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Gilad Sasson[1] 

Parashat Bo 

The Plagues as a Process of Educating 

The weekly readings of Va-Era and Bo tell of the ten plagues with which the Lord smote Egypt. 
Commentators and Bible scholars have suggested different ways of grouping these plagues 
according to various criteria,[2] one of which is by the agent through whom the plague was 
carried out: 

Plague Agent 

Blood, Frogs, Lice Aaron  – 7:19-20; 8:2, 13 

Swarms of insects/wild beasts, 
Pestilence 

The Lord  – 8:20; 9:6 

Boils Moses and Aaron  – 9:10 



Hail, Locusts, Darkness Moses  – 9:23; 10:13, 22 

Firstborns The Lord  – 12:29 

  

This grouping of plagues raises the question why the plagues were not carried out by a single 
agent, and whether there is any significance to the order of the agents.[3]  To answer these 
questions we must first investigate the object of the plagues.  The primary and explicitly 
mentioned reason was to force Pharaoh to let the Israelites go (Ex. 7:3-4). However, aside from 
this objective the plagues appear to have had two secondary objectives, directed at other 
figures:  Moses, on the one hand, and Egypt's magicians – not to imply any comparison – on the 
other.  Through the plagues, the Lord sought to cause Moses as well as the magicians to go 
through an educational process.  This process lies at the root of the order of agents 
implementing the plagues. 

What educational process did the Lord wish Moses to experience?  Recall that the Lord sought 
to send Moses to Pharaoh, but Moses tried to evade responsibility for this mission three times 
(Ex. 4:13, 6:12, 6:30).  The Lord's response to Moses' evasive behavior was to apportion 
authority and responsibility between him and Aaron – Aaron would be the one to act as 
intermediary between Moses and Pharaoh in matters of word and deed (Ex. 4:14, 7:1). 
Ostensibly, the Lord gave in to Moses, and indeed, in the first three plagues – blood, frogs, and 
lice – Aaron was the one who carried out G-d's instructions.  Moses might have concluded from 
this that his joint mission with Aaron was the model that would continue in what was to come. 

An interesting change of direction occurs with the plague of boils (swarms of insects/wild beasts 
and pestilence will be discussed later on).  With this plague, G-d commanded both Moses and 
Aaron:  "Then the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, 'Each of you take handfuls of soot from the 
kiln'" (Ex. 9:8).  But the continuation of the verse is perplexing:  "and let Moses throw it toward 
the sky in the presence of Pharaoh."  Why did the Lord ask both Moses and Aaron to take 
handfuls of soot, but only Moses was commanded to throw it?  It seems that in this plague the 
Lord sought to place responsibility on Moses; this time, he was to be the agent carrying out the 
plague, instead of Aaron.  Upon first hearing the Lord's command, Moses might have thought 
that the Lord only sought to include him along with Aaron, and that both of them together would 
carry out the task.  But then the Lord surprised him by commanding him alone, and not Aaron, 
to throw the soot toward the sky.  From this point on, responsibility for carrying things out 
passed from Aaron to Moses.  Indeed, Aaron is no longer mentioned in connection with the 
plagues, and Moses becomes the one who carries out the plagues of hail, locusts and 
darkness.  In the plague of boils, the Lord forced Moses to take full responsibility for his mission 
despite his initial opposition.  The person whose role it is to lead the Israelites out of Egypt and 
bring them to the land of Canaan cannot escape from responsibility.  He must face the 



challenge and cope with the difficulties on his own.  Indeed, in the wake of the plagues, Moses 
came to understand this. 

As we mentioned, the Lord sought not only to educate Moses, but also the Egyptian magicians. 
In the second encounter of Moses and Aaron with Pharaoh, Aaron turned his staff into a 
serpent, and the magicians succeeded in doing likewise (Ex. 7:11-12).  Their success made 
them think that Aaron was a magician, perhaps on a high level, for his staff had swallowed 
theirs, nevertheless he was nothing more than a magician in their eyes.  In the plagues of blood 
and frogs, the magicians also managed to change the water to blood (Ex. 7:22) and to bring 
frogs out over Egypt (Ex. 8:3), and this success fixed in their minds the idea that they were 
dealing with no more than magic.  The situation changed with the plague of lice, when the 
magicians could not succeed in producing lice (Ex. 8:14).  This failure made it clear to them that 
they were not dealing with magic, and hence their response was to say, "This is the finger of 
G-d!" (Ex. 8:15).  The magicians understood that Aaron was G-d's emissary, not a magician.[4] 
Indeed, on the heels of this understanding came the plague swarms of insects/wild beasts, and 
then of pestilence, both of which were carried out by G-d.  This made it clear to the magicians, 
beyond any doubt, that they were not dealing with magic but with the might of the Lord.  In this 
educational process, too, the plague of boils had significance, this time for the magicians.  We 
read:  "The magicians were unable to confront Moses because of the inflammation, for the 
inflammation afflicted the magicians as well as all the other Egyptians" (Ex. 9:11).  Only this 
plague is described as affecting the magicians in addition to the Egyptians.  Following this 
plague, the magicians are no longer mentioned in connection with the plagues, just as Aaron is 
no longer mentioned (with reference to the plagues) after the plague of boils.  The educational 
process they underwent was similar to that Moses experienced:  initially, the Lord let both 
Moses and the magicians think that events were unfolding in a certain fashion, but later their 
erroneous thinking became apparent to them. 

Now it remains but to explain why the Lord acted directly in the plagues of swarms of 
insects/wild beasts, pestilence, and specifically of firstborns.  As we said, the plague of swarms 
of insects/wild beasts is the turning point, and there the Lord acted directly in order to make it 
clear to the magicians that it was indeed He who initiated the plagues.  Regarding pestilence 
and firstborns, we suggest that they are distinguished from the other plagues insofar as they 
involve taking of life.  Pestilence took the life of the animals in Egypt, and the plague of the 
firstborns took the life of Egypt's firstborn children.  Striking at the lives of Egypt's animals and 
humans the Lord reserved for Himself, not sharing the task with Moses or Aaron.[5] 

In conclusion, the order of those who carry out the plagues indicates two additional objectives 
the Lord sought to accomplish when He smote the Egyptians:  1) preparing Moses to cope with 
the challenges of leadership and to assume responsibility for his mission; 2) teaching the 
magicians that it was the Lord acting against Egypt, not magic wrought by human beings. 

Translated by Rachel Rowen 

 



 

[1] Dr. Gilad Sasson teaches in the Department of Talmud. 

[2] The most famous grouping of all is that of R. Judah, cited in the Passover Haggadah: 
DeTza"Kh, `Ada"Sh BeAHa"v. On other groupings of the plagues against Egypt, cf. S. E. 
Loewenstamm, "Makkot Mitzraim," Encyclopedia Mikra'it, vol. 4, p. 958-959; Amos Hakham, 
Perush Da`at Mikra le-Sefer Shemot, Jerusalem 1991, p. 172-178; Shemaryahu Talmon and 
Yitzhak Avishur, Olam ha-Tanakh – Sefer Shemot, Tel Aviv 2002, p. 58-61. 

[3] Exodus Rabbah 12.4 (Soncino edition, p. 146) tries to explain this grouping:  "Three of the 
plagues came through the agency of Aaron, three through Moses, three through G-d, and one 
through the united efforts of all three.  Blood, frogs and lice, being on the earth, were through 
Aaron; hail, locusts, and darkness, through Moses, because they were in the air and Moses had 
power over earth and heaven; the swarms, the pestilence and the plague of the firstborn 
through G-d, and the boils – through all of them."  Philo, in Life of Moses 1.97, predated the 
Sages in suggesting a different explanation of this grouping. 

[4] In the matter of turning a staff into a serpent, Exodus Rabbah 9.7 (Soncino edition, p. 123) 
puts words into the mouth of the Egyptian magicians:  "Each cast down his rod, and they turned 
into serpents (Ex. 7:12) – they said to Moses: Would you carry straw to Afarayim [=coals to 
Newcastle]?"  Regarding the magicians' success in the plague of blood, it says (loc. cit., Ex. 
9.11, p. 128):  "The Egyptian magicians did the same with their spells (Ex. 7:22) – this teaches 
that they held it all to be the work of witchcraft."  Regarding their success in the plague of frogs, 
it says (loc. cit., Ex. 10.4, p. 134):  "But the magicians did the same with their spells (Ex. 8:3) – 
under the impression that it was only the work of witchcraft."  The magicians' realization in the 
plague of lice that it was not a matter of witchcraft is explained by the homilist (loc. cit., Ex. 10.7, 
p. 136):  "And the magicians said to Pharaoh, 'This is the finger of G-d!' (Ex. 8:15) – as soon as 
the magicians realized that they were not able to produce the lice, they recognized that the 
deeds were those of a G-d and not witchcraft."  For further reading on the struggle between 
Aaron and the magicians in this regard, cf. Yair Zakovitch, The Concept of the Miracle in the 
Bible, MOD Books, 1991. 

[5] Another point shared by the plagues of pestilence and firstborns is that each of them 
concludes a series of five plagues.  Pestilence is the last of the five plagues begun by Aaron, 
and smiting the firstborns is the last of the five plagues initiated by Moses.  Regarding the 
plague of swarms of insects/wild beasts, it is hard to understand from the plain sense of 
Scripture what exactly happened.  The prevailing, although not the only, view is that it 
concerned creatures that take life, thus this plague, too, involved loss of life and therefore was 
carried out by the Lord.  In the plague of hail, as well, humans and animals perished, but the 
objective of the plague was not to kill, for those who took cover in their houses were saved. 

 


