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1. The Ten Plagues

A. The Haggadah

?הֵן וְאֵלּו, בְּמִצְרַיִם עַל־הַמִּצְרִים הּוא בָּרּוךְ הַקָּדֹוׁש שֶׁהֵבִיא מַּכֹות עֶשֶׂר אֵּלּו

בְּכֹורֹות מַכַּת, חשֶׁךְ, אַרְבֶּה, בָּרָד, שְׁחִין, דֶּבֶר, עָרֹוב, כִּנִּים, צְפַרְדֵּעַ, דָּם

These are [the] ten plagues that the Holy One, blessed be God, brought upon the Egyptians 
in Egypt, which are they?: Blood, Frogs, Lice, [The] Mixture [of Wild Animals/Swarming 
Insects] (?), Pestilence, Boils, Hail, Locusts, Darkness, Slaying of [the] Firstborn.

B. Mishna Avot 5:4:

 במצרים המצריים על הוא ברוך הקדוש הביא מכות עשר. הים על ועשרה במצרים לאבותינו נעשו נסים עשרה
.הים על ועשרה

(Note: the second sentence in that Mishnah is likely not original, but a much later, 
explanatory gloss)

Earliest appearances of “the Ten Plagues,” Jubilees 48:4–11 (also Philo “On the Life of 
Moses”):

And I delivered you out of his hand, and you performed the signs and wonders that you were 
sent to perform in Egypt against Pharaoh, and against all his house, and against his servants 
and his people. And the Lord executed a great vengeance on them for Israel's sake, and smote 
them through (the plagues of) blood and frogs, lice and dog-flies, and malignant boils 
breaking forth in swellings; and their cattle by death; and by hail-stones, thereby God 
destroyed everything that grew for them; and by locusts that devoured the residue which had 
been left by the hail, and by darkness; and by the death of the first-born of men and animals, 
and on all their idols the Lord took vengeance and burned them with fire… And everything 
took place according to your words; ten great and terrible judgments came on the land of 
Egypt that you might execute vengeance on it for Israel.

2. Our Parasha:  “Last Three Plagues”:



A. Exodus 10:1-4 (10:1-13:16):

 ּולְמַעַן 2 ׃ּבְקִרְּבֹו אֵּלֶה אֹתֹתַי ׁשִתִי לְמַעַן עֲבָדָיו וְאֶת־לֵב אֶת־לִּבֹו הִכְּבַדְּתִי ּכִי־אֲנִי אֶל־ּפַרְעֹה ּבֹא אֶל־מֹׁשֶה’ ה וַּיֹאמֶר
 מֹׁשֶה וַּיָבֹא 3 ׃’ה ּכִי־אֲנִי וִידַעְּתֶם בָם אֲׁשֶר־ׂשַמְּתִי וְאֶת־אֹתֹתַי ּבְמִצְרַיִם הִתְעַּלַלְּתִי אֲׁשֶר אֵת ּובֶן־ּבִנְךָ בִנְךָ ּבְאָזְנֵי ּתְסַּפֵר
 ּכִי 4 ׃וְיַעַבְדֻנִי עַּמִי ׁשַּלַח מִּפָנָי לֵעָנֹת מֵאַנְּתָ עַד־מָתַי הָעִבְרִים אֱלֹהֵי’ ה ּכֹה־אָמַר אֵלָיו וַּיֹאמְרּו אֶל־ּפַרְעֹה וְאַהֲרֹן
׃ּבִגְבֻלֶךָ אַרְּבֶה מָחָר מֵבִיא הִנְנִי אֶת־עַּמִי לְׁשַּלֵחַ אַּתָה אִם־מָאֵן

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh. For I have hardened his heart and the hearts
of his courtiers, in order that I may display these My signs among them, 2 and that you may 
recount in the hearing of your sons and of your sons’ sons how I made a mockery of the 
Egyptians and how I displayed My signs among them—in order that you may know that I am 
the LORD.” 3 So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said to him, “Thus says the LORD, 
the God of the Hebrews, ‘How long will you refuse to humble yourself before Me? Let My 
people go that they may worship Me. 4 For if you refuse to let My people go, tomorrow I will 
bring locusts on your territory. 

B. Exodus 10:21:  Darkness

 ׃חֹׁשֶךְ וְיָמֵׁש מִצְרָיִם עַל־אֶרֶץ חֹׁשֶךְ וִיהִי עַל־הַּׁשָמַיִם יָדְךָ נְטֵה אֶל־מֹׁשֶה’ ה וַּיֹאמֶר 21

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Hold out your arm toward the sky that there may be 
darkness upon the land of Egypt, a darkness that can be touched.” 

C. Exodus 11:1-5:  Death of the First Born

 יְגָרֵׁש ּגָרֵׁש ּכָלָה ּכְׁשַּלְחֹו מִּזֶה אֶתְכֶם יְׁשַּלַח אַחֲרֵי־כֵן וְעַל־מִצְרַיִם עַל־ּפַרְעֹה אָבִיא אֶחָד נֶגַע עֹוד אֶל־מֹׁשֶה’ ה וַּיֹאמֶר 
 מִצְרַיִם ּבְאֶרֶץ ּכָל־ּבְכֹור ּומֵת 5 ׃מִצְרָיִם ּבְתֹוךְ יֹוצֵא אֲנִי הַּלַיְלָה ּכַחֲצֹת’ ה אָמַר ּכֹה מֹׁשֶה וַּיֹאמֶר 4… ׃מִּזֶה אֶתְכֶם
׃ּבְהֵמָה ּבְכֹור וְכֹל הָרֵחָיִם אַחַר אֲׁשֶר הַּׁשִפְחָה ּבְכֹור עַד עַל־ּכִסְאֹו הַּיֹׁשֵב ּפַרְעֹה מִּבְכֹור

    And the LORD said to Moses, “I will bring but one more plague upon Pharaoh and 
upon Egypt; after that he shall let you go from here; indeed, when he lets you go, he will drive
you out of here one and all… 4 Moses said, “Thus says the LORD: Toward midnight I will go
forth among the Egyptians, 5 and every first-born in the land of Egypt shall die, from the 
first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the first-born of the slave girl who is behind 
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the millstones; and all the first-born of the cattle.

3. “The Plagues” Seen As a Literary Unit in the Torah

A. Rashbam on Exodus 7:26 (3 + 3 + 3 +1):

. מתרה היה לא ובשלישי, מכות בשני פרעה את מתרה משה היה פעמים שני – פרעה אל בא משה אל י"י ויאמר 
בשחין, התרה ובדבר בערוב. התרה לא בכנים, התרה ובצפרדעים בדם: מתרה אינו מכות שלש בכל, הסדר כל וכן
}.התרה לא בחשך, {התרה ובארבה בברד. התרה לא

THE LORD SAID TO MOSES, "GO TO PHARAOH": Moses would warn Pharaoh for 
two plagues and then for the third one he would not warn him. That order continues 
throughout the plagues. Each third plague has no warning. For the plagues of "blood" and 
"frogs" Moses provided warnings; for "lice" he did not. For the plagues of "wolves" and 
"pestilence" Moses provided warnings; for "boils" he did not. For the plagues of "hail" and 
"locust" Moses provided warnings; for "darkness" he did not

B. Ibn Ezra on Exodus 9:1 (2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2):

: שתים ובארץ. מהם הצפרדעים שעלו והשנית, הדגה ומתה שהתאדמו האחת – במים היו מכות שתים: ישועה ר"א
 הדבר כי: באויר ושתים). ד"כ':א בראשית (חיה נפש הארץ תוצא: וכתיב, מעורבות חיות והשנית, הכנים מן אחת
, בלב שהיא, החיים כל רוח כי בעבור, להם מספר אין חיים אחד וברגע, מהמנהג משונה קור או חום רק איננו
 מעורבת: השביעית והמכה. שמים: ראשם על שהוא הרקיע יקרא הכתוב כי, השחין מכת והשנית, באויר תלויה
, הארבה מכת: והשמינית). ד"כ':ט שמות (הברד בתוך מתלקחת ואש: כתוב וכן, האש ומגלגל הסערה מגלגל
. מצרים מארץ והכוכבים המאורות שני אור שנעדר מופלאה מכה היתה: והתשיעית. הרוח ידי על מרחוק שבאה

.הבכורים להרוג הכבוד מגלגלי המשחית רדת: והעשירית

Rabbi Judah (Ha-Levi) says that two plagues were in the water: one, that it turned red and 
the fish died; two, that frogs arose from it. Two plagues were on the earth: one of gnats and 
the second the swarms, which were an assortment of wild animals. And it is written, Let the 
earth bring forth the living creature (Gen. 1:24). There were likewise two plagues in the air. 
Murrain is nothing but a change from the normal in the air's heat or cold. This change causes 
an untold number to die in an instant, as the spirit of life which resides in the heart depends 
on the air. The second plague was the boils. Scripture refers to the firmament which is above 
their heads as the heaven. The seventh plague was a mixture of the sphere of the whirlwind 
and the sphere of fire. It is thus written, and fire flashing up amidst the hail (v. 24). The eighth
was the plague of locusts which the wind brought from afar. The ninth was a wondrous 
plague in that the light from the two great luminaries and the stars was absent from above the 
land of Egypt. The tenth was the descent of the destroyer from the spheres of the glory to kill 
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the first-born.

C. R. Shmuel David Luzatto (Shadal) on Exodus 7:17 (3 + 3 + 3 + 3 = 12!):

דם תנין הראשון הסדר: הן ואלו, מכות שלוש סדר בכל, סדרים' לד נחלקות המצרים על ה"הקב שהביא המכות כל
סוף ים וקריעת בכורות מכת חשך הרביעי, ארבה ברד שחין השלישי, דבר ערוב כנים השני, צפרדע

All of the plagues that the Holy One brought on the Egyptians may be divided into four 
“orders”/sets, in each set were three plagues, and they are:  the first set, the serpent, blood, 
frogs; the second [set], lice, “the mixture,” the pestilence; the third [set], boils, hail and 
locusts; the fourth [set], darkness, death of the first born, splitting of the Sea.

4. Questions, questions!

A. How do we know there are “ten plagues”? (the Torah doesn’t use the number)

B. Why does the midrash say “…brought upon the Egyptians in Egypt?”

C. Why does the Haggadah call them מכות?  The Torah uses other terms:

i. " ּומֹפְתִים אֹותֹת " ("signs and wonders"):  Exodus 7:3, 9; 8:19; 10:1–2; 11:9–10 
(also  " מַגֵּפֹתַי כָּל " alone appears before the Plague of Hail in Exodus 9:14.

ii. "שְׁפָטִים" ("acts of judgment"):  See Exodus 6:6; 7:4; 12:12

iii. "נֶגַע"(“blight”):  See Exodus 11:1 w/re:  the Plague of the Firstborn 

iv. Although the Torah doesn’t use the term makkot… 1 Samuel 4:8 (the 
Philistines!) does:

.בַּמִּדְבָּר מַכָּה בְּכָל מִצְרַיִם אֶת הַמַּכִּים הָאֱלֹהִים הֵם אֵלֶּה הָאֵלֶּה הָאַדִּירִים הָאֱלֹהִים מִיַּד יַצִּילֵנּו מִי לָנּו אֹוי

Woe to us! Who will save us from the power of this mighty God? He is the same God who 
struck the Egyptians with every kind of plague in the wilderness!

v. The verb נכה, however, appears already in Exodus regarding both the 
Plagues in general (see Exodus 3:20) and individual plagues (see Exodus 7:25; 9:15, 25, 
31-32; 12:12,29).
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5. What confuses the traditional number “ten”?  What is the first and what is the last?

A. Introduction to the plagues narrative (Last week’s parasha, Exodus 7:1–7):

…I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, that I may multiply My signs and marvels in the land of 
Egypt. 4 When Pharaoh does not heed you, I will lay My hand upon Egypt and deliver My 
ranks, My people the Israelites, from the land of Egypt with extraordinary chastisements. 5 
And the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I stretch out My hand over Egypt 
and bring out the Israelites from their midst.” 6 This Moses and Aaron did; as the LORD 
commanded them, so they did… 

B. Exod 7:8-13:  “the first plague”?!

 קַח אֶל־אַהֲרֹן וְאָמַרְּתָ מֹופֵת לָכֶם ּתְנּו לֵאמֹר ּפַרְעֹה אֲלֵכֶם יְדַּבֵר ּכִי 9 ׃לֵאמֹר וְאֶל־אַהֲרֹן אֶל־מֹׁשֶה’ ה וַּיֹאמֶר 8
 אַהֲרֹן וַּיַׁשְלֵךְ’ ה צִּוָה ּכַאֲׁשֶר כֵן וַּיַעַׂשּו אֶל־ּפַרְעֹה וְאַהֲרֹן מֹׁשֶה וַּיָבֹא 10 ׃לְתַּנִין יְהִי לִפְנֵי־פַרְעֹה וְהַׁשְלֵךְ אֶת־מַּטְךָ
 חַרְטֻּמֵי גַם־הֵם וַּיַעֲׂשּו וְלַמְכַּׁשְפִים לַחֲכָמִים ּגַם־ּפַרְעֹה וַּיִקְרָא 11 ׃לְתַּנִין וַיְהִי עֲבָדָיו וְלִפְנֵי פַרְעֹה לִפְנֵי אֶת־מַּטֵהּו
 וְלֹא ּפַרְעֹה לֵב וַּיֶחֱזַק 13 ׃אֶת־מַּטֹתָם מַּטֵה־אַהֲרֹן וַּיִבְלַע לְתַּנִינִם וַּיִהְיּו מַּטֵהּו אִיׁש וַּיַׁשְלִיכּו 12 ׃ּכֵן ּבְלַהֲטֵיהֶם מִצְרַיִם
’:ה ּדִּבֶר ּכַאֲׁשֶר אֲלֵהֶם ׁשָמַע

    The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 9 “When Pharaoh speaks to you and says, 
‘Produce your marvel,’ you shall say to Aaron, ‘Take your rod and cast it down before 
Pharaoh.’ It shall turn into a serpent.” 10 So Moses and Aaron came before Pharaoh and did 
just as the LORD had commanded: Aaron cast down his rod in the presence of Pharaoh and 
his courtiers, and it turned into a serpent. 11 Then Pharaoh, for his part, summoned the wise 
men and the sorcerers; and the Egyptian magicians, in turn, did the same with their spells; 12 
each cast down his rod, and they turned into serpents. But Aaron’s rod swallowed their rods. 
13 Yet Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he did not heed them, as the LORD had said.

C.  What is the final plague? Splitting of the Sea (next week’s parasha)

Exodus 14:3 Pharaoh will say of the Israelites, “They are astray in the land; the wilderness has
closed in on them.” 4  Then I will stiffen Pharaoh’s heart and he will pursue them, that I may 
gain glory through Pharaoh and all his host; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the 
LORD. And they did so. 5  When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled, 
Pharaoh and his courtiers had a change of heart about the people and said, “What is this we 
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have done, releasing Israel from our service?” 6 He ordereda his chariot and took his men 
with him; 7 he took six hundred of his picked chariots, and the rest of the chariots of Egypt, 
with officersb in all of them. 8 The LORD stiffened the heart of Pharaoh king of Egypt, and 
he gave chase to the Israelites…

Exodus 14:27–31:  the LORD hurled the Egyptians into the sea. 28 The waters turned back 
and covered the chariots and the horsemen—Pharaoh’s entire army that followed them into 
the sea; not one of them remained. 29 But the Israelites had marched through the sea on dry 
ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 30    Thus the 
LORD delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians. Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the 
shore of the sea. 31 And when Israel saw the wondrous power which the LORD had wielded 
against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD; they had faith in the LORD and His 
servant Moses.

6. Not Ten But… Seven!

A. Psalm 78:43:

43…how He displayed His signs in Egypt,
His wonders in the plain of Zoan.

44  He turned their rivers into blood;
He made their waters undrinkable.

45  He inflicted upon them swarms of insects to devour them,
frogs to destroy them.

46  He gave their crops over to grubs,
their produce to locusts.

47  He killed their vines with hail,
their sycamores cwith frost.c

48  He gave their beasts over to hail,
their cattle to lightning bolts.

49  He inflicted His burning anger upon them,
wrath, indignation, trouble,
a band of deadly messengers.

B. Psalm 105:26

26 He sent His servant Moses,
and Aaron, whom He had chosen.

27  They performed His signs among them,
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His wonders, against the land of Ham.
28  He sent darkness; it was very dark;

cdid they not defy His word?c
29  He turned their waters into blood

and killed their fish.
30  Their land teemed with frogs,

even the rooms of their king.
31  Swarms of insects came at His command,

lice, throughout their country.
32  He gave them hail for rain,

and flaming fire in their land.
33  He struck their vines and fig trees,

broke down the trees of their country.
34  Locusts came at His command,

grasshoppers without number.
35  They devoured every green thing in the land;

they consumed the produce of the soil.
36  He struck down every first-born in the land,

the first fruit of their vigor.

C. Ibn Ezra on Psalm 78:44:

.בהם מכה היתה לא כי התנין דבר הזכיר לא – ויהפך
.כפול הטעם – ונוזליהם

AND TURNED THEIR RIVERS INTO BLOOD. The psalmist does not mention the 
incident of the serpent (Exodus 7:8–13), for the latter was not a plague visited upon the 
Egyptians.

D. Ibn Ezra on Psalm 78:45:

.אדם בני שנמלטו בעבור דבר מכת גם חשך מכת גם שחין מכת גם כנים מכת הזכיר ולא
.למים יש גדול צורך גם. הזכירה למכות ראשונה דם מכת היות ובעבור

The psalmist does not mention the plague of gnats, the plague of boils, the plague of darkness, 
and the plague of murrain because people escaped them with their lives. The plague of blood 
is mentioned because it was the first plague. Furthermore, there is a great need for water [for 
all people].
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E. Ibn Ezra on Psalm 105:28:

מהראשונה והחל המכות להזכיר שב כן ואחר. השם לעבוד ללכת רשות פרעה נתן בעבורה כי חשך מכת והזכיר

The psalmist mentions the plague of darkness because it was as a result of this plague that 
Pharaoh gave Israel permission to go and serve God. He then goes back and mentions the 
other plagues. The psalmist starts with the first plague.

F. Radak on Psalm 105:28:

 האותות לזכר מקצם והזכיר בתורה הם כתובות כי כולם הזכיר לא וגם הסדר על המכות הזכיר לא – חשך שלח
').א:ח"ע תהלים (תורתי עמי האזינה במזמור עשה וכן

The Psalmist did not mention the plagues in order, nor did he mention them all, because they 
are written in the Torah. Rather, he mentioned a few of them in order to recall (all) of the 
signs.  He did similarly in the Psalm “give ear, my people, to my Torah” (Psalm 78:1).

7. Conclusion:  Now we understand a little better R. Yehudah’s statement in the Haggadah:

ב"בְּאַחַ ׁש"עַדַ ךְ"דְּצַ: סִמָּנִים בָּהֶם נֹותֵן הָיָה יְהּודָה רַבִּי

Rabbi Yehuda was accustomed to giving [the plagues] mnemonics: Detsakh [the Hebrew 
initials of the first three plagues], Adash [the Hebrew initials of the second three plagues], 
Beachav [the Hebrew initials of the last four plagues].
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