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Welcome to the Aleph Beta Study Guide on Parshat Bo!

There’s a good chance that your mind is still reeling from the tale 
of the first seven plagues in Parshat Va’era, where we learned that 
contrary to popular belief, God never actually hardens Pharaoh’s 

heart, never actually takes away his free will during this whole ordeal of 
the plagues. It all comes down to a fascinating wordplay between two 
verbs –– ד ד Only .(vayechazek) ַוְיַחֵזּק and (vayachbed) ַוַיְּכֵבּ  (vayachbed) ַוַיְּכֵבּ
means to “harden,” to make someone stubborn -- and never once do we 
find in Parshat Va’era that God does that to Pharaoh. That’s something that 
Pharaoh does to himself. Whenever God does get involved, the verb is ַוְיַחֵזּק 
(vayechazek) - which means that God is actually strengthening Pharaoh’s 
heart, giving him courage at a moment of weakness to help him stick to his 
vision.

BO

But the whole argument seems to fall apart with the opening verses of this week’s parsha, Bo. Take a 
look at the first two verses (Exodus 10:1-2) and see if you can find the problem.

Exodus 10:1-2

1 And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Go in to Pharaoh; for 
I have hardened his heart, and the heart of his servants, 
in order that I might show these signs of Mine in their 
midst; 2 and in order that you will tell your son, and 
your son’s son, how I have played with Egypt, and My 
signs which I have done among them; that you all may 
know that I am the Lord.’

שמות י:א–ב

י ֶאת- ְדִתּ י-ֲאִני ִהְכַבּ ְרעֹה:  ִכּ א ֶאל-ַפּ ה, ֹבּ א  ַויֹּאֶמר ְיהָוה ֶאל-מֶֹשׁ
ִקְרּבֹו. ב  ּוְלַמַען ה, ְבּ ִתי אֹתַֹתי ֵאֶלּ  ִלּבֹו, ְוֶאת-ֵלב ֲעָבָדיו, ְלַמַען ִשׁ

ִמְצַרִים, ְוֶאת- י ְבּ ְלִתּ ר ִהְתַעַלּ ְנָך, ֵאת ֲאֶשׁ ָאְזֵני ִבְנָך ּוֶבן-ִבּ ר ְבּ ַסֵפּ ְתּ
י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה ם, ִכּ י ָבם; ִויַדְעֶתּ ְמִתּ ר-ַשׂ אֹתַֹתי, ֲאֶשׁ

LOOK INSIDE
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At Aleph Beta, we believe that the Torah is a guidebook that 
answers life’s biggest questions, offering profound insights 
about how we should live our lives. Moreover, we believe 
that Jewish tradition has always recognized the right of all 
readers, in every generation, to look at the text themselves 
and try to decide what they think it means. That means you. 
That’s why you are the most important author of this quest 
through the sources. We think that this guide offers a fun, 
stimulating and relevant path through the sources, but if 
you get wrapped up in a stimulating discussion and never 
make it past page 2, we’ll consider that a success!

Either works! You can gather a small group of friends 
to explore it together, share it with a chevruta (learning 
partner), or go through it by yourself.

Just jump in! Even if you’re planning to use this for a group 
discussion, just open up to page 1 and get going. (If you 
read it in advance, it will spoil the fun!)  The only thing you 
should do in advance is print out copies of the “Source 
Sheet” for the other participants, so everyone can follow 
along and engage with the sources. 

Most of the material within – although not the particular 
language contained in this guide - was first developed and 
taught by Rabbi David Fohrman, founder and CEO of Aleph 
Beta, and is presented in his video, “Parshat Bo: Did God 
Really Need Ten Plagues?” (available for viewing at www.
alephbeta.org). This guide was written by Beth Lesch, 
Writer at Aleph Beta, and edited by Immanuel Shalev, Rivky 
Stern, and Ami Silver, and arranged by Charles Treece.

There are a lot of divrei Torah on the parsha. How is this 
different?

Is this guide for self-study or should I study it with others?

Do I need to prepare anything or can I just jump in?

About the Author

Not once in all of Parshat Va’era did we see this. But from the looks of verse 1, in Parshat Bo, God is in the hardening heart 
business after all.

If God is actually hardening Pharaoh’s heart, actually taking away his free will, that would raise a whole bunch of troubling 
questions. We were able to evade those questions in Parshat Va’era, but now it seems there’s no getting away from them. 
For one thing, there’s the whole theological problem. I thought that God never deprived people of free will. And doesn’t it 
seem pretty unfair for God to take away someone’s choice and then punish him for his actions? What kind of a God would 
do that?

Let’s put the theological questions aside from the time being. If it were really true that God were taking away Pharaoh’s 
free will, right here before the eighth plague, how would you expect the remaining story to play out? I don’t know about 
you, but I’d expect it to go something like this: God brings a terrible plague, Pharaoh refuses to let the slaves go (after all, 
he has no free will), so God brings another terrible plague, Pharaoh still refuses to let the slaves go, so God brings another 
plague...and so on. But that’s not what happens. Instead, we find all of this seemingly extraneous and highly strange 
detail.

INSTRUCTIONS

For I have hardened his heart

י ֶאת-ִלּבֹו ְדִתּ י-ֲאִני ִהְכַבּ ִכּ

Exodus 10:1

Did you see it in verse 1?
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Moses and Aaron waltz into Pharaoh’s palace with a self-righteous swagger and pose this question to the King of Egypt:

There’s something strange about this question: Moses and Aaron 
have never spoken to Pharaoh so rudely and abruptly. After all, it 
takes an awful lot of chutzpah to talk like that to the king of Egypt, 
the most powerful sovereign in the world. Do you think Pharaoh is 
going to give in when you talk like that? As a matter of strategy, it 
seems like they’d be better off taking a more diplomatic tack.

There’s something else odd about this question. What do Moses and 
Aaron mean when they ask, “For how much longer?” I mean, God is 
taking away Pharaoh’s free will, making it such that Pharaoh can’t 
help but refuse to free the slaves. For how much longer will Pharaoh 
refuse to be subjugated before God? For as long as God hardens his 
heart! Of all people, Moses and Aaron should know the answer to 
this question, so why are they even asking? It seems pointless, and 
sort of unfair to Pharaoh. After all, he has no choice in the matter, so 
it’s not really his fault. They should take up their grievance with God. 
“Hey God, how long are you going to withhold Pharaoh’s free will?”

For how much longer are you going to refuse to be subjugated before Me?

ָני ַעד-ָמַתי ֵמַאְנָתּ ֵלָעֹנת ִמָפּ

Exodus 10:3

Start by taking a look at the next two verses, Exodus 10:3-4, which describe an encounter between 
Moses, Aaron and Pharaoh that precedes the plague of locusts. Assume that God really is taking away 
Pharaoh’s free will. If that’s the case, which details strike you as odd or extraneous?

Exodus 10:3-4

3 And Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh, and said 
to him: ‘Thus said the Lord, the God of the Hebrews: 
For how much longer are you going to refuse to be 
subjugated before Me? Let My people go, so they 
can serve Me. 4 For if you refuse to let My people go, 
behold, tomorrow I will bring locusts into your border;

שמות י:ג–ד

ה-ָאַמר ְיהָוה ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאְמרּו ֵאָליו ֹכּ ה ְוַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ  ג ַוָיֹּבא מֶֹשׁ
י, ְוַיַעְבֻדִני. ח ַעִמּ ַלּ ָני; ַשׁ  ֱאלֵֹהי ָהִעְבִרים, ַעד-ָמַתי ֵמַאְנָתּ ֵלָעֹנת ִמָפּ

ה, י--ִהְנִני ֵמִביא ָמָחר ַאְרֶבּ ַח ֶאת-ַעִמּ ֵלּ ה, ְלַשׁ י ִאם-ָמֵאן ַאָתּ  ד  ִכּ
ְגֻבֶלָך .ִבּ

LOOK INSIDE
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Let’s consider the next set of verses, Exodus 10:7-9, and keep playing the same game. Assuming that 
God really is taking away Pharaoh’s free will, what sticks out as odd or extraneous?

Exodus 10:7-9

7 And Pharaoh’s servants said to him: ‘How long shall 
this man be a snare unto us? let the men go, that they 
may serve the Lord their God; Don’t you know yet that 
Egypt is destroyed?’ 8 And Moses and Aaron were 
returned to Pharaoh; and he said to them: ‘Go, serve the 
Lord your God; but who is it that will go?’ 9 And Moses 
said: ‘We will go with our young and with our old, with 
our sons and with our daughters, with our flocks and 
with our herds we will go; for we must hold a feast unto 
the Lord.’ 

שמות י:ז–ט

ז ַויֹּאְמרּו  ַעְבֵדי ַפְרעֹה ֵאָליו, ַעד-ָמַתי ִיְהֶיה ֶזה ָלנּו ְלמֹוֵקׁש--
י ַדע, ִכּ ים, ְוַיַעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶהם; ֲהֶטֶרם ֵתּ ח ֶאת-ָהֲאָנִשׁ ַלּ  ַשׁ

ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאֶמר ה ְוֶאת-ַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ ב ֶאת-מֶֹשׁ  ָאְבָדה ִמְצָרִים.  ח ַוּיּוַשׁ
 ֲאֵלֶהם, ְלכּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם; ִמי ָוִמי, ַההְֹלִכים.  ט ַויֹּאֶמר
צֹאֵננּו ּוִבְבָקֵרנּו, ָבֵנינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵתנּו ְבּ ְנָעֵרינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנינּו ֵנֵלְך; ְבּ ה, ִבּ  מֶֹשׁ

י ַחג-ְיהָוה, ָלנּו .ֵנֵלְך--ִכּ

For starters, the tangent about Pharaoh’s servants in verse 7 seems surprising. What prompts Pharaoh’s servants to get in 
on the act? And why does the Torah feel the need to tell me about all of this drama, the different characters in Pharaoh’s 
court and the conversations between them? What am I supposed to learn from all of this? If the whole point here is that 
God is taking away Pharaoh’s free will, then it should be a much simpler story. I shouldn’t need all of this extraneous detail.

And, let’s zoom in on what Pharaoh says in verse 8. At first, it seems like Pharaoh is actually agreeing to let the slaves go. 
But wait, I thought that God had hardened his heart! For someone who was made stubborn by an act of God, he seems to 
be giving in pretty easily. And then he poses this bizarre question to Moses and Aaron:

Is this a genuine question? Why is Pharaoh asking this? Doesn’t he know who he’s letting free? If you were Moses, you 
might be thinking, “Er, the slaves are going to go…. You know, the Hebrew slaves, the ones who are out there making bricks 
right now, the ones that you’ve enslaved and oppressed with a mighty fist?” Yet that’s not what Moses says. He responds 
as follows:

Who is it that will go?

?ִמי ָוִמי, ַההְֹלִכים

Exodus 10:8

We will go with our young and with our old, with our sons and with our daughters, with our flocks and 
with our herds we will go; for we must hold a feast unto the Lord.

י ַחג-ְיהָוה, ָלנּו צֹאֵננּו ּוִבְבָקֵרנּו, ֵנֵלְך--ִכּ ָבֵנינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵתנּו ְבּ ְנָעֵרינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנינּו ֵנֵלְך; ְבּ ִבּ

Exodus 10:9

LOOK INSIDE
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Moses rattles off this list of every conceivable kind of slave: There’s the 
young and the old, the sons and the daughters -- oh, and don’t forget the 
flocks and the herds too, since we’re not leaving without our cattle. What’s 
with the speech? It sounds like Moses is trying hard to make a point, to 
demonstrate to Pharaoh that he means business. But if God has taken 
away Pharaoh’s free will, what’s the point of trying to persuade him of 
anything at all? Just as Pharaoh’s question rings strange to us, so does 
Moses’ answer.

The cattle conversation gets even stranger in verse 24. Pharaoh calls 
Moses back in for a chat and makes him the following offer:

“I’m so glad you mentioned cattle,” Moses tells Pharaoh. “Actually, you guys need to give us cattle, because we’re going 
to sacrifice to God in the desert and who knows what we might need. We’re not leaving a single animal behind.” What is 
Moses thinking? Pharaoh is about to let all of the slaves go, save for a few animals, and Moses turns it down. It seems like 
a crazy thing to do. And why does the Torah keep harping on about the negotiation over the cattle?

Here’s the bottom line: If God has actually hardened Pharaoh’s heart, then so many of these details seem either 
unnecessary or inscrutable. Moses and Aaron’s chutzpah, the clash with the servants, Pharaoh’s giving in and his odd 

Put yourself in Moses’ shoes. For eight plagues so far, 
you’ve been trying to persuade Pharaoh to free your 
people. He’s been anything but accommodating. And 
now he comes to you with this proposal: “Hey Moses, 
you can go free but how about if you leave behind your 
animals?” If you’re Moses, how do you respond?

Four hundred years of slavery can come to an end right 
now! All you have to do is say, “Okay, sure, we’ll leave 
the cattle. You got yourself a deal.” But that’s not what 
Moses says. He remains stubborn, oddly oblivious to 
the stakes at hand, and goes even further:

Go you, serve the Lord; only let your flocks and your herds stay behind; let your little ones also 
go with you.

ֶכם ֶכם, ֵיֵלְך ִעָמּ ם-ַטְפּ ג:  ַגּ ְלכּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה--ַרק צֹאְנֶכם ּוְבַקְרֶכם, ֻיָצּ

Exodus 10:8

Sometimes, the most insight we can glean 
from the text is when we consider things 
from the perspective of the characters. 
What were they going through? What were 
they thinking and feeling? What does their 
perspective tell us about their choices or 
struggles?

   Methodology Alert

Put yourself in their shoes:

You also need to give us sacrifices and burnt-offerings, so we can sacrifice to the Lord our God. 
Our cattle will also go with us; there will not be a hoof left behind

ְרָסה ֵאר ַפּ נּו, לֹא ִתָשּׁ ינּו, ַליהָוה ֱאלֵֹהינּו. ְוַגם-ִמְקֵננּו ֵיֵלְך ִעָמּ ָיֵדנּו ְזָבִחים ְועֹלֹת; ְוָעִשׂ ן ְבּ ֵתּ ה ִתּ ם-ַאָתּ ַגּ

Exodus 10:26
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question about a head count, more chutzpah from Moses, this prolonged negotiation over cattle -- if the story is really 
as simple as God taking away Pharaoh’s free will, I shouldn’t be hearing about all of this. It really seems like there’s a 
dimension to this story that we’re just not seeing.

But what if God isn’t actually changing Pharaoh’s mind? I know, it seems explicit in the text 
in verse 1 that God is taking away Pharaoh’s free will -- but what if He isn’t? What if there’s 
something else happening here? 

In order to see it, we’ll need to take a step back and get inside Pharaoh’s mind, to 
understand what he is thinking and feeling at this point in the drama. Let’s remind 
ourselves of what has been going on for Pharaoh. The last time we checked in with him, at 
the end of chapter 9, his view of the universe had fundamentally shifted. It happened after 
the seventh plague, the plague of hail. For the first time, Pharaoh saw that God is not just 
powerful but righteous. Pharaoh finally admitted that this god of the Hebrews is actually 
 the all-powerful and just Creator God, and that he and his people are morally bound to ,ְיהָוה
obey God’s word. He says in Exodus 9:27:

Finally, he understands that his defiance of God, of his creator, is a sin.

But we also learned last week that a mere seven verses after his big revelation, Pharaoh seems to do an about-face. Once 
the hail stops, Pharaoh hardens his heart once again and refuses to free the slaves:

Pharaoh has gone back on his word before, but this time is different. He had just acknowledged that God is just and that 
that he, Pharaoh, is morally obligated to obey Him. Now, when Pharaoh reneges, he’s turning his back on the truth. He 
knows that God is his Creator and yet still he openly defies him. That’s why we find this wordplay of the word ַלֲחטֹא, “to sin,” 
which is an echo of Pharaoh’s original realization:

Once thing is clear: even though Pharaoh seemed to have learned his lesson, it’s not affecting his behavior.

I have sinned this time; the LORD is righteous, and I and my people are wicked

ִעים י, ָהְרָשׁ יק, ַוֲאִני ְוַעִמּ ִדּ ַעם: ְיהָוה, ַהַצּ ָחָטאִתי ַהָפּ

Exodus 9:27

I have sinned this time

ַעם ָחָטאִתי ַהָפּ

Exodus 9:27

And when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunders were ceased, he sinned yet 
more, and hardened his heart, he and his servants.

ד ִלּבֹו, הּוא ַוֲעָבָדיו לֹת--ַויֶֹּסף ַלֲחטֹא; ַוַיְּכֵבּ ָרד ְוַהקֹּ ָטר ְוַהָבּ י-ָחַדל ַהָמּ ְרעֹה, ִכּ ַוַיְּרא ַפּ

Exodus 9:34
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Exodus 10:1-2

1 And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Go in to Pharaoh; for 
I have hardened his heart, and the heart of his servants, 
in order that I might show these signs of Mine in their 
midst; 2 and in order that you will tell your son, and your 
son’s son, how I have played with Egypt, and My signs 
which I have done among them; that you all may know 
that I am the Lord.’ 

שמות י:א–ב

י ְדִתּ י-ֲאִני ִהְכַבּ ְרעֹה:  ִכּ א ֶאל-ַפּ ה, ֹבּ  א  ַויֹּאֶמר ְיהָוה ֶאל-מֶֹשׁ
ִקְרּבֹו. ה, ְבּ ִתי אֹתַֹתי ֵאֶלּ  ֶאת-ִלּבֹו, ְוֶאת-ֵלב ֲעָבָדיו, ְלַמַען ִשׁ

י ְלִתּ ר ִהְתַעַלּ ְנָך, ֵאת ֲאֶשׁ ָאְזֵני ִבְנָך ּוֶבן-ִבּ ר ְבּ ַסֵפּ  ב  ּוְלַמַען ְתּ
י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה ם, ִכּ י ָבם; ִויַדְעֶתּ ְמִתּ ר-ַשׂ ִמְצַרִים, ְוֶאת-אֹתַֹתי, ֲאֶשׁ .ְבּ

Exodus 7:5

5 And the Egyptians will know that I am the Lord, when 
I stretch forth My hand on Egypt, and bring out the 
children of Israel from among them.’ 

שמות ז:ה

ְנטִֹתי ֶאת-ָיִדי ַעל-ִמְצָרִים; י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה, ִבּ  ה ְוָיְדעּו ִמְצַרִים ִכּ
ָרֵאל, ִמּתֹוָכם ֵני-ִיְשׂ ְוהֹוֵצאִתי ֶאת-ְבּ

Let’s try to understand Pharaoh’s mind so we can truly see why he acted so seemingly irrationally. At the end of the last 
parsha, Pharaoh finally admitted that God was the ultimate Creator and he, Pharaoh, was just a simple creature, who 
needed to follow the dictates of his Creator. This is in stark contrast to the Egyptian view, in which Pharaoh was a deity 
within the pantheon of gods.

For someone who had thought himself a deity to realize that he is just a creature in service of his Creator, not superior 
to any other man, must have been a real step down. And therefore, though Pharaoh realized it, he couldn’t internalize it, 
couldn’t hold onto it. He admitted defeat -- but then goes back on his word a mere seven verses later. He simply cannot 
act on what his mind knows to be true - Pharaoh’s inflated sense of self blocked him from internalizing the truth he saw.

When Pharaoh hardens his heart and defies God after the plague of hail, he reveals himself to be a man so full of himself, 
so absorbed in his ego, in his own self-importance, that he was incapable of changing his behavior -- even when faced 
with certain knowledge of his own limitation in the face of an all-powerful God. This is a critical turning point in the 
development of Pharaoh’s character. This is the key to understanding the whole of Parshat Bo. Let’s go back to the verses 
and we’ll see how they unfold before us.

In Exodus 10:1-2, at the opening of Parshat Bo, God spells out for us why He is bringing the final three plagues:

The thing is, this isn’t the first time that God is telling us his goal in bringing about the plages. We first heard about it back 
in Exodus 7:5, at the beginning of Parshat Va’era:

Why would someone who now knows the truth of God and who has paid a terrible price continue to 
choose to defy Him?

CONSIDER THIS
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Contrast these two sets of verses, Exodus 10:1-2 and Exodus 7:5. Can you find any echoes or repeating 
phrases? How has God modified His agenda for bringing about the plagues?

CONSIDER THIS

The question is, why? Why does God give up on educating Egypt?

CONSIDER THIS

As we see in Exodus 7:5, God’s original motivation in bringing about the plagues was not to terrorize the Egyptians, but 
to teach them a lesson. Pharaoh was at the center of that attempt, and through the plagues, God demonstrated to him 
that He was not just one god of many, but the Creator of the Universe. Pharaoh learned his lesson -- but he couldn’t bring 
himself to internalize it.

By the time we get to Exodus 10:1-2, it sounds like God’s focus has shifted. We find language which seems to consciously 
echo God’s original motivation.

Except this time, it’s not Egypt who is supposed to understand this lesson, it’s the Hebrews. Gone is the idea that Egypt 
should know. Now, God wants to demonstrate His power to His own people, to the Hebrews, so they will pass on that truth 
for generations.

When a person is in such a state as Pharaoh - that his ego won’t allow him to face the truth - education is no longer a 
possibility. He is blinding himself to reality. No amount of information can affect such a person. That’s why the agenda 
shifts. The final three plagues aren’t about teaching the Egyptians, because God has given up on that. Instead, God turns 
his focus to his own people - to the Hebrews - to teach them a lesson, so they will come to appreciate the ultimate power 
of their Creator.

So now we understand why God’s motivation for the final three plagues changes. And it turns out that this discovery about 
Pharaoh’s distorted sense of self helps us to answer a whole lot of other questions too, like what is really happening when 
God hardens Pharaoh’s heart, and all of the strange drama and extraneous detail that unfolds in its wake. We’re ready to 
return to our original puzzle - and as we go through Exodus Chapter 10, we’ll find that all of our questions will melt away as 
the meaning of the verses unfolds before us.

Let’s begin by tackling the heart hardening business head on. When you read the statement from God at the beginning of 
the parsha,

that you all will know that I am the Lord.

י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה. ם ִכּ ִויַדְעֶתּ

Exodus 10:2
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 If you wanted to harden someone’s heart, to make him stubborn, and you didn’t have any supernatural 
powers, how would you do it?

CONSIDER THIS

you probably imagined that God was using supernatural powers to get inside Pharaoh’s head and change his mind, 
against his will. But what if God isn’t using supernatural powers? What if God is not using His omniscience as a kind of 
underhanded weapon against Pharaoh’s psyche, getting into his mind and changing it? What if this process of hardening 
Pharaoh’s heart is entirely natural?

We asked before why Moses and Aaron bother asking this pointless question. We also noticed that it seems unusually 
audacious. Do Moses and Aaron really think that Pharaoh is going to give in when they talk like that? Nope - and that’s the 
whole point. This is how God makes Pharaoh stubborn. God is playing off of Pharaoh’s ego.

It turns out that what’s happening is actually very easy to explain without recourse to the supernatural. Pharaoh’s 
stubbornness is a perfectly natural response - but to what? What could he be responding to?

For I have hardened his heart

י ֶאת-ִלּבֹו ְדִתּ י-ֲאִני ִהְכַבּ ִכּ

Exodus 10:1

To understand what’s going on here, let’s look back at Exodus 10:3. How might this kind of talk make 
Pharaoh more stubborn?

Exodus 10:3

And Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh, and said 
to him: ‘Thus said the LORD, the God of the Hebrews: 
For how much longer are you going to refuse to be 
subjugated before Me? Let My people go, so they can 
serve Me.

שמות י:ג

ה-ָאַמר ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהי ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאְמרּו ֵאָליו ֹכּ ה ְוַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ  ַוָיֹּבא מֶֹשׁ
י, ְוַיַעְבֻדִני ח ַעִמּ ַלּ ָני; ַשׁ ָהִעְבִרים, ַעד-ָמַתי ֵמַאְנָתּ ֵלָעֹנת ִמָפּ

LOOK INSIDE
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A man with an ego the size of Pharaoh’s -- he won’t be able to resist this 
kind of goading, especially when you talk to him like that in front of his 
servants. He’ll become defensive, contrary, obstinate. And sure enough, 
even when Moses and Aaron threaten to bring locusts to Egypt, Pharaoh 
refuses to cave. Even though the locusts are going to eat up every single 
shred of the land, every last crop. For an agrarian society like ancient 
Egypt, locusts are the economic atom bomb. The significance goes 
even deeper than that. The Hebrew slaves have spent these past several 
hundred years doing one thing: building storehouses for Egypt’s grain. The 
locusts are going to sweep in and destroy all of it. The entire enterprise of 
slavery is about to be undermined, in a single plague. Egypt, economically, 
will be leveled. But Pharaoh’s ego won’t let him give in, so Moses and 
Aaron turn and leave.

No sooner has the door shut behind them, then Pharaoh’s servants turn to 
him in exasperation:

Exodus 10:7

And Pharaoh’s servants said to him: ‘How long shall 
this man be a snare unto us? let the men go, that they 
may serve the Lord their God; Don’t you know yet that 
Egypt is destroyed?’ 

שמות י:ז

ַויֹּאְמרּו ַעְבֵדי ַפְרעֹה ֵאָליו, ַעד-ָמַתי ִיְהֶיה ֶזה ָלנּו ְלמֹוֵקׁש--ָ
ַדע, ים, ְוַיַעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶהם; ֲהֶטֶרם ֵתּ ח ֶאת-ָהֲאָנִשׁ ַלּ  ַשׁ

י ָאְבָדה ִמְצָרִים ִכּ

What are the servants trying to say in Ezodus 10:7? How can you explain this widening gap between 
the servants and Pharaoh?

CONSIDER THIS

Echoing Moses’ words, albeit a little more politely, the servants 
ask Pharaoh their own “until when?” question: How long is this guy 
Moses going to be a thorn in our side? Can’t we just let these people 
go? Don’t you know we’re lost? 

We wondered earlier why the Torah records this conversation with 
the servants. Now it all makes sense. Pharaoh, who is stuck inside 
his ego, remains pigheaded - but it is crystal clear to his servants 
that he is acting stupidly. They see God’s power and realize that 
they can’t compete with it. They urge their leader to stop being so 
stubborn, to get outside of his own head. They understand that if he 
keeps on at this rate, they’re going to meet total destruction.
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Notice that the verse doesn’t say that Moses and Aaron returned, it says that they were returned. Someone returned them.

It was the servants. They see that Pharaoh has lost his grip on reality, so they start to intervene, trying to broker a deal. 
They see that if he continues to act this way, Egypt will be lost.

So now Moses and Aaron are standing before Pharaoh, and the servants are standing tensely in the back of the room, 
holding their breath. They’re praying that Pharaoh doesn’t have their heads for having gone behind his back to get Moses 
and Aaron. And they’re praying that their crazed leader, who seems to be leading them off the deep end, comes face to 
face with reality and stops being so stubborn. So everyone is watching to see what’s going to happen; Pharaoh has to say 
something. What does he say?

Exodus 10:8

And Moses and Aaron were returned to Pharaoh; and 
he said unto them: ‘Go, serve the Lord your God; but 
who is it that will go?’

שמות י:ח

ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם, ְלכּוָ ה ְוֶאת-ַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ ב ֶאת-מֶֹשׁ  ַוּיּוַשׁ
ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם; ִמי ָוִמי, ַההְֹלִכים

Who are these anonymous people who brought Moses and Aaron back, and why?

CONSIDER THIS

In Pharaoh’s palace, things are starting to unravel. His own servants are against him. Political command is slipping out of 
Pharaoh’s grasp - all because of his outsized ego, his desperate attempt to maintain the facade of control.

Let’s keep moving in the verses as the drama unfolds. Notice what happens next, in Exodus 10:8:
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Knowing what you do know about Pharaoh’s psychology, why do you think he is asking this question: 
Who will go? And how can you explain Moses’ seemingly tone-deaf reply?

CONSIDER THIS

We wondered earlier why Pharaoh asks this strange question. Given when we know about Pharaoh’s desperate attempt to 
preserve his ego, it seems that he’s looking for an olive branch. It’s as if he’s saying: “Come on, Moses, give me something 
here. I’ll work with you, but I need to hold onto the appearance of control.”

If only Moses would say, “Well, maybe we can leave some cattle behind,” he would have himself a deal. But Moses won’t 
allow this egomaniac to save face. There’s only one seat of power in the universe, and God occupies it. Moses doesn’t 
want to do anything which might suggest otherwise.

So Moses refuses to give him an olive branch: We’re going with everyone: our young and our old, our 
sons and our daughters, our flocks and our herds. Of course, that’s an answer that Pharaoh can’t 
accept and still save face. So he rejects it, and he’s driven out from Pharaoh’s presence.

The servants’ attempt to broker a deal fails. There doesn’t seem to be any hope for 
negotiation between these parties. So Moses brings the eighth plague, locusts, the 
economic atom bomb. And sure enough, Egypt is leveled. The locusts devour every inch 
of vegetation in the whole land. Egypt, the breadbasket of the world, is emptied. There’s 
nothing to be found to eat, not even a stray weed in the soil. Egypt is facing total famine, and 
Pharaoh’s ego still won’t allow him to give in.

So Moses brings the ninth plague - the plague of darkness. The entire country is choked by 
blackness. Without light, it’s as if Egyptian people are suffocating; they can’t leave their homes for 
days. They’re losing their minds. Now Pharaoh is starting to get desperate. He calls back to Moses:

It seems like Pharaoh’s resolve is weakening, that he’s actually prepared to give in. The servants are letting out sighs of 
relief. Egypt will be saved! But then Pharaoh asks Moses this strange question: Who is going?

Exodus 10:8-9

8 And Moses and Aaron were returned to Pharaoh; and 
he said to them: ‘Go, serve the Lord your God; but who 
is it that will go?’ 9 And Moses said: ‘We will go with 
our young and with our old, with our sons and with our 
daughters, with our flocks and with our herds we will 
go; for we must hold a feast unto the Lord.’ 

שמות י:ח–ט

ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם, ְלכּו ה ְוֶאת-ַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ ב ֶאת-מֶֹשׁ  ח ַוּיּוַשׁ
ה,  ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם; ִמי ָוִמי, ַההְֹלִכים. ט  ַויֹּאֶמר מֶֹשׁ

צֹאֵננּו ּוִבְבָקֵרנּו, ָבֵנינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵתנּו ְבּ ְנָעֵרינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנינּו ֵנֵלְך; ְבּ  ִבּ
י ַחג-ְיהָוה, ָלנּו ֵנֵלְך--ִכּ
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Pharaoh proposes a new idea. “You can go -- but how about you leave behind your cattle?” This time, he’s not just implying 
“Who should go?”, he’s explicitly saying: “Can you give me something here?” He knows that he’s rapidly losing ground, but 
he just can’t give in. But the dynamic plays out just the same as before: Moses refuses to give him an olive branch. “We’re 
not leaving a hoof behind!” Moses isn’t oblivious here. He’s being tone deaf on purpose. It’s as if he is saying to Pharaoh: If 
you’re going to let us go, you are going to have to confront your own ego.

When we look at the bigger picture, and the entire story of the Exodus, we understand that all of those questions that we 
had at the beginning of our parsha aren’t questions anymore. The entire time, the problem was Pharaoh’s ego, and his 
inability to see what was right in front of him. It’s as if God is saying, Pharaoh’s sense of self is leading him to deny me? 
Then his sense of self will be his downfall. God isn’t working any magic on Pharaoh. God isn’t interfering with Pharaoh’s 
free will. What we’re seeing isn’t a divine trick, it’s the natural - albeit dysfunctional - reaction of a narcissist to provocation. 
It’s this response which leads Pharaoh to refuse to cave in the face of ever growing threats throughout our parsha: 
cataclysmic locusts, crippling darkness, and ultimately the death of every firstborn son throughout the land. The whole 
account makes sense, and is revealed to be a deeper and more nuanced story than we might have first thought.

Hopefully most of us don’t have an ego quite as outsized at Pharaoh’s. But still, the lesson is frightening. The Torah is 
teaching us about the danger of ego, which can make you blind to a truth which is staring you in the face - so blind that it 
can become your undoing. For people who put their faith in the intellect, in the idea that people always act rationally, this is 
devastating. Pharaoh holds onto his ego for dear life, posturing and trying to project an image of himself as strong, secure 
and unyielding. He thinks that it’s a source of strength - but it’s his greatest weakness.

It’s Pharaoh’s own inability to give in which leads to his loss of political power as his servants turn against him. It leads 
to the ruination of his kingdom with the plague of locusts, the devastation of all of Egypt’s grain, the literal undoing of 
hundreds of years of slavery. It leads to the death of his own son. Ultimately, it will lead to his own personal destruction. 
That’s what these final three plagues are about, and it’s what God wanted the Hebrews, and the world, to see.

Exodus 10:24-26

24 And Pharaoh called unto Moses, and said: ‘Go you, 
serve the Lord; only let your flocks and your herds stay 
behind; let your little ones also go with you.’ 25 And 
Moses said: You also need to give us sacrifices and 
burnt-offerings, so we can sacrifice to the Lord our 
God. 26 Our cattle will also go with us; there will not be 
a hoof left behind; for we will take it to serve the Lord 
our God; and we won’t know with what we must serve 
the Lord, until we get there.’ 

שמות י:כד–כו

ה, ַויֹּאֶמר ְלכּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה--ַרק ְקָרא ַפְרעֹה ֶאל-מֶֹשׁ  כד  ַוִיּ
ֶכם. כה  ַויֹּאֶמר ֶכם, ֵיֵלְך ִעָמּ ם-ַטְפּ ג:  ַגּ  צֹאְנֶכם ּוְבַקְרֶכם, ֻיָצּ

ינּו, ַליהָוה ָיֵדנּו ְזָבִחים ְועֹלֹת; ְוָעִשׂ ן ְבּ ֵתּ ה ִתּ ם-ַאָתּ ה, ַגּ  מֶֹשׁ
ּנּו י ִמֶמּ ְרָסה--ִכּ ֵאר ַפּ נּו, לֹא ִתָשּׁ  ֱאלֵֹהינּו. כו ְוַגם-ִמְקֵננּו ֵיֵלְך ִעָמּ

ֲעֹבד ח, ַלֲעֹבד ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהינּו; ַוֲאַנְחנּו לֹא-ֵנַדע, ַמה-ַנּ  ִנַקּ
ה ָמּ ֵאנּו, ָשׁ ֶאת-ְיהָוה, ַעד-ֹבּ
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Source Sheet

Exodus 7:5 (from Parshat Va’era)

5 And the Egyptians will know that I am the Lord, when I 
stretch forth My hand on Egypt, and bring out the children 
of Israel from among them.’ 

Exodus 10:1-11 (from Parshat Bo)

1 And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Go in to Pharaoh; for I 
have hardened his heart, and the heart of his servants, in 
order that I might show these signs of Mine in their midst; 
2 and in order that you will tell your son, and your son’s 
son, how I have played with Egypt, and My signs which I 
have done among them; that you all will know that I am the 
Lord.’ 3 And Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh, and said 
to him: ‘Thus said the Lord, the God of the Hebrews: For 
how much longer are you going to refuse to be subjugated 
before Me? Let My people go, so they can serve Me. 4 For if 

Exodus 7:27-35 (from Parshat Va’era)

27 And Pharaoh sent, and called for Moses and Aaron, and 
said to them: ‘I have sinned this time; the Lord is righteous, 
and I and my people are wicked. 28 Entreat the Lord, and 
let there be enough of these mighty thunderings and hail; 
and I will let you go, and you shall stay no longer.’ 29 And 
Moses said to him: ‘As soon as I am gone out of the city, 
I will spread forth my hands to the Lord; the thunders will 
cease, neither will there be any more hail; that you will 
know that the earth is the Lord’s. 30 But as for you and your 
servants, I know that you will not yet fear the Lord God.’-- 
31 And the flax and the barley were smitten; for the barley 
was in the ear, and the flax was in bloom. 32 But the wheat 
and the spelt were not smitten; for they ripen late.-- 33 And 
Moses went out of the city from Pharaoh, and spread forth 
his hands to the Lord; and the thunders and hail ceased, 
and the rain was not poured upon the earth. 34 And when 
Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunders 
were ceased, he sinned yet more, and hardened his heart, 
he and his servants. 35 And the heart of Pharaoh was 
hardened, and he did not let the children of Israel go; as the 
Lord had spoken by Moses.

שמות  פרק ז:ה

ְנטִֹתי ֶאת-ָיִדי ַעל-ִמְצָרִים; ְוהֹוֵצאִתי י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה, ִבּ  ה ְוָיְדעּו ִמְצַרִים ִכּ
ָרֵאל, ִמּתֹוָכם ֵני-ִיְשׂ ֶאת-ְבּ

שמות י:א–יא

י ֶאת-ִלּבֹו, ְדִתּ י-ֲאִני ִהְכַבּ ְרעֹה:  ִכּ א ֶאל-ַפּ ה, ֹבּ  א  ַויֹּאֶמר ְיהָוה ֶאל-מֶֹשׁ
ר ַסֵפּ ִקְרּבֹו. ב  ּוְלַמַען ְתּ ה, ְבּ ִתי אֹתַֹתי ֵאֶלּ  ְוֶאת-ֵלב ֲעָבָדיו, ְלַמַען ִשׁ

ר- ִמְצַרִים, ְוֶאת-אֹתַֹתי, ֲאֶשׁ י ְבּ ְלִתּ ר ִהְתַעַלּ ְנָך, ֵאת ֲאֶשׁ ָאְזֵני ִבְנָך ּוֶבן-ִבּ ְבּ
ְרעֹה, ה ְוַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ י-ֲאִני ְיהָוה. ג ַוָיֹּבא מֶֹשׁ ם, ִכּ י ָבם; ִויַדְעֶתּ ְמִתּ  ַשׂ
ה-ָאַמר ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהי ָהִעְבִרים, ַעד-ָמַתי ֵמַאְנָתּ ֵלָעֹנת  ַויֹּאְמרּו ֵאָליו ֹכּ
י-- ַח ֶאת-ַעִמּ ֵלּ ה, ְלַשׁ י ִאם-ָמֵאן ַאָתּ י, ְוַיַעְבֻדִני. ד  ִכּ ח ַעִמּ ַלּ ָני; ַשׁ ִמָפּ
ה ֶאת-ֵעין ָהָאֶרץ, ְולֹא יּוַכל ְגֻבֶלָך. ה  ְוִכָסּ ה, ִבּ  ִהְנִני ֵמִביא ָמָחר ַאְרֶבּ

ָרד, ֶאֶרת ָלֶכם ִמן-ַהָבּ ְשׁ ֵלָטה, ַהִנּ  ִלְראֹת ֶאת-ָהָאֶרץ; ְוָאַכל ֶאת-ֶיֶתר ַהְפּ
י ָכל- יָך ּוָבֵתּ ֶדה. ו  ּוָמְלאּו ָבֶתּ ׂ ֵמַח ָלֶכם ִמן-ַהָשּ ל-ָהֵעץ, ַהצֹּ ְוָאַכל ֶאת-ָכּ

שמות  פרק ז:כז–לה

ה ּוְלַאֲהרֹן, ַויֹּאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם, ָחָטאִתי ְקָרא ְלמֶֹשׁ ְרעֹה, ַוִיּ ַלח ַפּ ְשׁ  כז ַוִיּ
ירּו, ֶאל-ְיהָוה, ִעים.  כח ַהְעִתּ י, ָהְרָשׁ יק, ַוֲאִני ְוַעִמּ ִדּ ַעם:  ְיהָוה, ַהַצּ  ַהָפּ
ָחה ֶאְתֶכם, ְולֹא תִֹספּון ַלֲעמֹד. ְלּ   ְוַרב, ִמְהיֹת קֹלֹת ֱאלִֹהים ּוָבָרד; ַוֲאַשׁ
י ֶאל-ְיהָוה; ַפּ ֵצאִתי ֶאת-ָהִעיר, ֶאְפרֹׂש ֶאת-ַכּ ה, ְכּ  כט ַויֹּאֶמר ֵאָליו, מֶֹשׁ
י ַליהָוה ָהָאֶרץ. ַדע, ִכּ ָרד לֹא ִיְהֶיה-עֹוד, ְלַמַען ֵתּ לּון, ְוַהָבּ לֹות ֶיְחָדּ   ַהקֹּ
ֵני ְיהָוה ֱאלִֹהים.  לא יְראּון, ִמְפּ י ֶטֶרם ִתּ י--ִכּ ה, ַוֲעָבֶדיָך:  ָיַדְעִתּ  ל ְוַאָתּ

ְבעֹל. ה ִגּ ָתּ ְשׁ עָֹרה ָאִביב, ְוַהִפּ ׂ י ַהְשּ ָתה:  ִכּ עָֹרה, ֻנָכּ ׂ ה ְוַהְשּ ָתּ ְשׁ   ְוַהִפּ
ה ֵמִעם ה.  לג ַוֵיֵּצא מֶֹשׁ י ֲאִפילֹת, ֵהָנּ ֶמת, לֹא ֻנּכּו:  ִכּ ֶסּ ה ְוַהֻכּ  לבְוַהִחָטּ

ָרד, לֹות ְוַהָבּ לּו ַהקֹּ יו, ֶאל-ְיהָוה; ַוַיְּחְדּ ָפּ ְרעֹה, ֶאת-ָהִעיר, ַוִיְּפרֹׂש ַכּ  ַפּ
ָרד ָטר ְוַהָבּ י-ָחַדל ַהָמּ ְרעֹה, ִכּ ְך ָאְרָצה.  לד ַוַיְּרא ַפּ  ּוָמָטר לֹא-ִנַתּ

ְרעֹה, ד ִלּבֹו, הּוא ַוֲעָבָדיו.  לה ַוֶיֱּחַזק ֵלב ַפּ לֹת--ַויֶֹּסף ַלֲחטֹא; ַוַיְּכֵבּ  ְוַהקֹּ
ה ַיד-מֶֹשׁ ר ְיהָוה, ְבּ ֶבּ ר ִדּ ֲאֶשׁ ָרֵאל:  ַכּ ֵני ִיְשׂ ח ֶאת-ְבּ ַלּ ְולֹא ִשׁ
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Exodus 10:24-26

24 And Pharaoh called unto Moses, and said: ‘Go you, serve 
the Lord; only let your flocks and your herds stay behind; let 
your little ones also go with you.’ 25 And Moses said: You 
also need to give us sacrifices and burnt-offerings, so we 
can sacrifice to the Lord our God. 26 Our cattle will also go 
with us; there will not be a hoof left behind; for we will take 
it to serve the Lord our God; and we won’t know with what 
we must serve the Lord, until we get there.’

שמות י:כד–כו

ה, ַויֹּאֶמר ְלכּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה--ַרק צֹאְנֶכם ְקָרא ַפְרעֹה ֶאל-מֶֹשׁ  כד  ַוִיּ
ה ם-ַאָתּ ה, ַגּ ֶכם. כה  ַויֹּאֶמר מֶֹשׁ ֶכם, ֵיֵלְך ִעָמּ ם-ַטְפּ ג:  ַגּ  ּוְבַקְרֶכם, ֻיָצּ

ינּו, ַליהָוה ֱאלֵֹהינּו. כו ְוַגם-ִמְקֵננּו ֵיֵלְך ָיֵדנּו ְזָבִחים ְועֹלֹת; ְוָעִשׂ ן ְבּ ֵתּ  ִתּ
ח, ַלֲעֹבד ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהינּו; ּנּו ִנַקּ י ִמֶמּ ְרָסה--ִכּ ֵאר ַפּ נּו, לֹא ִתָשּׁ  ִעָמּ

ה ָמּ ֵאנּו, ָשׁ ֲעֹבד ֶאת-ְיהָוה, ַעד-ֹבּ ַוֲאַנְחנּו לֹא-ֵנַדע, ַמה-ַנּ

you refuse to let My people go, behold, tomorrow I will bring 
locusts into your border; 5 and they shall cover the face of 
the earth, that one will not be able to see the earth; and they 
will eat the residue of that which is escaped, which remains 
to you from the hail, and will eat every tree which grows 
for you out of the field; 6 and your houses will be filled, and 
the houses of all your servants, and the houses of all the 
Egyptians; as neither your fathers nor your fathers’ fathers 
have seen, since the day that they were upon the earth until 
this day.’ And he turned, and went out from Pharaoh. 7 And 
Pharaoh’s servants said to him: ‘How long shall this man 
be a snare unto us? let the men go, that they may serve the 
Lord their God; Don’t you know yet that Egypt is destroyed?’ 
8 And Moses and Aaron were returned to Pharaoh; and he 
said to them: ‘Go, serve the Lord your God; but who is it that 
will go?’ 9 And Moses said: ‘We will go with our young and 
with our old, with our sons and with our daughters, with our 
flocks and with our herds we will go; for we must hold a 
feast unto the Lord.’ 10 And he said to them: ‘So be the Lord 
with you, as I will let you go, and your little ones; see you 
that evil is before your face. 11 Not so; go now you that are 
men, and serve the Lord; for that is what you desire.’ And 
they were driven out from Pharaoh’s presence.

ר לֹא-ָראּו ֲאבֶֹתיָך ַוֲאבֹות ֲאבֶֹתיָך, ִמּיֹום י ָכל-ִמְצַרִים, ֲאֶשׁ  ֲעָבֶדיָך, ּוָבֵתּ
ְרעֹה. ז ַויֹּאְמרּו ֵצא, ֵמִעם ַפּ   ֱהיֹוָתם ַעל-ָהֲאָדָמה ַעד ַהּיֹום ַהֶזּה; ַוִיֶּפן ַוֵיּ
ים, ח ֶאת-ָהֲאָנִשׁ ַלּ  ַעְבֵדי ַפְרעֹה ֵאָליו, ַעד-ָמַתי ִיְהֶיה ֶזה ָלנּו ְלמֹוֵקׁש--ַשׁ
ב י ָאְבָדה ִמְצָרִים.  ח ַוּיּוַשׁ ַדע, ִכּ  ְוַיַעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ֱאלֵֹהיֶהם; ֲהֶטֶרם ֵתּ
ְרעֹה, ַויֹּאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם, ְלכּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה ה ְוֶאת-ַאֲהרֹן, ֶאל-ַפּ  ֶאת-מֶֹשׁ

ְנָעֵרינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנינּו ֵנֵלְך; ה, ִבּ  ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם; ִמי ָוִמי, ַההְֹלִכים.  ט ַויֹּאֶמר מֶֹשׁ
י ַחג-ְיהָוה, ָלנּו.  י ַויֹּאֶמר צֹאֵננּו ּוִבְבָקֵרנּו, ֵנֵלְך--ִכּ ָבֵנינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵתנּו ְבּ  ְבּ

ֶכם; ְראּו, ח ֶאְתֶכם, ְוֶאת-ַטְפּ ַלּ ר ֲאַשׁ ֲאֶשׁ ֶכם, ַכּ  ֲאֵלֶהם, ְיִהי ֵכן ְיהָוה ִעָמּ
י ָבִרים ְוִעְבדּו ֶאת-ְיהָוה--ִכּ ֵניֶכם.  יא לֹא ֵכן, ְלכּו-ָנא ַהְגּ י ָרָעה ֶנֶגד ְפּ  ִכּ

ֵני ַפְרעֹה ים; ַוְיָגֶרׁש אָֹתם, ֵמֵאת ְפּ ם ְמַבְקִשׁ אָֹתּה, ַאֶתּ


