
 

 

DIRECTIONS IN RASHI 
Parashat Sh’mot 

 

THE TEXT (Pharaoh warns his people that he thinks that B’nei Yisrael are a 

threat to his country): 

 

 א:י{ ָהָבה ִנְתַחְּכָמה לֹו ֶּפן ִיְרֶּבה ְוָהָיה ִּכי ִתְקֶראָנה ִמְלָחָמה ְונֹוַסף ַּגם הּוא }

 ַעל ׂשְנֵאינּו ְוִנְלַחם ָּבנּו ְוָעָלה ִמן ָהָאֶרץ

 

{1:10} Get ready, let us deal wisely with them, lest they increase, and it will be 

when a war befall us, they will join our enemies and wage war with us and depart 

from the land. 
 

RASHI (Rashi explains the word לֹו - lo, which we translated above as “with 

them.)  

 }ִנְתַחְּכָמה לֹו{  ָלָעם. 

 

{Let us deal wisely with them}: With the people [of Israel]. 
 

QUESTIONS A. What is Rashi telling us with this very short comment? 

B. Does this comment help us understand the deeper themes of this section of 

text? 

 

THE RELEVANT PRINCIPLE Pay careful attention to Rashi’s 

grammatical explanations. Rashi was a great Hebrew grammarian.  Two aspects 

of his grammatical greatness are:  
 

         * he uses very few technical terms, so his explanations are 

            accessible to the average student; 

         * his grammatical explanations are never purely theoretical; they 

            are always part of his attempt to explain the simple meaning of 

            Scripture. 
 



ANSWERS A. Rashi is bothered here by a grammatical scruple.  Translated 

literally, the verse says, “Let us deal wisely with him - לֹו.” The referent of the word 

“him,” however, would seem to be B’nei Yisrael; grammatically speaking, they 

should have been referred to as “them.”  Rashi reconciles this difficulty by saying 

that the referent of “him” is “the people - ָלָעם .”  “The people” is what is known as a 

collective noun: although it refers to many people, it is grammatically a singular 

word, and it is appropriate to refer to them with the singular pronoun “him - 1”.לֹו  
 

B. It can be proposed that Rashi’s grammatical comment provides an important 

insight into the Scriptural narrative.  
 

Rashi tells us that Scripture is referring to the multitudes of B’nei Yisrael with a 

singular word “him - לו.”  In fact, this is repeated several times in verses 10 and 11, 

if we translate literally: 
 

Lest he increase [ֶּפן ִיְרֶּבה]...and he will join [ ְונֹוַסף ַּגם הּוא] our enemies... and he 

will depart [ ְוָעָלה] from the land.  And they placed upon him [ ָעָליו]...in order to 

afflict him [ ַעֹּנתֹו] and he built [ ַוִּיֶבן ]... 
 

Later, however, in verse 14, Scripture begins to refer to B’nei Yisrael in the plural: 
 

And they embittered their lives [ ַחֵּייֶהם] with hard labor... 
 

This change in Scriptural style can be explained as follows. 
 

In the beginning, B’nei Yisrael were harmoniously united.  In style, this allowed 

them to be referred to with singular pronouns, as a unified collective.  In reality, this 

protected them from suffering.  Although verse 11 describes B’nei Yisrael being 

forced to work for the Egyptians, it does not in any way mention that they suffered.  

In fact, verse 12 tells us just the opposite: 
 

They multiplied and gained strength. 
 

A crucial shift, however, takes place in verse 13, where the Egyptians began to force 

B’nei Yisrael to do “bonebreaking work - ַעבֹוַדת ֶּפֶרְך.”  This succeeded in breaking 

their unity.  It can be surmised that some people urged resistance, some diplomacy, 

some passive acceptance, while others bickered over the division of labor.  

                                                 

1 For further study, see D’varim 32:6, where the collective noun “עם - nation” is described 

with adjectives in the singular form (נבל, חכם, not נבלים, חכמים).  



  
These corrosive effects are indicated by Scripture in two ways:  

 a. in style, B’nei Yisrael begin to be referred to with plural pronouns, to 

              indicate the divisions among them; 

          b. in reality, Scripture tells us that their unity no longer protected them, and 

             they began to suffer, as it says, “they embittered their lives with hard  

             labor.” 

 

CONCLUSION By paying attention to Rashi’s grammatical explanation, we 

can glean a great lesson: our greatest antidote to the difficulties of Exile is unity.  As 

long as we are fully unified, we can be subjugated, but we cannot be made to suffer. 
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