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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2-9:35)

Essay 12. Israel’s salvation from the plague of wild beasts
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There is a verse: “And I will make a distinction between My people and your people;
tomorrow this sign shall come to pass.”! A difficulty is that it had already written in the
preceding verse, “But I will set apart on that day the land of Goshen, where My people dwell,
so that no wild beasts shall be there, that you may know that I the L-rd am in the midst of the
land.”* So why did it return to say “And I will make a distinction”? The preceding verse
explained the distinction: settling the Jews in the land of Goshen, not among the Egyptians, and
that they won’t be attacked by wild beasts.

Also, why is n7® [fedut] [“distinction”] written deficiently, without a vav? l.e., why isn’t
it spelled out fully, m179?

Also, how do we connect the end of the verse, “tomorrow this sign shall come to pass,”
with “And I will make a distinction between My people and your people”?

It can be said that it’s brought in a Midrash:

“And I will make a distinction” teaches that even Israel was deserving
to be afflicted with this plague [of the wild beasts], but the Holy One, Blessed be
He placed the Egyptians as their ransom. [I.e., in addition to meaning “distinction,”
the word fedut can mean “redemption,” so the Midrash interprets that G-d redeemed
Israel so that they would not be afflicted by the plague of the wild beasts, even if
they may have been deserving of such an affliction. |

- Ex. Rabbah 11:2

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
PEx. 8:19.
2 Ex. 8:18.
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This is strange: Why specifically in this plague of wild animals was Israel deserving
to be afflicted? The commentators explain it was because these Egyptians were idol
worshippers and these Israclites were idol worshippers. We hold that even if the court has
abolished the four types of death penalty, the law of the four types of death penalty has not
been nullified and can still be carried out by Heaven. Regarding one who is deserving of stoning,
he either falls from a roof or an animal drags him away.’ Because the Israelites were idol
worshippers in Egypt, therefore they were deserving to be afflicted by this plague of the wild
animals, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, saved them. It is difficult to understand why He
saved them, and there is an opening here for the Divine Attribute of Strict Justice to take
exception to the fact that G-d saved them.
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It can be said that it’s brought in the commentaries in the name of the Zohar that the
Ten Plagues correspond to the Ten Commandments.* It’s found that the plague of wild beasts,
which is the fourth plague, corresponds to the observance of the Sabbath, which is the fourth
commandment. In tractate Shabbat (118b), it is said that regarding one who observes the
Sabbath according to its laws, even an idol worshipper such as Enosh, he is forgiven. Israel
in Egypt observed the Sabbath, as it is said in the Tur, Orach Chaim (siman 281), when Israel
were in Egypt and Moses saw the burden of the servitude that had been placed upon them,
he requested from Pharaoh that he give them one day in the week to rest. He gave it to him,
and Moses requested the seventh day. When the Sabbath was commanded to them in the
wilderness, Moses was happy that he had selected it as the day of rest, and that is the meaning
of the phrase from our Shabbat morning liturgy of “Moses was happy with the gift of his
portion.”’

3 Sotah 8b. Regarding the other three death penalties, one who is liable [to be executed by] burning either falls
into a fire or a snake bites him [which causes a burning sensation]. One who is liable to [be executed by the sword]
either is turned over to the authorities [who execute him by sword], or robbers come upon him [and kill him that way].
One who is liable to [be executed by] strangling either drowns in a river or dies of diphtheria.

4 Abraham Saba (1440-1508), Tzror HaMor on Ex. 9:28.

5 Siddur, Shabbat shacharit, Amidah prayer.



97 WY 1R 290 oW NIWD Ny nIgy 73 Toyy awh v mm KoY WO PRT XD 1Y RN
DX DY W2 771N 100 DTIPY , 72 XIT T3V 012 T3 XTI RPN 1) "IRIR2R09n NIy 12 73" nowRI2 iy’
SR 270 713N OV WY 03 13 12 Xp7R) M2WN NWI93 Y7 uaINGW 03 XD IR 01033 D7an Wy N

W"Y) %02 NHoR2 K"YaR 203W ind niay 12 i mn owh X9y aoRYmn N2iY ax oy

However, this is strange, for how is it possible that Moses didn’t know that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, was destined to command the Sabbath for Israel. Even more so, [the
Sabbath] is a remembrance of act of Creation, “and God blessed the seventh day and declared
it holy, having ceased on it from all the work of creation that God had done,” which must have
been known to Moses. Rather, it certainly needs to be said that the matter is thus: That prior
to the giving of the Torah at Sinai, there was a doubt if Israel had left the category of the
descendants of Noah or not, as we [discussed] at length above for parashat Vayishlach,
Chapter VIII, essay 14. We hold that a descendant of Noach who rests on one day of the week
for the sake of a mitzvah deserves the death penalty;® however if he is resting from work not
for the sake of a mitzvah, it is permitted for him to rest, as the Maharsha wrote for tractate
Beitza (16a), and see there.
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Because of this doubt, Moses was not able to tell the Israelites to observe the Sabbath
in Egypt for the sake of a mitzvah, but to rest from work only to restore their souls. Because
of this fact that they weren’t observing the day of rest as a mitzvah, he could have selected
another day of the week, since they would have had no mitzvah on that particular day. lL.e.,
according to those who said that the Israelites at this time were still in the category of the
descendants of Noah, and thus forbidden from observing the Sabbath for the sake of the mitzvah,
Moses could have chosen as a day of rest Sunday, Monday, etc., for which there was definitely no
mitzvah to observe it as a day of rest. Instead, he chose the Sabbath day, and when he came to
Mount Sinai and heard that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, “I have a good gift in
My treasure house and Shabbat is its name, and I seek to give it to Israel; go inform them,”’

¢ Sanhedrin 58b: “And Reish Lakish says: A gentile who observed Shabbat is liable [to receive the] death
[penalty], as it is stated: ‘And day and night shall not cease’ (Gen. 8:23) [which literally means: And day and night
they shall not rest. This is interpreted homiletically to mean that the descendants of Noah may not take a day of rest.]
And the Master said (57a) [that] their prohibition is their death [penalty, i.e., the punishment for any prohibition with
regard to descendants of Noah is execution]. Ravina says: [If a descendant of Noah observes a day of rest on any day
of the week], even [one not set aside for religious worship, e.g.,] on a Monday [he is liable].”

7 Shabbat 10b.



that by this mitzvah all the holiness of Israel depends, as it is written, “that you may know
that I, the L-rd, have consecrated you,”® Moses was happy that he selected it. This is as it is
written, “A person should always engage in Torah [study] and [the performance of] mitzvot,
even [if he does so] not for its own sake, as through [the performance of mitzvot] not for its
own sake, [one gains understanding and] comes [to perform them] for its own sake.”
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What’s more, now that he heard that all the holiness of Israel depends on [the
Sabbath], it is indeed so that the merit of the Sabbath would help them a bit, even if they were
not resting for the sake of a mitzvah, since they nevertheless rested on it from work. If it would
have been permissible for them, if they had been certain that they were no longer in the category
of the descendants of Noah, they would have had the intention to [observe the Sabbath] for
the sake of a mitzvah. We know that the Merciful One searches the heart,'® and certainly they
drew a bit of illumination of holiness in their souls.
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Alternatively, it can be said that it was clear to Moses according to one who says that
Israel had left the category of the descendants of Noah in the days of the patriarchs, and
according to this thinking, [Moses| had selected the day of Sabbath for them, that they should
rest on it for the sake of a mitzvah. But it was not clear to him if he had acted well or not,
because even the patriarchs and the Tribes had doubts about this, as it is said above (parashat
Vayishlach, Chapter VIII, essay 14). Then he came to Mara and heard that they were
commanded on the Sabbath, even prior to receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai. This is as it is
said in tractate Shabbat, chapter 9, page 87b, “ ‘Observe the Shabbat day to keep it holy as the
Lord your God commanded you’ (Deut. 5:11). And Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: “As He
commanded you”—in Mara [as it is stated: ‘There He made for him a statute and an ordinance,
and there He proved him’ (Ex. 15:25).” Then Moses was happy that he selected it as the day of
rest instead of a different day of the week. In any case, their reward was only as one who acts
to perform a mitzvah even though he is not commanded to do so, as they were not commanded
to observe the Sabbath until they came to Mara.

8 Ex. 31:13.
® Sotah 22b; Sanhedrin 105b; Horayot 10b; Pesachim 50b; Arachin 16b.
19 Sanhedrin 106b.
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Because of this, after Scripture said “But I will set apart on that day the land of
Goshen,” it returns to say, “And I will make a distinction between My people and your people.”
This is as if to say, even though Israel was apparently deserving to be afflicted by this plague,
even so, “And I will make a distinction between My people and your people,” that they are
deserving to be saved because of their observance of the Sabbath day.

However, regarding their sin of idolatry, only one day had been remedied in the week,
which was the Sabbath, and the other days had not been remedied, for they worshipped
idolatry on those days. Because of this, the word n7® [fedut] [“distinction”] was written
deficiently, without a vav, the sixth letter of the alphabet, as if to say that they were deficient of
the remedy for idolatry for six days of the week, as the Sabbath was sufficient merit to shield
against the idolatry that they worshipped only on that day itself.
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Even from the plain meaning of the Gemara, it seems that those who keep the Sabbath
are forgiven of the prohibition of idolatry, and that means every prohibition of idolatry. If
so, then the Sabbath can completely shield them, even for the other six days of the week. It can
be said that there it is said regarding everyone who observes the Sabbath according to its
laws. In Egypt, they didn’t observe it according to its laws, for to the contrary, they did not
intend this for the sake of a mitzvah. Alternatively, according to those who say that they did act
for the sake of the mitzvah, they acted, but without being commanded to do so.
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If you’ll say: If so, why were they saved from the wild animals, it can be said that they
were already different from the Egyptians, for [the Egyptians] did not have the merit of the
Sabbath at all, and concerning Israel, it was at least some small protection. Also, that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, judges the man on his good actions that he is destined to do in the future,



and Israel was destined to pull their hands away from idolatry completely and to observe the
Sabbath according to its laws. Then, all six days will be remedied and they will have a
complete redemption and a M9 [fedut] [“redemption”] spelled fully with a vav. This is the
meaning of “tomorrow this sign shall come to pass,” for the word 7% could mean “tomorrow”
or it could mean “later,” and the word n&k could mean “a sign” or it could mean “a letter.” So
instead of reading as “tomorrow this sign shall come to pass,” it can be read as “later, this letter
shall be present,” i.e., the vav, and there will be a complete redemption.
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Furthermore, it must be said according to what we wrote above (essay 11) that the
wild animals came upon the Egyptians for two reasons: to kill them, and to damage the power
of their sorcerers. In this first regard the Israelites also deserved to be afflicted with this plague,
since they worshiped idolatry. However, on the other hand, the wild animals were to destroy
the wisdom of their sorcerers, and in this regard, Israel was not deserving to be afflicted.
Therefore, initially [Scripture] said, “But I will set apart on that day the land of Goshen,” for
Israel are not sorcerers.

Even for the first reason, that [the wild animals] came to Kill, “And I will make a
distinction,” as was said above, and there is no other opening here according to the Divine
Attribute of Strict Justice to complain that Israel should have been afflicted. For the wild
animals were deserved for Egypt for two reasons, and for Israel for only one reason, and
even this one reason is not entirely true, as discussed above.
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