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Harav Hagaon Nissan Kaplan Shlit"a 

  
 

In this week’s parashah, Moshe Rabbeinu tells Pharaoh:  ה ָאַמר ת ַהַלְיָלה ֲאִני יֹוֵצא ְבתֹוְך  ה'כֹּ ַכֲחצֹּ

ל ְבכֹור ְבֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִיםּוֵמת כָ . ִמְצָרִים . Hashem told Moshe that He would bring the makkah 

precisely at midnight, so why did Moshe say “kachatzos – at around midnight”? 

 

Rashi addresses this question, citing a Gemara in Berachos: 

 

 ."ה יודע עתיו ורגעיו אמר בחצותולא אמר בחצות שמא יטעו אצטגניני פרעה ויאמרו משה בדאי הוא אבל הקב 

 

Pharaoh’s chartumim might have a different, incorrect calculation of the precise time of 

midnight, so if Moshe were to say “at midnight,” and the makkah would begin slightly 

before or after, then the chartumim would call Moshe a liar.  

 

I think there are two ways to explain this statement of Chazal. The first relates to the 

question of whether Moshe was actually an agent of Hashem or merely a very talented 

magician. 

 

Let’s say the chartumim would think that midnight is actually a minute later than the true 

time of chatzos. So the bechorim would start to die a minute before the time they consider 

chatzos. Would that be so bad? Practically speaking, Moshe predicted that the bechorim 

would die, and they did. What’s the difference exactly when it happened? By this point, 

after experiencing numerous makkos, the Egyptians already knew that Moshe had 

supernatural powers. They claimed, however, that Moshe was a master magician. They 

were mechashfim and chartumim, but he outclassed them. “You are bringing kishuf to 

Mitzrayim?” they had scoffed.  

 



All along, Moshe insisted that it was Hashem sending him. How can you know the 

difference between kishuf and Hashem? When a person does kishuf, it doesn’t have to be 

precise. If the weather forecasters predict 20 inches of snow, and it snows 21 inches, people 

are impressed with their accuracy. If they predict snow until Far Rockaway, and it snows 

a little into the Five Towns, they’re considered to be on the mark. Similarly, if a mechashef 

turns a person into a cat, even if the cat looks a little strange, he’s considered a talented 

mechashef. 

 

When it’s the Borei Olam at work, however, there is perfect precision:  ִכי הּוא ָאַמר ַוֶיִהי הּוא

ד  How were the Egyptians meant to know that Moshe’s miracles were caused by .ִצָּוה ַוַיֲעמֹּ

Hashem, not magic? Through witnessing the precision with which these miracles were 

wrought. If Hashem said midnight, it’s precisely midnight. If it were to happen a minute 

earlier or later, it would prompt the chartumim to declare Moshe a בדאי. 

 

Yes, they would say, Moshe managed to strike down all the firstborns, but it was not the 

omnipotent Borei Olam at work, because it didn’t happen exactly when Moshe foretold it. 

If Hashem is indeed Kol Yachol, His timing has to be exact – not a minute off.  

 

The same principle was at play during the makkah of צפרדע, when Moshe told Pharaoh: 

 In response, Pharaoh .ִהְתָפֵאר ָעַלי ְלָמַתי ַאְעִתיר ְלָך ְוַלֲעָבֶדיָך ּוְלַעְמָך ְלַהְכִרית ַהְצַפְרְדִעים ִמְמָך ּוִמָבֶתיָך 

instructs him to eliminate the frogs tomorrow. Why tomorrow? Why not right now? 

 

Pharaoh reasoned that Moshe had the ability to get rid of the frogs right now, which was 

why he was offering to do it then. He wanted to challenge Moshe to get rid of the frogs 

tomorrow, at precisely the time he indicated. When that happened, it was obvious that 

Hashem was the One orchestrating events.  

 

 

Similarly, in next week’s parashah, the Torah discusses the mann, which Moshe said would 

not fall on Shabbos. Some people put mann outside Shabbos morning to prove Moshe 

wrong – see, even on Shabbos the mann came down! 

 

On a regular day in the midbar, the mann fell two feet thick, for a distance of three parsa’os 

around the encampment, with a layer of frost above and below it. Let’s say people would 

wake up on Shabbos morning and find a few flakes of mann around the encampment. That 

would prove that Moshe was wrong when he said there would be no mann on Shabbos? 

 

The answer is yes. Moshe said no mann would come down. If Moshe were a magician, 

who knew how to close the doors of the heavens so that mann would not descend, then the 

presence of a few puny pieces of mann would be no contradiction to his powers: So he 

didn’t close the heavens all the way, one or two little doors remained open. But if it’s 

Hashem withholding the mann on Shabbos, there can’t be even one piece of mann. Even a 

little mann on the ground would indicate that it wasn’t the Borei Olam controlling the 

mann, but rather Moshe himself.  

 



The people who placed their mann outside on Shabbos wanted to claim that it was all 

Moshe Rabbeinu, not Hashem. They certainly couldn’t deny Moshe’s powers, after 

experiencing the miracles of Yetzias Mitzrayim and Krias Yam Suf. But they could deny 

that the miracles came from Hashem. For that reason, the birds had to come and eat up the 

mann that these people put out – and we are grateful to the birds for doing so and preventing 

a chillul Hashem, which is why we put out food for the birds every year for Shabbos Shirah.  

 

If the Ribbono Shel Olam said that no mann would fall, or if the Ribbono Shel Olam said 

that if we learn He will take care of us, you we have to believe that He doesn’t make 

mistakes – He’s Kol Yachol, and whatever He said will happen.  

 

This is one way to understand Rashi. 

 

When One Moment is Too Much  

According to the second approach, the issue isn’t that the chartumim will accuse Moshe of 

being inaccurate – it’s that they might think chatzos is earlier than it actually is, in which 

case the makkah would begin late, on their clocks. Let’s say their calculation of chatzos is 

actually 11:59. Their clocks strike twelve, and nothing happens. A minute later. “Aha!” 

they crow. “Moshe is a liar!”  

 

Just then, the bechorim start to die. Turns out Moshe was right. But for that one minute, 

there was a huge chillul Hashem – and a minute of chillul Hashem is also terrible. Rashi 

on the Gemara in Berachos (4a) expresses this when he says:  וקודם שיגיע חצות יהו סבורים

י הואשהגיע ועדיין לא באה המכה ויאמרו משה בדא . 

 

Two stories with Rav Boruch Ber illustrate this point. Rav Boruch Ber was once sitting 

and listening to a derashah from a young darshan when he had to excuse himself. He took 

off his hat and put in on a shtender, and then left and came back. When people asked him 

why he had taken off his hat before he left, he explained that he knew that if he would leave 

in middle of the derashah, people would think that he had left because he was not enjoying 

the derashah.  

 

“So what?” they asked. “You would be back in three minutes, and then everyone would 

see that you left for a different reason!”  

 

“And for those three minutes, a chashuveh Yid should feel bad?” Rav Boruch Ber 

responded. Rather than simply walk out, he left his hat as a sign that he was planning to 

return soon, because no one would think that he would go far if he deliberately left his hat 

behind.  

 

Another time, Rav Boruch Ber was approached in Kaminetz by a young talmid chacham 

named Rav Chaim Pinchas Scheinberg, who asked him for semichah. Rav Boruch Ber’s 

practice, when giving semichah, was that after farhering a candidate, the candidate would 

be required to remain in Kaminetz for a month so that Rav Boruch Ber could observe him 

and determine whether his behavior, not only his knowledge, was worthy of semichah.  

 



When Rav Scheinberg, who later became a gadol hador, finished his farher and asked for 

his ksav semichah, Rav Boruch Ber informed him that he would need to remain in 

Kaminetz for a month before receiving it. Rav Scheinberg agreed, but asked if he could 

return home and explain to his wife what was going on, and then come back the following 

day.  

 

As Rav Scheinberg was preparing to leave for home, Rav Boruch Ber’s son came to him 

with a message that his father wanted to see him. He returned to Rav Boruch Ber, who gave 

him the ksav semichah. 

 

When Rav Boruch Ber was asked why he departed from his usual practice, he explained 

that he was concerned about what would happen when Rav Scheinberg would return home. 

His wife would ask him, “Nu, you got the semichah?” And he would say, “No.” Then, he 

would explain that he has to go back to Kaminetz – but for the few moments between the 

“no” and the explanation, he would be embarrassed before his wife. Rather than cause a 

few moments of discomfort, Rav Boruch Ber opted to give the semichah immediately.  

 

Similarly, it was unconscionable for the chartumim to think for even a minute that 

Hashem’s word was not being fulfilled. Therefore, Moshe Rabbeinu said “kachatzos,” not 

“bachatzos,” as Hashem had told him.  

 

Avodas Hashem is a Celebration 

I’d like to conclude with one more thought. Moshe asks Pharaoh if the Yidden can go out 

to serve Hashem for three days, and Pharaoh later asks: ְלִכים   .ִמי ָוִמי ַההֹּ

 

Moshe then answers:  ֹּאֵננּו ּוִבְבָקֵרנּו ֵנֵלְך ִכי ַחג ָלנּו ה'ִבְנָעֵרינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנינּו ֵנֵלְך ְבָבֵנינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵתנּו ְבצ .  

 

To which Pharaoh responds:  ֹּא ֵכן ְלכּו ָנא ַהְגָבִרים ְוִעְבדּו ֶאת ָתּה ַאֶתם ְמַבְקִשים ה'ל ִכי אֹּ .  

 

It would appear that Pharaoh had a valid argument. Why, indeed, do the women and 

children need to go serve Hashem? It’s obvious that this is just an excuse, and the Yidden 

are really looking to run away!  

 

In response, Moshe says:  ָלנּו ה'ִכי ַחג . When Hashem wants us to serve Him, for us that’s a 

Yom Tov. A Yom Tov you celebrate with your children and family. If so, the Yidden 

couldn’t leave their families behind and send only the men to Har Sinai.  

 

Pharaoh calls it an avodah:  ה'ֶאת  ְוִעְבדּוְלכּו ָנא ַהְגָבִרים . In his mind, serving Hashem is 

laborious – it’s something that the men do, while the women and children stay behind. But 

for us, avodas Hashem is a party! We do it b’simchah, and we need our family to be part 

of it. We can’t leave the kids behind. On Simchas Torah, the whole family comes to shul. 

While the husband goes to Daf Yomi, his wife prepares a cake for him to enjoy when he 

comes back. It’s one avodah, a celebration for the whole family. 
 


