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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1-13:16)

Essay 12. The scope of the tenth plague
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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].”!

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.c., 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?
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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
! 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?
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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.
Le., 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.

1"2paY 0niR 1o KD TR 007101 208 NiNiPRaY 07187 27102 P 07 NG ORT 00071022 YW n'™an 227 000
D872 1YW 00K NINID2 03 INRY 1% 2511 ,001%732 71 0210 91T 1270 IR VIRG Yauy P2 ,000802 7900 3
¥ ING Yava Tiv nivn% 009107 0P ,07 A% I 208 NiRIPR2 POw 018 27102 73w it 7% ORTI RN

Rajn i

Thus, the initial letter beit [2] [“in”] in the word bivchoreihem [“in their firstborn”]
[03°71222] is precise, for if it were not present, it would have been that the firstborn of Egypt
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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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 captive’ and the firstborn of the
maidservant® 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.*
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.

n"apR T Aa NNT ANEY A2ITaY 1Y TInY 1) 1733 10) "0n aonY" DY pooa R0 T RUIP 7Nk 21

D17 0D7OY 72 MING DM 1T DN POV DONIRG 1KY ,00IK Ninipnay own id2 npgn a0
O DOR¥NI NPAY 073 102907 ,0°031801 170 0727 PRIy

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.
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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 Bx. 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.”
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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.’ 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.
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> 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.



