PESACH I

Slavery and the Pesach Miracles

Pesach celebrates a seminal event in Jewish history — the freeing of the Jewish
people from slavery in Egypt 3,300 years ago. This two-part series on Pesach will

explore the key themes of the festival: slavery, miracles, freedom, Jewish nationhood,
Divine Providence, and the lessons we can learn from them. In this first class on

Pesach, we will discuss the necessity for the 210-year servitude in Egypt and why the

Jews were freed from Egypt amidst a series of ten miracles, culminating in the splitting
of the Reed Sea. This class also presents archeological evidence supporting the events

of the Exodus. The second class on Pesach will focus on Jewish nationhood, freedom,

Divine Providence, and the inspiration we can gain from the festival.

This class will address the following questions:

ém

&

ém

What events caused the enslavement in Egypt?

What purpose did the slavery serve?

Why did God redeem the Jews through a yearlong series of miracles and
not just one?

Is there is any archeological evidence to support the events of the
Exodus?

What lessons from the slavery in Egypt 3,330 years ago apply to my life in
the 21st century?

Class Outline

Section I.  Slavery in Egypt

Part A. Historical Background and Verification of the Egyptian Slavery
Part B. The Reasons for the Slavery in Egypt
Part C. Physical and Spiritual Slavery

Section II.  Pesach Miracles and Their Lessons

Part A. The Miracles of the Exodus
Part B. Lessons Taught by the Miracles
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SECTION I. SLAVERY IN EGYPT

There are two types of slavery: slavery of the body, and slavery of the soul and intellect. As the following
story illustrates, real slavery is the confinement of the soul:

Rabbi Aryeh Levine (1885-1969) was known for his compassion and concern for every Jew. His kind words and
easy smile engaged all who saw him. In the 1940s when Jews were imprisoned by the British authorities who
ruled Palestine, Reb Aryeh was one of the rare individuals who had permission to visit them. The prisoners
loved and revered him.

One Chol HaMoed Pesach, Reb Aryeh visited the prisoners. “How was your Seder?” he asked, genuinely
interested in their welfare.

One of the prisoners smiled and quipped, “Everything was fine, we were able to fulfill all the Halachic
requirements of the Seder except one. When we came to: ‘Pour out Your anger on the nations that do not want
to know You,” they wouldn’t let us open the door!” (Customarily Jews open the front door of their home prior to
reciting this part of the Haggadah as an affirmation of trust in God’s protection on the first night of Pesach.)

Reb Aryeh returned the inmate’s smile and said, “You are mistaken. You do have the key to freedom — the key to
your heart, which can give you spiritual freedom.” He continued, “We are prisoners in our own bodies, but we
can be freed of the bondage to our materialistic desires. By opening our hearts and allowing ourselves to gain
control, we become truly free.” (Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Reflections of the Maggid, pp. 268-269.)

The Egyptian slavery was both physical and spiritual. In this section we will attempt to understand the
events of the Egyptian slavery and their significance to us today.

PART A. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND VERIFICATION OF THE EGYPTIAN SLAVERY

The Children of Israel were enslaved in Egypt for 210 years (Rashi, Shemot/Exodus 12:40). But what events
of Divine Providence led them there in the first place? The next source provides the historical background:

1. Rabbi Akiva Aaronson, The Foundation of Judaism, pp. 36-39 (adapted) — A historical review:
the sale of Yosef; the beginning of the slavery in Egypt; the killing of Jewish babies; Moshe is
appointed to free the Jews; Pharaoh refuses and the Ten Plagues ensue; the Jews leave Egypt
and walk through the Reed Sea after a 210-year slavery.

Yaakov (Jacob) and his twelve sons were living in the Land of Israel. The second youngest brother,
Yosef (Joseph), was sold by his brothers to be an Egyptian slave. After Yosef interpreted Pharaoh’s
dream correctly, and provided food stores for the seven years of famine, he was appointed second-in-
command over the Egyptian Empire.

Since the famine affected the entire region, Yaakov and his household were forced to travel to Egypt to
find food and settle there. With that, the period of exile in Egypt had begun. A new Pharaoh came to
power, and viewing Yaakov’s growing family as a threat, he enslaved them, subjugated them to forced
labor, and ordered the drowning of all new-born Jewish males in the Nile River.

At this time Moshe (Moses) was born. His mother made a reed basket for him and placed him on the
Nile. He was rescued by Pharaoh’s daughter and was raised in the palace of Pharaoh. After he was
forced to flee Egypt because he defended his enslaved brethren, God appeared to him in a prophecy,
and commanded him to return to Egypt to free the Jewish people from slavery. Pharaoh refused the
request for Jewish freedom and instead intensified the Jews’ servitude.
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Through Moshe, God brought about the Ten Plagues in Egypt, which revealed His existence and
control over all Creation. The final plague was the killing of the first-born Egyptians. The Jews — now
numbering approximately 2.5 million walked out to freedom on the morning of the 15" of Nissan in
the year 2448, just over 3,300 years ago, after 210 years of slavery. God miraculously split the Reed
Sea for the Jews, saving them from the pursuing Egyptians, who were drowned. Six weeks later, the
Jews reached Mount Sinai, where God gave the Ten Commandments and Moshe received the Written
and Oral Torah.

Secular sources confirm the events of the Egyptian exile:

2. Rabbi Lawrence Keleman, Permission to Receive, pp. 98-100 — The very fact that the Jewish
people recorded their unflattering history of slavery and oppression is further evidence that it
actually happened.

The historian J. W. Jack echoes the sentiments of many scholars in his statement that “it is far from
likely that any nation would have placed in the forefront of its records an experience of hardship

and slavery in a foreign country, unless this had been a real and vital part of its national life.” Indeed,
putting aside the question of Jewish origins for a moment, it is difficult to name any people who has
cherished a fictional enslavement as part of its religious or political mythology. (The Pharaohs did not
even record real events that reflected poorly on their military prowess or international profile.)

Today, archeological research is slowly but surely discovering the events of the Exodus in the depths of the
earth. Thanks to papyri, artifacts, and remains, events are coming to life for archeologists and historians.

3. 1Ibid., pp. 101-105 — Secular historians and archeologists provide external archeological
evidence for the Egyptian enslavement and the Ten Plagues.

Dr. Kenneth Kitchen is the translator of the Louvre Leather Roll (or LLR), an Egyptian notepad dated
to the period of the Israelite enslavement ... The LLR relates how “gangs of workmen were led by two
foremen appointed from their own people,” just as the Hebrew slaves reported directly to Hebrew
supervisors who in turn had Egyptian bosses (Shemot 5:14). The LLR indicates that each worker had
to manufacture a quota of bricks per day (2,000), a concept expressed in Shemot 5:6-19. Finally, the
LLR states that slaves could petition time off to observe religious festivals, making Moshe’s request in
Shemot 5:3 seem reasonable ...

Historian William Allbright renders this summary of the enslavement evidence: “We must content
ourselves here with the assurance that there is no longer any room for the still dominant attitude of
hypercriticism toward the early historical traditions of Israel.” John Bright concurs, “The tradition of
Israelite bondage in Egypt is unimpeachable”...

Dr. Donald Redford, Professor of Near Eastern Studies at the University of Toronto, tells us of ... a
“snippet of a preserved diary ... [which] records the events leading up to the fall of Avaris,” Avaris
being the Egyptian capital city close to Biblical Goshen [see Shemot 8:18]. The diary’s author
complained that “darkness covered the western heavens ... and for a period of days no light shone.”
Redford confesses that “the striking resemblance between this catastrophic storm and some of the
traditional plagues [i.e. the plague of darkness] seems more than fortuitous.”

In the Egyptian collection of the Museum of Leyden, Holland, there is an early Egyptian papyrus that was
translated into English by the Egyptologist Alan Gardiner and given the title Admonitions of an Egyptian
Sage. The papyrus describes a condition of desolation and destruction and, in Gardiner’s opinion, this is an
account of the destruction that befell the Early Egyptian Kingdom. Examples are summarized below:
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4. Yehoshua Etzion, The Lost Tanach — Archeological discoveries provide external verification of
the Ten Plagues.

Admonitions of an Egyptian Sage, c. 1,300 BCE, Sefer Shemot
Museum of Leyden, Holland.

Plagues throughout the land, blood everywhere

o 2, iz 5-0) DT N3N DIDT-DD 1O LT3 O

Moshe held the staff aloft ... and all the

water that was in the River turned to blood
(Shemot 7:20).

The river is blood, men thirst for water ... (p. 2, IR 1 O FES D980 359 N9

oz 10)) Egypt could not drink water from the River

(ibid. 7:21).

All the beasts cry in their hearts, the cattle low (p. TN T293T . T W TR A T T

5, line 5). The hand of God is on your livestock that are
in the field ... a very severe epidemic (ibid.
9:3).

Verily, everything is ruined that yesterday was yet oy b9 9 KDY ... T3N3 D08 N by = oy

seen; the land is left as after the flax harvest (p. 5, o I.D’WE?D. ?'7?4 BDEIH'IWI.'.S 32275731 Wi

line 12).

Stretch out your hand over the Land of
Egypt for the locust swarm ... No greenery
remained on the trees or the grass of the field
in the entire land of Egypt (ibid. 10:12-15).

The prisons were destroyed [and slaves let free]; FRYY TN . MDD 0D T MM AR 82
there was a great outcry in Egypt ... (p. 12, line DY T INY WP MHNN ... D793 T
12). It was at midnight that God smote every

firstborn ... and there was a great outcry in
Egypt ... [Pharaoh] said “Rise up, go out
from among my people!” (ibid. 12:29-31).

PART B. THE REASONS FOR THE SLAVERY IN EGYPT

In the previous section we discussed what caused the Egyptian exile: a famine in the Land of Israel brought
about by Divine Providence. But this requires more explanation — why were the Jews sent into exile in the
first place? What purpose did the 210-year exile serve?

In this part we will discuss three reasons:

1. To strengthen the Jews’ trust in God (sources 1 to 4)

2. To develop a close relationship with God (sources 5 to 7)

3. To show the Jews the consequences of an over-zealous pursuit of materialism (source 8)

To understand the first reason, we will examine the following incident in the life of Avraham (Abraham):
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1. Bereishit (Genesis) 15:7-8; Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Nedarim; Rashi ibid. — One of
the reasons for the enslavement in Egypt was because Avraham doubted God’s credibility in

fulfilling His promise.

Bereishit 15:7-8

He said to him [Avraham]: “I am God Who
brought you out of Ur Kasdim to give you this
land to inherit it.”

He said, “My Lord, how will I know that I will
inherit it?”

Nedarim 32a

Rabbi Abahu said in the name of Rabbi Eliezer,
“Why was Avraham punished by having his
descendants enslaved for 210 years in Egypt?”

Shmuel answered, “Because Avraham doubted
Gods [credibility in fulfilling His promise —
Rashi]. This is reflected in the verse: ‘How will
I know that I will inherit the Land?”” (Bereishit
15:8)
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2. Mabharal, Gevuros Hashem, Ch. 9, p. 55 — Avraham lacked perfect faith in God; the purpose of
the Egyptian exile was to correct this deficiency in his descendants.

God placed Avraham’ descendants in exile
because he was lacking in his belief and trust

in Him. God therefore placed his descendants
in exile, in order that they would correct this
mistake and fully trust in Him. They would also

see the power of God’s deeds for those whom He

loves, as well as the awesome power He showed
to the Egyptians through the plagues ...
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The Patriarchs and Matriarchs were to be the foundation of the Jewish people; therefore it was crucial
that even the most miniscule personal flaws be rectified, since even a small defect in the foundation can

compromise the integrity of the entire structure (Rabbi Mordechai Becher, Gateway to Judaism, p. 190). In

the next source, we see an analogy describing how the nation was purified of these negative traits.

3. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 4:20, Rashi ibid., Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, HaK’sav

V’HaKabbalah — The harsh tribulations of the Egyptian exile, which was compared to an “iron

furnace,” served to purify the nation of any flaws left over from the Patriarchal era.

But God has taken you and withdrawn you from
the iron crucible, from Egypt, to be a nation of
heritage for Him, as this very day.
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Rashi:

“The iron crucible” — this is a vessel for purifying
gold.

HaK’5sav V’HaKabbalah:

[Egypt is compared to an iron crucible] because
God’s true purpose behind the Egyptian slavery
was to purify the Jewish people [of their baser
characteristics], just as gold is purified in a
crucible. He wanted to remove the base metals so
that only pure gold would remain. To this end,
many of those Jews who were unworthy died

in the plague of darkness, and only those who
remained were chosen to receive the Torah.
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In the next source we see that during the purification process four-fifths of the Jewish people did not leave

Egypt.

4. Shemot 13:18, Rashi ibid. — Four-fifths of the Jewish people died in the plague of darkness.

The Children of Israel were armed when they
went up from Egypt.

Rashi:

[Chamushim (armed) can be understood as being

derived from chamishah (five). Taken in this
sense, the verse means that] only one out of five
Israelites departed from Egypt, and the other
four-fifths died in Egypt during the three days of
darkness [as Rashi comments on Shemot 10:22].
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For those who did leave Egypt, the miraculous redemption awakened their faith in God, thus correcting
Avraham’s imperfect faith (Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol. II, pp. 282-4).

Apart from rectifying Avrahams’ lack of trust in God, the fledging nation had to undergo experiences that
would build their relationship with God, as the next three sources show:

5. Sfas Emes, Shemot, Parshat Va’eira, 5634 — The purpose of the Egyptian exile was to

demonstrate our total dependence on God.

The purpose of the Exodus from Egypt was that
we should know that God brought us out from
there ... For when a person forgets this and
grows proud, saying, “My strength and abilities
created all this success for me” (Devarim 8:17)
he must be brought to a state of helplessness to
show him that everything is from God.

Jewish Calendar 6

NNIBIT FOWT D DT NIT DS TOINID N8
D317 1D ANIIDY O DINWOW 055 ... oW
D NP M NI OIS IN DD Iy T
4wma 5o



PESACH 1

6. Ibid. Parshat Bo, 5649 — The exile showed that God alters world history so that the destiny of
the Jewish people can be fulfilled.

The entire exile was to show clearly that God WY MWD T“apm 9935 1 i 5o N
changes the world for the sake of Israel. ORI 931 Sn

7. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M’Eliyahu, Vol. I, p. 158 — The slavery brought about a
yearning for God and spirituality. The experience of darkness and evil served as a motivator
for the Jewish people to strive for meaning and spirituality.

Every time that there is a need to give a righteous bYRS MO PT8S NNS T8 Y oo o3
person the possibility of rising to a very high 050w PP2020 ON P, IND 3959 T39705
level, he is thrown into the worst environment so YT MIPAD N B T 915 DY Inv
that he should learn that evil is futile, and thus LIP DI TY PINRTN
strive to reach the highest limits ...

Similarly, when Israel needed to prepare to K, IMNN N22p 58 oI 12w SR D)
accept the Torah, God did not send them to DWID R 101 Sw NS 143pn omn mow
the Heavenly Yeshivah from where Moshe took TN RITIN KON, T IR 74y w37 I b
the Torah, but the opposite: He sent them into ML DU SOV DY 0TaY DTS DIRD TR
bondage in Egypt, to be slaves to people who TN
had sunk to the forty-ninth level of impurity

[the most depraved and Godless level of physical

existence].

This slavery brought them to a state where ST IN 75N IEPPY D BN T A
“they cried out to God [to return to Him]” T 5P DD AR N T 1 TR
(Shemot 2:23). This return to God [teshuvah], A D3R NPT

which began in the polar extreme [of physical
enslavement and frustration], was the cause of
their astonishing ascent to the spiritual level of
receiving the Torah [which is compared with the
forty-ninth level of spiritual purity].

Another reason for the slavery was that the Jewish people had an excessively strong desire for money, as
shown by the next source:

8. Tosefot Shalem, Shemot, Va’eira, p. 22 — The physical labor was voluntary at first, but as a
consequence of their over-zealous pursuit of materialism the Jews were enslaved.

At the outset, the Jews were offered payment for IO T IO ,M35 55 5y 95w Fan TP hna

every brick that they made, but because of their YO DN T3 95 9MRY INT I meyS IR
desire for money they did more than necessary.

After this, the Egyptians forced them to continue
making bricks [at the same rate as when they
were being paid].

An additional lesson is derived from the enslavement. Some commentaries explain that the hardships in
Egypt were a training ground for our future. They taught us how to be compassionate and considerate of
workers and the downtrodden because we were slaves. The Torah conveys this idea very clearly: “Do not
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oppress a stranger. You know the feelings of a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” [Shemot
23:9, see also Vayikra/Leviticus 19:34] (Rabbi Mordechai Becher, Gateway to Judaism, p. 190).

PART C. PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL SLAVERY

In the previous section we discussed the historical background and reasons for the Egyptian slavery. Based on
this, one might think that slavery is a thing of the past. However, Egypt and the Promised Land are not just
pieces of geography, but states of mind. In other words, spiritual slavery is just as real as physical slavery.

1. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M’Eliyahu, Vol. II, pp. 17-18 — Spiritual slavery to our lower,
self-destructive aspects (the yetzer hara) is the root cause for our physical slavery.

Everything has an inner aspect to it ... The exile IO PIY .0 11D & 927 51 Iy B i
in Egypt appears to a normal person as if it was a DTN DaN A0 M0 YA MR DINS TN
physical S].aVery. But a Spirituauy—oriented person Pj N D njb)nw NI DD M
sees that it was a slavery of the soul, and that this WOI DI TR PN S0 ANY 39100
y ' ' TN ] y 1

was the real cause for physical slavery. In short,

TR OWII AN YT D
we were slaves to the yetzer hara ...

The Torah calls Egypt Mitzrayim, from the 1192) PITT MDY AR WA WA ‘D8N DY
root meitzar, which means “constriction” and w2133 .00, (“92 00INTP I3
“distress.” It also signifies “boundary.”

The title of Egyptian kings — Pharaoh in Hebrew [F5:95 ] 4w PoN ... A0 — D98 S 5
— is also significant. Its root meaning is “to lay SN T SPAA I . 4T — YD 5
D125 DoV 9¥° 21337 IR Ko DDA
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open or untie,” implying that the goal of Egyptian
impurity was to break down the defenses of one’s
personality and lay it wide open to the inroads of
the yetzer hara.

Spiritual slavery to the yetzer hara did not only occur in Egypt, but still occurs today:

2. Rabbi Stephen Baars, The Haggadah Experience, aish.com — Slavery is alive and well in the
21° century — it just looks different to how it did in Egypt.

Slavery takes many forms; not all shackles are made of iron. Once slavery becomes a way of life, the
slave may even become unaware of his own servitude. Passover ... assists each Jew in unearthing his
own “slavery.”

Making poor choices and becoming dependent on desires is another form of slavery. A heroin addict
or even a smoker is often a slave to his body’s desires. Materialism, too, may be addictive. Many
forces pull on a person’s body and cloud the desires of the soul. If a person loses sight of what is truly
meaningful, he no longer experiences true freedom. “Desire” enslaves as much as any drug.

We like to think of Western society as free because people have the “freedom” to find their own

fulfillment. In practice, however, few find their meaningful path of purposeful living. This indicates
that slavery, in one form or another is alive and well in the 21* century.

Not only is the individual subjugated to the wiles of the yetzer hara, but also the whole generation may be
subject to a collective slavery, as the next source describes:
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3. Rabbi Nosson Scherman, The Family Haggadah, Introduction — Every generation has its own
unique form of slavery, and every generation must find new spiritual means to free itself.

Every era has its Egypt, its own brand of slavery and temptation that inhibits the development of the
individual and the group. And therefore every year the Seder reminds us that “this night is different
from all other nights”: different from other nights of the year, but also different from every Seder Night
that has preceded it in history, for every era has its own Egypt.

The enslavement of a generation may take the guise of political or economic enslavement. Or it may take the
form of cultural and ideological enslavement. Realizing that “every era has its own Egypt” makes it easier to
understand the obligation to see oneself and one’s generation as having personally left Egypt:

4. Mabharal, Gevuros Hashem, Ch. 61, p. 273 — Every generation and every individual must see
himself as having personally left Egypt.

The Pesach Haggadah states, “In each and every NI IRD] M8 1IN MRIZ DTN 370 N T 532"
generation a person is obligated to see himself as ORD MY TIRPY 371 DTR S 5, “[DI800 KY?
if he personally left Egypt.” In other words, every DY 935 P X2 D D .. DRI K

person must see himself as having left Egypt ...
This is hinted to by the verse, “And you must tell
your child on that day, saying ‘It is because of
what God did for me when I left Egypt”™” (Shemot
13:8). The verse does not say, “what God did for
us,” but rather “for me,” as if you, too, left Egypt.

‘(D931 INS3] 5 iy A [R5 NI
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On a deeper level, every Jewish person alive today is a part of the entity called the Jewish people. And since
the entire Jewish people left Egypt together, one can say that we were all there together, and that we all
personally left Egypt (Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, Jerusalem, written correspondence).

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

& From a historical point of view, the Egyptian exile began when a Divinely ordained famine forced
Yaakov and his family to descend to Egypt. Archeological research confirms the details of the
Torah’s narratives of the 210-year bondage in Egypt.

& The purpose of the slavery and exile was multifold. The exile cleansed the Jewish people of
national character flaws and established their trust in God. It also demonstrated that God alters
history for the sake of the Jewish people. These lessons can motivate us to strive for meaning
and spirituality in our lives. Being slaves has developed our national consciousness to have
compassion for others in order to fulfill God’s mission. Finally, the slavery was also a consequence
of over-involvement with materialism.

& Although the slavery in Egypt is a historical fact of physical and spiritual bondage, the message
of Pesach teaches us that slavery is alive and well in every generation. Slavery does not just
mean being ordered around by a guard with a whip; even life led in political freedom can contain
elements of slavery. Being unable to fulfill one’s potential because one is subject to the self-
destructiveness of the yetzer hara is a form of slavery. The compulsion to endlessly chase money,
status, or physical satisfaction as ends in themselves are all forms of slavery.

& The spiritual opportunity of Pesach is to be able to identify what form of “Egypt” one is subject to,
and to begin the process of setting oneself free.
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SECTION II. PESACH MIRACLES AND THEIR LESSONS

Even under the most degrading 210-year slavery, the Jewish people maintained their identity and basic moral
values (Mechilta, Shemot 12:6). Out of the refining furnace of Egypt, this small desert family had grown to a
populous nation (Shemot 1:7), and they emerged refined and ready to become the torchbearers of God and
the recipients of His Torah (Devarim 4:20).

The celebration of these events is what the holiday of Pesach is all about. The first day of Pesach (15th of
Nissan) corresponds to the day on which the Jews walked out of Egypt into the Sinai Desert. The last day of
Pesach (21st of Nissan) corresponds to the day on which the Jewish people walked through the Reed Sea.

1. Vayikra 23:6-8 — On the first and last days of Pesach melachah (work) is prohibited and we
sanctify the day with prayer and Kiddush, and enjoy the festival by eating special meals.

And on the fifteenth day of this month [Nissan] DY ;R MSnT n M wTnR oY Ty e
is the Festival of Matzot to God. For seven days O WD R PRI DD SOINR M Do
you must eat matzot. On the first day you shall o TN DRI YD KD 73y FaN 525055

have a holy festival; you may do no work. And P3RS 5D L NI I T 0 Py

you shall bring a sacrifice for God for seven days. YN NS 7Y

On the seventh day is a holy festival; you may do
no work.

The intermediate days between the first and last days of Pesach are also part of the festival, but with fewer
restrictions. These days, known as Chol HaMoed, “the weekdays of the festival,” are a time to study Torah
(Mishnah Berurah 530:2), to relax with family, visit friends, and have a joyful vacation infused with the spirit
of Pesach (Rabbi Mordechai Becher, Gateway to Judaism, p. 193).

PART A. THE MIRACLES OF THE EXODUS

The freedom of the Jewish people from Egyptian slavery was preceded by the Ten Plagues. The purpose of
the plagues was not merely to break down the cruel and immoral Egyptian empire. Had God so desired,
He could have destroyed all of Egypt with one devastating plague. Rather, His purpose was to demonstrate
methodically to the Egyptians and to the Israelites that He is the Almighty Master of the Universe.

1. Mabharal, Gevuros Hashem, Ch. 57, p. 254 — The plagues were in ascending order of severity,
but had Pharaoh agreed to free the Israelites the plagues would have ceased.

Each plague would increase in severity, such that NO3TD PRI, TR 0P OYHOD NI 1900 TH0
a harsh plague would not be followed by a lighter P 905,90 50 WD IPRY DUINY TP B
one. Therefore, the plagues ascended in severity oS b oy

from lowest to highest.

2. Shemot 7:17, Malbim ibid. — The first set of three plagues demonstrated the existence of God
— in response to Pharaoh’s denial of God.

[God told Moshe to say to Pharaoh:] “So says FODD T DI T T OIN 0D YR DINGD TN 1D

God, ‘Through this shall you know that I am D75 1995 TR0 TR D BY T TN
God. Behold, with the staff that is in my hand I oo T e e

shall strike the waters that are in the River, and
they shall change to blood.”
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Malbim:

The first set of three plagues [blood, frogs, and
lice] was to demonstrate the reality and existence
of God [alluded to in the verse: “Know that I

am God”]. This was due to the fact that Pharach
denied God’s existence when he said, “Who is
God, that I should listen to His voice?” (Shemot
5:2)

Dabin
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3. [Ibid. 8:18, with Malbim — The second set of plagues demonstrated God’s Providence and
control of all the world’s details — in response to Pharaoh’s claim that even if God exists He
has no authority over the world.

And on that day I shall set apart the land of
Goshen upon which My people stands, that there
shall be no swarm [of wild animals] there. So that
you shall know that I am God in the midst of the
land.

PO THY MY TR W YN NN XD 0N b0
FINT 3923 719N 02 TR Wik 3Ty o vy omeat

Malbim:

The second set of three plagues [wild animals,
epidemic, and boils] demonstrated God’s
Providence. Pharaoh did not believe that the
Supreme God supervises each person and event
individually — “in the midst of the land.” This =77 =="
demonstration of God’s Providence is alluded to

in the verse, “So that you shall know that I am

God in the midst of the land.”

Dabia
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4. 1Ibid. 9:14, with Malbim— The third set of plagues demonstrated that God’s power is absolute
and unparalleled — in response to Pharaoh’s claim that even if God has powers, other gods
have equal powers.

For this time I will send all My plagues against
your heart, and upon your servants, and your
people, so that you will know that there is none
like Me in the entire world.

Malbim:

Moshe was being instructed to tell Pharaoh that
the purpose of the third set of plagues [hail,
locusts, and darkness] was to demonstrate

that God has absolute and unparalleled power
and ability. Even though God’ existence and
Providence were already demonstrated, Pharaoh
still thought that there existed other gods and
powers, who might sometimes overpower God
... This point is alluded to in the verse, “So that
you will know that there is none like Me in all
the world.”

725 58 moam 52 PN A5 IR DN DYD3 03
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The following table supplies further details about each plague and shows the deeper reasons as to why they
occurred in this order:
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5. Rabbi Yosef Deutsch, Let My Nation Go (adapted), pp. 190-1 — The significance of the
sequence of the Ten Plagues.

Plague

1. Blood (7)
2. Frogs (y7758)

3. Lice (o32)

4. Wild Animals
(@)

5. Epidemic (927)

6. Boils (yrv)

7. Hail (772)

8. Locusts (771398)

9. Darkness (qwn)

10. Death of the
firstborn (o
mNoa)

Jewish Calendar

Attribute of God

Of the first nine
plagues, the

first set of three
demonstrated the
existence of God
— in response to
Pharaoh’s denial
of God (Shemot
7:17, Malbim)

The second set
demonstrated
God’s Providence
and control of all
the worlds details
— In response to
Pharaoh’s claim
that even if God
exists He has no
authority over the
world (Shemot
8:18, Malbim).

The third set
demonstrated
that God’s power
is absolute and
unparalleled —
in response to
Pharaoh’s claim
that even if God
has powers, other
gods have equal
powers (Shemot
9:14, Malbim).

The tenth plague
signifies God’s
direct control over
life and death
(Chaye Olam Vol.
I, 15).

Physical God’s Power
Location over
The first set of Water

plagues came
from below, from
the water and the

Aquatic creatures

Dust of the earth
earth, and being

a lesser form of

plague, they were

performed by

Aharon (Shemot

7:17,7:28, 8:12;

Tosafos on the

Haggadah)

The second set Land animals
of plagues came

bove th
Jrom above the o ) d

ground and from .
animals

the air, and being
a higher form of  Humans
plague they were

performed by

Moshe (Shemot

8:17,9:3, 9:9;

Tosafos on the

Haggadah)

The last four Nature
came from the
sky, being the
highest form of
plague, they were
performed by God
Himself (Shemot
9:18, 10:4, 10:21,
12:12; Tosafos on
the Haggadah)

Flying creatures

Day and night

Life and death

12

Warning to
Pharaoh

Warning
Warning

No warning.
(The three
plagues about
which Pharaoh
was not warned
caused pain and
inconvenience,
but no threat to
life — Ramban/
Nachmanides
8:15).

Warning

Warning

No warning

Warning
Warning

No warning

Warning
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6. Shemot 8:17; Rabbi Yosef Salant, Sefer Be’er Yosef, ibid. — The plague of wild animals is
called “swarm” since the miracle was that animals of different species — both from very
cold climates and very hot ones — all coexisted in a single “swarm.” Furthermore, an
individualized climate accompanied each animal so that it could survive.

For if you do not send out My people, behold,

I shall incite against you ... the swarm [of wild
animals|. The houses of Egypt will be filled with
the swarm, and even the ground upon which they
are.

Be’er Yosef

Q 1. Why was the plague of wild animals referred
to as “swarm” (arov) referring to the mixture of
animals that came in this plague? Especially since
the name “swarm” does not refer to the essence of
the plague, the way the names “blood, frogs and
lice” do ...

Q 2. Also, what is the meaning of the phrase
“And even the ground upon which they are™ ...

A 1. This plague consisted of different species of
animals from all over the world. Of course, some
of these animals can only live and survive in a
very cold climate. Others, however, like snakes,
can only live in a hot climate. Nevertheless,
during this plague all the species were able to
co-exist. This demonstrated conclusively that it
was a miracle and not just a natural phenomenon
[as would sometimes occur]. To allude to this
miraculous co-existing of different species
together, the plague was called “swarm” ...

A 2. When God caused the appearance of all

the different species of animals, he caused each
animal to be accompanied by the specific weather
and ground conditions suited to it ...

Therefore, when the verse states “[a severe swarm
of wild animals came] ... and the land was being
destroyed because of the swarm” [Shemot 8:20],
it is referring to the suddenly changing weather
and temperatures that accompanied each animal,
from cold to hot, and hot to cold. This caused the
“destruction of the land,” since drastic changes

in climate conditions, from one extreme to the
other, cause the spread of disease and physical
damage to the soil and ground.
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The above source shows how through the miracles God demonstrated that He is aware of and controls all
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details of existence. This demonstration of Divine Providence reached its climax with the death of the first-
born Egyptians, where God knew of first-born children even from adulterous and secret relationships. As the
Talmud describes, “I am He Who discerned in Egypt between the drop of seed which conceived a first-born
and one which did not conceive a first-born” (Bava Metziah 61b).

Apart from the miraculous display of plagues, there was another miracle that occurred just before leaving
Egypt: God instructed each Jewish family to take a lamb — which the Egyptians regarded as their god — and
slaughter it on the night of the plague of the first-born (Shemot 12:3, Ramban ibid.). As the Midrash relates,
Moshe responded with great concern: “Master of the Universe! How can I possibly do this thing? Do You not
know that the lamb is the Egyptian god?” (Shemot Rabbah 16:3).

This miraculous event is the reason why the Shabbat before Pesach is called Shabbat HaGadol [The Great
Shabbat] ( Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 430:1), as explained in the next source:

7. Tur, Orach Chaim 430 — The miracle of the first Pesach offering: God instructs the Jews to
kill their oppressors’ idol in their presence.

The reason it is called Shabbat HaGadol is PP D8 OB H173 D3 13 MW 05 Dy
because a great miracle took place on it: the W DD RN T WA TP 1T MY
Jews took the Pesach sacrifice in Egypt on the NS FIDDY .G FINAR) b T MaN s

10™ of Nissan, as the verse states, “On the tenth

DY 9703 RIPRTD %01 D13 17 D810 DR
of this month you shall take for yourselves a

SR T TN TP N8N (71D
sheep for each family, a sheep for each house” ()

(Shemot 12:3). When the Jews left Egypt it was a
Thursday, as it says in Seder Olam (Ch. 5), so the
tenth of the month was Shabbat.

Each person took a sheep for the Pesach offering 993 IR 1Y IAEDS T TAR 53 0% mpH
and tied it to the foot of his bed. The Egyptians DIVWT 095 1 TS 0PN DIRE PN
asked what they were doing, and they answered DIPPW P Y DY MISNI MOD DY WS

that they were going to slaughter the sheep as a 1 PR P NS DTN PN PO 5 M

Pesach offering because God had commanded SYT3A 3 SN PR D3 IR D 5 93T o

them to do so. The teeth [of the Egyptians] were
set on edge over the fact that the Jews were
slaughtering their gods, but they were unable to
say anything. Because of this great miracle we
call this Shabbat “Shabbat HaGadol” — the Great
Shabbat.

What made this event even more miraculous was that the Jews thought that killing the Egyptian lambs
would spell certain death. But in fact, it was this very act that saved them from death. For during the plague
of the death of the first-born “God passed over the doors [which had been sprinkled with the lambs’ blood]”
(Shemot 12:23) and the Jews were saved (Rambam/Maimonides, Moreh Nevuchim/Guide for the Perplexed
3:46).

The Exodus from Egypt culminated in the miracle of God splitting the Reed Sea for the Jewish people, and
then closing it upon the pursuing Egyptian army. Shortly after crossing the sea, the Jews were attacked by the
nation of Amalek, whom they defeated during a Divinely elongated day of battle, when God miraculously
stopped the sun’s trajectory. The Maharal teaches the relative significance of all of the Egyptian miracles based
on the Talmud’s explanation in Zevachim regarding Yitro's motivation to join the Jewish people. Prior to
converting to Judaism, Yitro had explored every form of idol worship.
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8. Talmud Bavli, Zevachim 116a — There are three opinions as to which event inspired Yitro to
convert and join the Jewish people: the splitting of the Reed Sea, the war with Amalek or the

giving of the Torah.

What did Yitro hear that motivated him to come
and convert to join the Jewish people? Rabbi
Yehoshua said it was the war with Amalek, Rabbi
Eliezer HaModai said it was the giving of the
Torah, and Rabbi Eliezer said it was the splitting
of the Reed Sea.

PIOMDM WINPT 23T,NI P PN 7D
NI PO TN I T VTN WON 037, P5ny
JND TV, NI P 10 DY YR IO ON 39

Rashi in Shemot 18:1 writes that two events inspired Yitro to join the Jewish people: the splitting of the Reed
Sea and the war with Amalek. The Maharal explains that Rashi agrees with Rabbi Yehoshua that Yitro arrived

after the war with Amalek.

9. Maharal, Gur Aryeh, Shemot 18:1 — These two miracles could not account for Yitro’s decision
to join the Jewish people, for he would have come earlier.

Do not explain “And Yitro heard all that God had
done for the Jewish people [Shemot 18:1] literally
as it is written in the Torah, for it is not logical

to say that Yitro came to convert on account of
hearing about all the miracles. For if so, he would
have come much earlier [than the splitting of the
Reed Sea and the war with Amalek] (to convert,
since the miraculous ten plagues in Egypt lasted
for one full year prior to his arrival).

M9 ,“ORIWS TR D24-41m Y Wb PRT
P00 19 XA D N30 PRT NP3 20w
N3 115 10 ONT,03 YO 00D 90 e 7 by
DD I, T OTP A KDY, PNnD) Pwoy
(TN Y D8I Y

10. Ibid. — The plagues in Egypt were localized miracles, in contrast to the global miracles of the

splitting of the Reed Sea and the war with Amalek.

If you will say, now we still have a difficulty, why
did Yitro come to convert for these two events
[splitting of the Reed Sea and the war with
Amalek, as Rashi explains]? One can explain that
all the other miracles in Egypt were specific and
local — as the astrologers said, “This is the finger
of God,” referring to all the plagues in Egypt.
Only Egypt was struck ...

Therefore, the specific, local miracles that
happened in Egypt did not cause Yitro to
recognize that God is greater than all other
deities until he saw the war with Amalek and the
splitting of the Reed Sea. For the (miracle) in the
war with Amalek was in the heavens to stop the
movement of the sun, to arrest the movement of
the heavenly sphere ... and this is not considered
a specific, local event since the sun serves the
entire world. Similarly, the splitting of the Reed
Sea was considered a global event since all the
waters in the world split at the same time.
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11. Ibid. — If the splitting of the Reed Sea was a global miracle, why did Yitro wait for the war
with Amalek to convert?

If you will ask, after Yitro realized that the 5595 =1 MO D [P YHWR TN, TN DN
splitting of the Reed Sea was a global miracle, ANT M N 2P0y ann 10 78T b, oW
why did he need to wait for the miracle that P90 NS 1550 o MO D> IR Y 2 by

happened in the war with Amalek to join the
Jewish people? One can answer that even
though the splitting of the Reed Sea was a global
miracle and not localized, it was still based in the
terrestrial sphere and not in the upper sphere.
Yitro needed to know “that God is the God of
both the heavens and the earth” ... The war with
Amalek proved to Yitro that God also rules the
heavens.

1 TI8 Pm,03YOYa 85 DNNRNa P P RS
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12. Ibid. — Why should Yitro wait for the giving of the Torah if he already understood that God
rules the heaven and the earth?

Nevertheless, to Rabbi Eliezer HaModai, who 1 0D MIRY YT WON 2375 DIDN
said that Yitro came to convert after the giving of P T3 03 7T KD 0D IND R NED Y
the Torah, the splitting of the Reed Sea and the 5715 $T3 KD AW , PRy Mo M0 DY AYIR

war with Amalek were not sufficient — they only
showed that God rules the earthly and heavenly
spheres. Yitro needed to know that there is no
other deity besides God, even above the heavens;
and the Torah is on the level of going even
beyond the heavens.

9515 YT IR, DIPHY DNAMN S RIS
DY NPT AN, DY 12 mynR 1703 PR
o

In summary, the splitting of the Reed Sea demonstrated God’s control of the earth, the war with Amalek
showed God’s mastery of heaven, and the giving of the Torah revealed that there is no other God, even
beyond the heavens.

PART B. LESSONS TAUGHT BY THE MIRACLES

1. Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz, Da’as Torah, Shemot p. 75 — The purpose of the miracles of the
Exodus was for us to learn that what we perceive with our eyes is only the surface layer of

existence.
The truth is that the main purpose for the whole PSS 13V 593 SR DO 03 N0 N
Exodus from Egypt is belief in the concept of RYT IV 928, 00030 5953 N KT D98D
miracles. The main idea is to know and recognize NI VI FINRI DR PO PN
that at the heart of existence is a spiritual core.
One should know that existence is not just that PP IR RYT IR DN PN PRITD Y0
which we see with our physical eyes, or sense , DWW PRNMA W NI WK DINY,0PIW3n
with our physical senses. The physicality that w135 29 RIT RT3 DRI DR DRI I
we see in Creation is only clothing for the true JOIPBRT NG
existence.
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What is the true core to existence [which L8017 555 P KT AIPIMA N BND Y
the Egyptian experience demonstrates]? It is

spirituality, which is the source of all Creation.

2. Rabbi Avigdor Miller, A Nation is Born, p. 81 — The plagues each contained lessons about
God.

The Ten Plagues were Ten Tests of Israel, whether they would properly learn the lessons of the plagues.

All the plagues had common lessons, in addition to the individual purpose of each plague. Among the

general lessons of all the plagues were the following:

e In order to know God, meaning: to gain more awareness of God

e In order to demonstrate that Israel was God’s chosen people, “set apart” from Egypt and all the
nations

e In order to demonstrate the emptiness of the worship of false gods that were unable to protect
even themselves

e In order to engender in Israel a powerful emotion of gratitude so that they would eagerly accept
the Torah at Sinai and remain loyal to it forever

3. Rabbi Akiva Tatz, Living Inspired, p. 152 — The miracles of the Exodus teach us that the
natural order of the Jewish people is to be above the natural order of the world. Therefore,
the night that recalls the miracles of Egypt is called the Seder (“order”) Night.

The Sfas Emes expresses the connection between the miracles commemorated at the Seder and the
rest of Jewish history in the most beautiful manner. He asks why we call the procedure of Seder Night
a “seder” — the word “seder” means “order,” a regular, predictable series of events. Strange that we
celebrate the most potent series of miracles, the sharpest departures from the natural order, with the
name seder, “order”!

His answer is unforgettable. For the Jewish people, our natural order is the miraculous! We have a
seder of miracles. We were forged in impossible circumstances, conceived in a blaze of miracles, born
beyond time. We can never descend into the natural; for us to do so would be souring of the worst
kind, transforming matzah to chametz; lethal in the extreme.

As David Ben-Gurion once commented in an interview on CBS (5 October 1956), “In Israel, in order to be a
realist you must believe in miracles.”

KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

& After Pharaoh’s refusal to free the Jewish people, God brought about the Ten Plagues.

& The miracle of the plagues and their special order was to demonstrate (1) God’s existence, (2)
God’s Providence and control of all the world’s details, and (3) God’s absolute and unparalleled
power. They also served to teach us that what we perceive with our eyes is only the surface layer
of existence and that the Jewish people were chosen by God for a special destiny above the natural
order of the world.

& The splitting of the Reed Sea demonstrated God’s sole control of the earth, the war with Amalek
showed God’s mastery of heaven, and the giving of the Torah revealed that there is no other God,

even beyond the heavens.

& The miracles of the Exodus teach us that the natural order of the Jewish people is to be above the
natural order of the world.
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ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED READING & SOURCES

SECTION II. MIRACLES AND FREEDOM

Mishnah, Eduyot 2:10

Pri Chadash, Orach Chaim 430

Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 32b, s.v. vViamar Rami bar Abbah ...

Meshech Chochmah, Shemot 12:16

Tanya, Likutei Amarim, 31

Rabbi Akiva Tatz, Pesach: Faster than Time (audio class, www.simpletoremember.com)

This class was prepared by Rabbi David Sedley
and edited by the Morasha Curriculum Team
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