
 

The Cost of Slavery 
Why were the Egyptians punished so harshly by God, and what lessons should we take away from it? 
 
 
 Every year, as we read about the Ten Plagues, and specifically the final plague, the Death of the 
Firstborn, many people ask the same question: why were the Egyptians punished this way? First of all, 
Pharaoh was the one who refused to free the Hebrews; the average Egyptian had no power. And even if 
they did, why were the firstborn punished? What sin did they commit? 
 These questions do not have simple answers. But we are not the first to ask these questions, 
either. In fact, over 150 years ago, the same question was being asked, although based not on the Biblical 
passage, but on current events. 
 On March 4, 1865, President Abraham Lincoln delivered his Second Inaugural Address in 
Washington, D.C. As the Civil War was winding down, and the freedom of the slaves was all but assured, 
President Lincoln took the opportunity to ask a theological question: Why did God permit such a tragedy 
as the Civil War to take place? 600,000 dead, property destroyed, families torn apart - what was the 
reason for such a disaster?  
 According to President Lincoln: the answer was simple: slavery. The United States, according to 
him, was built on the backs of slaves, and so long as slavery continued, God needed to punish the country 
for its sins. As he says explicitly:   

“Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass 
away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman's two hundred and fifty 
years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by 
another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the 
judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’” 

The country benefited from slavery; so long as it remained, they were subject to suffer because 
of it.  

So too the Egyptians. They could have appealed to Pharaoh with Moses and Aaron. They could 
have refused anything made by slave labor. But instead, the Egyptians ignored the calls of their fellows, 
suffering indignities, while they themselves benefited from this crime. 

We must remember the mistakes of the Egyptians as we remember our own redemption from 
Egypt. We cannot allow ourselves to ignore the suffering of others for the short term luxury that might 
result. This is a difficult task, but we must remember our own suffering, and how we needed the aid of 
our neighbors, so that we might provide our own aid.  


