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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2–9:35) 
 
Essay 8. The death of the fish during the plague of blood 

  

מֵתָה"  רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ חֲנִינָאאָמַר  ".  וְהַדָּגָה אֲשֶׁר־בַּיְאֹר  יִשְׂרָאֵל,  ר'  הֶעֱשִׁירוּ  דָּם  מַיִם    ,מִמַּכַּת  .  וְכוּ' לְמִצְרַיִם  שֶׁהָיוּ מוֹכְרִים 

  .מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם מָה עִנְיָן דְּרָשָׁה זוֹ עַל פָּסוּק זֶה דַּוְקָא וְהֵיכִי רְמִיזָא
  

Midrash Ex. Rabbah 9:10: “ ‘The fish that were in the river died’ (Ex. 7:21). [In 
explanation,] Rabbi Chanina1 said, ‘Israel became enriched from the plague of turning water 
to blood, for they sold water to Egypt.’ ” Everyone asks how this explanation is particularly 
relevant to this verse, and how this is hinted by the verse. 

  
וְהִנֵּה הַמִּצְרִיים הָיוּ מַנִּיחִים אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל לָצוּד דָּגִים וְהָיוּ אוֹכְלִים    .וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַדָּבָר יָדוּעַ שֶׁבַּמִּדָּה שֶׁאָדָם מוֹדֵד בָּהּ מוֹדְדִים לוֹ

שֶׁר־נאֹכַל בְּמִצְרַיִם חִנָּם", וְלָכֵן מִטַּעַם זֶה לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם לָכֵן אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "זָכַרְנוּ אֶת־הַדָּגָה אֲ   .בְּלִי כֶּסֶף וּבְלִי מְחִיראוֹתָם  
לִפְרועַ ל חִנָּם, וְאִם יִרְצוּ מְזוֹנוֹת אֲחֵרִים צְרִיכִים  וֹוְעוֹד שֶׁזֶּהוּ נֶזֶק גָּדוֹל לְיִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁלּאֹ יִמְצְאוּ עוֹד דָּגִים לֶאֱכ  .לַדָּגִים לָמוּת

לָכֵן בָּא ר' חֲנִינָא וְדָרַשׁ עַל פָּסוּק זֶה דַּוְקָא    עַל הַכָּתוּב שֶׁאוֹמֵר "וְהַדָּגָה אֲשֶׁר־בַּיְאֹר מֵתָה" שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לָהּ לָמוּת.מִכִּיסָם. וְקָשֶׁה  
לֶאֱכ עוֹד  צְרִיכִים  הָיוּ  כֵּן לאֹ  וְאִם  יִשְׂרָאֵל,  הֶעֱשִׁירוּ  דָּם  בְּחִנָּם, שֶׁהֲ וֹשֶׁמִּמַּכַּת  הַדָּגִים  מַה  ל  לִקְנוֹת  הַרְבֵּה  מָעוֹת  לָהֶם  יֵשׁ  רֵי 

  .שֶׁצְּרִיכִים
 
It can be said that the matter is known that, “With the measure by which a person 

measures, he is measured with it,” i.e., “the punishment fits the crime,” or “the reward fits the 
positive action.”2 Surely, the Egyptians would allow Israel to fish and to eat the fish without 
paying money and without wages. Thus, Scripture said, “We remember the fish that we used 
to eat free in Egypt” (Num. 11:5), and therefore for this reason, as the fish were beneficial to 
Israel, the fish should not have died when the water turned to blood. Moreover, this death of the 
fish caused great harm to Israel, for they did not find any more fish to eat for free, and if they 
wanted other foods they would have had to pay from their pockets. It is difficult that 
Scripture says, “The fish that were in the river died,” for they should not have died. That is 
why Rabbi Chanina came and expounded precisely on this verse, that Israel became enriched 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Our edition of Midrash Rabbah reads “Rabbi Avin haLevi in the name of Rabbi.” 
2 Mishnah Sota 1:7; Sota 8b; Megillah 12b; Sanhedrin 100a. The Talmud’s wording, ֹבַּמִּדָּה שֶׁאָדָם מוֹדֵד בָּהּ מוֹדְדִים לו, 

is equivalent to the well-known saying of כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה  that ”,(measure against measure) (middah k’neged middah) מִדָּה 
G-d punishes a person measure-for-measure. 
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from the plague of blood, and if so, they no longer had to eat the fish for free, since they then 
had a lot of funds to buy what they needed. 

 
יִם חִנָּם", אֵינוֹ רָצָה לוֹמַר חִנָּם מַמָּשׁ כִּדְאַמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ח'  וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְפָרֵשׁ שֶׁמַה שֶׁאוֹמֵר הַכָּתוּב "אֶת־הַדָּגָה אֲשֶׁר־נאֹכַל בְּמִצְרַ 

כִי מֵתוּ הַדָּגִים, שֶׁהַמִּצְרִיים לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם בָּהֶם שׁוּם זְכוּת שֶׁלּאֹ נוֹתְנִים אוֹתָם לְיִשְׂרָאֵל וּמִשּׁוּם הָ   . אֶלָּא חִנָּם בְּלאֹ מִצְווֹת  דְיוֹמָא,
  . בְּחִנָּם

 
It also can be interpreted that what the Scripture says, “the fish that we used to eat 

free in Egypt,” doesn’t mean to say literally free, as it is said in the eighth chapter of tractate 
Yoma (75a),3 but “free” meaning without observing the commandments.4 That is, G-d was 
willing to support Israel if they obeyed the commandments they’d been given, such as the covenant 
of circumcision. But when they violated those commandments, He became angry. Because of this 
sinful behavior on the part of Israel, the fish died, for G-d no longer wanted the Jews to have the 
fish for free, and the Egyptians certainly did not have any right to [the fish], as they did not 
give them to Israel for free. 

 
וַהֲלאֹ מִילְּתָא דִּפְשִׁיטָא הִיא, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַדָּגִים כָּל מִחְיָתָם אֵינָהּ    .מִיעֵנוּ שֶׁמֵּתוּ הַדָּגִים וְאֵין לְהַקְשׁוֹת עַל פְּשָׁט הַכָּתוּב מַה צָרִי לְהַשְׁ 

הַמַּיִם לְדָם לאֹ הָיָה דָּם מַמָּשׁ,  שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר שֶׁאַף שֶׁנֶּהְפְּכוּ  ? ו שֶׁנֶּהְפְּכוּ הַמַּיִם לְדָם בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם לָמוּתיאֶלָּא בְּמַיִם וְעַכְשָׁ 
וְאִם כֵּן אַף    .יָה מַיִם מַמָּשׁאֶלָּא שֶׁמַה שֶׁהָיוּ שׁוֹאֲבִים הַמִּצְרִיים בִּלְבַד הָיָה נִרְאֶה לָהֶם דָּם, אֲבָל מַה שֶׁהָיוּ שׁוֹאֲבִים יִשְׂרָאֵל הָ 

שֶׁמִּמַּכַּת דָּם    אֶלָּא  .ם שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל, וְהַמַּיִם לְגַבֵּי הַדָּגִים לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם לִהְיוֹת דָּםהַדָּגִים הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים לִחְיוֹת הוֹאִיל שֶׁהָיוּ מְזוֹנָ 
 '.הֶעֱשִׁירוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל וְכוּ

 
There is no need to question the plain meaning of the Scripture as to what reason there 

was to inform us that the fish died. For isn’t that obvious, as all of the fish’s lives are in water, 
and now that the water has turned to blood, isn’t it certain that they have to die? No; it would 
be possible to say that even though the water became blood, it was not real blood, but that 
what the Egyptians drew only seemed to them to be blood, but what Israel drew was real 
water. If so, even the fish would be able to live, because they were the food for Israel, and the 
water as far as the fish were concerned would not have been blood to them. Rather than allow 
us to think that, Scripture informs us that the fish died, and the Midrash tells us that the plague of 
blood enriched Israel, etc., so that we would understand why the fish died, even though their 
existence had been helpful to Israel. 

 

* * * 

 
3 Yoma 75a says that the Jews certainly did not receive fish for free, and that Scripture may be referring 

euphemistically to illicit sexual relations. 
4 Sifrei Bamidbar 87:1, “Is it possible that the Egyptians gave them fish free? Is it not written, ‘And now, go and 

work, and straw will not be given you’ (Ex. 5:18)? If they did not give them free straw, would they give them free 
fish? How, then, are we to understand ‘free’? ‘Free’ of mitzvot.” 


