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Introduction 

The tale of Moses' confrontation with the king of 

Egypt has been told by many generations of Jews . Sometime• 

the story is told as a chapter of ancient history, while at 

other times it is meant to engender new hope and inspiration. 

The simple biblical account of the meeting between 

Moaea and Pharaoh. in itself. does not provide great insight 

into what actually happened . The Interpreter's Dictionary of 

the Bible supports this feeling : 

" . . . there is little in the biblical 
narrative upon which to r econs t ruct 
Moses' strategy in Egypt . In itself 
the tradition that Pharaoh granted 
audience to the Israelite leader 
is not implausible. "l 

The Rabbis, however, filled in the gaps and embellished 

the narrative in order to provide a paradigm of redemption for 

the Jews of their day . During the Rabbinic period, Jews 

suffered persecution at the hands of the Romans , Babylonians 

and others . The Rabbis recognized that they very much needed 

a source of hope and support in order to cope with their 

struggle. 

I selected the confrontation story as my thesis topic 

because of my general interest in the Rabbinic approach to the 

Bible , and because of my specific interest in the profound 

mes sage of hope conveyed in this narrative. 

(1) The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible , 1962-1976. 
Nasnvllle. p . 445 . 

Kflr 1 ,, ,I • • 
!'WISH J~ fHv:t , 
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ln re•earcbing thi• topic, I began by i•olatin& 

biblical ver••• directly related to the confrontation •tory. 

The•e ver•e• are concentrated in the Book of Exodua: 

Exodu• 10:1-6, Exodu• 11 : 1-6, and Exodus 12:29-36. With theae 

ver••• a• a starting point, I then uaed the varioua verae 

indic••• auch a• Torah Temimah, Torah Ketubah U'Meaurah Al Torah 

Nivi'ia Uk'tuvim and Torah Sbelemah, to locate the rabbinic 

treataent of these verae• . I alao consulted the ver•e indice• 

to auch midra•him as the Mekilta de-Rabbi Iahmael, notes and 

tran•lation by Jacob Lauterbach, the Theodor Albeck edition 

of Bereshit Rabbah by Epstein-Melamed, the index volume to 

Soncino'• Midraah Rabbah, among others . In order to get a 

more c0111plete picture about the Rabbinic view of the 

confrontation, I al•o checked several thematic anthologies . 

Theae included: The Index volume to Legends of the Jews 

compiled by Boaz Cohen, Ozar ha-Aggadah (3 volumes) by Moshe 

Gro••• The Sages (2 volwnea) by E. Urbach , and Sefer ha­

Aggadah, Ed. Bialick and Ravnitaky. After gathering all 

the extant rabbinic material, I divided the information int o 

thematic categoriea, each of which constitutes a chapter of 

this thesis . 

Chapter I, entitled "The Rabbinic view of Pharaoh and 

Hoses'' deals with the way in which the Rabbis view the personal­

i ties of Moses and Pharaoh. In it, I examine those character 

traits which the Rabbis deem important . For example, at the 

outset , Moses is moat reluctant to accept the responsibility 
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of speaking on behalf of God before the Egyptian ruler. Yet 

at the climax of Lhe confrontation, Moaea ia a confident, 

even aggresaive spokesman for the God of larael. Pharaoh, 

on the other hand, is portrayed by the R.abbia aa a evil but 

confident leader, determined to destroy the Iaraelites as a 

people. At the climax, he is forced into aubmiaaion and 

acknowledges the God of Iarael as the only God . What were 

the reasona for the draatic changes in the characters of 

both men? Why did the Rabbis choose to underscore aome 

character trait• and downplay others? These are just same of 

the question• broached in the first chapter . 

tn chapter 11, entitled "The Actual Confrontation : God 

versus Pharaoh", I attempt to show that the Rabbis 

emphasized that the confrontation actually was between God and 

Pharaoh . While the unskilled reader might think that the 

confrontation which took place in Egypt was simply between Moses 

and Pharaoh, it is clear that more is at stake. It is my 

contention, as will be made clear in the second chapter. 

that, according to the Rabbis, we are faced with a show of 

strength between two deities : Pharaoh, the god of Egypt and 

the God of Israel . It is the struggle between these two forces 

which is the basis for the real confrontation. 

The third and final chapter of the thesis, entitled 

"The Significance of t he Plagues in the Conf rontation", deals 

with the concrete demonstration of God's power. The Ten Plagues 

are thought by the Rabbis to be the method by which God shows. 

the extent of His power. The Rabbis perceived the plagues as 
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being implemented according to a carefully conceived plan, 

and through them, God accomplished specific goals : the 

unconditional release of the Israelites from bondage, and the 

undisputed establishment of the God of Israel as the ultiaate 

power in the world . 

Essentially , the confrontation story is used by the 

Rabbis as a source of inspiration and hope for the future. 

Just•• Pharaoh was for ced to acknowledge God as the moat 

powerful force in the world, so too, all of Israel's enemies 

would ultimately be defeated . This is the message the Rabbis 

attempt to relate to their constituents through their 

midrashic treatment of this biblical narrative. 
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Chapter I: The Personalities of Pharaoh 
and Moses : The Rabbinic View 
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Chapter I: The Personalities of Pharaoh and Moaea : 
The Rabbinic View 

The Biblical account of the Exodus from Egypt is 

one of the most fascinating though familiar atoriea in the 

Bible . It is recounted yearly around the Seder Table and 

retold often as part of a Hebrew School Curriculwa. 

In the story . Hosea is portrayed aa the hero who reaponda 

to God'• call . A modest ahepherd with no deaire for greatness, 

he ia thrust into a position of authority. The Bible tells 

ua (Exodus 4:10): 

•11,a •2 'n 1• n•D ,Da•, 
DJ o••·· aJ ~1DftD DJ.,,. a•,2, ••• -~ ,,.~ ,2,, n•-,2, ., ,,2, ~- a•,2, TID .. ,,. 

"And Moses said unto the Lord : 'Oh Lord I am not a man 

of words, neither heretofore. nor since Thou hast spoken 

unto Thy servant : for I am slow of speech , and of a slow 

tongue !' This is an illuatration of the Bible's image of 

Moses as modest and reluctant to assume the role that God 

has chosen for him. 

Pharaoh, in contrast , i s pictured as the class ic villain . 

This is evident in Exodus (7 : 3) : 

n1 •n•2,n1 n,,. 2~ na nw,1 •111 
.a•,se ,,12 •n•1D n11 •nrua 

0 And I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and multiply my signs 

and my wonders in the land of Egypt ." 

Pharaoh is the opposite of the meek representative of the 

Israelites . Pharaoh is bold, as kings must be; he is 
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articulate , and he is not intimidated by any aituation or any 
person . In the book of Ezekiel (29 :3), Pharaoh i• quoted 

a• aaying : 

"My river is my own and I have made it for ayaelf" 

The Bible is very deliberate in contruting the•• two 

figures in order to highlight the difference in their 

characters and personalities. 

However, the Biblical account of the laraelite exodua 

from Egypt raise• a n\Dber of question• . For exaq,le : Was 

the character of the real Pharaoh u projected by the Bible 

hie true character? Was the hiatorical Moses truly humble or 

wa• he more confident than the Biblical text would indicate? 

In relating the Exodus story , we must face such questions and 

recognize that behind the apparent confrontation there are 

two individuals in human interaction . The Rabbis , in 

interpreting these events, answer these questions and provide 

us with new insights into the text. 

Let us then consider the Rabbinic view of the personalities 

of both Pharaoh and Moses . How did the Rabbis relate the two 

men? What did they choose to emphasize in Hoaea' personality 

and character , and how did they portray Pharaoh? 

In the following pages , we will explore such questions 

through close examination and evaluation of various passages 

from Rabbinic literature . 
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Part I : Pharaoh 

A. Pharaoh: An Evil Leader with Evil Intentions 

The Rabbis frequently emphasize Pharaoh's genuinely evil 

nature. He acts on the basis of evil inclinations. An 

example of this is found in Midrash Lekah Tov (Bo : 10:1) : 

•>• •, n,,. ~• ■2 nwe ~• 'ff ,e1•1 
n1 nwp1 •>11 :,e■• 12~ n1 •n,2,ff 
••,~ w•, ,ea (1:, n1a•) n,,1 :a~ 
,•2,nw 11•, .1~ 1•nn11 10••~ 12 

•>• •, :,•2,n ,01 1:a~ na n,,1 
-r•o,a •>11 nn2, nwre ~•nnn 11n u~ n• •.m:a,n 

.a~1,n JD 1,,19~ .,, n1••e1 n1,•2, ,~ 
This passage clearly shows that Pharaoh was inherently 

evil . God merely had to provoke him to bring out the worst 

in him. The proof comes from the end of the pass age which 

states : 

"He (Pharaoh) began the process of hardening (of his 

heart), and I added (for him) hardness and stupidity in order 

to drive him from the world. " 

Additional proof of Pharaoh's evil nature as seen by 

the Rabbis is found in the midrash Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer 

(48 : 30) : 
1,01• nwe ,~1l •~• ,, n>• ••~•1 n>• 
11n1 ,~•~ ,,> ,•nr n,,.~ a•o1e,1nn 

a•,1n•n ~, n1 1,•~•n 1:a•~2 •• 1•11• 
.ana, ,~•1D 11n1 ,a•,11•~ a•,~,n 

here we have a case of Pharaoh listening to a future 

prediction of the wise men of his court . "And the magician• 

said to Pharaoh : 'In the future a child will be born who will 
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rescue Israel from Egypt . '" Pharaoh is neither willing to 

consider the prediction nor willing to wait and••• if it 

would come about . Rather, he is determined to take 1-dlate 

action: "He decided to cast all male children into the 

aea." The intention to do evil was implanted in Pharaoh's 

heart. 

Another illustration of Pharaoh's decidedly evil nature 

is found in Midrash HaGadol (Shemot 4 :2) : 

11w1,n ,.,,~ 11nw ,en1 ~D~ 1•, 
(,:1 n•w1,:2) ")1n1Dn JnD• ,., ,Daw 

.n1Dn n1D 1JDD a~,a a1•2 •, :,Da n•2,n, 
,,, .n,n n1 n,e, en2n ,.,. a'Ja (,:2 aw) 

•111 •,11• •~• :,.,, ,,.,2 ,., n,,, 
•1wn ,,,,., n.,w (J:D2 .,,,n•) ••1n•w, 

.,n,D, 11•,w ,D,'J 11wa,n ,11,n n1D12 

Pharaoh was overcome by his ego . He neglected and refused 

to recognize that his power had limits . The thrust of the 

passage is seen through the proof text (Ezekiel 29 : 3) : 

''The great dragon that lieth 
In the midst of rivers. That hath said : 
Hy river is mine own. I have made it for myself . " 

Like the snake in the garden, who thought the apple 

was his to do with as he pleased, Pharaoh, pictured by the 

Rabbis as a greedy dragon , was engulfed by his thirst for 

power and enslaved by his greed. The term •~p•,2 ,1,• 

"he denied the essense" - underscores the issue . The sin 

which Pharaoh brought upon himself was his refusal to 

acknowledge God's existence . He ruled a kingdom, which is 

more than most men achieve and yet laid claim to the creation 

of the seas, arguing that they were made for him and no other . 
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Through the character of Pharaoh . the Rabbis emphasized that 

to be greedy and selfish could only lead to self destruction. 

The•e are but a few examples of passages which ~•fleet 
1 

the Rabbi• \Dlderscoring of Pharaoh's inherent sinful nature . 

a. Pharaoh's Selfish Desire to Block Israel ' s Destiny 

Another aspect of Pharaoh's evil character which the 

Rabbis highlighted was his apparent desire to impede Israel 

from becoming the chosen nation . It is as if by his action 

Pharaoh was saying that if he could not have the Israelites 

serve him as slaves, he would rather destroy them. He would 

never allow them to freely worship their God. 

An illustration of the emphasis of the Rabbis upon this 

aspect of Pharaoh ' s nature can be seen in Midrash Lekah Tov 

(Bo 11 : 9) 
a~•~• ,a•••~ nwa ~• •n ,a1•1 
,a1J ,~~,a,,,,,~.,,, n, ,n,,• 

,n,,• a~•~• ,aw•.~, 1J•2, n•a~ ,~ 
a~n• 1n• •~ •~ •n,,• •J11 :,aa• 

,,o~n n, (e•:a n,aw) ,•~n~ a•,sa ,~a 
. ,n1a111 a,,,. 

The Rabbis indicate that Pharaoh's desire to block 

Israel is evident to God. God's remark to Moses indicates 

that God is well aware of Pharaoh's intention. As it is written : 

God says to Moses: "Pharaoh will 

not listen to you. " The Rabbis explain what is taking place 

by having God himself give a fuller explanation of events : 

1n• •~ •~ •n,,• •Jal 
,•~~~ a•,sa ,~a a~n• 
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God states emphatically : I know (for a fact) that the 

king of Egypt will not permit you to leave . Here it••­

clear that the Rabbis are emphasizing the stubborneaa of the 

king of Egypt and that God is not actually in control of 

Pharaoh's behavior. The implication is that Pharaoh has taken 

this action on his own. God allows him to do so in order 

to display the wicked traits in his character . 

A second example of Pharaoh's determination to see 

the Israelites fall comes from Midrash HaGadol (Shemot 14 : 3) : 

,,. 1~, n,,a ,D■ a•J12J 
n,,2~ ~a,e• 1•1•n,e ,D1 nD 

n,,n ~, ■en,• :,D■Je t •J,, ,21•2 
(a:,• ,21•2) •a,• 122•1 a~,, na 1Jn•1 

a~, n,,a ,D1 .,2,Dn an•~, ,10 
,21D2 ~19 9 ~ ~., •• J 91••·• ffD J1• 

(e, a•) a,•,1• ~, •• n,n ,2,02 :,D■J• 

This is an intriguing passage . Here we can see an exegetic 

manipulation of the biblical text by the Rabbis . The 

simple Maning (pahat) of Numbers (14 : 29) is as follows : 
a,•,1• ~, •• n,n ,2,02 

J2D a,,.DD ~,~a,.,,.~,, 
an•J•~n ,ea n~,D, nJe a•,e, 

.•~, 

"Your carcasses shall fall in this wilderness, 
and all that were nlDDbered of you , according 
to your whole number, from twenty years old 
and upward, ye that have murmured against 
Me • II 

The Rabbis credit Pharaoh with this statement . In so doing , 

they imply that Pharaoh brought suffering upon the Israelites 

on his own. The biblical text indicates that suffering is 

in store for the Israelites sometime in the future by the 

direct hand of God . Pharaoh is evil to such a degree that he 
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aeelD8 to rejoice at the opportunity to inflict suffering, 
2 

regardless of what awaits Israel in the future . Perhap• 

it was Pharaoh's hope that by making Iarael suffer, they would 
never reach their destination as the chosen people . 

C. Pharaoh's Faulty and Untnatvorthy Character Judpent 

The third aspect of the Rabbi' peraonality portrait of 

Pharaoh is his faulty judgment, and his untrustworthine•• 
vb.en makiog promi•e•. An example of theae traits is found 

in Midraah Tanhuma ha-Nidpas (Va'era #16) : 

•>1wa,n n,e2 a,aa ,, :n•D ,~ ,Da 
,~ ,•nr• •nD~ ,ann~• a~, •n~~•nn, 

•n~ •naen :n,,• 12••n ,,~,,~, ,on, .in~•D •Ja , •• ,, .a,~, a,•n~• fta n,,. a,D ffWD •1•1 ,, ffWD 
•n ~• , •• , w,■ •1 ,•,n 

Moses, while talking to Pharaoh indicates his surpirse that 

he , Pharaoh, did not release the Israelites after the first 

plague. Mo••• questions the prudence of Pharaoh's stubborn­
ness. Pharaoh responds by acknowledging that he was wrong, 

and that indeed, he had sinned: 

•n~ •naen :n,,• 12•wn 
in~•o •1• , •• ,, a,~, a,•n~• 

''I have sinned before your God and to you and now 
I will send them out . " 

Based on Pharaoh's evil reputation, we know that he was 

not particularly oblidging and that, in fact, he had no 
intention of releasing the people that easily . Therefore, 

why was he pictured by the Rabbis as making that statement? 
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Perhaps the Rabbis wanted to show that he would change bis 

mind as soon as he made the statement. 

Evidence of Pharaoh's faulty judgment is found in 

Midrash Shemot Rabba (18 :3) : 

n1nD t" ~• n,,,,2n a,2,1• 
n~ aJDJW n,,. n2 n•n2D ,,n 

:,Dal• nwD n, 21• ••~,,. 
1,n 2,e •, ,n,a 1,a, (2 n,~•> 

(n•: ■~ •~eD) ftD~e ,D■ ,,•■~ 
~,,2 a,n, n,na 21w •, no,w 

•.~ 

In this passage about Bitia, the daughter of Pharaoh , the 

text speaks of Moses as a ••~,,. - a "defense attorney ." 

Concerning Pharaoh's daughter'• discovery of Moses . the 

text observes : 

n~ 1sD1e n,,. n2 n•n2D 
neD n, 2,e ••~,,. 

"Pharach' a daughter found for her self someone to stand up for 

her , namely Moses . " Through this ci tation . the Rabbis clearly 

understand that Pharaoh ' s daughter accepted Hoses as a 

positive factor in the royal household . In contrast , why did 

Pharaoh question Hosea' credentials? Had he not heard from 

hia own daughter that Hosea was a good and a well-meaning 

individual? Pharaoh would not accept the opinion of his own 

daughter who rais ed Moses from infancy and who could testify 

to bis worth . Yet . as later history reveal,. when Pharaoh 

and Moses met in Egypt . there is no mention made of Moses ' 

childhood in Phar aoh' s household . It was as though they were 

meeting for the first time . 
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The extent of Pharaoh's perception of hi• ego ia 

demonstrated by a passage from Shemot Rabbah (18 :1) : 

ftft■ •nD ,, n,,. •~ ,a■ 
,~ ,Den ·~,D ,~ ,1 ■)~ DJ)J 

,D■ .•JI n1■, ,,, ~•a,.~■ 
,•D,■ •~ n32, n•• ,neD ,~ . ,•J• n,■, ,,, 

This passage is relevant because of the phrase 

9 

0 Hov many time• are you going to come here?" Again. ln 

keeping wlth Pharaoh's inflated view of hi11aelf, it seems 

ironic that he should ask such a queation. Moses would have 

no need to return over and over again unless Pharaoh insisted 

on it baaed on his refusal to meet certain demands made 

by Hoses . Pharaoh is well aware of the total situation, yet 

persists . '111e Rabbis provide Hosea with a reply to Pharaoh's 

inquiry : 

"You have spoken correctly, I will not appear before you 

again." The implication is of a sarcastic nature, the words 

are spoken in a wishful manner indicating that Moses would not 

choose to appear before Pharaoh again. 

In the Rabbinic view, Pharaoh is looked upon with 

disdain. This passage lends itself to the concept of Pharaoh's 

over inflated perception of himself. 



10 

Part II : Moses 

In contrast to Pharaoh's character, stands the personality 

of Moses. Moses is always characterized in the Bible as 

a great leader of the Jewish people, but rarely are his 

qualities as a human being stressed. He did not seek 

greatness, but rather had greatness thrust upon him. He 

did not approach Pharaoh with vengeance and hatred , but 

rather with bwaility and uncertainty . He did not derive 

pleasure from seeing his enemy fall , but rather was very 

reluctant to cause suffering to other h\D&I\ beings . With these 

major biblical conaiderationa in mind, let us now explore the 

Rabbinic view of Moaes' personality . 

A. Moses' Humility : Hesitancy to Meet Pharaoh 

A primary example of the huailit) of Moaes is found in 

Midrash Leltah Tov (Sheaot 6 : 30) : 

••~• ,a•n•• ~,, Jn •n •J•~ n•D ,D■ •1 
,l, •, .,nan ,1»,n ;n, n•e ,D■ a•D•• 

a•n•• ~,, •J■1 •:an(•:, n10•) n• 
1) ~, .a•n•• ~,, •Ja 1n •in, {l• r1D•) 

.n,ns 11•~~ ,~,~•D ,, ■n•• •,) ,nD~ n,,. ~s• ,~,n •2■ a■ ,w•l, :1•2•~ ,oa 
n•n •~ •, •~ ,D1a, a•n•• ~,, •2 ■ 1 

,~ ,D■ -·~· n,~.~ 1DD :a,e ,l, 
.n•:arn 

The Rabbis stressed that Moses pointed out to God repeatedly 

that he had difficulty expressing himself : a•D,1 n•~•" 

""' nwD ,Da Moses said it three times. God was fully aware 

of Hoses' shortcomings, yet Moses felt the need to reiterate 
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them. Moses was not so much concerned that he would not 

know what to say to Pharaoh. Rather he was concerned that he 

may not have been a worthy representative of the Lord. 

Aa the text reflects : 

n,,1 ~s• ,~,n •Ja a■ 
•~ ,D1a, .a•a•• ~,, •J■, •.•~· n,~.~ 1DD 21D ,2, n•n .~..,,· 

Mo••• voiced his anxiety about confronting Pharaoh on 

account of hi• speech problem. God then assured him that 

there vaa no servant aa faithful as he, and He, God, would 

not hesitate to $end him to Pharaoh, 

Another example of the humility of Moses is found in the 

Hekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael (Bo) 

n•n• 1•1D •1,,na~, n•o~ ,,,.,• 
J>•n a•,sD ,,a ~,2 ~.,., ,,nD n,,1 

?J•,w J1,n■ 1 ftW'D 

One would think that , considering the great power that he 
possessed in relation to Pharaoh, Moses would stand over him 

until he, Pharaoh, met their demands . Yet , Moses did not 

think of himself in those terms . He was reticent to speak 

to Pharaoh and willing to wait his turn to appear before the 

king . How do we know that Hoses did not pressure Pharaoh? 

The Rabbinic text informs us what happened : 

,,. ~,,~.,.,,,non,,■ R•n• 
?1•,• 11,n11 nwD 1,•n a•,sD 

Pharaoh was forced to inquire in all the land of Egypt aa 
4 

to the whereabouts of Moses and Aaron? 
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B. Hoses : A Man of Human Qualities 

One of Hoses' most attractive traits aa emphasized by 

the Rabbis is the fact that he possessed human qualities 

with which we can all identify . He was very humanl We 

all feel more comfortable with people wh0111 we feel are on the 

same level with us . They make mistakes. They are scolded. 

They experience fear . In Moses . we have such a character. 

Moses' very huma.n qualities are typified in Hidrash 

Tanhuma Buber (Va'era 16) : 

a:>en neD '>1 'n ,D1•1• 
•n,,• •1•'> 21•nn, ,,22 ,,.,,n, ,2 ,na (a•:e n,De) 

,nwD n•, nD .a,, ,.2 11n• ,n,,• '>a a,•n n•2,n '>•••=> ,.D 
•'> n2n :,Da n•D ,2 ,na 

,2,D •21 1=> •,n1, .,,1 n•••• 
a,nw n,~1 •• neD ,D■ .,D, 

1~ ,D■ i•>•~ 1•,,1 ft•1J ,,.,,n, ,,22 a:>en :n•2,n 
.a,, ,.2 a,n •, 

The Al■ighty addresses His instructions to Hosea , 

preparing him for the important mission to Egypt, and we 

read that Hoses responded : 
,, ,na, •:>,s n•••• •', nln ,Da 

1DJ ,21D 

Hoses informs God that before he engages in conversation, 

he must attend to his personal needs . In addition, the 

Rabbis make sure to characterize Moses as only a human being. 

After the exchange between Hoses and God. the passage states : 
•:> ,,.,,n, ,,,, a:>en n•2,n ,., ,D■ 

.a,, ,.2 1,n 
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It appe•r• to me that this phrase can be interpreted in 

three different ways : first , it is possible that God ia 

aaking Hosea to rise early to meet Pharaoh and inform him 

that he is only human; second, it might be th.at God informa 

Ho••• not to forget the fact that he is only hwaan; finally, 

Mo••• might be telling God not to expect too much becauae he, 

Mo•••• is only human. I think that the last interpretation 

is IIO&t probable: that it ia Hosea reminding God that he is 

only human and that he will do the best job he can acting•• 

God'a representative before Pharaoh. 

In another illustration of the human qualities of 

Hoses, the midraah states (Midrash Sekhel Tov (Va'era 7 :1)) : 

,•ftn2 na, nee~• •n ,ea•1• 
nftD,an• ne2 na, •n,,•~ a••~• ~,,. -~, ,,12, ,, ~, .,., ,, 12 

~~•1D ine••• n11, nna .,~ 
n,12, 12••n, ,na,• nD•■, ,.~, 
nn■• ,D,~ asen aa, .•~• n,, 
n•n• i•n• 11,na, :a•n•• ~,, .n,~1, n,,. ~, ne,, nna .,a•22 

.a•n~• ••22, 11,na, 

This is an interesting passage because it truly points to 

Hoses ' weakness as a human being. God scolds Moses for his 

hesitancy to meet Pharaoh and his inferiority complex . 

Moses is pictured as wanting to escape responsibility when 

it states : 

11,na, a•n•• ~,, nnaw ,D,~ asan aa, 
1••22 n •n• i•n• 

God says : If you say you are one who has difficulty speaking, 

then Aaron will act as your spokesman. Of additional interest 
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is the phrase : 

1 ■, ,, 12 nne,n•• RD> 

"Look how 11Uch you have resisted or avoided until now . 0 

God and Moses are thus involved in a very close relationahip 

in which God does not hesitate to point out fault■ to Hosea . 

Moses, according to the Rabbis, respond■ to a difficult 

situation as would any human being, either by putting it off 
5 

or by finding an excuse why it cannot be faced and overcome . 

C. Moaee : Becoaing a Forceful Leader 

Nevertheless, Hosea overcame various character dificiencies 

to become a strong and forceful leader . The Midrash 

underscores this change and growth. A good example is found 

in Midrash HaGadol (Shemot 25) : 

12•,•2 1nn nn1 a1 - neD ,D1•, 
a1 .n,,• n, nn■ .n,~1,, a•n2, 

a~, :an~ ,D■ .1•,2,, 1•,e n,2,~ 
a,~ •,n a,n~•~ •~• a•,~1n an■ 

11,ne ~,, ,,2 ,~. ,11s ,~. 
111 ftD) 1•1,1• 121 t•I :1~ 1,0■ 

.De 1ll2 11 t•)•,1 

This passage presents Hoses in a strikingly different manner 

from the personality we have seen up to this point . Moses , 

the same man who claimed to have difficulty expressing 

himself, now is portrayed as saying: 
11•1•2 1nn ~n• 01 - neo ,a1•1 n~,, a•n2, 

"Moses said : You will gi ve us one t housand sheep , one 
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thousand cattle, and all that we shall require . " Moaea ia 

not making a request; he is demanding that Pharaoh meet 

his requirements . 

The final example is equally striking. It comea fl'OIII 

the Midrash Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael (Bo Parasbah 13) : 

,., ,ea •DJ ,,nD 111 1D1, ,ea•, 
1'11 n11'1 1'1• 1Ja 1•,ntlD nee 

,asn •'1 ana, :,D12• ,a•on,■2 
.,,2 ,, 1n•:a nn■:a ••• 

Here again Moses is forceful . Pharaoh seems to be on the 

verge of letting the people go. But Mose• is not satisfied. 

If Pharaoh does agree to release the people, the release must 

be according to Moses' conditions . The text states : 

nas'I •'1• 1Ja 1•,n,1D nwD ,., ,Da 
1•on,■:a 1'11 

"Moses said, we have been warned to go out except in broad 

daylight in public." Although hwnble and unsure, Moses has 

gained enough confidence to stand up to the king of Egypt. 

The Rabbis have actually altered the biblical passage in order 

to make their point. 

,, 1n•:a nn■ :a ••• 111n 1'1 ana, ,,:a 

From what might have been a royal edict by Pharaoh, we 

now see an emphasis upon the strength of Moses. Hoses is 

now pictured as insisting: "We will hold our ground until 
6 

we are ready to leave.'' 
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The Rabbinic views of Moses and Pharaoh are geared 

towards aetting a mode of behavior. Pharaoh is the claaaic 

example of an individual who appears to have authority , 

self-confidence, and wealth , but when put to the test, he 

fails. His oversized opinion of himself ultimately is cause 

for his destruction. The Rabbis indicate : Do not follow 

Pharaoh'• example . 

The Rabbinic view of Moses is opposite. He started from 

a humble background, experienced wicertainties about accepting 

God'• task but saw it through as a growing experience . 

Hoses underrat ed himself but was better for i t. Of the 

two portraits presented, the Rabbis are indicating that it 

is more advisable to be like Hoses. 
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Notes : Chapter l 

1 . Other passages which reflect the same motif include 
Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael (parasha Bo 13; Midrash 
HaGadol, Shemot 5:4; Tanhuma Buber--Va~ra 12 ; r4ldrash 
sfiemot Ri66ah 18: 4 . 

2 . See also Midrash HaGadol Shemot 13 : 3. 

3. For a paralle l passage, see Midrash Yalkut Shemoni 
Va ' era #7. 

4 . Other passages which speak of the humanity of Hoses 
are : Tanhuma (Buber) Bamidbar 2 ; Tanhuma Va-Ayra , 10; 
Exodus Ra66ah 15 : 15 . 

5 . In this regard see also : Canticles Rabbah 1: 10. 

6 . See these additional passages : Lekah Tov Va'era 8 : 5 ; 
Exodus Rabbah 4 : 4 ; Yalkut Shemonl Va'era : 7. 



Chapter II : The Actual Confrontation: 
God versus Pharaoh 
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Chapter II : The Actual Confrontation : God Veraua Pharaoh 

A. God: The Real Power in the Confrontation 

Reading the Midrash can indeed be a most enjoyable 

exercise. However, to see it only aa an exercise would be to 

miss the purpose that the Rabbis bad in mind. 

Each element in the Bible, each word, each grammatical 

form ia interpreted with a purpose - to relate a particular 

concept or idea to the reader. The Rabbis skillfully derive 

"hidden" meanings from the biblical text and use these to 

indicate values to their constituents. In the use of the 

confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh, the Rabbis elicit 

a deeper meaning beneath the surface of the biblical narrative . 

Though it might appear that Moses is the moving force 

behind the confrontation, it is actually God who determines 

what action should be taken and when . This concept of God 

as the real power behind the confrontation is represented in 

a passage from Midrash Lekah Tov (Bo 10 : 1): 

ll :n•o ~- •n ,01•1 
•n,l,n •l• •, n,,. ~• 

n,p1 •J11 ,01• .1l~ n1 
,01 .(J:• n1oe) n,,. l~ ~• 

t•nn1D ID9•~ ll :w•,~ •• , 
n1 n,,. ,.l,ne 11•, ,,~ 
·ll 1, :n•~,n ,01 ,1l~ 

~•nnn 11n . ,~~ n1 •n,~,n 
1~ ,•011 •111 n,,,~, ne,o ... n,••~, n11•l, 

In this citation, God clearly emerges as the force behind the 

confrontation. He instructs Moses to appear before Pharaoh, 
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because, He, God, has hardened Pharaoh's heart, and He, God, 

will continue to maintain that attitude in Pharaoh. It i• at 

this point that the Rabbinic manipulation of the text 

embellishes the original intent of the biblical narrative 

by adding : 

.,., n,,,l, nw,D ~•nnn a,n 
n,• ~~ , n,1•2, ,~ ,•o,a 

Pharaoh's inclination might have been swayed in that direction, 

but it was through the direct and willfull desire of God that 

this attitude was enhanced. 

A good indication of the extent of God's influ.ence in 

the confrontation is found in Shemot Rabbah (15 : 11) : 

~•lvl n•lpn n~1J •D ~•l·l 
Dlftl• n•l Jl~ ~ ••• 1DJJ 
.•2nJ1 ,n,a~D ~,l •1• ~, 

•Ja 1,•n ~• :,J11• ,~ ,D1 
1••11n1 112J n~• .,1•J1D1 Kl 

,ea .,n~w~ •p1,,,n ns, a~, 
•n,Da •Ja• •p11,,n n•, ni• 

•l•W 1•n1p~ .~, 11•J1D •JI 1~ 
n•lpn ,., ,, .•,lJ n~ n,ec 

1l1n•n~ i•>l 1n 1•1•n, 0",l•~ 
:,DIJW ,~a,1 .,, ,, ,na, c•,tDl 

n•n• ,1 •, ,,n ,,, •• (1D n••a,l) 
•11n n1 01• (c•) l•n,, •,,,, 

"~· •• ,,. ,, ,,,2,• , •• n,,, n,, 1,, ,~1,1~ n•D n•lpn 
n,,1 nw, •,a,, :n•2pn ,Da 

:•,11 ,, 0n,l1? •n,ca •11 •, 
(11 a•~nn) •~• •n,Da •~ 

r,10 1~JDff 1•n~a 'n •,Ja 
.a•,si, 

This passage strikes at the roots of the confrontation . It 

indicates without question that no matter what the appearance, 

it is God who is the final judge in all matters, including 
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the procedure for the release of the laraelites from Egypt. 

Proof of God's dominant role is underacored by the phraae: 

0",2•~ •n,Da n,,. n•, •,a,, 
•:ua ,, 

'Pharaoh acted as he waa expected to 
for I told Abraham that I am the judge•. 

God fully expects that rharaoh will not respond to Moaes. 

The final determination will be in God's hands. 

Additional evidence that God played a major role in the 

confrontation comes from another citation from Midraah Lekah 

!!!! <!2 11: 9) : 

JD•••~ n•D ~• •n ,Da•,• 0,,, ,,2,n n, .n,,• o,•~• 
11•2, n•D~ ,~ ,DaJ 1,~ 

,DaJ• ,n,,1 a,•~• JD•• 1~, 
a,na 1n• •~ •, •n,,• •1a, 

(w•:1 n1D•) ,~,n~ a•,1D ,~D 

The Rabbis build on the statement in the biblical text and 

emphasized the notion of God's insight into the events of 

the confrontation . Again, as was shown in the previous passage , 

they (the Rabbis) stress that Pharaoh will not respond until 

He, God, makes that oetermination . In this case, the Rabbis 

stress God's dominant role in the confrontation by playing on 

the biblical verse in Exodus 3 : 19: 

•~ •, •n1,• •1a1 :,Da1• ,~,n~ a•,sD ,~D a,na 1n• 

"As it says : 'I know that the kinf of 
Egypt will not allow you to leave. " 

The conclusion that is derived from these, and similar 

passages is the fact that God is carrying out a 'master-plan' 
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in Hi• conduct of the confrontation episode . He know• what Be 

is doing. and each action taken by Him is purpoaeful and 
l 

meaningful . 

In carrying out a 'master-plan', God controls every aapect 

of the plan. Pharaoh is a key figure in God'• plan. We know 

of Pharaoh'• evil inclination. The Rabbis take advantage of 

that to display the way in which God is able to utilize 

Pharaoh's evil nature for His own ends. This idea is exemplified 

in a citation from Pesikta d'Rav Kahana (Piska 11 : 1) : 

~J. ff9D 129 11•~ kJ1D na 
•n ,Dan~• :1~ ,D11 n,,. 

1n11 ,DI ••1112,•1 •DJ n~• 
I~ 1~1p2 JD91 , •• •n •D :,., 

~., •• n1 aJ1 •n na •n,,• 
•n •D ,D1• n1n •.n~•• •~ 

,a11 ,,n 1~,,2 JD••,., 
.o•,.,n ,a,, n,,., p•11n 'n 

•n n1 •n,,• •~• :,a1• "'" 
11n •n~•• •~ ~., •• na a1, 

, •• ~• an•~~•n ~, ,,nD n•n 
.01~•~ ,~~ a1~•~ 111,011 n,,, n~•2 •n•, :,a11 ,~~ 

.a,n na 

In this passage we come to understand the reality of t he 

situation: God controls Pharaoh. Pharaoh is for God the 'agent' 

through whom He can operate , and through him the Rabbis 

emphasize two things. First, they again stress Pharaoh's 

wickedness. Note how they continue to use the terms ,., 

( ' evil-one') and n,,. (Pharaoh) interchangeably . Second , they 

show that God controls Pharaoh's actions. The degree of 

God's ability to do so is far-reaching. The Rabbis remind the 

reader of Pharaoh's original attitude and underscore his 



change of heart in the following manner : 

JD•• ,ea 'n •D ,••• n•n 
n,,,, ,~sn 'n ,Da1 ,,n ,~,,2 

.a•,rtn 1D,, 
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"The same lips that said: Who is this 
God that I should listen to Him' returned 
and said: 'God is the just one and 
Pharaoh and his people are wicked . ' " 

Thia complete change in attitude , according to the Rabbi• , 

could only have taken place if God was in control. That 

control extended even to the inner thoughts and actions of 

Pharaoh. In demonstrating God's abili ty to away Pharaoh's 

thoughts, the Rabbis have also provided evidence that 

ultimately Pharaoh will acknowledge and recognize God's 

authority . 

In Midraah Shemot R.abbah 9:2 we have additional proof 

that God's control of Pharaoh is a further display of God ' s 

power : 

11n ,., n,,, n•2,n ,~ ,Da 
n,n n11D 1ln a,~ ,D11 aa 

i•D na np 11,na ~• ,n,1 
•n• n,,, •J•~ ,~en, 

.J•ln~ 

Thia paasage demonatrates how the Rabbis emphasized that 

God antf.c i pated (caused) Pharaoh's demand for a proof of the 

existence of the God of Israel . As has been discussed, 

everything that God says and does has a purpose . Re would not 

have sent the rod with Aaron nor given him the ability to change 

it into a snake, if He did not think that Aaron would use it. 

On the contrary . God was the cause of Pharaoh's requiring 
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a sign of proof . Knowing then that Pharaoh would deaand a 

sign. God utilized the request to demonstrate Kia power . 

B. Moaea : God's Messenger 

Having established God as the moving force behind Pharaoh 

in particular , and in the confrontation. in general. the role 

of Moses must be more clearly defined. We have already aeen 

how God bad to go to great lengths to convince Hosea to 

accept his mission. In fact , God did not give Moses a choice . 

He co1111U1Dded him to go to Egypt and appear before Pharaoh . 

The Rabbis emphasize how God tried to increase Moses ' 

credibility as Hia messenger . This is illustrated in the 

following citation from Midrash Lekah Tov (Va'erah 7 : 1) : 

~• n,,,~ a•n~• i•nnJ n1, 
a•n•• ~,, nnaw •• ~, 

•D•l •,nw ,n,,1~ nn1 a•n~1 
.,.~ ~s ~,,2n :an 1) 1J•n~1 

,,2 ,,nDl a•,Dn a•Dn1 .,,n 
ff~D2 JW•~1 9 D9 2 1)1 ,Ill~ n,.,~ •~) ,a•,,n a•Dn 11•) 

.Dl 11n2 Dl 

Although it is clear that God performs the miracles, it 

is Moses' implementation of them that made an impression on 

Pharaoh . The phrase used in the text : 
n,,.~ nn1 a•n~• 

'You are as a god to Pharaoh' 

served two purposes : First . i t emphasized that Hoses was God'a 

representative on the mission . Second , it underscored to 

Pharaoh the importance with which the meeting was seen by the 
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God of Israel . The reader who may have previoualy been 

concerned with the question of how Hosea would appear•• a 

god-figure to Pharaoh, baa now been aupplied with the anaver . 

Moses is God's 'agent' to Pharaoh, and is thought of by 

Pharaoh as bia equal. In truth, the confrontation to which we 

are witness is a show of strength between two deities : 

Pharaoh the god of Egypt and the God of Israel. The fact 

that Mo••• is known to have had difficulty expressing himaelf 

is an even greater demonstration of the underlying theme of 

God as the real force behind the confrontation. 

Aside from attributing a certain degree of status to 

Hosea, this passage also emphasizes some of the miracles of 

which God is capable . 

'Iron floating on water ' 

and 

'Bitter waters turned sweet' 

A man could not achieve these acts alone . They require the 

assistance of a supernatural force that is beyond human 

comprehension. It is with this thought in mind that the 

passage ends as it does : 

'In order that one miracle be provided 
within another'. 

Just as God enabled men to do these miracles, so, too, 

he lent His support to a co111DOn man , in the person of Moaes. 
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Not only is he a c0111DOn man, but he is cast in a role for which, 

be himself declares, he ia totally unfit; the role of an 

articulate spokesman . Yet , he is placed on equal term.a with 

a king. -

The portrayal of Moses as God's messenger is a vital 

thelle in the Rabbinic construction of the confrontation 

story. A further demonstration of this motif is found in 

Midraab Sekhel Tov (Va'era 7: 19) : 

~• ,1Da :nwD ~• •n ,11•1 
nna, 11~ •nn2w i•D "' ,,,n1 

•D•D ~, ,,. na RDJ 1DSJ2 ftWD 
.nDDD -~, 1•2 a•,sD 

In this instance, Moses ia clearly acting as God's messenger . 

Moses is given a set of instructions and requested to carry 

them out. It makes sense that in as much as it is pointed out 

by the Rabbis that God provided the rod, He should be credited 

with the miracle that results from it . And ao we can deduce 

that the transformation of Aaron's rod into a snake is no 

mere work of magic but an exhibition of God's might transmitted 

through Moses His messenger . There is a distinction drawn in 

this passage between that which God will do and that which is 

to be delegated to Moses . As is stated by the text : 

,,. na ffDJ 1DJJ2 nwD nna, 
a~, 1 9 2 a•,JD •D•D ~J 

.RDD:I 

It is evident that the relationship between God and Hoaes b.aa 

reached an important stage, as is pointed out by God's 

instructions : The transformation of the sea into blood will 
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be done by Moses himself. It seems important for the Rabbi• 

to emphasize that God will seemingly allow Moses to be recognized 

in his own right . The use of the terminology : 

1os,:1 n•o n1111 

'You alone Moses .. . " 

indicates that in this instance God is willing to as.-uae a 

position in the background so that Moses can receive his due 
2 

for having performed so nobly in the service of his God. 

C. The Role of Pharaoh 

In light of the discussion presented in this chapter, 

the role of Pharaoh is most interesting . Pharaoh is portrayed 

in the biblical text as a confident leader of his people . To 

the Egyptians, Pharaoh is god and king. As king, his word 

is law and his people must accept it. 

The impact of God's influence in the confrontation i s 

enhanced by the Rabbis' portrayal of Pharaoh as the wicked 

antagonist . By emphasizing his evil qualities, they could 

better illustrate the positive qualities of God . For the 

Rabbis, Pharaoh represented more than just a character in a 

play . He was a paradigm of the wicked, secular authority that 

the Jews encountered in both Palestine and Babylonia . The 

Rabbis' task, as they understood it, was to convince their 

constituents that in spite of all the suffering that the people 

of Israel had experienced , belief in the God of Israel was still 

t he best option . Even if conditions looked hopeless, even 
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if it looked as though the God of Israel bad forsaken Hla 

people following the destruction and defeat of 70 C. E. and 

135 C.E., in fact God would return as a shield of protection 

in the very near future. 

God's ability to convince even the wicked Pharaoh of 

Bis power and righteousness is illustrated in the following 

citation: 

•n •D• :,., ,n,a ,Da 
•n,,• a~ 1~1P2 JD•■ ,.a 

•~ ~., •• na ai, •n na 
•n •D• :,D■• n•n .•n~•• 
,D■ 1 ,,n 1~1,2 JD•■ , •• 8.a•,.,n 1DJ1 n,,,, ,•,sn •n 

The Rabbis exploit Pharaoh'• wickedness to prove that even 

the stubborn Pharaoh eventually will come to acknowledge 

God's righteousness . If that is so, certainly persecuted 

Jews could retain the hope that God would ultimately save 

them. 

The perception of Pharaoh as a god by the Egyptians allowed 

the Rabbis to display the unlimited nature of C.od's ability to 
4 

save. In a passage from Midrash Vayosha, God's capacity to 

intercede is illustrated: 

n,,.~ a•~~• i•nnJ na, 
a•n~• 1DJJ n•,• •D~ 

•J•,n ,a,~~ 1J••• ,,,,~ 
.,.~, a•n~• 1n1a n•,, 

God recognizes that Pharaoh is, in the eyes of the Egyptians , a 

god-like figure . He therefore instructs Moses to appear 

before Pharaoh and to inform him that, in reality, he is not a 

god . This is an example where God allowed Pharaoh to adhere 
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to a certain mode of behavior until He felt he wa• going too 

far. At that point , God sent Hoses to put a atop to it . Juat 

as the Rabbis emphasized that God was able to limit Pharaoh'• 

power, He also would make His presence felt and put an end to 

Jewish suffering in their day. Pharaoh thought he was a god, 

but in reality, there is no equal to the God of Israel . 

Another illustration of God's tempering of Pharaoh's 
5 

conceit is fowd in Midrash HaGadol : 

1,D■ 11,n1~1 n•D~ n,,. a,,•1 
,e,2• ,.,n n,,, ~, 1•~, 

110, ~, 2••1 n1,~D •,122 
.1•l9~ n1,~D •~1,1 ~21 

a•,,,11 an~ 1JD,t2 n,• ,n,121 
1•111•1 1n,2eD 1•aJ2J ,.n, 
a••,~,, 1•a,~,1 ~,, 1••D 
,,,,sn n•n1 .•,D,21 121• 

1~ J•J1J1 n,,1 •JDD 1,1p 
.1•~1,11 1•a~,1 •JDD 1•,•2n 

Ill •nD•a :1•,2n~ ,Da ,,,.,, 
,, n,~ ,n, a•,,,11 1•J111 112•D 

1'~ .1>1,,2 ~~•n•1 a,D, 12 112•• 
.•11,n1~1 n•D~ n,,, a,,.,• 

Pharaoh is pictured as sitting in the castle and adorned with 

regal garments . Suddenly frogs ente r his kingdom. The frogs 

are even pictured as entering Pharaoh's body and escaping through 

his mouth. They also entered the bodies of the people and their 

screams were heard throughout the land . Again , the Rabbis 

stress that although Pharaoh asswned the role of king, God 

did not hesitate to remind Pharaoh that in the confrontation 

between two "Gods", the God of Israel was far superior . 

The final citation illustrates even more clearly that 

the God of Israel will ultimately rule supreme . The selection 
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from Midraah VaYosha underscores God's capacity to atrlke at 
6 

the core of Pharaoh's authority: 

~, n,,en na2 a,,,. 
1n1a an•D~J ~,, an•n~• 

2n,1 ~•, ~• , • .,. 
n,a,,, ~•,21 nw1nJ1 

D•D~J ~21 1•0DJ1 1•21ftJ 
.1•,2wJ1 a•2,,J ~, ~• 

In this passage, the point is poignantly made that before God 

imposed the tenth plague upon the Egyptian•, He made aure 

to destroy the idols and the graven images found in Egypt. 

God ' s skillful display of might was for the Rabbis the decisive 

blow which brought about His victory in the confrontation . 

As God had destroyed the statues in Egypt, and as He had 

diminished Pharaoh ' s power in his eyes and in the eyes o~ his 

people , so too would He rule supreme in the world as the one and 

only God. The gods of all other peoples and religions would 

appear to be nought compared to Him! 

In su11111&ry, the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh 

was embellished by the Rabbis through their interpretation of 

the biblical narrative . The meeting between these two 

characters involved three distinct elements : God as the 

real source of power in the confrontation; the role of Moses 

as God ' s messenger, and lastly, the role of Pharaoh as the 

wicked antagonist . All of these ingredients are essential 

to the Rabbinic reconstruction of t he confrontation story and 

the Rabbis message of hope to the Jews o t their day . 

The confrontat ion between Moses and Pharaoh was, in fact, 
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a atruggle between two forces : The God of Iarael and Pharaoh. 

the God/King of Egypt . The God of Israel repreaent• that which 

is good in the world, while Pharaoh portrays the evil inherent 

in the world. It was the Rabbis' intention to underacor• 

the victory of the good over the evil . 
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NOTES : Chapter II 

1. For further evidence of God as the real source of 
power in the confrontation see : 

at§adat Bereshit, Shemot 10:2; Midraah HaGadol Sheaot 10 : l ; 
rash Leiah Tov va'erah 7:9; Reifi!Ita d'libbl iaiiiiel 

Beahaiacfi parasfiah 13. 

2. Additional references to Moses as the messenger of God 
to Pharaoh can be found in : 

3 . 

4. 

5 . 

6 . 

Midrash Shemot Rabbah 20:l ; Midrash Sekhel Tov Va'era 
7:26; Mldrash I.ekah Tov va'!!:! 7:26. 

Pesikta d'Rav Kahana (piska 11:1). 

Otzar Midrashim vol . l, p . 152. 

Midraah HaGadol to Shemot 8 : 4 . 

Otzar Midrashim vol . 1, p . 152 . 



Chapter Ill : The Significance of the 
Plagues in the Confrontation 
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Chapter Ill : The Significance of the Plagues in the 
Confrontation 

In the preceding chapters we have seen how the Rabbis 

emphasize that God was the source of Moses' power and the 

prime mover behind Pharaoh's actions. In addition, emphaaia 

baa been placed on the wonders the Almightly could accomplish 

were He so obliged. The vital question that must now be 

examined is : How did the God of Israel actually demonatrate 

hi• power to both the Egyptians and the Israelites? 

God's method of presentation is important because of the 

circ\Datances of the confrontation episode. The Israelites 

were surrounded by alien gods . They constantly viewed 

graven images and were exposed to foreign worship . If in 

fact this One God was to convince a down trodden people that He 

had come to save them and offer them something better. He 

had to produce evidence that such an alternative was possible . 

He could not accomplish this through promises; he would fail 

were He to attempt feats simply equal to those of the 

Egyptian magicians. Therefore , the God of Israel was 

obliged to prove to both the Egyptians and the Israelites 

that His power extended beyond anything they had ever seen. 

The implementation of the Ten Plagues should be seen 

in the context of the dramatic demonstration of God's 

salvational power. Therefore , according to the Rabbis, they 

were carefully planned actions directed towards a two-level 

goal : First, the plagues were to provide a concrete sign 

of God's power . Following the plagues, there is no longer any 
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doubt concerning the capabilitea of the God of Iaraei . 

Second, the impact of His power was so strong that it would 

force the other nations to acknowledge and recognize God'• 

power. 

A. Ihe Demonstration of God's Aweaome Power 

As pointed out earlier , the plagues are intended to 

demonstrate God's power . This theme is illustratel in the 
1 

following passage from Miorash Va-Yosha : 

- n::,2 ,,1J •n 1J •D • 
n1•2n• n,•2 :~•,n ,ea 

~, n1,1::,2 n1:::»D n•2rn a,,,. a•,s•2 a•,s•n 
an•n~• ~, n1:::»Dn n12 

~• t•n• 1n1 ■ ,an••~s ~,, 
,•,21 n1•nl1 2n,1 ,D:::» 

~::,, t•DDJ1 t•:::»1nl n,.,,, 
.,•,2wJ1 a•2,,J ,, ~• a•D~J 

•1n2 ,., ,i::, n,,■ 111,•::, 
,,s, 11,n1~, n••~ na,,, n~•~n 

,D11 a•,sD n,sn ~::,2 ,~,n, 
11•1~, ,,,n11 nwa y::,•n 

Up to this point, the ~bbis have presented Pharaoh as 

a rather obstinate individual. He was unwilling to free the 

Israelites regardless of what Hoses would say or do. 

Thia excerpt, which is introduced by the biblical phrase 

(Ex. 15 : 6) : 
n::,2 ,,11 •n 11•D• 

'God's right hand is wondrous in power', reflects a basic 

change in Pharaoh's attituc.ie . This cnange occurs as a result 

of Pharaoh's experiencing Goo's power when his first-born is 

killed and the Egyptian gods are <lestroye~ . According to 

the Rabbis, when bringing about ti,e <iestruction of the first-
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born, God first abolished the foundation of Pharaoh'• 

power : 
~,, an•n~a ~, n1,Dn na2 a,,,. 

an•D~ll 

'First, the plagues (struck down) their gods and their 

images . ' Before the full impact of the plague■ vu felt by 

the people and the animals, their force was brought again.at 

the very pillars of Egyptian belief- the idols and images 

in which the people of Egypt placed their faith. The God 

of Israel, in performing this deed, strongly indicated that 

He intended to rule aupreme over all other goda . 

Aa a result of the defeat of his goda, Pharaoh was in 

• state of panic . He sensed that he had been beaten : 
•sn2 ,., ,,, n,,, na,w, 

11,na~, n••~ na,,, n~•~n 
fl1llft ~~2 1~1ff1 p,s, 

11,na, n•• 1,•n , •• , a•,sD ., .... ,, 
'When Pharaoh saw this, he arose in the middle 
of the night and suaaoned Moses and Pharaoh and 
be screamed in every passageway in Egypt and 
inquired as to the whereabouts of Moses and 
Aaron.' 

Pharaoh started the search calmly enough, but as he began 

to grasp the magnitude of God's might, he grew uneasy and 

became excited, as is indicated by the terminology : 

God's power was no longer 

a mere threat or possibility; it had now become a reality 

with which Pharaoh had to cope . 

Further proof that the plagues were symbolic of God' • 

power is located in Midrash HaGadol Shemot 9 : 27 : 



nwD~ .,,., n,,1 ,~••1 
a,,n •n••n an•~• ,a1•1 ,,,n1~1 

•~ ,n1, a•Dn~J ,,2, •• na,w ,,., 
,,2 1~1 ,,2n n1 n,n~• •• 

:,D111 ns•n ,•D . win n1 n2>D 
12 ,•,snw a,n •,•,sn •n• 
.n,~ n, DD1~wn, 1•n1•,2 

3S 

Once again, the Rabbis emphasized the change in Pharaoh'• 

attitude as a result of bis seeing for himaelf what God 

could acc011Plisb : 

a•Dn~J ,,21 •• n1,w 11 • > , ... , 
'Because he saw the fire and hail fighting as one . ' This 

paaaage reflect• perhape the ultimate combination of might 

and wiedom which makee God's power so superior to that of the 

other gods . Pharaoh observed that these two opposite forces , 

namely fire and hail , were able to co-exist . In doing so, 

they also carried out God's will . Pharaoh was forced to 

re-examine his position. He now admits : •a,•n •n••n• 
' I have sinned thie tiae.' Pharaoh sees God' s power and is 

aware of what He can do . This statement implies that Pharaoh 

understands that he has misjudged God's power . He had 

indeed miscalculated the ability and the resolve of his 

enemy . Anot her sign t hat Pharaoh had come to acknowledge 

God's power is shown by another phrase from the same passage: 

- •,•,sn •n• :,D111 ns1n , •• 
~ •~•n1 1•n1•,2 12 ,•,snw 1,n 

"'" "' 
"At once, he (Pharaoh) acknowledged and said : God is the 
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just one, He that causes 9is creatures to live in harmony . " 

The term ,•e -imnediately is significant becau•e it 

reflects a sense of urgency in Pharaoh ' s mind. He muat 

immediately acknowledge God's power. According to the 

Rabbis. it was God's ability to bring harmony to two such 

contrasting natural forces that convinced Pharaoh to change 
2 

bis mind. 

On the basis of Pharaoh's inherent evil reputation, one 

might conclude that the force of the fire and bail as part 

of the plagues had to have been overwhelming to have caused 

such a complete change in his attitude . The Rabbis leave it 

to the reader to imagine the actual power and extent of 

the plagues. 

The view that God's power is superior to that of any other 

god is further supported by a passage from Midrash Lekah 

Tov (Va'era 6 :29) : 

:,a■~ ffWD ~- •n ,21•1• 
■•,11 ,~• n,,. ~• ,2~, 'n •J ■ 

ft~W •,•~I ,211 9 JI ,wa ~~ ftl a,a,1 n•~• ~JJ~ ,,n■ ,,D•• n,,2, 
.a•J1w1,n 

Of special interest in this passage in this phrase is : 

'The first three signs' "a•2,n,1 .,n11 n•~•• 
The first three signs are understood by the Rabbis to be the 

___ f=i=rst three plagues. namely : 

'Blood, frogs, and lice' 
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The use of the term n,1 -sign is also significant. 

'Sign' is being used interchangeabl y with the word 'plague . ' 

The concept reflected in the text that a sign is needed 

buttresses the idea that the plagues are the focus of God's 

power . 

God understood that in order to convince the Egyptians 

of His power . He had to directly involve Pharaoh. God's 

intention to affect Pharaoh directly is revealed in the 

following selection from Pesikta d'R.av Kahana (7 : 7) : 

,(e:,:2• n,Dw) n,,. ,,22D 
ft1:>2 n•n n,, •• 1121 

~SI a•,1:,2n ~, ,02:,n2 
,111 1•12 an~ ,,D■ .an•n21 
(n:1• n) ,,,2 ~,, n,, n•• 
lftl •• , 1•~n ~, ,,■,nD ~, 

1•~• r••21 11n•1 1~1 ,1,n•~, 
,•~n I~ •11 1129 l 9 2D 1••,2J ,n~ a•22• :1,01 .1,n••• IDJ 
a,,n .~, 11ftlD ,n n,D• lllD 

IDD ~, ,1•,01 •••• ,2, 1•~1 ~, 
1,n, n,,. •21 ~•,•J 1n~•D1 

n•••2 ~, a••n 1,n ID~, ,1,21:,2 
,12•2•2D 1•,21, 1•~•1 ,•9J1 
,,~ ,,11 ,nn• ~s• an~ ,,~n 

,,12 ,1:,2 ~> ftl1 ftWD ,Dl1 J•l2 
lftl •• , ,•~n ~, ,D■, ~,, ,a•,sD 

1••,2, 1•~• ,•11, a,,•~• ,1,n•~, 
.1,n••• 11, ,•~n •~ •11 tJ•21 

Ill,,.~.~. an•,,· ,n,,, ,., ,,DI 
,•■,2J 1•~•11 J1ft92 9 W9J ,DI 
,as•,., .1•,2• 1•,D11 1n11, a••• an•n212 ,1,n, n1,1:,2n 

.1,2:, 

3 
Translated into English. the citation reads: 

"All the first-born gathered around their 
fathers and pleaded with them: 'Now that 
Moses has said: 'All the first-born in the 
land of Egypt shall die (Ex 11:5) and all he had 
predicted heretofore concerning the Egyptian people 
had befallen them, we must bestir ourselves and 
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get the Hebrews out of our midst, else the 
Egyptian people will die.' The fathers replied : 
'Each one of us has ten sons: Let one of 
them die just so the Hebrews not be permitted 
to go outl The first-borns then said: There 
is no way to settle this matter, let us go to 
Pharaoh, himself a first-born, who may take 
pity upon himself and let the Hebrews go 
out of our midst . " 

Pharaoh cannot be objective in his action. He has now 

become directly involved. The passage gives basis to the 

confrontation because on one hand Pharaoh wants the Israelites 

to remain enslaved. On the other hand, God makes known 

His weapon: the killing of the first-bom. God now involves 

Pharaoh directly in His demonstration of power. Pharaoh is 

forced to weigh the importance of retaining the Israelites 

as slaves in comparison to the preservation of his own life 

and that of his first-bom son. The Rabbis portray Pharaoh 

in a state of desperation as a result of the plagues . As 

a witness to God's awesome power, little remains for Pharaoh 

to do but retreat from his steadfast position and recognize 

God's superiority. 

Pharaoh's frustration and desperation are best exemplified 
4 

by a passage from Midrash HaGadol: 

n•D ~• n,,1 a,,., 
1a•2, ,~~ ,Da•, ,,,na, 

n•n• ,D~D .,,12 a,•n~•~ 
n,~~, nD~ ann, ~~1,nn 

,an~•~, ,n2,wn n,e,~ ~,neD1 
.n21wnn JJDJ ,2~• ,~,,• 11•11 

.n,D1 n~D ~, ~, ~,,nD1 ,DJnD ISDJ 

This passage reflects the fact that Pharaoh wanted to let 

the people go , but he wasn't able to do so. He was very 
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distressed! The aloof leader, who earlier refuaed to 

recognize the power of a rather unfamiliar God, will now 

consent to almost anything in order to rid himself and bia 

people of a menace that has become all too familiar. 

There are a number of fascinating statements contained 

1n this selection. Pharaoh says : 

,,12 a,•n~•~ 1n•2, ,2~ 

'Go and sacrifice to your God in this land. ' Having aeen 

the -'wild beasts' and sensing that hia very life might 

be endangered, Pharaoh now allows Moses and the Israelites 

to vorahip their God in Egypt . 

According to the Rabbis, Pharaoh is even prepared to 

repent from his wrongdoing. This notion is shown by the 

words : 

'He (Pharaoh) tried to repent . ' 

The scenario, according to the Rabbis, was meant to 

proceed on a certain course . First, as has been discussed 

in earlier chapters, Pharaoh was portrayed as stubborn and 

i nmovable. As the plan progressed, God's might manifested 

itself, forcing Pharaoh into submission. He wants to repent 

but has wrought such evil that repentance is impossible. 

•n21•nn ~l~J ,~,• ~1,• 11•11• 

Pharaoh has now reached a point of desperation : He 

cannot achieve repentance, for at this point any opportunity 

for forgiveness has vanished . 
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This passage concludes with the following etatement : 

the implication being that even though Pharaoh truly wanted 

to repent. he found it hard to accomplish it . It was 

something that was not in the make-up of hie character. 

Each plague seemed to underline Pharaoh's twisted character 

which made repentance difficult, if not impossible. 

Hence , the plagues are also indicators of the extent of 

Pharaoh's sinister character. Pharaoh's wickedness outlasted 

God's patience . Using the plague motif in which the 

punishment was only gradually increased, the Rabbis 

illustrated that God, in His mercy, gave Pharaoh ample 

opportunity to repent, though he was unable to do so . 

Simply stated, the Rabbis see the plagues as a 

demonstration of God's ultimate power and, at the same time, 
5 

Pharaoh's inclination for evil . 

B. The Impact of the Plagues on Pharaoh 

We have already seen that a recurring theme in rabbinic 

literature is the direct impact of the plagues on Pharaoh. 

The best illustration of this motif is found in Shemot 

Rabbah 20:l : 
,,Da n•D~ ,D,a n•2,n ~•nnn 

,~n .•11~2,•1 •o, n~• n,,.~ 
, •• 'n •D ,D,a ~•nnn .,~ ,Da, 

,Da, n•o ~•nnn .,~1,2 JD•• 
11••1 'n •D :,D,a 11n •,n n•2,~ 
a•,sD 1~•~ :,~ ,Da .n~•~ ns,, 



,~ ,aa .o,~•>D ,~ ,ca .a•n,w 
•1•• ,~ ,11 .a,~ ,a,1 111n 

,12n JD nn,w 011 •• ,,,n~ ~,,. 
,~· ,~ ,DI .n,,n~ ,,. ,•~WD1 

,,,n1 ,~n .1121n•1 ,n,n, 11,na 
n,n •~ nD~1 .a,~ 11n11 ,n2n1 
n,,n~ •nn~w, •11 ,Da nwD 1n11 

.1,,n1 n,n ,, ~•2•21 .,,.,n .~, 
1~, n1n•~ a•w,2D a•,1an ,~•nnn 
•DJ"~·,,., ,,n .1•111D 1•n 

n,,, 1nan2 1,•n ,~ ,aa .n1, 1~, 
,, ~, ,, •• , ,,2 1n•~, n~• ,2,a2 

:(e n,aw) :,a11w ~,n n1 ,,., an~• 
,na, • '111 nn,~nD ••1 1,2 •n•, .,,n ,,. ~, ~,., n2,1 an~ n~• ,, 

:,111• n1an2 ~,,,.,~,a~.,, 
,.~, 1•2n .•11, n•1n •n 1• nJn 
1' ,111 an~•~ n1, 1~1 n,,,n ~, 
(2• n1aw) :,a11• 1w2n1 112 ~•J 

,11 n,w nn,a2 . ,,,2 ~, n2n •n, 
1w2n1 1w1n an•,na ,,, .111 ,,,, 

1~•n1 n,,, ,,.,, ,a11• 112 112 
•11~1 ,D,a n,,, ~•nnn ,,o a•2 

••• na, a•,a,a an, .a•nn~• •~ 
•1n 11,1n •,n 1n~•a• 1•,212 1DJW 

RD~ .a•~•a, 1J~ D2W1 c,, ·~•D) 
n,,a ~,. ••~ .e2• an2 ,a1, 
••2nw 1, 1w•1,n •~ a•21w1,n 

,111 21•1 12• 1•nwn n1 1n•~, 
,DaJ ,,~ .,.,. ·~,D ,a• (D 21•1) •,n n,,, ,Da .a•~•o, ,1~ e2w, 

1•12 •,n, •22 n1 1,n, •a,,,~ 
1,,, ~•nnn an~•• 11•, 1••11• .n,,, n~w2 •n•, •1n •1 •1 
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This citation is very significant since it exemplifies 

and emphasizes the place of the plagues in the confrontation. 

The Rabbis clearly indicate that Wltil the tenth plague, 

Pharaoh maintained an unyielding position: God turned the 

drinking water to blood, caused fire to destroy trees ; yet 
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nothing would alter Pharaoh's posture . The text then atteata 

to a radical change which came only after God exhibited a 

final show of strength which affected Pharaoh . 

1w2n1 112 ~01 ,, ,na, 
'And following that he took his son and 
detained him' 

It was only after God took action which directly affected 

Pharaoh and the people he loved that he wept in regret about 

the things he had done. It took the cumulative effect of 

the first nine plagues and, finally, the slaying of the first 

bom to make Pharaoh realize that he should have released the 
Israelites much sooner. 

C. The Plagues : A Military Confrontation 

The Rabbis occasionally portray the confrontation bet ween 
Moses and Pharaoh in highly militaristic terms. Perhaps the 

most graphic example of this is found in a passage from 

Midrash Tanhuma HaNidpas (parasha Bo #4) : 

1•2n a•,~D ~• 1•0,D, ~•,,a 
,w2 ,~D n1,Dn n• 1n•~, nnpn 
n~eo 1•~, n1,1D nl•1De, 011 

n~nnl nn11 0•1•,D1 n111•1~ n•~, 
.lDlD . ,,,nan~• a•Dn nD• ,,a ,,,n D•11~p an•~, 1•2D ,a~ 011 

,,,n .a•yn 0n2 n,,. ,a~ 01, lD1D 
an•~, a•lD 1~ ,Da, .2010 •,n, 

1~ ,Dl1 .l01D 1,,n .0••,2,2 
,,,n .n1•01D,,, 01•~, a•2D 
.~IJ Dffl ,,1, 11~ 011 lOlD 

1n•~, ,·~•D 11~ 011 .lD1D 1,,n 
011 lD1D ,,,n n,1,00•~2 •12• 
.n2,n 1•01~,11 1n2 n,1D 11~ 

1n11 ,011 ,a~ 011 .n1• 1,,n 



1 

a■, .n~• ,,,n .1•0,,1fl n•2~ 
9•2pn 12 .Dn2• a•~1,1 1,,n ,.~ 
.•• a•,~D ~• 1•ope2 a•,sD ~, ■2 
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In this passage, the Rabbis compare the plagues to different 

stages of a military attack. If the enemy survives one 

encounter you come back at them with new and d.ifferent 

weapons until they are defeated. The Rabbis point out that 

this was God's approach. He began by turning the waters to 

blood. Seeing, however, that the Egyptians survived, he 

attempted something a bit more severe. Having survived most 

of God's 'weapons,' He was forced to utilize His ultimate 

weapon, the killing of the first born. The Rabbi• view of 

the confrontation in military terms, lends support to the 

dramatic build up within the plagues. Thia buttresses the 

previous points about the dramatic build-up within the 

plagues. 

This chapter has focused upon the concept that the 

plagues were viewed by the Rabbis as a concrete demonstration 

of God ' s power. In exhibiting His power, God showed both the 

people of Israel and the people of Egypt that His strength 

is without equal . In the process of illustrating His 

capabilities , God was forced to involved Pharaoh and his people, 

and, by so doing, the Egyptians were forced to acknowledge 

Hi~ power and supremacy. In this manner the Rabbis created 

a paradigm to be followed by all nations in generations to 

come. 
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J.D. Eiaenstein, ed . Otzar Midraahim (N.Y. 1915) wl. I p . 152. 

For parallel passage see Pesikta d'Rav Kahana (Peaikta I #2). 

Braude , William G. , Kapstein, Iarael J Peaikta de-Rab 
Kahana (Philadelphia : Jewish Publication Society, 1975), p . 141 . 

Midraab HaGadol, Shemot 8 : 21. 

Further proof of the plagues as the ultimate demonstration of God's power can be seen in : 

Sbe110t R.abbah 15:11 ; Midraah Lekah Tov Bo 10 : 9 ; Hidrash Tanhuma ha-fadpas Va• era JIO; Mldrash Lekah Tov Bo 10 : 24. 

6 . For a parallel passage on the Rabbinic view of the 
confrontation as a military action aee: Midrash Pesikta R.abbati Piaka 17 : 7 . 
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Chapter IV : Conclusion 

The Rabbis interpreted the confrontation between Moaea 

and Pharaoh in the light of the situation they faced ae Jeva 

living in Palestine during the first alillenium. By 

underscoring certain aspects of the confrontation and by 

embellishing it in places, they were able to respond 

polemically to the challenges Judaism faced. The sages of 

old understood all too well that the Jews of Palestine 

were constantly exposed to pressure from many alien religions : 

Onoeticism, Christianity , and many Pagan religions. In 

addition the Palestinian Jewish community was subject to 

unrelenting religious and economic persecution under Roman 

rule and faced the hardship of having witnessed the destruction 

of the Temple . It was therefore clear to the Rabbis that 

under such conditions of persecution and destruction , it 

was not unlikely that the Jews would suffer a loss of faith. 

Realizing this, they focused on the confrontation episode 

and inquired beneath the surface . Their intent in doing 

so was clearly to establish a lesson for survival. A 

historical case firmly illustrating God's salvation of the 

Jews in the past could promote the belief that this saving 

power would be rekindled for the Jews in the near future . 

A number of key points emerge from the preceding 

analysis which clearly indicate what the Rabbis sought to 

accomplish in interpreting the story of the confrontation 

of Moses and Pharaoh. 

First, the Rabbis more closely defined the characters of 
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both Moses and Pharaoh in order to allow a closer 

identification on the part of the reader. Although Moses had 

begun his mission with fear and hesitation. he displayed 
great courage and confidence during the final stages of the 
confTontation . It was the aim of the Rabbis to provide a 
po1itive role model for the Jews who 1uffered under Roa.ml 

persecution. They hoped that as Moses had gained courage 

to confront Pharaoh, those who read the account of Moses' 
experiences would also gain the courage to overcome what 

might aeea to be overwhelming odds against them. In the 

case of Pharaoh , the reader initially 1ees a picture of a 

atrong and confident leader . Yet, by the time his son is 

•lain, he is brought to his knee, and forced, albeit 

reluctantly, to concede defeat . As the Jews of Palestine 

continued to experience unwarranted persecution, it was 

vital that the Rabbis provided them with hope to carry on 

their struggle. M Pharaoh attempted to conquer the Jews 

and was destroyed by God, so, too, God would destroy the 

ianediate enemy of the Jews. The story of the confrontation 

especially the Rabbinic portrait of Pharaoh , was meant to 

inspire a new determination amongst the people . With the 
help of the Almighty , they could conquer any and all enemies 

of Israel . The conditions in Egypt were temporary ; God was 

preparing His people for a great mission . 

Second, in light of the despair of the people due to 

their witnessing the destruction of the Temple as well as 

t he constant and unexplained peraecution, the Rabbis sought to 
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emphaaize God's presence and focus on His ability to eave. 

The Rabbis go to great lengths to underscore the fact that , 

although it may appear to be Moses who is working the 11.iraclea, 

in truth it is God . Moses may seem to be a protagonht in 

the atory of the confrontation, but the Rabbis emphasize 

that the power of God is the moving force against Pharaoh. 

The Rabbis understood that mere speculation about God's 

power would never satisfy a population yearning for a 

concrete sign illustrating God's ability to work wonders . 

Therefore . the role that the plagues played within the 

confrontation between Pharaoh and Moses was shaped by the 

Rabbis to meet that need . Certainly God's strength could 

have been demonstrated by one sweeping and destructive act 

against the whole of Egyptian society. The Rabbis, however. 

sensing that such a momentary occurrence might not 

sufficiently dramatize God's unequalled saving powers, 

fashioned the plague• into a systematic plan for Pharaoh's 

surrender . The Ten Plagues carefully spaced and building 

to a dramatic climax, emphatically display all of which God 

is capable of inflicting on His enemy . At the conclusion of 

the ten-step process , there remains little doubt that when 

God ' s ire is aroused , He can convincingly destroy His 

adversary . So, too, the Romans, Babylonians, and all Jewish 

enemies would fall and the Temple would be saved . 

Another of the Rabbis' aims was to show that the God of 

Israel is the sole power in the universe . 1'he Rabbis were 

aware of the claims that religious sectarians made concerning 
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the power of their Gods and bad to prove that the one God, 

the God of Israel . was the only power in the world. The ltabbi■ 

clearly stress that the confrontation that took place in lgypt 

took place between two gods. The god of Egypt waa Pharaoh, 

and the One God fought on behalf of Israel . By His act of 

killing the first-born and inflicting that hardship on Pharaoh 

directly , the God of Israel demonstrated His ultimate 

doaination and triumph over Pharaoh. god of Egypt. They 

stressed that the confrontation was really between two 

divine entities and that the God of Israel emerged victorious . 

Finally, through their interpretation of the confrontation 

in Egypt . the Rabbis issued an important message of hope: 

Ultimate universal acceptance of the God of Israel. fl\is notion 

is conveyed by the complete reversal of Pharaoh's attitude 

following the death of his son. Though prior to that event 

Pharaoh appeared to be i111110vable, following the tenth plague 

he is pictured by the Rabbis as acknowledging God's power and 

authority . fl\e message is clear : as Pharaoh came to accept 

God. so too, in time. all the peoples of the world will 

come to recognize Him. 

In conclusion, I have come to see that that Midrash is 

an attempt by Rabbis to communicate God's message for their 

day . The Rabbis' reading of the biblical text and their 

underscoring and embellishing of its key points is an effort 

to buttress the hope and fai th of their own constituents. 

In modern times, the role of the Rabbi has not changed. On 

entering the Sanctuary. the congregants hope that the Rabbi 
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will in■pire them by breathing interpretation into the vorda 
of the Bible . They look for relevance in the ancient vorda 
of the Torah and answers to their own :·roblema. They aeek 
comfort and hope, and are given it when they are told that 
•• God ha• shown His strength in the past, He will again ■how 
Hi■ ■trength in our own time. 

Through the interpretation of the Bible, the Rabbi■ 
aaintain a vital link with the pa■t and provide a much needed 
■park of hope for the future. Just as God delivered the 
Israelite■ from Egypt, ao, too, will he ultimately redeem 
all mankind. 
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