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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1–13:16) 
 
Essay 12. The scope of the tenth plague 

  

פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י אַף בְּכוֹרוֹת אֲחֵרִים וְהֵם בְּמִצְרַיִם. וּמִנַּיִן אַף   ."וְעָבַרְתִּי בְאֶרֶץ־מִצְרַיִם בַּלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר" וְכוּ'  פָּסוּק

צְרַ רַשִׁ"י לְהָבִיא בְּכָאן וּצָרִי עִיּוּן לָמָּה ה  צְרַיִם בִּבְכוֹרֵיהֶם" עכ"ל.בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם בִּמְקוֹמוֹת אֲחֵרִים? תַּלְמוּד לוֹמַר "לְמַכֵּה מִ 
לָיו וְלאֹ לְפָרֵשׁ פְּסוּקִים אֲחֵרִים  מַה שֶׁאָנוּ לוֹמְדִים מִפָּסוּק "לְמַכֵּה מִצְרַיִם", הַלּאֹ אֵין דַּרְכּוֹ אֶלָּא לְפָרָשׁ פְּשָׁט הַפָּסוּק הַמְּדַבֵּר עָ 

  .וּמִנַּיִן אַף בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם וְכוּ', רַק אַף בְּכוֹרוֹת אֲחֵרִים וְהֵם בְּמִצְרַיִם וְתוּ לָאוְלאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר  .מִן הַחוּץ
 
There is a verse: “I will go through the land of Egypt that night and strike down every 

firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human and beast” (Ex. 12:12). Rashi explained : “Also other 
nations’ firstborn who were in Egypt. And whence may we deduce that even the firstborn of 
the Egyptians who were in other places [would be struck down]? Scripture in Psalms states: 
‘Who struck Egypt through their firstborn’ (Ps. 136:10) [which implies even those who were 
not in Egypt].”1 

We need to study why it was necessary for Rashi to bring here what we learn from 
the verse in Psalms, “Who struck Egypt”? Wasn’t there any other way but to simply interpret 
the verse that speaks of it, i.e., Ex. 12:12, and not to interpret other verses such as Ps. 136:10 
from outside? Also, he did not have to say, “And whence may we deduce that even the 
firstborn of the Egyptians who were in other places [would be struck down].” He had to say 
only, “Also other nations’ firstborn who were in Egypt,” and nothing else. I.e., Rashi’s usual 
approach is to comment on only one verse at a time. Thus, we would have expected him to have 
explained that the firstborn of other nations would also be afflicted in Egypt. Why did he also state 
his teaching regarding Egyptians abroad, instead of saving it for his commentary on Ps. 136:10? 

  
חוּצָה    יְתָה הַמַּכָּה וְלאֹנָתוֹ הָיְתָה לְתָרֵץ הַפְּסוּקִים, שֶׁמִ"וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם" מַשְׁמָע דַּוְקָא בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם הָ ווְאִם כַּוָּ 

ן הַקוּשְׁיָא בִּמְקוֹמָהּ עוֹמֶדֶת  יהַלּאֹ עֲדַיִ   בְּכָל מְקוֹם שֶׁהָיוּ,לָהּ, וּמִפָּסוּק "לְמַכֵּה מִצְרַיִם" מַשְׁמָע שֶׁלּאֹ מֵתוּ אֶלָּא בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם  
"וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר בְּאֶרֶץ  עַל הַפְּסוּקִים, שֶׁאִם הָאֱמֶת הוּא שֶׁמֵּתוּ אַף בְּכוֹרֵי מְצֵרִים שֶׁהָיוּ בִּמְקוֹמוֹת אֲחֵרִים לָמָּה אָמַר הַכָּתוּב 

  . יפְּכָאדְּמַשְׁמָע אִ מִצְרַיִם" 
 
Perhaps his intention was to explain the verses, for otherwise there may appear to be a 

contradiction. We might think that, “I will strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt,” 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Rashi on Ex. 12:12, based on Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael 12:12 
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has the specific meaning that the plague was only within the land of Egypt and not outside of 

it. And perhaps the verse, “Who struck Egypt through their firstborn,” has the meaning that 

only the firstborn of Egypt died, in every place they were.  

If so, doesn’t the question on the verses still stand even after his analysis? If the truth 

is that even the firstborn Egyptians who were in different places died, based on Ps. 136:10, 

why does Scripture say in Ex. 12:12, “I will strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt,” 

which has the opposite meaning?  

 

רוּץ אֵלּוּ הַכְּתוּבִים יְתוֹרַץ קוּשְׁיָא אַחֶרֶת  ינַת רַשִׁ"י הָיְתָה לְתָרֵץ סְתִירַת פְּשָׁט הַכְּתוּבִים הַנַּ"ל, לְפִי שֶׁבְּתֵ וה לוֹמַר שֶׁכַּוָּ וְנִרְאֶ 

כֵּה מִצְרַיִם בִּבְכוֹרֵיהֶם" נִרְאֶה שֶׁיֵּשׁ הוֹכָחָה שֶׁהקב"ה הָיָה וְהָיִינוּ שֶׁמִּפְּשָׁט הַפָּסוּק "לְמַ   עַל פָּסוּק זֶה "וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר" וְכוּ',

  . הַמַּכָּה בְּמִצְרַיִם, לְפִי שֶׁהַמַּכָּה הָיְתָה בִּבְכוֹרֵיהֶם בְּכָל מְקוֹם שֶׁהֵם

 

It seems that Rashi’s intention was to explain the contradiction of the simple 

explanation of the above verses, but not the contradiction raised above. Instead, according to 

the explanation of these verses, we will solve a different difficulty about this verse, “I will 

strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt.”  

That is, from the plain meaning of the verse, “Who struck Egypt through their 

firstborn,” it appears that there is a proof that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was the source 

of that plague in Egypt, as the plague affected their firstborn in every place where they were. 

I.e., if firstborn Egyptians were dying at the same time in Egypt, in Africa, in India, etc., and others 

weren’t affected in Africa, India, etc., everyone would understand it to be miraculous. 

 

בִּמְקוֹמוֹת אֲחֵרִים נִיצּוֹלִים אָז לאֹ הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁהקב"ה  שֶׁל בִּבְכוֹרֵיהֶם, דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם שֶׁ   הַבֵּי"ת וְהָכִי דָּיֵיק  

  . וּמִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁמֵּתוּ גַּם בְּכוֹרוֹת אֲחֵרִים שֶׁהָיוּ בְּמִצְרַיִם  ,לִי זֶה בְּמִצְרַיִםוֹרַק שֶׁטֶּבַע הָאֲוִיר אוֹ הַזְּמַן הוֹלִיד ח  הָיָה הַמַּכָּה בְּמִצְרַיִם,

בַע הָאֲוִיר שֶׁל  רִי לוֹמַר שֶׁכָּל בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם שֶׁהָיוּ בִּמְקוֹמוֹת אֲחֵרִים מֵתוּ אַף הֵם, וְאֵינָם יְכוֹלִים לִתְלוֹת עוֹד בַּטֶּ אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָ 

 . מִצְרַיִם

 

Thus, the initial letter beit [ּב] [“in”] in the word bivchoreihem [“in their firstborn”] 

 is precise, for if it were not present, it would have been that the firstborn of Egypt [בִּבְכוֹרֵיהֶם]

in other places would have been saved. Then they would not have said that the Holy One, 

Blessed be He, was the source of that plague in Egypt, only that the nature of the air or the 

time led to this sickness in Egypt, especially as other nations’ firstborn died in Egypt. Rather, 

it’s certainly necessary to say that all of the firstborn of Egypt who were in other places also 

died, and [the Egyptians] cannot depend upon the nature of the air of Egypt as being the 

cause. Rashi wanted to bring Ps. 136:10 here to emphasize that the death of firstborn Egyptians 

around the world proved that it was by the Hand of G-d. 
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וְעַל זֶה    .רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י וְאַף בְּכוֹרוֹת אַחְרִים שֶׁהָיוּ בְּמִצְרַיִםיתוּב שֶׁל "וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם" מַשְׁמָע כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ וּמִפְּשָׁט הַכָּ 
דְּבִּשְׁלָמָא בִּבְכוֹר הַשְּׁבִי    בְרִים בְּמִצְרַיִם דֶּרֶ עֲרַאי,אוֹרְחִים שֶׁהָיוּ עוֹ  וֹא  שְׁרִיָּהלּוּ  יאֲפִ   קָשֶׁה וְלָמָּה מֵתוּ בְּכוֹרוֹת אֲחֵרִים דְּמַשְׁמָע

יִרְאָתָם   יאֹמְרוּ  שֶׁלּאֹ  הַטַּעַם  יֵשׁ  הַשִּׁפְחָה  עֶלְבּוֹנָםוּבְכוֹר  נָמֵי    .תָּבְעָה  בָּאוֹרְחִים    אהָ שֶׁ אִי  אָמְנָם  לְיִשְׂרָאֵל,  מְצַיְּרִים  הֵם  גַּם 
וְאַדְרַבָּא מַה יִהְיֶה מְקוֹם לִטְעוֹת וְלוֹמַר שֶׁמַּכָּה זוֹ אֵינָהּ מִן הקב"ה אֶלָּא    .קְרֶה אֵין שׁוּם טָעַם בְּמִיתָתָםהָעוֹבְרִים שָׁם דֶּרֶ מִ 

  . מִטֶּבַע הָאֲוִיר
 
From the simple understanding of “I will strike down every firstborn in the land of 

Egypt,” the meaning is as Rashi explained, viz, “Also other nations’ firstborn who were in 
Egypt.” That is difficult, for why did other nations’ firstborn die, for this means even if they 
were encamped or were guests who were only passing through Egypt temporarily.  

Granted, it makes sense that the firstborn of the captive2 and the firstborn of the 
maidservant3 in Egypt should die, for the reason that they shouldn’t say that it was their god 
who had acted on their behalf because of the humiliation imposed upon them by the Egyptians.4 
Alternatively, it could be that [the captives and maidservants] were also oppressing Israel.  

But indeed, regarding guests passing there by chance, there is no reason for their 
deaths.  To the contrary, that would be a reason to err and to say that this plague is not from 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, but from the nature of the air.  

 
שֶׁהַהוֹכָחָה שֶׁהָיְתָה זאֹת הַמַּכָּה מִן הקב"ה  וּכְדֵי לְתָרֵץ קוּשְׁיָא זוֹ הֵבִיא הַפָּסוּק שֶׁל "לְמַכֵּה מִצְרַיִם" וְכוּ' וּמִנַּיִן וְכוּ', לְהוֹדִיעֵנוּ 

אֲחֵרִים,  שֶׁבִּמְקוֹמוֹת  מִצְרַיִם  בְּכוֹרֵי  מֵחֲמַת  שֶׁהָיוּ   הָיְתָה  הָאוֹרְחִים  מ  דְּאִילּוּ  הָיוּ  הַנֵּס  וּבְּמִצְרַיִם  לְפַרְסֵם  כְּדֵי  לָמוּת  כְרָחִים 
  .שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל לְבַדָּם יִהְיוּ נִיצּוּלִים, וּמַזָּלַיְיהוּ גָּרַם לִהְיוֹת נִמְצָאִים שָׁם

 
In order to solve this question, [Rashi] brings the verse of, “Who struck Egypt 

through their firstborn.” He asks “and whence may we deduce that even the firstborn of the 
Egyptians who were in other places [would be struck down],” to inform us that the proof that 
this plague was from the Holy One, Blessed be He, was because of the firstborn of Egypt who 
were in other places. The guests who were in Egypt had to die in order to publicize the miracle 
that Israel alone would be saved, and their bad luck caused them to be found there.  

  
מִיתָתָם, דִּ  עִקָּר  אֵינוֹ עַל  הַשְּׁבִי  וּבְכוֹר  הַשִּׁפְחָה  בְּכוֹר  רַשִׁ"י עַל  שֶׁנָּתַן  מִשְּׁאָר  וְהַטַּעַם  גָּרְעִי  דְּלאֹ  לָהֶם לָמוּת  שֶׁהָיָה  פְשִׁיטָא 

וְלָכֵן הִמְתִּין רַשִׁ"י לְפָרֵשׁ זֶה בַּדַּוְקָא עַל פָּסוּק שֶׁל "וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־ .  הַכָּתוּב אֶת אֵלּוּפָּרַט  צְרַ לָתֵת טַעַם לָמָּה  וּאוֹרְחִים, אֶלָּא ה
לְפִי שֶׁבְּפָסוּק זֶה יֵשׁ רֶמֶז    בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת,  לָּקוּרֵשׁ שָׁם הַטַּעַם שֶׁ יעְלָה עַל "וּמֵת כָּל־בְּכוֹר", אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁפֵּ לְמַ   בְּכוֹר" וְלאֹ  פֵּירְשׁוֹ

    . . מֵאָדָם וְעַד־בְּהֵמָה" וְכוּ' . וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר ." ה לוֹ לוֹמַר אֶלָּא  תּוּר לָשׁוֹן, שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁאָמַר "וְעָבַרְתִּי בְאֶרֶץ־מִצְרַיִם" לאֹ הָיָ יוִי
 
The reason that Rashi gave for the firstborn of the maidservant and the firstborn of 

the captive was not for the fact of their death, for it’s obvious that they had to die, as they 
were not worse off than the other guests. Rather, it was necessary to give a reason for why 

 
2 Ex. 12:29. 
3 Ex. 11:5. 
4 Rashi on Ex. 11:5, based on Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 12:29. 
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the Scripture singled out these people. Therefore, Rashi waited to interpret this specifically 
for the verse of Ex. 12:12, “I will strike down every firstborn,” noting that the other nations’ 
firstborn would die to show the miracle that only the Israelites were saved. He did not explain it 
above for the verse of Ex. 11:5, “and every firstborn shall die in the land of Egypt, from the 
firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the firstborn of the maidservant who is behind the 
millstones,” though he did explain there the reason that the sons of the maidservants were 
struck down, i.e., to prevent them from saying that their god had protected them and punished the 
Egyptians.  

He waited for this verse, Ex. 12:12, to explain the miraculous nature that the firstborn of 
all nations would die in Egypt, except for the Israelites, because for this verse there is a hint of 
superfluous language. That is, at the beginning of the verse, it says, “I will go through the land 
of Egypt that night,” He didn’t need to add “and strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, 
both human and beast,” but rather He had to say only, “and I will strike down every firstborn, 
both human and beast.” 

 

עוּט אַחַר ידַּוְקָא וְלאֹ בִּשְׁאַר אֲרָצוֹת, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי דְּאֵין מִ   "בְאֶרֶץ־מִצְרַיִם" עוּט  ידְּמַשְׁמָע מִ   ,וּמַהוּ שֶׁחָזַר לוֹמַר "בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם"

שֶׁצִּיֵּין מוֹדִיעַ לָנוּ  'שֶׁצִּיֵּין "וְהִכֵּיתִי כָל־בְּכוֹר" וְכוּ', דְּמִלַּת וְגוֹוְזֶהוּ   וֹת אַף בְּכוֹרֵי מִצְרַיִם שֶׁבִּמְקוֹמוֹת אֲחֵרִים,עוּט אֶלָּא לְרַבּימִ 

 .הָאֱמֶת הַנַּ"ל

 

Why did he repeat “in the land of Egypt”? The meaning of the restriction of the first 

“land of Egypt” specifically meant not in other lands. But certainly we learned from the 

Gemara the hermeneutical principle of understanding the Torah that there is no restriction 

following a restriction except for amplifying.5 In this case, even firstborn of Egypt that are in 

other places, and this is why [Rashi] pointed out “I will strike down every firstborn,” for the 

words [“in the land of Egypt”] that he pointed out informs us of the truth, as above. 

  

* * * 

 
5 Menachot 9b, 67a; Bava Batra 14a; Shevuot 7b; Megillah 23b; Sanhedrin 15a, 46a, 86a; Makkot 9b; Chullin 

132a; Yerushalmi Rosh Hashana 1:1; Yerushalmi Horayot 1:1; Yerushalmi Sheviit 8:1; Yerushalmi Yevamot 12:1; 
Yerushalmi Sotah 9:2; Yerushalmi Peah 6:7. 


