: Detsakh [the 
Hebrew initials of the first three plagues], Adash [the Hebrew initials of the second three 

plagues], Beachav [the Hebrew initials of the last four plagues]. 
 

 ַרִּבי ְיהּוָדה ָהָיה נֹוֵתן ָּבֶהם ִסָּמִנים: ְּדַצ"ְך ַעַד"ׁש ְּבַאַח"ב.
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Exodus 3:19-20 (G-d speaking to Moses at the Burning Bush) 
 
Yet I know that the king of Egypt will let you go only because of a greater might. So I will 
stretch out My hand and smite Egypt with various wonders which I will work upon them; 
after that he shall let you go. 

 
ה׃ ְוָׁשַלְחִּת֤י ֶאת־ָיִדי֙ ְוִהֵּכיִת֣י ֶאת־ִמְצַרִ֔ים ְּבכֹל֙  ַוֲאנִ֣י ָיַדְ֔עִּתי ִּכ֠י לֹֽא־ִיֵּת֥ן ֶאְתֶכ֛ם ֶמֶ֥לְך ִמְצַרִ֖ים ַלֲהלְֹ֑ך ְולֹ֖א ְּביָ֥ד ֲחָזקָֽ

ֱעֶׂש֖ה ְּבִקְרּבֹ֑ו ְוַאֲחֵרי־ֵכ֖ן ְיַׁשַּל֥ח ֶאְתכֶֽם׃   ִנְפְלאַֹת֔י ֲאֶׁש֥ר אֶֽ
 

Exodus 4:21 
 
And the LORD said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before 
Pharaoh all the marvels that I have put within your power. I, however, will stiffen his 
heart so that he will not let the people go. 
 
ְפִתים֙ ֲאֶׁשר־ַׂשְ֣מִּתי ְבָיֶדָ֔ך ַוֲעִׂשיָת֖ם ִלְפֵנ֣י ַפְרעֹ֑ה ַוֲאִני֙  וַּיֹ֣אֶמר ְיהָוה֮ ֶאל־מֶֹׁשה֒ ְּבֶלְכְּתָך֙ ָלׁשּ֣וב ִמְצַרְ֔יָמה ְראֵ֗ה ָּכל־ַהּמֹֽ

 ֲאַחֵּז֣ק ֶאת־ִלּבֹ֔ו ְולֹ֥א ְיַׁשַּל֖ח ֶאת־ָהעָֽם׃
 

Shaul Magid on Nahmanides’ (Ramban’s) gloss on Exodus 4:21 
 
Nahmanides suggests that Moses might be upset at God’s decision to harden 
Pharaoh’s heart and might actually feel some sympathy for him.  
 
“And I will stiffen his heart” – Moses, do not hold back from doing exactly what I say 
because of this (=my hardening his heart). Also, remember to warn Pharaoh about the 
last plague (the killing of the first born), the plague that will eventually set you free. 
 
Exodus 10:1-2 
 
“The Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh. For I have hardened his heart and the heart 
of his courtiers, in order that I may display my signs amongst them, and that you may 
recount and tell your children and your children’s children how I made a mockery of the 
Egyptians and how I displayed my signs amongst them - in order that you may know 
that I am the Lord.’”  
 
 וַּיֹ֤אֶמר ְיהָוה֙ ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֔ה ּבֹ֖א ֶאל־ַּפְרעֹ֑ה ּכִֽי־ֲאנִ֞י ִהְכַּבְ֤דִּתי ֶאת־ִלּבֹו֙ ְוֶאת־ֵל֣ב ֲעָבָד֔יו ְלמַַ֗ען ִׁשִת֛י אֹתַֹת֥י ֵאֶּ֖לה ְּבִקְרּֽבֹו׃
 ּוְלַמַ֡ען ְּתַסֵּפר֩ ְּבָאְזֵנ֨י ִבְנָך֜ ּוֶבן־ִּבְנךָ֗ ֵא֣ת ֲאֶׁש֤ר ִהְתַעַּלְ֙לִּתי֙ ְּבִמְצַרִ֔ים ְוֶאת־אֹתַֹת֖י ֲאֶׁשר־ַׂשְ֣מִּתי ָב֑ם וִֽיַדְעֶּת֖ם ִּכי־ֲאנִ֥י

 ְיהוָֽה׃
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Exodus 7:3 
 
But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, that I may multiply My signs and marvels in the land 
of Egypt. 

 
 ַוֲאנִ֥י ַאְקֶׁש֖ה ֶאת־ֵל֣ב ַּפְרעֹ֑ה ְוִהְרֵּביִת֧י ֶאת־אֹתַֹת֛י ְוֶאת־מֹוְפַת֖י ְּבֶאֶ֥רץ ִמְצרִָֽים׃

 
Rashi on Exodus 7:3 
 
  AND I WILL ALLOW [PHARAOH’S HEART] TO HARDEN — Since he has ואני אקשה
wickedly resisted Me, and it is manifest to Me that the heathen nations find no spiritual 
satisfaction in setting their whole heart to return to Me penitently, it is better that his 
heart should be hardened in order that My signs may be multiplied against him so that 
you may recognise My divine power.  
 
Such, indeed, is the method of the Holy One, blessed be He: He brings punishment 
upon the nations so that Israel may hear of it and fear Him, as it is said, (Zephaniah 
3:6:3:7) “I have cut off nations, their corners are desolate etc. … I said: Surely you wilt 
fear Me, you will receive correction” (Bavli - Yevamot 63a). Nevertheless, in the case of 
the first five plagues it is not stated, “The Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart” but 
“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened” (Midrash Tanchuma 2:2:3). 
 
Ramban on Exodus 7:3 
 
And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart – they said in the Midrash Rabbah (5:6) that [God] 
revealed to him that [God] would in the future harden [Pharaoh’s] heart so that judgment 
would be done on him for enslaving them with hard labor. And we read more there, “for I 
have made his heart heavy” (Exodus 10:1) – from this verse, said Rabbi Yochanan, the 
heretics say that he had no chance of doing teshuvah. Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish 
answered: ‘let the mouths of the heretics be closed, rather He laughs at mockers 
(Proverbs 3:34), he was warned once, and twice and three times and he did not repent, 
and He closes the door of teshuvah so to extract [retribution] from him what he sinned. 
So with the evil Pharaoh, God sent [warnings] to him five times and he did not listen to 
[God’s] words, God said to him: ‘you stiffened your neck and you made your own heart 
heavy, behold I am going to add impurity to your impurity. 
 
And here is the answer to the question that everyone asks: If God hardened Pharaoh’s 
heart, what then was his transgression [since he had no choice]? There are two 
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answers, which both hold true: First, Pharaoh, in his wickedness, had unjustifiably 
treated the Jews terribly, so he was punished with the withdrawal of the path of 
repentance, and there are many verses regarding this in the Torah and the Writings, 
and he was punished by his original deeds. Secondly, only the second half of the [ten] 
plagues were brought upon Egypt due to Pharaoh’s transgressions, as the Torah states, 
And Pharaoh’s heart was strengthened, (Shemot 7:13:26; 8:15), and Pharaoh hardened 
his heart (ibid. 8:28, 9:7). He did not want to send the Jews out of Egypt for the glory of 
God; rather, when the plagues increased and he was becoming too worn out to 
withstand them, his heart softened and he decided to send them out because of the 
severity of the plagues themselves, but not in order to do the will of his Creator. 
Therefore, God strengthened his spirit and gave courage to his heart so that God’s 
Name would be declared [throughout the world], as we read: “Thus will I magnify 
Myself, and sanctify Myself, and I will make Myself known in the eyes of many nations; 
and they shall know that I am God.” (Ezekiel 38:23). 
 
And that that is written before the plagues (Ex. 3:19) “and I know that the king of Egypt 
will not let you go,” this is the reason for “and I will stiffen Pharaoh’s heart and multiply 
My wonders” that is to say that I will stiffen his heart so as to increase my wonders in 
the land of Egypt, because in the last five plagues, and also in the drowning at the sea it 
is written and God strengthened (14:8) because the heart of the king is in the hand of 
God He turns it how He wants. 
 
Moshe Greenberg on Ex. 7:3 I will harden Pharaoh's heart 
 
The verse raises major moral and theological problems. If Pharaoh is foreordained to 
reject Moses' plea, if God will arrange for the confrontation to continue, how can 
Pharoah be held responsible for his actions and how can we justify his being punished 
for what God causes him to do? "Although 'hardening of the heart' seems deterministic, 
events flow naturally from the ambitions and conflicts of a human being, Pharaoh, who 
is seized with the delusion of self-sufficiency. While events unfold under the providence 
of God, their unfolding is always according to the motives of the human beings through 
whom God's will is done without realizing it... Pharaoh conducted himself in conformity 
with his own motives and his own Godless view of his status. God made it so, but 
Pharaoh had only to be himself to do God's will." 
 
Exodus 14:17-18 

And I will stiffen the hearts of the Egyptians so that they go in after them; and I will gain 
glory through Pharaoh and all his warriors, his chariots and his horsemen. Let the 
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Egyptians know that I am LORD, when I gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots, and 
his horsemen. 

ִמְצַרִ֖ים וְָיְדעּ֥ו יו׃ ּוְבָפָרׁשָֽ ְּבִרְכּבֹ֖ו ּוְבָכל־ֵחילֹ֔ו ְּבַפְרעֹה֙ ְוִאָּכְבָד֤ה ַאֲחֵריֶה֑ם וְָיבֹ֖אּו ִמְצַרִ֔ים ֶאת־ֵל֣ב ְמַחֵּזק֙ ִהְננִ֤י               ַוֲאנִ֗י
יו׃  ִּכי־ֲאנִ֣י ְיהוָ֑ה ְּבִהָּכְבִד֣י ְּבַפְרעֹ֔ה ְּבִרְכּבֹ֖ו ּוְבָפָרׁשָֽ

 
 
Babylonian Talmud - Megillah 10b 
 
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi asked: Does the Holy One, Blessed be He, in fact rejoice               
over the downfall of the wicked? But it is written: “As they went out before the                
army, and say: Give thanks to the Lord, for His kindness endures forever” (II              
Chronicles 20:21), and Rabbi Yoḥanan said: For what reason were the words: “for He              
is good” not stated in this statement of thanksgiving, as the classic formulation is:              
“Give thanks to the Lord; for He is good; for His kindness endures forever” (I Chronicles                
16:34)? Because the Holy One, Blessed be He, does not rejoice over the downfall              
of the wicked. Since this song was sung in the aftermath of a military victory, which                
involved the downfall of the wicked, the name of God was not mentioned for the good. 

 ומי חדי הקב"ה במפלתן של רשעים והא כתיב (דברי הימים ב כ, כא) בצאת לפני החלוץ ואומרים הודו
 לה' כי לעולם חסדו וא"ר יוחנן מפני מה לא נאמר כי טוב בהודאה זו לפי שאין הקב"ה שמח במפלתן של

  רשעים

And similarly, Rabbi Yoḥanan said: What is the meaning of that which is written:              
“And the one came not near the other all the night” (Exodus 14:20)? The              
ministering angels wanted to sing their song, for the angels would sing songs to              
each other, as it states: “And they called out to each other and said” (Isaiah 6:3), but                 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, said: The work of My hands, the Egyptians, are               
drowning at sea, and you wish to say songs? This indicates that God does not               
rejoice over the downfall of the wicked. 

שירה לומר השרת מלאכי בקשו הלילה כל זה אל זה קרב ולא כ) יד, (שמות דכתיב מאי יוחנן רבי                     ואמר
 אמר הקב"ה מעשה ידי טובעין בים ואתם אומרים שירה

Midrash Tehillim 136:6; Tanchuma, Parshat Bo 18 
 
When God sent the plague of the firstborn ... all the firstborn Egyptians went to speak to 
their fathers and said “Everything which Moses has said has come true, don’t you want 
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us to live? Let us get the Hebrew slaves out of our homes now. Otherwise we are 
dead.” 

The fathers answered “even if all of Egypt dies they are not leaving.” 

All the firstborn gathered in front of Pharaoh and screamed “Please remove the 
Hebrews, because of them evil will befall us and you.” Pharaoh said to his servants, 
“Remove the protesters and break their knees.” What did the young Egyptians do? 
Each took a sword and killed his father 

 

Rabbi David Teutsch, “A Night of Questions: A Passover Haggadah” 

How can we understand God’s role in the death of the first born? One explanation 
suggests that all who did not defend the Israelite slaves in Egypt are responsible for 
what Pharaoh imposed. Thus, God’s punishment of the Egyptians was justified. Another 
explanation holds that only in hindsight did the Israelites see the hand of God in the 
death of the Egyptians. God does not intervene in human history this way. Salvation is 
defined in the human mind. By this reckoning, what is important is not whether the first 
born died, but whether we can see the power of human redemption in our lives as 
flowing from the Divine. How do we assume the role of redeemers in a world where 
confronting tyranny is so difficult?  

Rabbi Mark B Greenspan “Counting Plagues” 
 
With red still dripping from my finger tip,  
A sticky concoction of wine and tradition  
I’m tempted to lick history clean  
From my fingers, but I stop.  
I look down at my plate  
Stained with the blood red wine 
That reminds me of my triumph  
And someone else’s suffering.  
Three plus ten plus three  
Dipping or pouring reminds me to slow down,  
So that, even the plagues of others  
Are not taken for granted.  
Are my wonders, another’s suffering?  
Is God’s signature present even in the darkest moments?  
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Exodus 10:22-23 
 
Moses held out his arm toward the sky and thick darkness descended upon all the land 
of Egypt for three days. People could not see one another, and for three days no one 
could get up from where he was; but all the Israelites enjoyed light in their dwellings. 

 
ים׃ לֹֽא־ָראּ֞ו ִא֣יׁש ֶאת־ָאחִ֗יו ֶׁשְך־ֲאֵפָל֛ה ְּבָכל־ֶאֶ֥רץ ִמְצַרִ֖ים ְׁשלֶֹׁ֥שת ָימִֽ  וַּיֵ֥ט מֶֹׁש֛ה ֶאת־ָידֹ֖ו ַעל־ַהָּׁשָמִ֑ים וְַיִה֧י חֹֽ

ם׃  ְולֹא־ָק֛מּו ִא֥יׁש ִמַּתְחָּת֖יו ְׁשלֶֹׁ֣שת ָיִמ֑ים ּֽוְלָכל־ְּבֵנ֧י ִיְׂשָרֵא֛ל ָהָ֥יה אֹ֖ור ְּבמֹוְׁשבֹתָֽ

 
 
 
Or Ha-Me’ir on Exodus 10:22-23 
Translation from Speaking Torah by Rabbi Art Green 

Here we derive a moral teaching. People have eyes, yet they do not see the good 
qualities of the enlightened. They are too busy justifying their own ways, whether good 
or ill. This keeps them from rising to a higher rung. Thus I have explained the Mishnah 
(Avot 1:17) “All my days I grew up among sages” to mean that I was capable of 
growing, rising from one level to the next, not just standing still, because I was “among 
the sages.” I was able to see how small I was, not yet having learned a single one of my 
masters’ ways. 

One who wants to attain a high rung needs to fulfill “I have learned from all my teachers” 
(Psalms 119:99), as explained by the sages (Bavli Taanit 7a) “I learned much from my 
teachers, [and more from my companions,] but from my students most of all.” This is 
especially true of all the good qualities each person can learn from a friend or 
companion. 

But our generation is filled with lots of ignorant people who do not know their right from 
their left. Nevertheless they burst forth to take God’s name and glory for themselves, 
while seeking to insult others and to gain glory by deriding them. This leads to baseless 
hatred, due to our many sins… 

This the “great darkness in all the Land of Egypt.” Where awareness is lacking, there is 
great darkness. You then fall into the narrow places (mitzrayim). But Scripture then tells 
us what this darkness is “people did not see their brothers.” “See” means that they didn’t 
consider them...they didn’t take to heart how much they could learn from the goodness 
of the people around them. On the contrary, they kept finding fault and lack in others, 
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glorifying their own deeds. This led them to walk about in darkness and to see no light. 
People like that cannot progress from one rung to the next; “no person could rise from 
where he was seated.” They stood about rather than walking forward, as a Jew is 
always supposed to do.  

Ramban - Introduction to Exodus:  
 
"The Exile is not complete (ended) until they return to their land and to the (spiritual) 
level of their forefathers. Now when they left Egypt even though they had left the House 
of Slavery, they were still considered to be in a State of Exile, for they were in a foreign 
land, wandering in the Wilderness. However when they reached Mt. Sinai and set up 
the Mishkan, and God returned to them, establishing his Shekhina amongst them THEN 
they returned to the (spiritual) level of their forefathers i.e. the presence of God upon 
their tents…. And THEN they were considered to be redeemed." 


