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A Bloody Plague 

This week we will read about the Makos, 

the Ten Plagues that castigated Egypt in 

retribution for the terrible suffering they inflicted 

on B’nei Israel. The first plague of dom, blood, 

was an unusual form of punishment and merits 

some thought. 

The Torah tells us, “There shall be blood 

in all the land of Egypt.”   ר ר־ַבְיא ֹ֖ ִים ֲאשֶׁ ל־ַהַמַּ֥ ְפ֪כּו כָּ ָֽ ַויֵּהָּ

ם ָֽ  The plagues were meted out based on a ”ְלדָּ

principle of “mida keneged mida”- measure for 

measure. The plague of blood was a direct result 

of Egyptians forbidding the constructions of 

mikvoos, ritual baths which purify from the ritual 

contamination of blood. Rabeinu Yosef Bechor 

Shor1 explains that this plague lasted for a short 

while, only until the rivers and all bodies of water 

congealed into blood thus killing all aquatic life 

forms. Shortly after, it turned back into water. 

However, the water remained putrid with a strong 

foul odor of dead fish. “The fish life that was in 

the river died and the river became foul; Egypt 

could not drink water from the river, and the 
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blood was throughout the land of Egypt.” They 

were unable to drink the water of the river not 

because of the blood, after all the waters reversed 

back to its original state, but because of the 

multitude of dead fish which was floating on the 

river. The stench and pollution was such that no 

one was able to drink or utilize the water.  

Others 2  ask, if the waters turned into 

blood, how could the Egyptian magicians perform 

the trick of turning water into blood, it was 

already in that state? According to the 

commentary of Bechor Shor we can understand 

why the magicians had water to turn into blood, 

because the water only became blood for a short 

while and then reversed back to water.  That is 

why the royal magicians were able to turn water 

into blood, trying to discredit Moshe.  

The commentator Moshav Zekenim asks 

if the main part of ‘Makas Dom’ was the powerful 

stench and not the duration of the blood, why is 

this plague called the Plague of Blood?  

He writes that smell is not as shocking and 

gruesome as the appearance of blood. The sight 

of blood even on a small scale can be traumatic, 

let alone on a massive scale such as what 

happened in Egypt when the entire Nile delta 

turned into a puddle of dark red gore.  
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“Why blood? 
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There is a dispute amongst the rishonim3 

as to how this plague actually affected the bodies 

of waters. Some are of the opinion that the waters 

only turned to blood in appearance, but the taste 

remained that of water. Others says that it literally 

turned into blood; it tasted and smelled like blood. 

The Rabeinu Bechaye explains that the 

waters turned into blood gradually and the 

Egyptian sorcerers took advantage of this. The 

verse tell us, םַוַיֲָֽעׂשּו־ ֶ֑ יהֶׁ טֵּ ִים ְבלָּ י ִמְצַרֹ֖ ַּ֥ ן ַחְרֻטמֵּ ֪ כֵּ  “The 

necromancers of Egypt did the same with their 

charms.” Once they heard that Moshe and Aaron 

warned Pharaoh that in the first plague water will 

be transformed into blood, they hurried to the 

places the plague hadn’t reached yet and took 

credit for turning the waters into blood in order 

to discredit Moshe and Aharon. That is the reason 

the verse tells us, “The necromancers of Egypt 

did the same with their charms.” 

The Ritvah explains that during the plague 

blood acted like a fire and produced smoke. That 

is why in the Hagadah we say, “dom-blood, 

v’aish-fire, v’timros Ashan and clouds of smoke. 

Furthermore, the Hagadah says, “U’bemofsim, 

zeh hadam” “The wonders refers to the plague of 

blood.”  The plague of blood is called mofsim, 

‘wonders’ in the plural, meaning that within the 

plague of blood itself there were other miraculous 

occurrences, for example the stench and the 

smoke.  
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A final thought. The Egyptians may have 

tried to imitate Makos Dom, they may have tried 

to ignore the incredible events that took place, but 

they could not ignore the blatant meaning of this 

punishment.  For over two centuries, Egyptians 

spilled Jewish blood as if it was nothing more 

than water.  Pharaoh bathed in the blood of 

Jewish children and continued to believe that he 

had reached the pinnacle of civilization.  Hashem 

gave them far more blood than they could handle. 

He made them cognizant of their depravity and 

cruelty when he surrounded them with it, using a 

life force to deprive them of what they needed to 

stay alive, water. In this way, blood and gore were 

the ultimate “midah k’neged midah.”  May we 

recognize Hashem’s hand when He punishes the 

enemies of His people.  

 

 

  

 

 


