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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2-9:35)

Essay 10. The plague of frogs
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Regarding the reason for the plague of frogs, we find differing midrashim. The Yalkut
Shimoni, Vaeira, remez 182:3 provides a reason, stating that the Egyptians sought to destroy
a nation that was destined to receive the Torah, which is compared to water, as it is said, “Ho,
all who are thirsty, come for water,”! so something whose growth and life are in water will
come to exact retribution from them.

Midrash Rabbah (Ex. 10:5) gives another reason, because the Egyptians appointed
the Israelites to hunt creeping things and insects for them, and for this reason, frogs were
brought upon them.
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It is difficult to understand why two reasons are needed, and what the difference is
between them. Let us see the intent of the Egyptians to send the Israelites to gather creeping
things and insects, and what their sin was in this. Weren’t they already slaves of theirs
because of the obligation of the Exile? This can be understood by what is said in chapter 9 of
tractate Shabbat (daf 86b): Israel are concerned about mitzvot, [so] their body [temperature]
is hot, and because of this, their semen after three days becomes foul and is no longer fit for
fertilizing, and even the nations, since they eat creeping things and insects, their body
[temperature] is also hot.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
! Isaiah 55:1.
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If so, the Egyptians, whose sole intention was that the Israelites should not be fruitful
and multiply, thought to themselves that since [the Israelites] did not observe the
commandments, their bodies would not be hot. Also, unlike the Egyptians, they would not eat
creeping things and insects, which if eaten made the bodies hot. Thus, after three days, their
semen would still be fit for fertilizing, so the Israelites would be more fertile than the Egyptians.
Therefore, they sent [the Israelites] to hunt creeping things and insects for them, in order
that while doing so, [the Israelites] would develop a desire to eat them and their bodies would
become hot like the Egyptians. That way, [the Israelite’s] semen would only remain viable for
three days, like the Egyptians, and they would not multiply more than [the Egyptians], as it is
written, “Look, the Israelite people are much too numerous for us.”?> As measure-for-measure
punishment, [G-d] sent them the frogs, which castrated them, as it is written, “He inflicted
upon them swarms of insects to devour them, and frogs to destroy them.”’
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This is the intention of Rabbi Akiva in chapter 7 of tractate Sanhedrin (67b), who said
that there was only one frog, which reproduced and filled all of the Land of Egypt, to hint at
their intention that Israel should not be fruitful and multiply. This is the intent of what is
written, “and the Nile shall swarm with frogs,”* which is frogs in addition to those on dry
land.
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However, Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah does not agree with this. Rather, “and the Nile
shall swarm with frogs” should be understood literally, that all the frogs came from the Nile.

2Ex. 1:9.

3 Ps. 78:45; see also Ex. Rabbah 10:3: “Chizkiya son of Rabbi said: The houses of the prominent people were
made of marble and tiles . . . a frog would ascend from the depths and say to the marble: ‘Make room for me so I can
ascend and perform the will of my Creator.” The marble [floor] would split, and [the frog] would [then] ascend and
remove their genitals and neuter them, as it is stated: ‘And frogs that destroyed them.” ”

4 Ex. 7:28.



The reason for the frogs is as explained in the Yalkut Shimoni: it was because they sought to
destroy a nation that was destined to receive the Torah. If the reason had been that they were
hunting creeping things and insects, there would have been no reason to punish them for
that, since the Israelites had no reason to eat them. As we say generally in the Talmud, “One
should not have eaten it.”> Additionally, “there is no agency for transgression.”®
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Rather, [the Egyptians] wanted to hint to them the opposite of their malicious
intention, in measure-for-measure, because the Torah is sustained in Israel through the
“creeping things,” as we say at the end of tractate Makkot (23b): “The Holy One, Blessed be
He, wanted to merit Israel, and therefore He gave them many commandments.” Rashi
explains that this refers to the prohibition of creeping things, which are repulsive to eat. The
Kol HaRamaz explains that since we see that the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded us
regarding these creeping things, it is a good sign for us that we will receive reward for all the
Torah, from the force of an a fortiori argument. That is, regarding these things that the soul
of man does not desire, and to the contrary is repulsed by them, nevertheless the Holy One,
Blessed be He, commanded us not to eat them. Why did He command us regarding them?
Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say it was in order that we receive a reward for not eating
them, all the more so with the remaining commandments.
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Concerning this, King David, may he rest in peace, said, “their land teemed with frogs,
even the rooms of their king.”® It’s impossible to say that the ministers and kings sent to
gather creeping things and insects for themselves, as they certainly don’t belong on the tables
of kings. Rather, the reason is that they sought to destroy them, and this is something
dependent upon the counsel and decree of the ministers. Now, these two Midrashim are both
necessary: one according to Rabbi Akiva and the other according to Rabbi Elazar ben
Azariah.

5> Bava Kamma 47b.

¢ Kiddushin 42b; Bava Kamma 51a, 79a; Bava Metzia 10b.

7 Rabbi Moshe Zacuto (RaMa"Z) (c. 1625-97), Kol HaRamaz (Amsterdam 1719).
§ Ps. 105:30.
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By this, we will come to clarify the verses, “If you refuse to let them go, then Anochi
[>23x] [“I”’] will plague your whole country with frogs. And the Nile shall swarm with frogs,
and they shall come up and enter your house, and into your bedroom, and onto your bed, and into
the houses of your servants and of your people, and into your ovens and into your kneading
bowls.”” One must check why it is written with the formal anochi [*3i%] [“”’] and not the
informal ani [>IX] [“1”].

Also, why was it necessary to say that the frogs would swarm from the Nile?

It can be said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to hint to him that He was
sending him the frogs because of these two reasons of Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Elazar ben
Azariah, that both are the words of the Living G-d.
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In accordance with Rabbi Akiva’s reason, which was due to creeping things and
insects, it says anochi, as it is said in chapter 5 of tractate Bava Metzia (61b), “The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said, if I had only brought up Israel from Egypt in order that they not become
impure through creeping things, it would have been enough.”

Also, it is written, “Anochi [>31%] [“]”’] the L-rd am your G-d who brought you out of
the land of Egypt, the house of bondage.”!”

This is the meaning of what is written, “If you refuse to let them go, then Anochi [*21¥]
[“I’] will plague your whole country with frogs,”!! because they caused Israel to eat creeping
things, and further, “and the Nile shall swarm with frogs,” to hint another reason, that they
sought to destroy a nation that was destined to receive the Torah, which is compared to water.
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Afterward, it said, “The Nile shall swarm with frogs, and they shall come up and enter
your house, and into your bedroom, and onto your bed, and into the houses of your servants

9 Ex. 7:27-28.
10Ex. 20:2.
1 Ex. 7:27.



and of your people, and into your ovens and into your kneading bowls.” This hints at the reason
for the creeping things, which happened to keep [the Egyptians] from being fruitful and
multiplying, as it is brought in Midrash Rabbah, at the beginning of parashat Shemot (1:15),
that Pharaoh, in order to prevent [the Israelites] from being fruitful and multiplying, had
decreed that the taskmasters would not allow Israel to sleep in their houses at night, and the
taskmasters hurried to say this matter, and Israel slept on the ground outdoors.
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Because of this, as measure for measure punishment: “And they will come up and enter
your house”—“He began the wrongdoing, and with him began the punishment.”'?

“And into your bedroom, and onto your bed”—because of the decree that Israel
wouldn’t go to sleep in their homes on their beds.

Afterward, it says, “and into the houses of your servants”—which is the taskmasters,
who were also opposing Israel, but it doesn’t say “into the houses of all your people,” because
not all of Pharaoh’s servants were appointed for this matter, only the taskmasters who were
appointed for this matter.

Afterward, “and into the houses of your servants and of your people”—because they
were sending the Israelites to gather creeping things and insects, things that the prominent
ones and ministers would not eat because they are repulsive.
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Afterward, it says, “and into your ovens,” and it is brought in chapter 4 of tractate
Pesachim (53b), “What did Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah see when they threw themselves
into the fiery furnace for the sanctification of G-d’s name? They applied the a fortiori
argument to themselves: Regarding frogs, which are not commanded concerning the
sanctification of the Name [of G-d], it is written, “and they shall come up and enter ... into
your ovens and into your kneading bowls.” When are kneading bowls found near the oven?
You must say that it is when the oven is hot. For us [Jews], who are commanded concerning
the sanctification of the name of G-d, all the more so [should we deliver ourselves to be killed
in the fiery furnace].”

12 Rashi on Ex. 14:4.
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The Rif'* questioned: What kind of an a fortiori argument is this? For thus the Holy
One, Blessed be He, decreed concerning the frogs: “and they shall come up and enter your
house ... and into your ovens,” which He did not decree on Hananiah and his friends. For
thus it is written, “You shall keep My laws and My rules, which human beings do, and shall live
by them,”!* [from which the rabbis derived], “and one should not die by them.”!®

Also, what sanctification of the Name [of G-d] was there in the frogs entering the
ovens, more than what was sanctified when they arose out of the marble floors, (as it is said
in the Midrash, Shemot Rabbah 10:4)'® and into man’s innards, where they were croaking.'’
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To us, it appears that there is a need to check why the verse is written, “and into your
ovens” before “and into your kneading bowls.” It should have said, “and into your kneading
bowls and into your ovens.” Rather, certainly from the opposite order, it is necessary to say
that the intent of the Holy One, Blessed be He, was not to command the frogs to go into the
ovens, for what is the benefit of this? For if it were for the sake to sanctify the Name of Heaven
by them, wasn’t it already sanctified when the marble floor was split and [the frogs] came
and cried out inside the Egyptians? If it were in order to make their bread stink, didn’t it
already become stinky and worthless when they went into their kneading bowls? If it were
in order to cool the ovens so that the bread wouldn’t bake, as the Midrash writes,'® what need
was there for this, for wasn’t their bread already spoiled?

13 Rabbi Yoshiyahu Pinto (d. 1648), Meor Einayim, a commentary on Ein Yaakov.

4 Lev. 18:5.

15 Yoma 85b; Sanhedrin 74a; Avodah Zarah 27b, 54a.

16 See footnote 3, above.

17 Rashi to Ex. 7:29: “They made their way right into their bodies and croaked.”

18 Ex. Rabbah 10:2: “When an Egyptian woman would knead dough and ignite the oven, the frogs would come,
descend into the dough, eat the dough, descend into the oven, cool it, and adhere to the bread.”

6
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Rather, certainly it’s necessary to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not
command [the frogs] to go into the ovens, nor did He command them to go into their kneading
bowls, because they would have gone there as they are accustomed to crawling over anything
edible. Similarly, it is the way of insects to creep over any food.

Rather, this was the intent of the Holy One, Blessed be He, to say: That the frogs
should be so numerous that, by their existence they go to eat the dough in the kneading bowl
according to their nature. By their vast numbers and their desire to run to the dough, some
of them would even go into the oven, because the space of the kneading bowl would be too
narrow and “too small to hold”'” so many of the frogs. Even though they would flee from the
fire, and even more so, Pharaoh thought that even Israel, being many, would while gathering
creeping things, could not help but eat from them, even though doing so would endanger
their lives.
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It’s fine that initially it is written, “and they shall come up and enter your house,” and
afterward it is written, “The frogs shall come up on you and on your people and on all your
servants.”?’ But what was the need to repeat to say, “the frogs shall come up,” for didn’t it
initially say, “and they shall come up”?

Rather, certainly it’s because [the verse] interrupted the initial command “and they shall
come up” with “into your ovens and into your kneading bowls,” for in this “and they shall
come up and enter” did not apply, because as we have said, G-d did not need to command them
to enter the kneading bowls, as that was the frogs’ nature. Because of this, [Scripture] returned
in the next verse to say “the frogs shall come up,” because this was a new command, that the
frogs would climb “on you and on your people.” Whereas it is the nature of frogs to climb on food,

19T Kings 8:64: “the bronze altar that was before the L-rd was too small to hold the burnt offerings, the grain
offerings, and the fat parts of the offerings of well-being.”
20 Ex. 7:29.



and thus the kneading bowls, it is not their nature to climb on people, and thus a command was
necessary.

Further, from here it is also proven that the two verses are two reasons, and because
of this, it returned to say “the frogs shall come up,” for in the first verse, the reason of
preventing being fruitful and multiplying, [the frogs] were only acting in an indirect way,
and therefore the frogs were in the houses and not specifically on their bodies. Afterward, in
the second verse, “The frogs shall come up on you and on your people and on all your servants,”
it was to hint on the reason of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah that [the Egyptians] sought to
destroy a nation that was destined to receive the Torah.

NN DN¥PRI 0°1A7 1997 0PY TIT 2NV 72 129 ,"002 00" DY 08N 0PN DOVTRXOW WRnw n 092
0 A2 1997 0PAW WYY ,"10) "F22Wn 77723 0022 IR 20K 20N 22 NVEI N1 WYY 199801 anypn
710071 ,0093 1992 N2 0D 01 onY Ayl °27 199K ,0"pn oo Avyy omxn oohwan 1o 00l 17 o

As for the question that the frogs were not commanded “and you shall live by them,”
this can be understood by what the Zohar (I1:29b) writes, that all of them went into the ovens,
and some of them died, and some of them were saved, and see there.

They were commanded by a few other commands, “and they shall come up and enter
your house and your bedroom,” etc., and now that all went into the ovens, if they were all
burned, that would have cancelled the other commands that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
made for them. I.e., there wouldn’t have been any left to enter Pharaoh’s palace and bedroom.
Even so, a miracle happened, and many survived, as mentioned in the book of the Zohar.

This fact that G-d gave them other commands that necessitated their survival is similar to
the command of “and you shall live by them” that was commanded to Hananiah, Mishael,
and Azariah, and great is their power, for [these men] were generally commanded to sanctify
the Name of G-d, unlike the frogs.
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According to the opinion of the holy Zohar there that writes:

Rather, all of them went up into the fire and went into the ovens and [some]
did not die. But what did the ones which died do? There was bread in the oven,
and they went into the bread and exploded, but others came out from them
and remained in the bread. When [the Egyptians] came to eat from it, that
bread turned back into frogs in their innards. So [the frogs] danced and raised
their voices until [those Egyptians] died.

- Zohar 11:29b
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We can understand in a different way the reason that it returned to say, “The frogs
shall come up on you and on your people,” after it was already written, “and they shall come
up and enter your home.” Since they all went to the furnaces to sanctify the Name of G-d, a
miracle happened, and they returned to life, and they literally entered into [the Egyptians’]
stomachs. This is the meaning of "97»y21 7223", not as we have been translated the bet as meaning
“on,” i.e., “come up on you and on your people,” but as meaning “in,” i.e., “into you and into
your people,” the frogs that have already died will specifically “come up into your body.”
This is a new addition that we learn from this second verse.
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We will return to our subject, that initially it was written, “on you,” for he was the
beginning of the sin, and afterward it was written “and on your people,” as it is said in the
Midrash Ex. Rabbah 1:24 on the verse, “When she could hide him no longer, she got a wicker
basket for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child into it and placed it among
the reeds by the bank of the Nile.”>! The Egyptians had thought that every house might have
a baby, and they would bring their little ones, and have them cry, and even the babies of
Israel would cry with them. This is the meaning of “Catch us the foxes, the little foxes that ruin
the vineyards—for our vineyard is in blossom.”?? These little ones could be those who were
adults in the days of Moses, and therefore they were afflicted first.

Afterward, it says, “and on your servants,” which is all the advisers that had agreed
with his suggestion regarding, “Every boy that is born you shall throw into the Nile.”** By this,
the verse says “and on your servants,” because this verse is speaking of the reason of Rabbi
Elazar ben Azariah that [the Egyptians] sought to destroy Israel, and all of his advisors and
servants agreed with him, which was not the case with the first verse, as above.

Also, it’s possible that it said “and on your servants” is to include Job, who was part
of the counsel, though he remained silent and was punished with suffering.?*

2l Ex. 2:3.

22 Song of Songs 2:15.
3 Ex. 1:22.

24 Sotah 11a.
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Afterward, Pharaoh called to Moses and Aaron and said to them, “Plead with the
L-rd to remove the frogs from me and from my people,”’ that it appeared to him contrary
to justice to justice to punish those who sought to destroy Israel through the decree “every
boy that is born,” since all were saved, as it says in the 1% chapter of tractate Sotah (12b):

“But Moses said, those in whose midst I am are six hundred thousand foot
soldiers [731] [ragli]”**—Moses said to the Jewish people: On account of me
[an alternative meaning of the word ragli], all of you were saved [as the decree to
throw all males into the river was canceled on my account].

- Sotah 12b
Because of this, [Pharaoh] did not call out about those living in the houses, but about those
that were in the body, that is “from me and from my people,” and not “from me and from
my house and from my people,” because those that were in the houses came because [the
Egyptians] caused Israel to eat repulsive things, as discussed earlier.
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However, he erred in his reasoning, because even though all were saved, in any case
they caused pain to the fathers and mothers of the infants at the time they were thrown into
the Nile, as they did not know they would ultimately be saved. And Moses said to him, “You
may have this triumph over me: at what time shall I plead on your behalf and your servants and
your people, that the frogs be cut off from you and your houses, to remain only in the Nile??” He
said that not that he was taking credit for himself, G-d forbid, rather as if to say, “you should
strengthen your appreciation of me, that because of me, [the infants] were saved. For if, G-d
forbid, [the infants] had been lost, then there would be no hope for you. In truth, you thought
to sin, and for the nations, the Holy One, Blessed be He, considers a thought as an action,®
but nevertheless, I will pray that the frogs be removed ‘from you and from your houses,’ ”
according to the two reasons mentioned above.

2 Ex. 8:4.

26 Num. 11:21.

2T Ex. 8:5.

28 Tosafot to Kiddushin 39b.

10



QR L HW W WD KPT 23 0¥ AR NIRYRM D200 000 AR WDI ORI RYYHNT T P92 1MRT 3N
NN RIS DD 73 A0TRY 7I¥R 297 03 °27 PRT T2 W ,"00R"e 00 nIR" 2003 RI) AWR) NN
D77 T NN 1YY X7 DX 030K 102 MNDD DRY NRYRI 172 1D menT 1iny? mio X 0°KRT DUXRY

SDORNT DR 210D WY

This is what is taught in chapter 5 of Bava Metzia (61b):

Rav Chanina said to him: And is the reward for [abstaining from
consuming creeping animals] greater than [the reward for observing the halakhot
with regard to] interest and ritual fringes and weights? [Ravina] said to him: Even
though their reward is not greater, [it is more] repulsive [for Jews] to eat
[creeping animals].

- Bava Metzia 61b
A difficulty is that it is written, “Do not weigh the path of life.”?’ It can be said that it is
indeed so that for every commandment that is a lot of trouble, “according to the labor is the
reward.”*’ For creeping things, which are repulsive, there’s no trouble to observe the
commandment as opposed to the commandments concerning interest and weights, to which
man is drawn. In truth, if people wouldn’t observe [these commandments against creeping
things], there would be a double punishment because they are repulsive.

2 Prov. 5:6.
30 pPirkei Avot 5:23.
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