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 ׳ט-׳ו:׳ו תומש
 םכֶ֖תְאֶ יתִּ֥לְצַּהִוְ םיִרַ֔צְמִ ת4֣בְסִ ת֙חַתַּ֙מִ םכֶ֗תְאֶ יתִ֣אצֵוֹהוְ… )ו(
 )ז( ׃םילִֽדֹגְּ םיטִ֖פָשְׁבִוּ היָ֔וּטנְ עַוֹר֣זְבִּ ם֙כֶתְאֶ יתִּ֤לְאַגָוְ םתָ֑דָבֹעֲמֵ
 'ה ינִ֤אֲ יכִּ֣ םתֶּ֗עְדַיוִֽ םיק4ִ֑אלֵֽ םכֶ֖לָ יתִייִ֥הָוְ םעָ֔לְ י֙לִ םכֶ֥תְאֶ יתִּ֨חְקַלָוְ
 יתִ֤אבֵהֵוְ )ח( ׃םיִרָֽצְמִ תוֹל֥בְסִ תחַתַּ֖מִ םכֶ֔תְאֶ איצִ֣וֹמּהַ םכֶ֔יק4ֵ֣אֱ
 …ץרֶאָ֔הָ־לאֶ ם֙כֶתְאֶ

Exodus 6:6-9 
(6)…I will take you out from the labors of the 
Egyptians and I will save you from their 
bondage. I will redeem you with an outstretched 
arm and through extraordinary chastisements. 
(7) And I will take you to be My people, and I will 
be your God. And you shall know that I, the 
LORD, am your God who freed you from the 
labors of the Egyptians. (8) I will bring you into 
the land…” 
These four bolded terms are the four stages of the 
Exodus represented by the four cups of wine at 
the Seder. Sometimes we overlook the fact that 
the core of this declaration is a betrothal: I will 
take you to Me, and I will be your God. The 
Exodus is a fulfillment of God’s promise and 
culminates in a fifth stage: I will bring you into 
the Land.   

השֶׁ֔מֹ־  לאֶ וּ֙עמְשָֽׁ  ֹלוְ  א֤ לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ  ינֵ֣בְּ־לאֶ  ןכֵּ֖  השֶׁ֛מֹ  רבֵּ֥דַיְוַ  (ט )
׃השָֽׁקָ (פ) הדָ֖בֹעֲמֵוּ  חַוּר֔  רצֶקֹּ֣מִ   

(9) But when Moses told this to the Israelites, they 
would not listen to Moses, their spirits crushed by 
cruel bondage. The remarkable thing is that the 
people are too overwhelmed to pay attention to 
Moses. It’s a humbling thought: even the most 
masterful oratory will fall flat if the audience is 
distracted. Moses’ first speech is a colossal 
failure. Before he can achieve anything, he has to 
move public opinion in his favor. The plagues 
that will follow are as much a demonstration to 
Israel of Moses’ ability as it is a demonstration of 
God to Pharaoh and the Egyptians.     

תומש ז׳:ז׳  
 הנָ֑שָׁ םינִ֖מֹשְׁוּ ש4ׁ֥שָׁ־ןבֶּ ןרֹ֔הֲאַֽוְ הנָ֔שָׁ םינִ֣מֹשְׁ־ןבֶּ ה֙שֶׁמֹוּ )ז(
 )פ( ׃העֹֽרְפַּ־לאֶ םרָ֖בְּדַבְּ

Exodus 7:7 
(7) Moses was eighty years old and Aaron eighty-
three, when they made their demand on Pharaoh. 
And they are just getting started! The Torah has a 
remarkable attitude towards age. 80 is vigor.  

 ב״י:׳ז תומש
־תאֶ ןרֹ֖הֲאַ־הטֵּֽמַ עלַ֥בְיִּוַ םנִ֑ינִּתַלְ וּי֖הְיִּוַ וּהטֵּ֔מַ שׁיאִ֣ וּ֙כילִ֨שְׁיַּוַ )בי(
 ׃םתָֽטֹּמַ

Exodus 7:12 
(12) each cast down his rod, and they turned into 
serpents. But Aaron’s rod swallowed their rods. 
And how do you think the Egyptian magicians 
felt after their magic rods were swallowed up?! 
Not only were they out-performed, they were 
rendered powerless! ( R. Barry Chesler) 

 ו״ט:׳ז תומש
־לעַ וֹת֖ארָקְלִ תָּ֥בְצַּנִוְ המָיְמַּ֔הַ אצֵ֣יֹ ה֙נֵּהִ רקֶבֹּ֗בַּ העֹ֞רְפַּ־לאֶ aלֵ֣ )וט(
 ׃dדֶֽיָבְּ חקַּ֥תִּ שׁחָ֖נָלְ aפַּ֥הְנֶ־רשֶׁאֲ הטֶּ֛מַּהַוְ ראֹ֑יְהַ תפַ֣שְׂ

Exodus 7:15 
(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…  
Rashi, quoting the midrash, says that Pharaoh’s 
visit to the Nile each morning conceals his human 
bodily functions. We detect satire in this line of 
interpretation. It is not surprising to find satire in 
the rabbinic retelling of the Exodus. Satire de-
fangs the powerful and empowers the powerless.  

 ׳ב:׳ח תומש
 ׃םיִרָֽצְמִ ץרֶאֶ֥־תאֶ סכַ֖תְּוַ עַדֵּ֔רְפַצְּהַ ל֙עַתַּ֙וַ… )ב(

Exodus 8:2 
..and the frog came up and covered the land of Egypt. 
In Hebrew this can also be interpreted in the plural: the 
frogs, prompting a debate among the rabbis. Why this 
formulation? R. Akiva: One great frog came up from 
the Nile and burst open releasing thousands of frogs; 
R. Elazar: The frogs were already in place (sleeper 
cells!) and one frog rose up and said, “It’s time!” Their 
debate is a metaphor. Is political upheaval triggered by 
one cataclysmic eruption, or is it a function of a leader 
arousing a dormant populace to fulfill their mission? 

 ד״כ:׳ט תומש
ֹל רשֶׁאֲ֠ דאֹ֔מְ דבֵ֣כָּ דרָ֑בָּהַ aוֹת֣בְּ תחַקַּ֖לַתְמִ שׁאֵ֕וְ דרָ֔בָ יהִ֣יְוַ )דכ( ־אֽ
 ׃יוֹגֽלְ התָ֥יְהָ זאָ֖מֵ םיִרַ֔צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣־לכָבְּ וּ֙המֹ֨כָ ה֤יָהָ

Exodus 9:24 
(24) The hail was very heavy—fire flashing in the 
midst of the hail—such as had not fallen on the 
land of Egypt since it had become a nation. 
Why the reference to history? Is this an exag-
geration or an attempt to locate us in a larger 
context of an ancient civilization?  The Exodus 
story is filled with hints about Egyptian culture.   



On the Theme and Structure of the Plagues  
 
There is a lively discussion in traditional 
commentaries and modern biblical scholarship on 
the structure of the story of the plagues. Even the 
Passover Haggadah gives us a mnemonic device 
grouping the ten plagues in three groups: Rabbi 
Yehuda grouped them by these abbreviations: 
DeTZaCH, ADaSH, BeAHaV.  
  
There are at least four overlapping structures to 
the Plagues. 1. Pairs; 2. Triads; 3. Pentads; and 4. 
7/10 prominence, a feature of many biblical lists. 
(See thetorah.com Scott Noegel, Why Pharaoh Went 
to the Nile) 
 
That all of these structures exist simultaneously is 
a demonstration of the great narrative art of the 
Torah. But it also underscores an important 
theme: these are not random events. Great efforts 
have been made to explain the plagues by 
examining everything from the seasonal rhythms 
of the Nile to the proximity of a comet. But, as in 
the Creation story, the Torah is not laying a claim 
for scientific fact as much as it is trying to present 
a theological idea: God is above nature. Things 
don’t happen by accident; God is the author 
history; human freedom is essential for God.  And 
the Plague narrative emphasizes this over and 
over again. Almost each plague presents God’s 
purpose: knowledge of God. Here’s what it says: 
 
Preamble to the Plagues 

 יתִ֥אצֵוֹהוְ םיִרָ֑צְמִ־לעַ ידִ֖יָ־תאֶ יתִ֥טֹנְבִּ 'ה ינִ֣אֲ־יכִּֽ ם֙יִרַ֙צְמִ וּע֤דְיָוְ )ה(
 ׃םכָֽוֹתּמִ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְּ־תאֶ

Exodus 7:5 
(5) And the Egyptians shall know that I am the 
LORD… 
 
Plague of Blood 

ֹזבְּ 'ה רמַ֣אָ הכֹּ֚ )זי(  …'ה ינִ֣אֲ יכִּ֖ עדַ֔תֵּ תא֣
Exodus 7:17 
(17) Thus says the LORD, “By this you shall know 
that I am the LORD… 
 
Plague of Frogs 

ֹיּוַ )ו( ֹיּוַ רחָ֑מָלְ רמֶא֖  ׃וּניקNֵֽאֱ 'הכַּ ןיאֵ֖־יכִּ עדַ֔תֵּ ןעַמַ֣לְ J֔רְבָ֣דְכִּ ר֙מֶא֙
Exodus 8:6 
(6) “For tomorrow,” he replied. And [Moses] said, 
“As you say—that you may know that there is none 

like the LORD our God; 
 
Plague of Lice 

 … אוהִ֑ םיקִ֖>אֱ עבַּ֥צְאֶ העֹ֔רְפַּ־לאֶ ם֙ימִּטֻרְחַהַֽ וּר֤מְאֹיּוַ )וט(
Exodus 8:15 
(15) and the magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is 
the finger of God!” 
 
Plague of Swarms 

 הָילֶ֔עָ דמֵ֣עֹ י֙מִּעַ רשֶׁ֤אֲ ןשֶׁגֹּ֗ ץרֶאֶ֣־תאֶ אוּה֜הַ םוֹיּ֨בַ י֩תִילֵפְהִוְ )חי(
 ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ ברֶקֶ֥בְּ 'ה ינִ֥אֲ יכִּ֛ עדַ֔תֵּ ןעַמַ֣לְ ברֹ֑עָ םשָׁ֖־תוֹיֽהֱ יתִּ֥לְבִלְ

Exodus 8:18 
(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 the LORD am in the midst of the land. 
 
Plague fo Hail  

ֹזּהַ םעַפַּ֣בַּ ׀ יכִּ֣ )די(  d֔בְּלִ־לאֶֽ י֙תַפֹגֵּמַ־לכָּ־תאֶ חַלֵ֜שֹׁ ינִ֨אֲ תא֗
 ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ־לכָבְּ ינִמֹ֖כָּ ןיאֵ֥ יכִּ֛ עדַ֔תֵּ רוּב֣עֲבַּ dמֶּ֑עַבְוּ dידֶ֖בָעֲבַוּ

Exodus 9:14 
(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.  

 יחִ֑כֹּ־תאֶ I֣תְאֹרְהַ רוּב֖עֲבַּ dיתִּ֔דְמַעֱהֶ ת֙אֹז רוּב֥עֲבַּ םלָ֗וּאוְ )זט(
 ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ־לכָבְּ ימִ֖שְׁ רפֵּ֥סַ ןעַמַ֛לְוּ

Exodus 9:16 
(16) Nevertheless I have spared you for this 
purpose: in order to show you My power, and in 
order that you may speak of Me throughout the 
world.  

ֹיּוַ )טכ( ־לאֶ יפַּ֖כַּ־תאֶ שׂרֹ֥פְאֶ ריעִ֔הָ־תאֶ י֙תִאצֵכְּ השֶׁ֔מֹ ו֙ילָאֵ רמֶא֤
ֹל ד֙רָבָּהַוְ ןוּל֗דָּחְיֶ תוֹל֣קֹּהַ 'ה  'הלַ יכִּ֥ עדַ֔תֵּ ןעַמַ֣לְ דוֹע֔־היֶהְיִֽ א֣
 ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ

Exodus 9:29 
(29) Moses said to him, “As I go out of the city, I 
shall spread out my hands to the LORD; the 
thunder will cease and the hail will fall no more, 
so that you may know that the earth is the 
LORD’s. 
The Plague narrative is a face-off between God 
and Pharaoh in which God demonstrates His 
power over nature, and that portrays Pharaoh, an 
object of human veneration, as powerless. 
Pharaoh’s freedom is limited with each 
subsequent plague, and, with the death of the 
firstborn (next week), he will have no remaining  
symbol of dominance or power. Shabbat Shalom!

 


