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Unordering the World: 

Exodus 7-10 and the Plagues 
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1: God declares war 
Exodus 7:1-5 

 replied to Moses, “See, I place you in the role of יהוה (1)

God to Pharaoh, with your brother Aaron as your 

prophet.  (2) You shall repeat all that I command you, 

and your brother Aaron shall speak to Pharaoh to let the 

Israelites depart from his land. (3) But I will harden 

Pharaoh’s heart, that I may multiply My signs and 

marvels in the land of Egypt. (4) When Pharaoh does not 

heed you, I will lay My hand upon Egypt and deliver My 

ranks, My people the Israelites, from the land of Egypt 

with extraordinary chastisements. (5) And the Egyptians 

shall know that I am יהוה, when I stretch out My hand 

over Egypt and bring out the Israelites from their midst.” 

 ה׳ -שמות ז׳:א׳

ֶ  ֙אמֶר יְה וָה ֤)א( וַי    ים  ֖יךָ אֱל ה  ֥נְתַת   ה ֛ה רְא  ֔אֶל־מ ש 
הְיֶ ֖ן אָח  ֥ה וְאַהֲר  ֑לְפַרְע   יאֶֶֽךָ׃ )ב( אַת ָ ֥יךָ י  ה ֣ה נְב 
ֶ ֖ר א  ֔תְדַב    ׇּל־אֲש  ָ וְאַהֲר  ֑ר אֲצַו ֶ ֣ת כ  ר ֣יְדַב    ֙יךָ ֙ן אָח  ֤ך 

רְע   ַ ל ַ ֔אֶל־פ  רָא  ֥ה וְש   נ ֶֽי־י ש ְ אַרְצֶֽו ׃ )ג(  ֖ח אֶת־ב ְ ל מ 
ֶ ֥וַאֲנ   רְע  ֣ה אֶת־ל  ֖י אַקְש  ַ ית  ֑ב פ  רְב   י  ֛י אֶת־א ת תַ ֧ה וְה 

אֶ ֖וְאֶת־מו פְתַ  מַ ֥י ב ְ ְ צְרֶָֽי ם׃ )ד( וְל ֶֽא־י ש  ע  ֤רֶץ מ 
כֶם  רְע   ֙אֲל  ַ צְרָ ֖י אֶת־ידָ  ֥ה וְנָתַת   ֔פ  מ  י  ֨י ם וְהו צ את  ֑י ב ְ

בְא תַ  ל ֤י אֶת־עַמ   ֜אֶת־צ  רָא  אֶ  ֙י בְנ ֶֽי־י ש ְ צְרַ ֣מ  י ם  ֔רֶץ מ 
פָט   ְ ש  ֶֽים׃ )ה( ֖ב   ד ל  צְרַ ֤וְידְָע ים ג ְ ֶֽי־אֲנ   ֙י ם֙ו  מ  י ֣כ  
נְט ת  ֔יְה וָ  צְרָ ֖י אֶת־ידָ  ֥ה ב   י אֶת־֥י ם וְהו צ את  ֑י עַל־מ 

רָא   נ ֶֽי־י ש ְ כֶָֽם׃ ֖ב ְ ו  ת   ל מ 

 

2: The order of the world 
Yoram Hazoni, The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, 129: 
Thus in the ethics of the ancient Near East, all action was ultimately directed toward the maintenance 
of the state since all goodness was seen as flowing from it. Indeed, whatever served to maintain the 
closed circle of farmer, tax collector, king, soldier and priest was on its face for the good, since it kept 
the clockwork of the state in motion for another day and another generation, maintaining the mass 
of people alive and protected. 
 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks: 
..it is worth reflecting more fully on who Ramses was and what he represented… No one in history 
constructed more monuments to his glory than Rmeses II… It is clear that when Pharaoh responds 
angrily to Moses’ request in God’s name to let the Israelites ogo, saying, “Who is the Lord that I 
should obey His voice to let the Israelites go? I do not know the Lord,” what he means is, “Here, I am 
God.”… The wealth of the royal court was astonishing…At the same time the population as a whole 
lived a wretched experience. (Ceremony and Celebration: Introduction to the Holidays,179-182) 
 
The feather represented Ma’at, the central Egyptian value that included the concepts of truth, 
balance, order, harmony, justice, morality, and law. Not only was this fundamental to Egyptian 
culture. It was the task of the Pharaoh to ensure that it prevailed. This had been a key Egyptian 
principle for a thousand years. Ma’at meant cosmic order. Its absence invited chaos. A Pharaoh 
whose heart had become heavier than the Ma’at feather was not only endangering his own afterlife, 
but also threatening his entire people with turmoil and disarray. (From: “The Weighing of the Heart”) 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.1-5
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.1-5
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3. The great lie  
James C. Scott, Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States: 
 
What the state has often done, once established… is to maintain, amplify, and expand the 
agroecological setting that is the basis of its power by what we might call state landscaping. 
This has included repairing silted channels, digging new seeder canals, settling war captives on 
arable land, penalizing subjects who are not cultivating, clearing new fields, forbidding 
nontaxable subsistence activities such as swiddening and foraging, and trying to prevent the 
flight of its subjects. …  
The early state strives to create a legible, measured, and fairly uniform landscape of taxable 
grain crops and to hold on this land a large population available for corvée labor, conscription, 
and, of course, grain production. For dozens of reasons, ecological, epidemiological, and 
political, the state often fails to achieve this aim, but this is, as it were, the steady glint in its eye. 
(22-23) 
 
…a peasantry – assuming that it has enough to meet its basic needs – will not automatically 
produce a surplus that elites might appropriate, but must be compelled to produce it. Under the 
demographic conditions of early state formation, when the means of traditional production were 
still plentiful and not monopolized, only through one form or another of unfree, coerced labor – 
corvée labor, forced delivery of grain or other products, debt bondage, serfdom, communal 
bondage and tribute, and various forms of slavery – was a surplus brought into being. Each of 
the earliest states deployed its own unique mix of coerced labor, as we shall see, but it required a 
delicate balance between maximizing the state surplus on the one hand and the risk of provoking 
the mass flight of subjects on the other, especially where there was an open frontier. In the case 
of the earliest states, making the lower classes reliably unfree meant holding them in the grain 
core and preventing them from fleeing to avoid drudgery and/or bondage itself. Do what it 
might to discourage and punish flight – and the earliest legal codes are filled with such 
injunctions – the archaic state lacked the means to prevent a certain degree of leakage… Short of 
stemming the flow, most archaic states sought to replace their losses by various means, including 
wars to capture slaves, purchases of slaves from slave takers, and forced resettlement of whole 
communities near the grain core. (152-153) 

 

Exodus 1:8-10 

(8) A new king arose over Egypt who did not know 

Joseph. (9) And he said to his people, “Look, the 

Israelite people are much too numerous for us. (10) 

Let us deal shrewdly with them, so that they may 

not increase; otherwise in the event of war they 

may join our enemies in fighting against us and rise 

from the ground.” 

 

 י׳ -שמות א׳:ח׳

 ָ ם מֶֶֽלֶךְ־חָדָ ֥)ח( וַי  צְרָ ֖קׇּ ֶ ֑ש  עַל־מ  ר ל ֶֽא־ ֥י ם אֲש 
ֶֽף׃ )ט( וַי   ֖ידַָ  נ  ֑אמֶר אֶל־עַמ  ֖ע אֶת־יו ס  ם ֚ה עַ ֗ו  ה 
נ  רָא  ֣ב ְ ו ׃ )י( הָ ֖ב וְעָצ ֥ל רַ ֔י י ש ְ ֶֽנ  ֶ מ  בָה ֥ו ם מ 

מָ  ֶֽתְחַכ ְ רְב ֶ ל֑  ה֖נ  ן־י  ֶ קְרֶ ֞ה וְהָיָ ֗ו  פ  ֶֽי־ת  אנָה  ֤ה כ  
לְחָמָה  לְחַם־ ֔נְא  ֣עַל־ש    ֙ף ג ַם־הו א ֤וְנו סַ  ֙מ  ינו  וְנ 

ן־הָאֶָֽרֶץ׃ ֥נו  וְעָלָ ב֖ ָ   ה מ 

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.8-10
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.8-10
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4: Targeting the Nile 

Exodus 7:14-24 

(14) And יהוה said to Moses, “Pharaoh is stubborn; he 

refuses to let the people go. (15) Go to Pharaoh in the 

morning, as he is coming out to the water, and station 

yourself before him at the edge of the Nile, taking with 

you the rod that turned into a snake. (16) And say to 

him, ‘יהוה, the God of the Hebrews, sent me to you to 

say, “Let My people go that they may worship Me in the 

wilderness.” But you have paid no heed until now. (17) 

Thus says יהוה, “By this you shall know that I am יהוה.” 

See, I shall strike the water in the Nile with the rod that 

is in my hand, and it will be turned into blood; (18) and 

the fish in the Nile will die. The Nile will stink so that 

the Egyptians will find it impossible to drink the water 

of the Nile… 

(20) Moses and Aaron did just as יהוה commanded: he 

lifted up the rod and struck the water in the Nile in the 

sight of Pharaoh and his courtiers, and all the water in 

the Nile was turned into blood (21) and the fish in the 

Nile died. The Nile stank so that the Egyptians could not 

drink water from the Nile; and there was blood 

throughout the land of Egypt. (22) But when the 

Egyptian magician-priests did the same with their spells, 

Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he did not heed them—as 

 had spoken. (23) Pharaoh turned and went into his יהוה

palace, paying no regard even to this. (24) And all the 

Egyptians had to dig round about the Nile for drinking 

water, because they could not drink the water of the 

Nile. 

 כ״ד -שמות ז׳:י״ד

ֶ  ֙אמֶר יְה וָה ֤)יד( וַי    ב  ֔אֶל־מ ש  ָ ב ֣ד ל  ֖ה כ 
רְע   ַ א  ֑פ  ל ַ ֖ה מ  ַ ךְ אֶל־ ֣ח הָעֶָֽם׃ )טו( ל  ֥ן לְש 
רְע   ַ ב   ֞פ  נ  ה ֗ה ב ַ בְת ָ ֔א הַמ ַ ֣י צ   ֙קֶר ה  צ ַ  ֥יְמָה וְנ 

קְרָאת  פַ ֖ל  ט ֶ ֑ת הַיְא  ֣ו  עַל־ש ְ ַ ר־ ֛ר וְהַמ  ֶ ה אֲש 
ק ַ ֖ךְ לְנָחָ ֥נֶהְפ ַ  ידֶֶָֽךָ׃ )טז( וְאָמַרְת ָ ח ֥ש  ת    ֣ב ְ
לָ  ים ֤ה אֱל ה  ֞יו יְה וָ ֗א  בְר  לָחַ  ֙י הָע  ְ לֶ ֤ש  י א   ֙יךָ ֙נ 
אמ   ח ֔ל  ל ַ ַ דְב ָ ֖י וְיֶַֽעַבְד  ֔אֶת־עַמ    ֙ר ש  מ   י ב ַ ר ֑נ 
נ   מַ ֥וְה  ָ ָ עַד־כ  ֶֽה׃ )יז( כ   ֖ה ל א־ש  ר  ֣ה אָמַ ֚עְת 
ז  ֔יְה וָ  דַ ֣ה ב ְ נ   ה ֑י יְה וָ ֣י אֲנ  ֖ע כ   ֔את ת   י  ֜ה אָנ כ  ֨ה 
ט ֶ  ׀ ה֣מַכ ֶ  ַ מ  ידָ  ֣ב ַ ר־ב ְ ֶ ֶ ֛י עַל־הַמ ַ ֗ה אֲש  ר  ֥י ם אֲש 
יְא   גָ ֥ר וְנֶהֶפְכ ֖ב ַ ר־ ֧ו  לְדֶָֽם׃ )יח( וְהַד ָ ֶ ה אֲש 
יְא   מ ֛ב ַ ָ לְא֑ש  הַיְא  ֣ו ת ו בָאַ ֖ר ת  צְרַ ֣ר וְנ  י ם ֔ו  מ 
ת   ְ ש  ן־הַיְא ֶֽר ֖ו ת מַ ֥ל   ... י ם מ 
ן ) ֶַֽעֲש ו ־כ  ֶ  ֩כ( וַי  ֶ ֜ה וְאַהֲר  ֨מ ש  אֲש  ַ ו ָ  ׀ ר֣ן כ  ה ֣צ 

ָ ֗יְה וָ  ה֤ה וַי  ֶ ט  ַ מ  ֶ  ֙י ם֙ךְ אֶת־הַמ ַ ֤וַי ַ  ֙רֶם ב ַ ר ֣אֲש 
יְא   ינ  ֔ב ַ ינ  ֔י פַרְע  ֣ר לְע  ו  ֛פְכ ֥יו וַי  הָ ֑י עֲבָדָ ֖ה ו לְע 

ׇּל־הַמ ַ  יְא  ֥כ  ר־ב ַ ֶ גָ ר לְדֶָֽם׃ )כא( ֖י ם אֲש  ה ֨וְהַד ָ
יְא   ר־ב ַ ֶ ו   ֣ר וְל א־יכְָל ֔ש  הַיְא  ֣וַי  בְאַ  ֙תָה֙ר מ  ֥אֲש 

צְרַ  ת  ֔מ  ְ ש  ן־הַיְא  ֖ו ת מַ ֥י ם ל  ם ֖י הַד ָ ֥ר וַיְה  ֑י ם מ 
כׇּל־אֶ  ֶַֽעֲש ו ־כ  ֥ב ְ צְרֶָֽי ם׃ )כב( וַי  מ   ֛רֶץ מ  י  ֥ן חַרְט 
צְרַ  יהֶ ֖מ  לָט  רְע ה ֤ם וַי חֱֶזַ ֑י ם ב ְ ַ ב־פ  וְל א־  ֙ק ל 
מַ  ָ הֶ ֣ש  ֶ ֔ע אֲל  אֲש  ַ ב ֶ ֖ם כ  פֶן  ֣ר יְה וֶָֽה׃ )כג( וַי   ֥ר ד  
רְע   ַ ית ֖ה וַי בָ  ֔פ  ָ ֑א אֶל־ב   ב  ֥ו  וְל א־ש  ו  ג ַם־ ֖ת ל 

ר  ְ צְרַ ֧לָז ֶֽאת׃ )כד( וַי ַחְפ  יב  ֛ו  כׇּל־מ  ת ֥י ם סְב 
ת  ֣ר מַ ֖הַיְא   ְ ש  ת    ֙א יֶָֽכְלו  ֤י ל  ֣ו ת כ   ֑י ם ל  ְ ש  ת ֔ל 
ימ   מ    הַיְא ֶֽר׃ י ֖מ 

 
Exodus 8:4-6 

(4) Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron and 

said, “Plead with יהוה to remove the frogs from me and 

my people, and I will let the people go to sacrifice to 

 And Moses said to Pharaoh, “You may have (5) ”.יהוה

this triumph over me: for what time shall I plead in 

behalf of you and your courtiers and your people, that 

the frogs be cut off from you and your houses, to remain 

only in the Nile?” (6) “For tomorrow,” he replied. And 

[Moses] said, “As you say—that you may know that 

there is none like our God “ 

 ו' - ד'שמות ח׳:

ֶ ֜א פַרְע  ֨)ד( וַי  קְרָ   ֙אמֶר ֙ן וַי   ֗ה ו ֶֽלְאַהֲר  ֣ה לְמ ש 
ר ֔יְה וָ ירו  אֶל־֣הַעְת    ע   ֙ה וְיסָ  מ ֶ ֔הֶַֽצְפַרְד ְ י ֖ים מ  נ  
ֶֽעַמ    חָה ֑ו מ  ל ְ ַ ח ֔אֶת־הָעָ  ֙י וַאֲש  זְב ְ ו  לַיה וֶָֽה׃  ֖ם וְי 
ֶ ֨)ה( וַי    א   ֮ה לְפַרְע ה ֣אמֶר מ ש  ָ תְפ   ֒ר עָלַי ֣ה 
ךָ  ֙יךָ ֙וְלַעֲבָדֶ  ֗יר לְךָ ֣אַעְת    ׀ י֣לְמָתַ  ְ  ֔ו ֶֽלְעַמ 

ית  ע   ֙לְהַכְר  מ ְ ֔הֶַֽצְפַרְד ְ ת ֶ  ךָ֖ ים מ  ָ ב  ק  ֥יךָ רַ ֑ו מ 
יְא   אֶַֽרְנָה׃ )ו( וַי   ֖ב ַ ָ ש    ֙אמֶר ֙ר וַי   ֑אמֶר לְמָחָ ֖ר ת  
דְבָ  דַ ֣לְמַ  ֔רְךָ ֣כ   י־א  ֔עַן ת   יה וָ ֖ע כ   ַ ה ֥ין כ 

ֶֽינו ׃    אֱל ה 

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.14-24
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.14-24
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.1-11
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.1-11
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6. Timing 
Ramban on Exodus 8:15 

Now with regard to Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra’s statement that Moses did not inform them of the 

coming of the plague of gnats, it appears to me that Aaron struck [the dust of the earth] with the 

rod in the sight of Pharaoh, just as he did in the case of the soot of the furnace. However, there 

was no forewarning here, since the Holy One, blessed be He, warned Pharaoh only of those 

plagues which entailed the death of people..All this reflects His mercies towards man, just as 

it is said, Nevertheless, if thou warn the wicked of his way to turn from it, and he turn not from 

his way; he shall die in his iniquity, but thou hast delivered thy soul. Therefore, He did not warn 

Pharaoh of the plagues of gnats, boils, and darkness, [as these did not entail the loss of human 

lives]. He warned him only of the pestilence of cattle because it involved death which should have 

taken effect also on man… In the case of certain plagues, [i.e., blood, swarms, and hail], G-d said 

to Moses, Rise up early in the morning … lo he cometh forth to the water. In line with the plain 

meaning of Scripture, this was the time when the kings were wont to go forth in the morning to 

enjoy themselves in the waters, and the Holy One, blessed be He, commanded Moses to go there. 

The reason for it is that since the plague of blood was the first one [of the plagues], He wanted 

Moses to do it in the sight of the king and without fear of him… He wanted these two plagues to 

be wrought [at that particular time] because since swarms and hail brought death and punishment 

upon the people, the Holy One, blessed be He, wanted the warning to be given in the sight of 

all people. When the king went forth to the water, a multitude of people followed him, and 

when Moses will then forewarn him in their sight, perhaps they might plead with their 

master to return from his evil way. In case they do not do so, they will deserve punishment.  

5. Unpacking the Nile 
Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Vision and Leadership, 25: 
From the river – the source of civilization, abundance and prosperity – emerge beautiful creatures and 
also the ugly cows… The blessings of the human civilizing experience may be completed by the 
demonic forces which man the genius sets free. Some philosophers have questioned whether the 
dream id worthwhile. Perhaps it would be more beneficial to man to inactivate rather than accelerate 
the process. Pharaoh was troubled in the morning, but his advisers didn’t comprehend his dilemma. 
They did not grasp that the dream cast doubt upon the whole civilizing enterprise. 
 
Midrash Tanchuma, Vaera 13:1 

(1) Get thee unto Pharaoh in the morning; lo, he goeth out unto the water (Exod. 7:14). 

Thus the Lord said: Through this (water) you shall cause him to know that I am the Lord. I will 

smite the water of the Nile with the staff that is in your hand, and it shall turn to blood. Why were 

the waters turned to blood first? Because Pharaoh and the Egyptians worshipped the Nile, and the 

Holy One, blessed be He, said: Smite his god first and then him, as in the popular aphorism, 

“Strike the gods and the priests will be frightened.” 

https://www.sefaria.org/Ramban_on_Exodus.8.15
https://www.sefaria.org/Midrash_Tanchuma,_Vaera.13.1
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7: Selective disasters 
Exodus 8:16-19 

(16) And יהוה said to Moses, “Early in the morning 

present yourself to Pharaoh, as he is coming out to the 

water, and say to him, ‘Thus says יהוה: Let My people 

go that they may worship Me. (17) For if you do not 

let My people go, I will let loose swarms of insects 

against you and your courtiers and your people and 

your houses; the houses of the Egyptians, and the very 

ground they stand on, shall be filled with swarms of 

insects. (18) But on that day I will set apart the 

region of Goshen, where My people dwell, so that 

no swarms of insects shall be there, that you may 

know that I יהוה am in the midst of the land. (19) 

And I will make a distinction between My people 

and your people. Tomorrow this sign shall come to 

pass.’”  

 י"ט -שמות ח׳:ט״ז

ֶ ֜אמֶר יְה וָ ֨)טז( וַי    כ   ֗ה אֶל־מ ש  ְ ם  ֤ה הַש 
ב    ב ֙קֶר ֙ב ַ תְיַצ   פְנ  ֙וְה  נ  ֔י פַרְע  ֣ל  א ֣ה יו צ  ֖ה ה 
לָ  ֣יְמָה וְאָמַרְת ָ ֑הַמ ָ  ה ֔ר יְה וָ מַ֣ ה אָ ֚יו כ   ֗א 
ל ַ  ַ י׃ )יז( כ   ֖ח עַמ   ֥ש  ֶֽנ  ינְךָ ֣י וְיֶַֽעַבְד  ם־א   ֮י א 
ל    ַ י ֣מְש  י  ֒חַ אֶת־עַמ   נְנ  ל   ֩ה  ְ ךָ ֨מַש   ֜יחַ ב ְ
ךָ ֧ו בַעֲבָדֶ  ְ ב ֑יךָ אֶת־הֶעָר  ֖ו בְבָת ֶ  ֛יךָ ו ֶֽבְעַמ 

ת   ֜לְא ֨ו מָ  ָ צְרַ ֤ו  ב  ם ֥ב וְגַ ֔עָר  ֣אֶת־הֶ  ֙י ם֙י מ 
ר־ה  ֖הָאֲדָמָ  ֶ ם עָלֶֶֽיהָ׃ )יח(  ֥ה אֲש 

י  ית  פְל  ן  ֗רֶץ ג   ֣ו א אֶת־אֶ ֜ו ם הַה֨בַי   ֩וְה  ֶ ש 
 ֶ י ֤אֲש  לְת   ֔ד עָלֶ ֣ע מ   ֙ר עַמ   י הֱיֶֽו ת־ ֥יהָ לְב 
 ָ דַ ֣ב לְמַ ֑ם עָר  ש֖  ה  ֖י יְה וָ ֥י אֲנ  ֛ע כ   ֔עַן ת  
קֶ  מְת   ֥ב ְ ין ֥ת ב   ֔י פְד  ֣רֶב הָאֶָֽרֶץ׃ )יט( וְש ַ
הְיֶ ֥ךָ לְמָחָ ֑ין עַמ ֶ ֣י ו ב  ֖עַמ     ת הַז ֶֶֽה׃ ֥ה הָא  ֖ר י 

 

 
 

Exodus 9:1-7 

 said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh and say to יהוה (1)

him, ‘Thus says  יהוה, the God of the Hebrews: Let 

My people go to worship Me. (2) For if you refuse 

to let them go, and continue to hold them, (3) then 

the hand of יהוה will strike your livestock in the 

fields—the horses, the asses, the camels, the cattle, 

and the sheep—with a very severe pestilence. (4) 

But יהוה will make a distinction between the 

livestock of Israel and the livestock of the 

Egyptians, so that nothing shall die of all that 

belongs to the Israelites. (5) יהוה has fixed the time: 

tomorrow יהוה will do this thing in the land.’” 

 

(6) And יהוה did so the next day: all the livestock of 

the Egyptians died, but of the livestock of the 

Israelites not a beast died. (7) When Pharaoh 

inquired, he found that not a head of the livestock of 

Israel had died; yet Pharaoh remained stubborn, and 

he would not let the people go. 

 

 ז׳ -שמות ט׳:א׳ 

ֶ  ֙אמֶר יְה וָה ֤)א( וַי    רְע  ֖ה ב   ֔אֶל־מ ש  ַ ה ֑א אֶל־פ 
רְת ָ  ב ַ לָ  ֣וְד  י ֣אֱל ה   ֙ר יְה וָה֤יו כ  ֶֽה־אָמַ ֗א 
בְר   ל ַ ֔הֶָֽע  ַ י׃ )ב( כ   ֖ח אֶת־עַמ   ֥ים ש  ֶֽנ  י ֛י וְיֶַֽעַבְד 
ם־מָא   ל   ֖ן אַת ָ ֥א  ַ ֶֽם׃  ֥מַחֲז   ֖חַ וְעו דְךָ ֑ה לְש  ָ יק ב 
נ    קְנְךָ יָ֗ ה הו  ֜ה יַד־יְה וָ ֨)ג( ה  מ  ֶ  ֙ה ב ְ ר  ֣אֲש 
דֶ  ָ ש   ו ס  ֔ב ַ ס  ים ֤ה ב ַ ֶֽחֲמ ר  ַ מַל    ֙ים ב  ג ְ ַ קָ ֔ב  ָ ב  ר ֖ים ב ַ
ב  ֖אן ד ֶ ֑ו בַצ    ָ פְלָ ֥בֶר כ  ה ֔ה יְה וָ ֣ד מְא ֶֽד׃ )ד( וְה 
קְנ  ב֚    רָא  ֣ין מ  קְנ ֖ל ו ב  ֔ה י ש ְ צְרָ ֣ין מ  א ֥י ם וְל  ֑ה מ 
בְנ  ֛ימָ ׇּל־ל  כ  רָא  ֥ו ת מ  בֶָֽ֖י י ש ְ ָ ל ד ָ ם  ֥ר׃ )ה( וַי  ש ֶ
אמ  ֣ה מו ע  ֖יְה וָ  ה ֛ה יְה וָ ֧ר יַעֲש ֶ ֗ר מָחָ ֑ד ל 
בָ  אֶָֽרֶץ׃  ֖ר הַז ֶ֥הַד ָ ָ  ה ב 

 
ַ בָ ֜עַש  יְה וָ ֨)ו( וַי  חֳרָ  ֙ר הַז ֶה ֤ה אֶת־הַד ָ ׇּ ֶֽמ  ת ֔מ 
 ָ ת כ   ֕וַי  קְנ  ֖מׇּ צְרָ ֣ל מ  קְנ  ֑ה מ  מ   ה בְנ ֶֽי־ ֥י ם ו מ 

רָא   לַ ֥ל ל א־מ  ֖י ש ְ ְ רְע  ֣ת אֶחֶָֽד׃ )ז( וַי  ש  ַ ה  ֔ח פ 
נ   קְנ  ֛ה ל א־מ  ֗וְה  מ   רָא  ֥ת מ  ד ֑ל עַד־אֶחָ ֖ה י ש ְ

ד  כְב ַ רְע  ֣ל   ֙וַי   ַ ל ַ ֥ה וְל  ֔ב פ  ח אֶת־ ֖א ש  
 }פ{  הָעֶָֽם׃

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.16-28
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.16-28
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.9.1-7
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.9.1-7
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8: Sowing doubts 
Exodus 8:14-15 

(14) The magician-priests did the like with their spells 

to produce lice, but they could not. The vermin 

remained upon human and beast; (15) and the 

magician-priests said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of 

God!” But Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he would not 

heed them, as יהוה had spoken. 

 ט״ו -ד שמות ח׳:י״

מ   ֨)יד( וַי עֲַש ו ־כ   יהֶ ֧ן הַחַרְט  לָט  יא  ֥ם לְהו צ  ֛ים ב ְ
נ    י֑א יכָ  ֣ים וְל  ֖אֶת־הַכ   ה  ָ ֙לו  וַת ְ נ  אָדָ ֔הַכ   ָ ם  ֖ם ב 

מֶָֽה׃ )טו( וַי  אמְר  ה  ם ֤ו בַב ְ מ   רְע   ֙ו  הֶַֽחַרְט  ַ ה ֔אֶל־פ 
רְע ה ֤וא וַי חֱֶזַ ֑ים ה  ֖ע אֱל ה  ֥אֶצְב ַ  ַ ב־פ  וְל ֶֽא־  ֙ק ל 
מַ  ָ הֶ ֣ש  ֶ ֔ע אֲל  אֲש  ַ ב ֶ ֖ם כ           }ס{ ר יְה וֶָֽה׃֥ר ד  

 
Exodus 9:13-21 

 said to Moses, “Early in the morning present יהוה (13)

yourself to Pharaoh and say to him, ‘Thus says יהוה, the 

God of the Hebrews: Let My people go to worship Me. 

(14) For this time I will send all My plagues upon your 

person, and your courtiers, and your people, in order 

that you may know that there is none like Me in all the 

world. (15) I could have stretched forth My hand and 

stricken you and your people with pestilence, and you 

would have been effaced from the earth. (16) 

Nevertheless I have spared you for this purpose: in 

order to show you My power, and in order that My 

fame may resound throughout the world. (17) Yet you 

continue to thwart My people, and do not let them go! 

(18) This time tomorrow I will rain down a very heavy 

hail, such as has not been in Egypt from the day it was 

founded until now. (19) Therefore, order your livestock 

and everything you have in the open brought under 

shelter; every human and beast that is found outside, 

not having been brought indoors, shall perish when the 

hail comes down upon them!’” (20) Those among 

Pharaoh’s courtiers who feared יהוה’s word brought 

their slaves and livestock indoors to safety; (21) but 

those who paid no regard to the word of יהוה left their 

slaves and livestock in the open. 

 כ״א -שמות ט׳:י״ג 

ֶ  ֙אמֶר יְה וָה ֤)יג( וַי    כ   ֔אֶל־מ ש  ְ ב   ֣ה הַש  קֶר  ֔ם ב ַ
תְיַצ    פְנ ֖וְה  לָ  ֣ה וְאָמַרְת ָ ֑י פַרְע  ֣ב ל  יו כ  ֶֽה־ ֗א 
בְר  ֣אֱל ה   ֙ר יְה וָה֤אָמַ  ל ַ ֔י הֶָֽע  ַ י ֖ח אֶת־עַמ   ֥ים ש 

י׃ )יד( כ    ֶֽנ  פ ַ  ׀ י֣וְיֶַֽעַבְד  חַ  ֜י ש  ל  ֨את אֲנ  ֗עַם הַז   ֣ב ַ
ׇּל־מַג  פ תַי  ךָ  ֙אֶת־כ  ב ְ ךָ  ֑יךָ ו בְעַמ ֶ ֖ו בַעֲבָדֶ  ֔אֶֶֽל־ל 

עֲב דַ ֣ב ַ מ  ֥י א  ֛ע כ   ֔ו ר ת   ָ כׇּל־הָאֶָֽרֶץ׃ )טו(  ֖ין כ  י ב ְ נ 
ה כ֤    ָ לַ  ֙י עַת  ָ י ֣ש  וְאֶֶֽת־ ֛ךְ או תְךָ ֥י וָאַ ֔אֶת־ידָ  חְת  

ךָ  ְ ד ָ  ֖עַמ  ח  ֑ב ַ ָ כ  ן־הָאֶָֽרֶץ׃ )טז( וְאו לָ ֖בֶר וַת   ם ֗ד מ 
עֲב עֲב֔הֶעֱמַדְת    ֙ו ר ז את ֥ב ַ  ֣ ו ר הַרְא תְךָ ֖יךָ ב ַ

מ  ֥עַן סַפ   ֛י ו לְמַ ֑אֶת־כ  ח   ְ כׇּל־הָאֶָֽרֶץ׃ )יז(  ֖ר ש  י ב ְ
ו ל   ֖עו דְךָ  סְת  עַמ   ֣מ  לְת   ֑ל ב ְ חֶָֽם׃ )יח(  ֖י לְב  ל ְ ַ י ש 
נְנ   יר ֤ה  ע   ֙י מַמְט  ָ רָ ֔ת מָחָ ֣כ  ָ ב  ֖ר ב  ָ ד  ֑ד מְא  ֣ד כ 
 ֶ צְרַ  ֙הו  ֙ה כָמ  ֤ר ל א־הָיָ ֨אֲש  מ  ן־הַי  ֔ב ְ ו ם ֥י ם לְמ 
ו ָסְדָ  ה׃ )יט( וְעַת ָ ֖ה  ָ לַ ֗הֿ וְעַד־עֶָֽת  ְ ז ֤ה ש   ֙ח הָע 

קְנְךָ  ֶ ֛וְא   ֔אֶֶֽת־מ  ׇּל־אֲש  דֶ  ֖ר לְךָ ֥ת כ  ָ ש   ׇּל־ ֑ב ַ ה כ 
מָ ֨הָאָדָ  ה  צ  ֜ם וְהַב ְ ָ ֶֽר־י מ  ֶ דֶ ֣ה אֲש  ָ א  ֤ה וְל  ֗א בַש  
ף  הֶ ֧יְתָה וְירַָ ֔הַב ַ  ֙י ֶֽאָס  רָ ֛ד עֲל  ָ ֶֽתו ׃  ֖ם הַב  ד וָמ 

א  בַ  ֙)כ( הַי רָ  ֶֽעַבְד  ֔ר יְה וָ ֣אֶת־ד ְ רְע  ֖ה מ  ַ ה  ֑י פ 
נ   קְנ  ֥יס אֶת־עֲבָדָ ֛ה  ֶֽים׃  ֖יו וְאֶת־מ  ת   ָ הו  אֶל־הַב 

 ֶ ב  ֛ר ל א־ש ָ ֥)כא( וַאֲש  בַ ֖ם ל  ה ֑ר יְה וָ ֣ו  אֶל־ד ְ
ַעֲז   קְנ  ֥ב אֶת־עֲבָדָ ֛וֶַֽי  דֶֶֽה׃֖יו וְאֶת־מ  ָ ש    }פ{  הו  ב ַ

 
Exodus 10:7 

(7) Pharaoh’s courtiers said to him, “How long shall 

this one be a snare to us? Let a delegation go to 

worship their God יהוה ! Are you not yet aware that 

Egypt is lost?”   

 ׳ ז שמות י׳:

לָ ֜י פַרְע  ֨עַבְד   ֩)ז( וַי  אמְרו   הְיֶ  ֙יו עַד־מָתַי ֗ה א  ה ֨י 
ח ֔לְמו ק   ֙נו  ֙ה לָ ֥זֶ  ל ַ ַ ו  ֖ים וְיֶַֽעַבְד ֔אֲנָש   ֣אֶת־הָ  ֙ש  ש 

יהֶ ֣אֶת־יְה וָ  דַ ֣ם הֲטֶ ֑ה אֱל ה  ה ֖י אָבְדָ ֥ע כ   ֔רֶם ת  
צְרֶָֽי ם׃    מ 

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.12-15
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.8.12-15
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.9.13-21
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.9.13-21
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.10.1-20
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.10.1-20
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9: The heart and the feather 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The Weighing f the Heart: family Edition”: 
If the “heavying” of Pharaoh’s heart is an allusion to the Weighing of the Heart ceremony, it allows 
us to read the story in a completely new way. First, it suggests that it is directed to Egyptians as 
well as Israelites; to humanity as a whole. The Torah tells us three times that the purpose of the 
signs and wonders was “so that the Egyptians may know that I am the Lord” (Shemot 7:5; 14:4; 
14:18). This is the core belief of monotheism. It is not that the Israelites have their God, and the 
Egyptians their pantheon, but rather that there is one sovereign power in the universe. 
 
Our religion is not intended to be the religion of all humanity... Religion is particular. Morality is 
universal. If the story of the “heavying” of Pharaoh’s heart does allude to the Book of the Dead, 
then the story of the Exodus is not simply a partisan account from an Israelite point of view. It is 
telling us that certain things are wrong, whoever does them and whoever they are done against. 
They are wrong by Egyptian standards too. That was true of Pharaoh’s decision to kill all male 
Israelite children. That was an unforgivable sin against Ma’at. 
 
Justice is universal. That is the point made plainly by the Torah’s three stories of Moshe’ early 
life…This is the simplest way of telling us that Moshe’ sense of justice was impartial and universal. 
 
The most generous interpretation of Pharaoh’s treatment of the people is that he was trying to 
maintain order in the Empire. A successful minority like the Israelites could be seen as a threat to 
such order. If they stayed and thrived, they might take over the country as the Hyksos had done 
several centuries earlier. If they were allowed to leave, other enslaved groups might be tempted to 
do likewise. Emigration is a bad sign when the place people are trying to leave is a superpower. 
That is why, for many years, the Soviet Union forbade Jews to leave the country. 
 
Pharaoh, in his repeated refusal to let the people go, must have justified his decision in each case 
on the grounds that he was securing Ma’at, order. Meanwhile however, with each plague the 
country was reduced to ever greater chaos. That is because oppressing people, which is what 
Pharaoh was doing, was a fundamental offence against Ma’at. 
 
For the first five plagues, Pharaoh could tell himself that he was enduring minor inconvenience to 
protect a major principle. But as the plagues became more serious, reducing Egypt to chaos, 
Pharaoh’s room for manoeuvre grew ever less. Having five times said “No” to the Israelites, he 
could not now back down without making himself look ridiculous, forfeiting his authority and 
damaging his standing. Pharaoh was a prisoner of his own system, held captive by his own 
decisions. The Torah states that Pharaoh’s heart was heavy, to hint at a self-contradiction at the 
heart of the Egyptian concept of Ma’at. 
 
Seeking to protect order, he created chaos. That is because the order he was seeking to protect 
was built on a foundation of injustice: the enslavement of the many for the benefit of the few. 
The more he tried to defend it, the heavier his heart grew. 

 


