
 

Thoughts, Actions, and Destiny: Who Hardens Pharaoh's heart? 
Parshat Bo, Yael Keller 

 
“Watch your thoughts for they become words. Watch your words for they become your actions. 
Watch your actions for they become...habits. Watch your habits for they become your character. 
And watch your character, for it becomes your destiny! What we think, we become.”  
- attributed to several authors 
 
Shmot 10:1 

Turning staff into snake (7:13-14) 

  
Ibn Ezra, 7:13 

 
Rashi, 7:14 

 
Blood (7:22-23) 

 
Lice (9:12)  

 

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, 

 וַֹּי֤אֶמר ְיהָוה֙ ֶאל־ֹמֶׁש֔ה ֹּב֖א ֶאל־ַּפְרֹע֑ה
 ּכִֽי־ֲאִנ֞י ִהְכַּבְ֤דִּתי ֶאת־ִלּבֹו֙ ְוֶאת־ֵל֣ב ֲעָבָד֔יו

 ְלַמַ֗ען ִׁשִת֛י ֹאֹתַת֥י ֵאֶּ֖לה ְּבִקְרּֽבֹו׃

 

Yet Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he did not heed them, 
as the LORD had said. And the LORD said to Moses, 
“Pharaoh is stubborn; he refuses to let the people go. 

 וֶַּיֱחַזק֙ ֵל֣ב ַּפְרֹע֔ה ְוֹל֥א ָׁשַמ֖ע ֲאֵלֶה֑ם ַּכֲאֶׁש֖ר
 ִּדֶּב֥ר ה (פ) וַֹּי֤אֶמר ה׳ ֶאל־ֹמֶׁש֔ה ָּכֵב֖ד ֵל֣ב

ם׃  ַּפְרֹע֑ה ֵמֵא֖ן ְלַׁשַּל֥ח ָהעָֽ

Pharaoh’s heart remained hard. He himself caused the 
hardening of his heart, because he saw the sorcerers could 
replicate what Aharon did. 

 ויחזק. מעצמו בעבור שראה שעשו
 החרטומים כמעשה אהרן

 יקיר This word should be translated in the Targum by — כבד
(his heart is hard — an adjective) and not by אתיקר (his 
heart has become Hard — a verb, as is given in some 
editions of Onkelos) because it is an adjective, just as 
(Exodus 18:18) “the thing is too heavy (ָּכֵבד) for thee”. 

 כבד. ַּתְרגּומֹו ַיִּקיר ְוֹלא ִאְתַיַּקר, ִמְּפֵני
 ֶׁשהּוא ֵׁשם ָּדָבר, ְּכמֹו "ִּכי ָכֵבד ִמְּמָך

 ַהָּדָבר" (שמות י"ח):

But when the Egyptian magicians did the same with their 
spells, Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he did not heed 
them—as the LORD had spoken.Pharaoh turned and went 
into his palace, paying no regard even to this. 

 וַּיֲַֽעׂשּו־ֵכ֛ן ַחְרֻטֵּמ֥י ִמְצַרִ֖ים ְּבָלֵטיֶה֑ם
 וֶַּיֱחַז֤ק ֵלב־ַּפְרֹעה֙ ְוֹלא־ָׁשַמ֣ע ֲאֵלֶה֔ם

 ַּכֲאֶׁש֖ר ִּדֶּב֥ר ה׳ וִַּיֶ֣פן ַּפְרֹע֔ה וַָּיֹב֖א
 ֶאל־ֵּביתֹ֑ו ְוֹלא־ָׁש֥ת ִלּבֹ֖ו ַּגם־ָלזֹֽאת׃

But the LORD stiffened the heart of Pharaoh, and he 
would not heed them, just as the LORD had told Moses. 

 וְַיַחֵּז֤ק ה׳ ֶאת־ֵל֣ב ַּפְרֹע֔ה ְוֹל֥א ָׁשַמ֖ע ֲאֵלֶה֑ם
ה׃ (ס)  ַּכֲאֶׁש֛ר ִּדֶּב֥ר ה׳ ֶאל־ֹמׁשֶֽ



 

Shmot Rabba 3:13 

 
Rambam Laws of Repentance 6:3 

 
Rabbi Shai Held, The Heart of Torah, page 141 
 So what does Maimonides mean? There comes a point when a person has become so totally 
entrenched in bad behavior that he simply loses the ability to choose any other path. 
 
Nahum M Sarna Exodus page 23 
[God’s hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is just] the biblical way of asserting that the king’s 
intransigence has by then become habitual and irreversible; his character has become his 
destiny.  He is deprived of the possibility of relenting and is irresistibly impelled to his 
self-wrought destruction.  
 
 
 

 

For I have hardened his heart - Rabbi Yochanan said: 
Does this not provide heretics with an opportunity to open 
their mouths to say that he had no means of repenting, as 
it say "For I have hardened his heart". Rabbi Shimon ben 
Lakish said to him... When the Holy One Blessed be He 
warns a man once, twice, thrice and he doesn't repent, and 
G-d will close his heart against repentance so that He 
should not exact vengeance from him for his sins. So to 
with the wicked Pharaoh, since Hashem sent five times to 
him and he took no notice, G-d then said: "You have 
stiffened your neck and hardened your heart; well, I will 
add impurity to your impurity". Hence, "For I have 
hardened his heart".  

 ִּכי ֲאִני ִהְכַּבְדִּתי ֶאת ִלּבֹו, ָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוָחָנן
 ִמָּכאן ִּפְתחֹון ֶּפה ַלִּמיִנין לֹוַמר ֹלא ָהְיָתה
 ִמֶּמּנּו ֶׁשַּיֲעֶׂשה ְּתׁשּוָבה, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ִּכי ֲאִני
 ִהְכַּבְדִּתי ֶאת ִלּבֹו. ָאַמר לֹו ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון

 ֶּבן ָלִקיׁש ... ֶׁשַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ַמְתֶרה
 ּבֹו ָּבָאָדם ַּפַעם ִראׁשֹוָנה ְׁשִנָּיה ּוְׁשִליִׁשית

 ְוֵאינֹו חֹוֵזר ּבֹו, ְוהּוא נֹוֵעל ִלּבֹו ִמן
 ַהְּתׁשּוָבה ְּכֵדי ִלְפֹרַע ִמֶּמּנּו ַמה ֶּׁשָחָטא.

 ַאף ָּכְך ַּפְרֹעה ָהָרָׁשע, ֵּכיוָן ֶׁשִּׁשֵּגר
 ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ָחֵמׁש ְּפָעִמים ְוֹלא

 ִהְׁשִּגיַח ַעל ְּדָבָריו, ָאַמר לֹו ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך
 הּוא ַאָּתה ִהְקֵׁשיָת ָעְרְּפָך ְוִהְכַּבְדָּת ֶאת

 ִלְּבָך,

And, it is possible that a man should commit either one 
grievous iniquity or a multitude of sins so that the Judge of 
Truth will decree against him that, whereas this sinner 
committed those sins of his own free will and consciously, 
repentance should be withheld from him altogether, and 
grant him no leave to repent, so that he might die and 
perish in the iniquity he committed ...It is, therefore, written 
in the Torah; "And I will harden Pharaoh's heart" (Ex. 14.4), 
because at the beginning he sinned of his own free will, 
and meted out evil to Israel who sojourned in his land, even 
as it is said: "Come, let us deal wisely with them" (Ibid. 
1.10). Thereat justice demanded to withhold repentance 
from him, so that due punishment might be visited upon 
him. Wherefor, the Holy One, blessed is He! hardened his 
heart. 

  ְלִפיָכְך ָּכתּוב ַּבּתֹוָרה (שמות ד כא)
 "ַוֲאִני (ֲאַחֵּזק) [ַאְקֶׁשה] ֶאת ֵלב ַּפְרֹעה".

 ְלִפי ֶׁשָחָטא ֵמַעְצמֹו ְּתִחָּלה ְוֵהֵרַע
 ְלִיְׂשָרֵאל ַהָּגִרים ְּבַאְרצֹו ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר (שמות

 א י) "ָהָבה ִנְתַחְּכָמה לֹו". ָנַתן ַהִּדין
 ִלְמֹנַע ַהְּתׁשּוָבה ִמֶּמּנּו ַעד ֶׁשִּנְפַרע

 ִמֶּמּנּו. ְלִפיָכְך ִחֵּזק ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא
 ֶאת ִלּבֹו...ְוֶאְפָׁשר ֶׁשֶּיְחָטא ָאָדם ֵחְטא
 ָּגדֹול אֹו ֲחָטִאים ַרִּבים ַעד ֶׁשִּיֵּתן ַהִּדין
 ִלְפֵני ַּדיַן ָהֱאֶמת ֶׁשְּיֵהא ַהֵּפָרעֹון ִמֶּזה

 ַהחֹוֵטא ַעל ֲחָטִאים ֵאּלּו ֶׁשָעָׂשה ִּבְרצֹונֹו
 ּוִמַּדְעּתֹו ֶׁשּמֹוְנִעין ִמֶּמּנּו ַהְּתׁשּוָבה ְוֵאין

 ַמִּניִחין לֹו ְרׁשּות ָלׁשּוב ֵמִרְׁשעֹו ְּכֵדי
 ֶׁשָּימּות וְֹיאַבד ְּבֶחְטאֹו ֶׁשָעָׂשה.



 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik On Repentance page 143-144 
That is the meaning of Maimonides to “know”: a continuous awareness of maximal responsibility 
by man without even a moment's inattentiveness.  Free Choice requires a commitment from 
man, and it demands courage forthrightness and intrepidity which one may express as a 
paraphrase of Maimonides: It is a positive commandment to be conscious of the existence of 
free choice which makes man responsible for his actions. … This was Maimonides’ meaning: 
One is forbidden to take one’s mind off the principle of free choice, for it was not given to man 
only from without or by tradition; it is also something in the nature of self-discovery and must 
always remain part of the self - the knowledge that man can create worlds and destroy them.  
 
Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto 
“Our external actions have an  effect on our inner feelings. We have more control over our 
actions than our emotions, and if we utilize what is in our power, we will eventually acquire what 
is not as much in our power.” 

 


