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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2–9:35) 
 
Essay 15. The fifth and seventh plagues: pestilence and hail 

  

" וְכוּ  פָּסוּק '. הִקְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים לָמָּה לאֹ הִזְהִיר מֹשֶׁה בְּמַכַּת הַדֶּבֶר כְּמוֹ שֶׁהִזְהִיר בְּכָאן בְּמַכַּת "וְעַתָּה שְׁלַח הָעֵז אֶת־מִקְנְ

" ,הַבָּרָד   . לוֹמַר לָהֶם "וְעַתָּה שְׁלַח הָעֵז אֶת־מִקְנְ
  

There is a verse concerning the seventh plague of hail: “Now therefore send, bring to 
refuge your animals and all that you have in the field; for every man and beast that shall be found 
in the field, and shall not be brought home, the hail shall come down upon them, and they shall 
die” (Ex. 9:19). The commentators asked why Moses had not warned for the fifth plague of 
pestilence of livestock as he warned here of the seventh plague of hail, saying to them, “Now 
therefore send, bring to refuge your animals.”  

 
וְהַלּאֹ כְּבָר נֶאֱמַר    ,, וְאִם תּאֹמַר מֵאַיִן הָיוּ לָהֶם בְּהֵמוֹת"בָּאָדָם וּבַבְּהֵמָה" וּלְפִי מַה שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל הַפָּסוּק "וַיְהִי שְׁחִין" וכו'  

מִצְרָיִם" מִקְנֵה  אֶלָּא עַל אוֹתָם שֶׁבַּשָּׂ ?  "וַיָּמׇת כֹּל  גְזֵירָה  נִגְזְרָה  דָּבָר ה'    , דוֹתוְתֵּירֵץ לאֹ  אֶת  מִקְנֵהוּ אֶל   נִיס]כְ [הִ וְהַיָּרֵא  אֶת 
 . לּוּ בַּבָּרָד מְאַחֵר שֶׁרָאָה שֶׁכְּבָר עָשׂוּ מֵעַצְמָם בַּדֶּבֶריאִם כֵּן לאֹ הָיָה צָרִי לְהַזְהִיר אֲפִ  .הַבָּתִּים

 
According to what Rashi explained on the verse describing the sixth plague, “So they 

took soot of the kiln and appeared before Pharaoh; Moses threw it toward the sky, and there was 
an inflammation of boils breaking out in boils on man and beast” (Ex. 9:10): “If you say, 
‘Where did they obtain these animals?’ for hasn’t it already been said, ‘and all the livestock 
of Egypt died’ (Ex. 9:6) [i.e., from the fifth plague]? The solution is that this [fifth plague, the 
pestilence of livestock] was only decreed upon those [animals] that were in the fields, and those 
who feared the word of the L-rd had brought their livestock to their houses.” That is, G-d 
commanded Moses to warn Pharaoh, “If you refuse to let them go, and continue to hold them, then 
the hand of the L-rd will strike your livestock in the fields—the horses, the asses, the camels, the 
cattle, and the sheep—with a very severe pestilence” (Ex. 9:2–3). It was clearly stated that the 
decree was only upon the animals in the field, and many Egyptians paid heed and brought the 
animals inside. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
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If so, it wasn’t necessary for Moses to warn them even for the seventh plague of hail, 
after he saw that they already acted on their own to protect their animals from the fifth plague, 
the pestilence of livestock, even without having been warned about it by Moses. 

אֶלָּא דָּא בְּנִיחוּתָא, וְדָא בִּתְקִיפוּ   ? הַר דֶּבֶר וּבָרָד, אִינּוּן אַתְוָון מַמָּשׁ. וְדֶּבֶר, אַהְדַּר בָּרָד. מַה בֵּין הַאי לְהַאיוֹוְיוּבַן בְּמָה שֶׁכְּתַב הַזּ
בִּשְׁלָמָא בְּמַכַּת הַדֶּבֶר חָשְׁבוּ הַמִּצְרִיים לְהִמָּלֵט מִן הַמַּכָּה אִם הָיוּ מַכְנִיסִים הַמִּקְנֶה לַבָּתִּים,  וְאַף אָנוּ נֶאֱמַר שֶׁ   דְּרוּגְזָא. עכ"ל.

שֶׁמָּא לאֹ יַכְנִיסוּם בְּחָשְׁבָם    דֵּיןגֶז וְ וֹ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִכְנִיסוּם, אֲבָל בַּבָּרָד שֶׁהָיָה בְּר.  גֶזוֹוְרדֵּין  לְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ יוֹדְעִים שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה כָּל כָּ  
    .וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִזְהִירָם "שְׁלַח הָעֵז" וְכוּ' שֶׁאִם יַכְנִיסוּם יִהְיוּ נִּמְלָטִים .שֶׁאֵין תַּקָּנָה לְהִמָּלֵט מֵחֲרוֹן אַפּוֹ שֶׁל הקב"ה

 
This question of why Moses had to warn for the seventh plague, hail, will be understood 

by what the Zohar wrote [about] pestilence [דֶּבֶר] [dever] and hail [בָּרָד] [barad] (parshat Va’era, 
page 31b): “After the Egyptians didn’t repent, the exact same letters [i.e., the words dever and 
barad each have the same three letters: bet, dalet, and resh] returned and killed all of the animals 
that remained, and pestilence [דֶּבֶר] turned to hail [בָּרָד]. What is the difference between this 
and that? This [the pestilence] is an easy [death], and that [the hail] is a violent assault.” We 
are also told that granted, with the plague of pestilence, the Egyptians thought to escape from 
the plague if they brought the animals into the houses, as they knew there with the pestilence 
there was not so much violence. Because of this, they brought them in to their houses for the 
pestilence, but for the hail, that was a violent assault, perhaps they didn’t bring them in, with 
their thinking being that there was no remedy to escape from the fiery wrath of the Holy 
One, Blessed be He. Before warning them to bring the animals indoors, Moses had said, “This 
time tomorrow I will rain down a very heavy hail, such as has not been in Egypt from the day it 
was founded until now” (Ex. 9:18). Perhaps they would have thought that the hail would even 
destroy their houses. Because of this, in order to have compassion upon them, [Moses] warned 
them “send, bring to refuge your animals,” that if they would bring them in to their houses, 
they would escape, i.e., that the houses would not be destroyed by the hail. 

 
הַמְּפָרְשִׁים שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה הקב"ה שֶׁיִּהְיוּ לָהֶם בְּהֵמוֹת לִרְדּ נָמֵי הַאי דְּאָמַר לוֹ מֹשֶׁה "שְׁלַח  .  ף אַחֲרֵיהֶם בַּיָּםוֹכְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ  אִי 

שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיוּ לָהֶם בְּהֵמוֹת    ף אוֹתָם בַּיָּם, וֹדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ לָהֶם בְּהֵמוֹת לִרְדּהָעֵז" לאֹ הָיָה לְרַחֵם עֲלֵיהֶם, אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא לְרָעָתָם כְּ 
גֶז שֶׁהָיָה בְּמַכַּת בָּרָד, אֲבָל בְּמַכַּת הַדֶּבֶר שֶׁהָיָה בְּנִיחוּתָא, לאֹ אָמַר לָהֶם  וֹ קֶף וְהָרוֹוְזֶהוּ הַתּ  .אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ רוֹדְפִים אַחֲרֵיהֶם

  "."שְׁלַח הָעֵז אֶת־מִקְנְ
 
As the commentators wrote, the Holy One, Blessed be He, had wanted [the Egyptians] 

to have animals in order to chase after [the Israelites], into the Reed Sea.1,2 It is as if Moses 
said to [Pharoah], “send, bring to refuge your animals,” not to have compassion upon them, 
but rather to the contrary to make it worse for them, again, in order that they would have 

 
1 Grammatically, the Hebrew text is a sentence fragment that should be a continuation of the previous sentence, 

but thematically, the previous text suggested a compassionate approach, while this clause and the following sentence 
suggest strict judgment. Thus, the translator has moved the clause to this new paragraph, and has amended the English 
translation slightly to fit.  

2 Rabbi Moshe Alshich (“the Alshich haKadosh”) (1508–1593), comments on Ex. 9:19, “He warned them so that 
the horses would be saved, for they would be instrumental for the revenge against Pharaoh at the Sea of Reeds.”  



3 
 

animals to chase [the Israelites] into the Reed Sea. For if they had not had animals, it’s 
possible that they wouldn’t have chased after [the Israelites], and wouldn’t have drowned. 

This explains Moses’ warning for the violent assault of the plague of hail, but regarding 
the plague of pestilence, which was an easy [death], and for which the Egyptians of their own 
initiative had taken action to mitigate the harm, by bringing the animals indoors, [Moses] did not 
say to them, “send, bring to refuge your animals.” 

 

לְפִיכָ   ,בְּמִדְרָשׁ יַלְקוּט דֶּבֶר מִפְּנֵי מָה בָּא עֲלֵיהֶם? לְפִי שֶׁשָּׂמוּ אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל רוֹעֵי בְּהֵמוֹת שֶׁלָּהֶם  דְּאִיתָאאַחֶרֶת  בְּדֶרֶ    וְעוֹד

  , נוֹטְעֵי גַּנּוֹת וּפַרְדֵּסִים   בָּרָד מִפְּנֵי מָה הֵבִיא עֲלֵיהֶם? לְפִי שֶׁשָּׂמוּ אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל  .הֵבִיא עֲלֵיהֶם דֶּבֶר וְהָרַג כָּל מַה שֶׁרָעוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל
  .לְפִיכָ הֵבִיא עֲלֵיהֶם בָּרָד וְשָׁבַר כָּל מַה שֶׁנָּטְעוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל

 
Also, another way to understand this question of why Moses warned Pharaoh regarding 

the seventh plague but not the fifth plague is brought in the midrash Yalkut (Shimoni, Va’era, 
remez 182:3): “Why did pestilence come upon them? Because they placed Israel as shepherds 
of their animals; therefore [G-d] brought upon them pestilence and killed all that Israel 
shepherded. Why did hail come upon them? Because they made Israel plant gardens and 
parks; therefore [G-d] brought hail upon them and He broke all that Israel had planted.” 

  
אֲבָל  .  אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל הַנְּטִיעוֹת אָמַר לוֹ "שְׁלַח הָעֵז" וְכוּ' כְּדֵי שֶׁיַּכִּירוּ הֵיטֵב טַעַם הַמַּכָּה  וְאִם כֵּן דַּוְקָא בְּמַכַּת הַבָּרָד שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה

אוֹמֵר לוֹ זֶה בְּמַכַּת  נָה לְהָמִית הַבְּהֵמוֹת, לאֹ יִתָּכֵן לוֹמַר לוֹ "שְׁלַח הָעֵז", וְעוֹד שֶׁאִם הָיָה  ובְּמַכַּת הַדֶּבֶר שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא הָיְתָה הַכְוָ 
לַבַּיִת הַמִּקְנֶה  לְהַכְנִיס  וַעֲבָדָיו שׁוֹמְעִים  פַּרְעֹה  וְהָיוּ  הָיוּ    , הַדֶּבֶר  אִם  אַף  בַּבָּרָד  אֲבָל  כְּלוּם,  עוֹשָׂה  הָיְתָה  לאֹ  הַמַּכָּה  כֵּן,  אִם 

  . שׁוֹמְעִים לוֹ, עִם כֹּל זֶה הַמַּכָּה הָיְתָה מְשַׁבֶּרֶת הַנְּטִיעוֹת
 
If so, precisely with the plague of hail, that was only brought because of the planting, 

[G-d] said to them, through Moses, “send, bring to refuge your animals,” in order that they 
would well recognize the reason for the plague, that is, not to hurt the animals, but to destroy 
the plantings of the Israelites. 

But for the fifth plague of pestilence, which to the contrary was intended to kill the 
animals, it was not possible to tell [Pharaoh], “send, bring to refuge your animals.” That is, if 
He had said this to him for the plague of pestilence, and Pharaoh and his servants had 
listened and brought in their animals indoors, if so, the plague would have accomplished 
nothing! But with hail, even if they had listened to him, and brought in the animals, with all 
this the plague would have broken the plantings, which was the reason for the seventh plague 
according to the Yalkut Shimoni. 

 
* * * 


