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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2–9:35) 
 
Essay 7. The defective hearts of the Egyptians 

  

וְלָמָּה   ."כָּבֵד"  בִּלְשׁוֹןשִׁי לֵב שֶׁל פַּרְעֹה  וֹלָמָּה תָּלָה הַכָּתוּב הַקּ"כָּבֵד לֵב פַּרְעֹה", וְכֵן "כִּי־אֲנִי הִכְבַּדְתִּי אֶת־לִבּוֹ". קָשֶׁה    פָּסוּק
מִלַּת   הִזְכִּיר  פַּעַם  פַּרְעֹה"  ",לֵב"בְּכָל  אֶת־לֵב  ה'  "וַיְחַזֵּק  פַּרְעֹה",  לֵב  בַּמַּכּוֹת    ."וַיֶּחֱזַק  הַבְּחִירָה  מִמֶּנּוּ  הֵסִיר  לָמָּה  וְעוֹד 

  יֵשׁ כָּאן פִּתְחוֹן פֹּה לְמִינִים לוֹמַר לאֹ הָיָה מִמֶּנּוּ שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה. ?הָאַחֲרוֹנוֹת
  

There is a verse: “And the L-rd said to Moses, ‘The heart of Pharaoh is heavy; he refuses 
to let the people go.’ ”1 Also, “Then the L-rd said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh, for I have made 
heavy his heart and the hearts of his servants, in order that I may display these My signs within 
his midst.’ ”2  

Question 1: A question is why did Scripture establish the hardness of the heart of 
Pharaoh with the language “heavy.”  

Question 2: Also, why is it that every time the Torah discusses Pharaoh’s stubborn nature, 
it mentions the word “heart,” e.g., “and He strengthened Pharaoh’s heart,”3 or, “and the 
L-rd strengthened Pharaoh’s heart.”4 

Question 3: Also, why did [G-d] remove from [Pharaoh] the choice for the final 
plagues? There is an opening there for heretics to say that because of this, there was no way 
for him to repent.  

  
)  'העִיף קָטָן  סְ דֵּעָה סִימָן מ'   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהקב"ה מָדַד לוֹ מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה וְלאֹ הֵסִיר מִמֶּנּוּ הַבְּחִירָה, שֶׁכָּתַב הַפְּרִי חָדָשׁ (יוֹרֶה

הַצְּבִי  קִבַּלְתִּי שֶׁמַּעֲשֶׂה הָיָה שֶׁנִּמְצָא עֶצֶם בְּתוֹ הַלֵּב וְהִכְשִׁירוּ חַכְמֵי הַדּוֹר לְפִי שֶׁכָּ נִמְצָא בְּלֵב    חָדָשׁ  בַּיִתוְזַ"ל, כָּתַב בַּסֵּפֶר  
וְהָאֱמֶת אִם קַבָּלָתוֹ קַבָּלָה אֵין לִלְמוֹד מִמֶּנּוּ לִשְׁאַר   .שֶׁמִּתְקַשֶּׁה הַדָּם וְנַעֲשֶׂה עֶצֶם וְאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיְּהֵא נִמְצָא כָּ לִפְעָמִים בַּבְּהֵמָה ע"כ

  אֲבָל מָצָאתִי בְּסֵפֶר שַׁעַר הַשָּׁמַיִם שֶׁכָּתַב וְזַ"ל, וְכָל מִינֵי הַבַּעֲלֵי חַיִּים אֵין לָהֶם עֶצֶם בְּלִבּוֹתָם   .זֶה דַּוְקָא בִּצְבִי וְכוּ'מִינִים דְּ 
וּמֵעַתָּה בְּהֵמָה שֶׁנִּמְצָא בַּלֵּב שֶׁלָּהּ   .זֶק הַלֵּבוֹדֶל גּוּפָם וְצָרִי חוֹב גּ וֹמִלְּבַד מִין הַסּוּס וּבְמִין אֶחָד מִן הַשּׁוֹרִים שֶׁיֵּשׁ בָּהֶם עֶצֶם לְר

  .שֶׁהִזְכִּיר הֶחָכָם הַנַּ"ל עכ"ל רִיםושְׁוָ עֶצֶם אֵין בָּנוּ כֹּחַ לְהַתִּירָהּ עַד שֶׁנֵּדַע שֶׁהוּא מִמִּין הַ 
 
It can be said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, treated him measure-for-measure, 

and did not take away from him the choice. As the author of the Pri Chadash (Yoreh De’ah, 
siman 40, se’if katan 5)5 wrote:  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 7:14. 
2 Ex. 10:1. 
3 Ex. 7:13; Ex. 7:22; Ex. 8:15; Ex. 9:35. 
4 Ex. 9:12; Ex. 10:20; Ex. 10:27; Ex. 14:8. 
5 Hezekiah da Silva (1659–1698), author of Pri Chadash (Amsterdam 1691). 
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It’s written in the book Bayit Chadash, “I received [a rabbinic tradition] 
of an incident that occurred, that a bone was found inside the heart [of an 
animal that had been ritually slaughtered], and the wise men of the generation 
held that it was kosher, because this is found in the heart of a deer, that the 
blood hardens and becomes a bone, and it’s possible that sometimes this would 
be found in cattle.”6 

And the truth is, if what he received is a correct reception of rabbinic 
tradition, we shouldn’t learn from it for other types of animals, and it’s only 
particularly for the deer. But I found in the book Sha’ar haShamayim who 
wrote: “For all types of animals, they have no bone in their hearts, apart from 
the horse [which is not kosher], and one species of the ox [which is kosher], that 
each have a bone in them because of their great body size and their need for a 
strengthened heart.”7 Thus, for cattle which is found to have a bone in its 
heart, we have no power to permit it [as kosher], until we know that it is the 
type of ox mentioned by the aforementioned sage.  

- Pri Chadash, Yoreh De’ah, siman 40, se’if katan 5 
 

רוּשׁ הַפָּסוּק "כָּבֵד  יכְּלֵב הַצְּבִי, וְזֶה פֵּ   וְעַל פִּי זֶה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁמֵעִקָּרָא נִתְקַשֶּׁה דָּמוֹ עַל יִשְׂרָאֵל כָּל כָּ בַּכַּעַס שֶּׁנִּצְרַר הַדָּם בְּלִבּוֹ
וְכַאֲשֶׁר רָאָה הקב"ה שֶׁבְּרִשְׁעוֹ וּבְכַעְסוֹ נִצְרַר הַדָּם בְּלִבּוֹ הֶחֱזִיק יוֹתֵר אֶת לִבּוֹ וְהוֹסִיף   .לֵב פַּרְעֹה" וְעַל כֵּן "מֵאֵן לְשַׁלַּח הָעָם"

    .ב חֶזְקַת לִבּוֹוֹבּוֹ עֶצֶם לָר
 
According to this, it can be said that initially, [Pharaoh’s] blood hardened due to 

Israel so much—because of his anger—that the blood became sluggish in his heart, like the 
heart of a deer, and this is the explanation of the verse, “The heart of Pharaoh is heavy,” and 
therefore, “he refuses to let the people go.” This is the answer to question 1: the Torah uses the 
language of “heavy” because the blood became sluggish in Pharaoh’s heart. 

When the Holy One, Blessed be He, saw that by [Pharaoh’s] wickedness and anger, 
the blood became sluggish in his heart, He strengthened his heart and added a bone because 
of the great strength of his heart. This is the answer to question 2, why Scripture focuses on the 
word “heart” in discussing Pharaoh’s stubbornness. It also answers question 3: It’s not that G-d 
took away Pharaoh’s free choice, but He saw that Pharoah’s heart was hardened through his own 
wickedness and anger, and through a measure-for-measure punishment, He hardened it even more. 

Incidentally, medical science discusses the cardiac skeleton, a high-density homogeneous 
structure of connective tissue that forms and anchors the valves of the heart. In some animals, this 
tissue can undergo mineralization as the animals age, and can become an os cordis, a heart bone. 
This appears, as the rabbinic literature indicates, in deer and oxen. It also appears occasionally in 
goats and otters. In 2020, it was discovered to also occur in chimpanzees, especially ones afflicted 

 
6 Joel Sirkis (1561-1640), known as “the Bach,” an abbreviation for his book, Bayit Chadash. The quotation 

appears in Bayit Chadash, Yoreh De’ah 39:48. 
7 Gershon ben Shlomo (13th century), Sha’ar haShamayim (Venice 1547), article 4. 
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with myocardial fibrosis, a disease that also affects humans. It has been speculated that a heart 
bone could appear in rare cases in humans.8 

 
" וּפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, לָמַדְנוּ שֶׁמִכַּת בְּכוֹרוֹת שְׁקוּלָה כְּנֶגֶד  .  וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "כִּי בַּפַּעַם הַזּאֹת אֲנִי שֹׁלֵחַ אֶת־כָּל־מַגֵּפֹתַי אֶל־לִבְּ

ק שֶׁפִּיר "אֶל־ יוּלְפִי דַּרְכֵּנוּ מְדוּיָּ .  בְּכוֹרוֹת לְכָאן, וְעוֹד שֶׁהַמַּכּוֹת לאֹ הָיוּ תּוֹ לִבּוֹ  מַכַּתעִנְיָן  כֹּל הַמַּכּוֹת, וְהָעוֹלָם מַקְשִׁים מָה  
" שֶׁהֶעֱמִיד לוֹ עֶצֶם תּוֹ לִבּוֹ וּבְזֶה נִטְרָף כְּדַעַת הַפְּרִי חָדָשׁ, מַה שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה כֵּן מִתְּחִלָּה שֶׁ  וְהַטְּרֵיפָה    לּאֹ הָיָה רַק נִצְרַר הַדָּם. לִבְּ

אִיל שֶׁנִּטָּרֵף הוּא בַּסַּכָּנָה אָדָם אֵינָהּ חַיָּה י"ב חֹדֶשׁ כְּמוֹ שֶׁפָּסַק הַפְּרִי חָדָשׁ הַנַּ"ל (בְּיוֹרֵה דֵּעָה סִימָן לֹ"א סְעִיף קָטַן ז'), וְהוֹאַף בְּ 
יִינוּ לְפִי שֶׁעַתָּה נִטָּרֵף וְהָיָה  וְכֵיוָן שֶׁהַכָּתוּב כָּתַב בְּמַכָּה זוֹ "אֶת־כָּל־מַגֵּפֹתַי" דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁהִיא שְׁקוּלָה כְּנֶגֶד כֹּל הַמַּכּוֹת, וְהָ   לָמוּת,

  .וַדַּאי הִיא שְׁקוּלָה כְּנֶגֶד כָּל הַמַּכּוֹתבְּסַכָּנַת מִיתָה, מִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן מַכַּת בְּכוֹרוֹת שֶׁהָיְתָה שָׁעָת מִיתָה מַמָּשׁ שֶׁבְּ 
 
This understanding that G-d created a bone in Pharaoh’s heart is the intent of what 

Scripture said, referring to the plague of hail: “For this time, I will send all My plagues upon 
your heart, and your servants, and your people, in order that you may know that there is none like 
Me in all the world.”9 Rashi explained this verse by saying, “We learned that the plague on the 
firstborn was equal [in magnitude] to all the [previous] plagues [combined].”  

Question 4: Everyone asks about this Rashi: How is the tenth plague of the firstborn 
related to this verse, which relates to the seventh plague, hail?  

Question 5: Also, that while the verse said, “upon your heart,” the plagues were not 
known to be within [Pharaoh’s] heart. 

The answer to question 5, is that according to our way of understanding, “upon your 
heart” is perfectly accurate, for He established for him a bone within his heart. By this he 
became “treif,” according to the opinion of the Pri Chadash, something that was not the case 
initially, when he only had sluggishness of the blood. Treif means “torn,” and refers to an animal 
that has suffered an injury or defect that would cause it to die within one year. Such an animal 
cannot be kosher, even if ritually slaughtered. Treif even for a human means he only lives up to 
12 months, as the Pri Chadash ruled above, in Yoreh De’ah, siman 31, se’if katan 7.  

The answer for question 4 is that since [Pharaoh] had become treif, through G-d’s 
creating a bone within his heart as a measure-for-measure punishment, he was in danger to die. 
Since Scripture wrote for this plague of hail, “For this time, I will send all My plagues upon 
your heart,” that has the meaning that it has the same weight as all the plagues, because now 
he is treif and in danger of death. This is especially true since the plague of the firstborn, 
which was at the very hour of death, certainly has the same weight as all the plagues.  

  

 
8 Carly Cassella, A Mysterious Bone Discovered in The Hearts of Some Chimpanzees Raises Big Questions, 

Science Alert, June 10, 2020, https://www.sciencealert.com/some-chimps-have-a-little-bone-in-their-heart-and-it-
might-be-killing-them (Retrieved Jan. 13, 2024). 

9 Ex. 9:14. 
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מּוּד עַל זֶה דִּפְשִׁיטָא שֶׁאֵין דָּבָר קָשֶׁה מֵהַמָּוֶת, מִכָּל מְקוֹם הוּצְרַ רַשִׁ"י לוֹמַר  יוְאַף שֶׁלִּכְאוֹרָה הוּא דָּבָר פָּשׁוּט וְאֵין שַׁיָּי לִ 
מִשּׁוּם דְּאִיכָּא סְבַרָא נָמֵי לְהֵפֶ כִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן בְּפֶרֶק ז' דִמְצִיעָא אִי מִקְטַל קְטָלוּ לְהַהוּא גַּבְרָא,   לָמַדְנוּ שֶׁמַּכַּת בְּכוֹרוֹת שְׁקוּלָה וְכוּ',

  '.לָא מְגַלִּינָא, אִי נְגוּדֵי מְנַגְּדוֹ לֵיהּ, מְגַלִּינָא וְכוּ
 
This is apparently a simple matter, and there is no teaching relevant to this, for it is 

simple that there is nothing more difficult than death. Nevertheless, Rashi was forced to say, 
“We learned that the plague on the firstborn was equal [in magnitude] to all the [previous] 
plagues [combined].” He had to say this, because there was also an opinion to the opposite, that 
there is something more difficult than death. As we find in the seventh chapter of tractate Bava 
Metzia (page 86a), “[Even] if they will kill that man, [i.e., me,] I will not disclose [your 
location]. But if they will beat him, [i.e., me,] I will disclose [your location, as I could not bear 
being tortured].” That is why Rashi felt compelled to make his comment. 

 
הַכַּעַס, וְכֵן "כִּי־אֲנִי הִכְבַּדְתִּי אֶת־ וְזַהוּ "וַיַּכְבֵּד לִבּוֹ הוּא וַעֲבָדָיו" "וַיֶּחֱזַק לֵב פַּרְעֹה", שֶּׁנִּצְרַר דָּמַם בְּקִרְבָּם מֵחֲמַת הַשִּׂנְאָה וְ 

וְעוֹד אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר שֶׁאַחַר שֶׁאָמַר "אֲשֶׁר הִתְעַלַּלְתִּי בְּמִצְרַיִם" דְּהַיְינוּ   לִבּוֹ וְאֶת־לֵב עֲבָדָיו לְמַעַן שִׁתִי אֹתֹתַי אֵלֶּה בְּקִרְבּוֹ" דַּוְקָא.
ם גַּם־אֹתִי", הִתְפַּלְּלוּ עָלַי  הַמַּכּוֹת, חָזַר וְאָמַר "וְאֶת־אֹתֹתַי אֲשֶׁר־שַׂמְתִּי בָם", וְלָכֵן בָּעֵת הַמַּכָּת בְּכוֹרוֹת אָמַר פַּרְעֹה "וּבֵרַכְתֶּ 

  . א מִמַּכַּת לְבָבִי, דּוּמְיָא דְּאַבְרָהָם שֶׁיִּתְפַּלֵּל עַל אֲבִימֶלֶרַפֵּ שֶׁאֲ 
 
This is the meaning of Scripture saying, “and [Pharoah] hardened his heart, he and his 

servants,”10 and “and He hardened Pharaoh’s heart,” that their blood grew sluggish within 
them [בקרבם] [be’kirbam] because of the hatred and anger against the Israelites. Thus, “For I 
have hardened his heart and the hearts of his servants, in order that I may display these My 
signs before him”—before him [ֹבְּקִרְבּו] [be’kirbo] specifically. 

Also, it’s fine that after He said, “that you may recount . . . how I made a mockery of 
Egypt,”11 that He continued and said, “and how I displayed My signs among them,”12 which 
might appear redundant, if one thinks that both refer to the plagues. Instead, we can understand it 
as one referring to creating a bone within their hearts, and one referring to the plagues. 

Therefore, at the time of the plague of the firstborn, Pharaoh said, “Take also your 
flocks and your herds, as you said, and begone! And may you bring a blessing upon me also,”13 
as if to say, “Pray for me, that I will be healed from the plague of my heart.” This is similar 
to the incident with Abraham, who prayed for Abimelech, whom G-d had struck with illness 
after he took away Sarah, believing her to be Abraham’s sister. After Abimelech learned the truth 
and returned Sarah, Abraham prayed for him and he was healed.14 

 

 
10 Ex. 9:34. 
11 Ex. 10:2. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ex. 12:32. 
14 Gen. 20:17. 
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לָּם אִם מֹשֶׁה לאֹ אָמַר לָהֶם רַק הַבְּכוֹרוֹת, וְאִם תּאֹמַר כֻּ יוּבַן נָמֵי הַפָּסוּק "כִּי אָמְרוּ כֻּלָּנוּ מֵתִים", דְּאֵי יִתָּכֵן שֶׁיָּמוּתוּ    וּבְזֶה

אַדְרַבָּא מִשָּׁם רְאָיָה שֶׁלּאֹ יָמוּתוּ כֻּלָּם שֶׁלּאֹ מֵת אֶלָּא גְּדוֹל   כְּדִבְרֵי רז"ל שֶׁהָיוּ רוֹאִים שֶׁאִם אֵין שָׁם בְּכוֹר, גְּדוֹל הַבַּיִת מֵת, 
הַמַּכָּה שֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה לְהָבִיא  הַבַּיִת. וְעוֹד אִם רָאוּ שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְקַיְּימָה נְבוּאַת מֹשֶׁה לְהָמִית רַק הַבְּכוֹרוֹת, הָיָה לָהֶם לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵינָהּ זוֹ

  . ליל יִשְׂרָאֵ עֲלֵיהֶם בִּשְׁבִ 
 
With this analysis, we’ll also understand the verse, “The Egyptians urged the people on, 

impatient to have them leave the country, for they said, ‘We shall all be dead,’ ”15 for how is it 
possible that they would all die, if Moses said to them only the firstborn would die. Perhaps 
you’ll answer according to the words of the rabbis, of blessed memory, that [the Egyptians] 
had seen that if there wasn’t a firstborn in the house, that the chief person in the house died.16 
But then, to the contrary, we have a proof that not all would die, for only the chief person in 
the house would die. Also, if they say that the prophecy of Moses was not fulfilled, to kill only 
the firstborn, they could say that this plague was not as Moses said, to be brought upon them 
because of their treatment of Israel.  

 
שֶׁאֵינָם בְּכוֹרוֹת הָיוּ סְבוּרִים  אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁהַמִּצְרִיִים הָיוּ יוֹדְעִים שֶׁהֵם טְרֵפִים וְלאֹ יוּכְלוּ לִחְיוֹת, וּכְשֶׁרָאוּ שֶׁמֵּתוּ אַף מֵאוֹתָם  

וְלָכֵן אָמְרוּ "כֻּלָּנוּ מֵתִים", וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר יְשַׁעְיָה "וּלְבַב מִצְרַיִם יִמַּס בְּקִרְבּוֹ", כְּדֵי לַעֲשוֹתוֹ    שֶׁהַמַּכָּה שֶׁהָיְתָה בְּלִבָּם גָּרְמָה מִיתָתָם.
  . טְרֵפָה, "וְנָגַף ה' אֶת־מִצְרַיִם נָגֹף וְרָפוֹא", דְּנָגְפָם וְאַחַר כָּ בְּצֵאת יִשְׂרָאֵל מִמִּצְרַיִם רְפָאָם

 
Rather, certainly the Egyptians knew that they were treif and that they weren’t able 

to live longer than a year, and when they saw that some of them who weren’t firstborn died, 
they thought that the plague that was in their hearts had caused their deaths. Therefore, they 
said, “we shall all be dead,” and this is the meaning of what Isaiah said, “and the heart of the 
Egyptians shall sink within them,”17 in order to make [Pharaoh] treif, “The L-rd will first 
afflict and then heal the Egyptians; when they turn back to the L-rd, He will respond to their 
entreaties and heal them,”18 that they were smitten and afterward upon the exit of Israel from 
Egypt, He healed them. 

 
* * * 

 
15 Ex. 12:33. 
16 Ex. 12:30: “And Pharaoh arose in the night, with all his courtiers and all the Egyptians—because there was a 

loud cry in Egypt; for there was no house where there was not someone dead.” Rashi writes: “If there was a firstborn 
there, he died. If there was no firstborn there, then the chief person in the house died.” 

17 Isaiah 19:1. 
18 Isaiah 19:22. 


