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Pharaoh’s Wisdom 

    As we read in this week’s parsha of Pharaoh’s 

continual refusals of Moshe’s demand for freedom for 

Klal Israel, we are learning a powerful lesson. 

The Medrash1 tells us that when Moshe was 

captured and brought to the gallows to be executed by 

Pharaoh’s death squad, Hashem made Pharaoh blind 

and deaf. Pharaoh and his minions panicked and 

Moshe was able to escape. It was obvious to everyone 

there that Pharaoh lost his senses because in trying to 

kill Moshe, he lost his sense! It was clearly a direct 

reprimand. Why wasn’t Pharaoh shaken by it? Why did 

he continue his stubborn insistence on a plan that was 

obviously failing? 

The Torah tells us that Pharaoh was not a 

simpleton. He was able to see into the future. He was 

able to decipher the constellations and read the course 

of events that would follow. Pharaoh knew that a boy 

would be born who would eventually lead a movement 

to rescue the Jewish people. He also predicted critical 

events that would happen to the Jews during their 

journey in the desert. For example, he saw through a 

star named “Ra’ah” that something bad was going to 

happen, he predicted that they would worship the 
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golden calf and as a result there’d be bloodshed. 

Furthermore, when Moshe asked Pharaoh for 

permission to leave and bring an offering to Hashem, 

Pharaoh asked, “Which ones are going?”  The Ba’al 

Haturim examined the numerical value of these words 

and found it equal to “Kalev u’ben Nun” the names of 

two scouts who did not perish and who eventually 

entered the land of Israel. Yehoshua bin Nun and 

Kalev ben Yefuneh were not the only ones to enter 

Israel after forty years of desert wonderings. That is 

why Moshe answered Pharaoh’s question, “With our 

youngsters and with our elders shall we go; with our 

sons and with our daughters…” So while Pharaoh 

tried to force a point that a number of people will not 

merit to end up in the Promised Land, it is remarkable 

that he foresaw as much as he did.  Yet in spite of his 

awareness of the future, Pharaoh chose to disregard all 

this information and deliberately rebel against Hashem, 

why? 

 

We learn from Pharaoh a fundamental idea in 

Judaism and in human behavior. A person can be 

intelligent and hold a vast amount of knowledge in the 

mind.  Nevertheless, if he is lacking good midos, 

refined character traits, he will be doomed to failure as 

a human being. Pharaoh saw the grand designs of the 

universe, but lacked humility to such a degree that he 

failed to see his own place in His designs.  He thought 

he knew it all! He was the best, second to none! His 

view of himself pushed anyone else, even G-d, out of 

the picture. 

“The measure of intelligence is the ability to change.”  

 Albert Einstein 
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Rav Akiva Eiger explains the following verses 

at the end of parshas Vaeira: “And as for you and your 

servants, I know that you are not yet fearful of 

Hashem, G-d…..The flax and the barley were 

smashed, for the barley was nearly ripe and the flax 

was in its stalk….And the wheat and the spelt were 

not smashed, for they are late-ripping.” What is this 

description of crops doing here at the end of last 

week’s Parsha, what message does the Torah wish to 

convey?  In these verses is a vital message of humility 

and midos tovos. Wheat and spelt were not smashed 

by the plague of hail because they were flexible and 

able to give in. Flax and barley on the other hand were 

beaten and thrashed because they were stiff and 

unable to show flexibility. The Torah is teaching us 

that this was Pharaoh’s downfall too. He was inflexible 

and unable to surrender his intellect to Hashem. He 

had a vast knowledge of this world, of the zodiac and 

the galaxies, but this was only theoretical knowledge, 

stripped of awareness of Hashem and yiras Hashem.  

The Gemora tells us about a personality in 

Tanach named Yeravam. Yeravam was responsible for 

committing severe crimes against Hashem and the 

Jewish people. Yet, Hashem saw it fit to give him a 

chance to repent and repair his relationship with the 

Jewish nation and with G-d Himself. The Gemora2 

tells us in the name of Rav Abba a conversation 

between Hashem and Yeravam, “After this thing, 

Yeravam did not turn his back from his evil way. What 

is the meaning of the word “achar” after this thing? 

Rav Abba said, “After Hashem seized Yaravam by his 

shirt and said to him, “Return! Repent and I, you, and 

the son of Yishai (King David) will stroll together in 

the Garden of Eden!” Yaravam thereupon said to G-d, 
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“Who will be at the head?” Hashem replied, “The son 

of Yishai will be at the head.”Yeravam answered, “If 

so, I do not desire.” This is a striking example of gaiva. 

Not only did Hashem Himself insist that he repent, he 

gave him an incentive to do it. How could Yaravam 

turn it down? Rav Shach זצ"ל explained that Yeravam 

refused because he lacked humility. His knowledge of 

Hashem and His Torah was not sufficient to grant him 

midos tovos. Yeravam forfeited his portion in the 

world-to- come and eternal life because he was unable 

to bend, to humble himself. 

The lesson here is very clear and very difficult 

to learn. Pharaoh failed to learn it time and again. 

Intelligence and even knowledge are not enough.  

They may be the fuel that powers the vehicle, but 

unless the driver makes an effort, the vehicle will 

remain stationary.  Without an effort to work on one’s 

middos, knowledge remains a tool of arrogance, and 

instead of bringing light, it enforces darkness.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


