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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1–13:16) 
 
Essay 3. The timing of the tenth plague 

  

כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִטְעוּ אִיצְטַגְנִינֵי פַּרְעֹה   "בַּחֲצוֹת"וְלאֹ אָמַר    "כַּחֲצֹת"וְכוּ' וְאָמְרוּ ז"ל דְּמֹשֶׁה אָמַר  אָמַר ה' כַּחֲצֹת הַלַּיְלָה"    "כֹּה
לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר וּמַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם שֶׁמִּכָּל מְקוֹם מֹשֶׁה הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר בְּלָשׁוֹן שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה, אוֹ    וְיאֹמְרוּ מֹשֶׁה בַּדַּאי הוּא.

וְעוֹד דִּלְאַחַר שֶׁרָאוּ שֶׁנְּבוּאַת מֹשֶׁה וּתְפִלּוֹתָיו בְּכָל הַמַּכּוֹת הַקּוֹדְמוֹת הָיְתָה    כַּחֲצֹת הַלַּיְלָה".  וַיּאֹמֶר מֹשֶׁה"אֶלָּא    ," "כֹּה אָמַר ה'
הּ לְאִיצְטַגְנִינִים בֵּין רֶגַע לָרֶגַע שֶׁכָּל כָּ˂ יִהְיוּ מַקְפִּידִים אִם תִּהְיֶה בְּאוֹתוֹ  וְעוֹד מַאי נָפְקָא מִינַּ   .אֱמֶת לָמָּה עַתָּה יאֹמְרוּ בַּדַּאי הוּא

בַּחֲצִי הַלַּ   שַׁיָּי˂ כָּאן.  בַּדָּאִיהָרֶגַע מַמָּשׁ אוֹ לָאו, דְּהָא כֵּיוָן שֶׁבָּא בְּאוֹתָהּ הַלַּיְלָה מַה   יְלָה מַמָּשׁ וְעוֹד שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁהַמַּכָּה הָיְתָה 
  .הַרוֹוּמֹשֶׁה אָמַר "כַּחֲצוֹת" יִשְׂרָאֵל עַצְמָם יאֹמְרוּ כָּ˂ כְּמוֹ שֶׁהִקְשׁוּ בְּסֵפֶר הַזּ

  
“Moses said, ‘Thus said the L-rd: As [i.e., like] midnight I will go forth among the 

Egyptians, and every firstborn in the land of Egypt will die.’ ”1 [The rabbis] of blessed memory 
said that Moses said “as midnight” [כַּחֲצֹת] [ca’chatzot] and he did not say “at midnight” 
 so that Pharoah’s astrologers would not err as to when midnight was, and ,[ba’chatzot] [בַּחֲצוֹת]
thus say, “Moses is a liar.”2 

Question 1: Everyone asks that in any case, Moses should have spoken in the language 
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, spoke to him, or else he shouldn’t have said, “Thus said 
the L-rd,” but rather, Scripture would have recorded: “Moses said, ‘As midnight, [the L-rd] 
will go forth . . .” I.e., by adding, “Thus said the L-rd,” he obviously intended to have people 
believe that he was quoting G-d. 

Question 2: Also, after [the astrologers] saw that the prophecy of Moses and his 
prayers for every preceding plague had been true, why would they now say, “Moses is a 
liar”? 

Question 3: Also, what is the practical difference to the astrologers between moment 
to moment, that they would be so precise if it would be at the exact moment or not, since it 
came in the same night, how is lying relevant here? 

Question 4: Also, since the plague was exactly at midnight3 and Moses had only said 
“as midnight,” Israel themselves would say this, that Moses was a liar, as was asked in the 
Zohar.4 I.e., wasn’t Moses worried that Israel would interpret “as midnight” as “approximately 
midnight, but not exactly midnight,” and consider him a liar when it happened exactly at midnight? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 11:4–5. 
2 Berachot 4a. 
3 Ex. 12:29. 
4 Zohar, II:37a. 
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מְשַׁמֵּשׁ כּוֹכָב צֶדֶק בְּשָׁעָה שִׁשִּׁית  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁיָּדוּעַ שֶׁלְּפִי סֵדֶר הַמַּעֲלוֹת שַׁצַ"ם חַנְכַּ"ל בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה שֶׁל מַכַּת בְּכוֹרוֹת הָיָה  
נוּ בְּשָׁעָה רִאשׁוֹנָה שֶׁל חֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה הָאַחֲרוֹן, יוְכוֹכָב מַאְדִּים בְּשָׁעָה שְׁבִיעִית דְּהַיְ   נוּ שָׁעָה הָאַחֲרוֹנָה שֶׁל חֲצִי לַיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן,ידְּהַיְ 

  .בְּיוֹם חֲמִישִׁי כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּשַׁבָּת פֶּרֶק רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁיםשֶׁהֲרֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל יָצְאוּ מִמִּצְרַיִם  
 
It can be said that it is known that according to the order of the orbits of the seven 

Heavenly bodies5—Saturn [שַׁבְּתַאי], Jupiter [צֶדֶק], Mars [מַאְדִּים], Mercury [חַמָּה], Venus [ּנֹגַה], 
Star [כּוֹכָב], and the Moon [לְבָנָה]—which Heavenly bodies were serving at midnight of the day 
of the plague of the firstborn.6 The planet Jupiter was serving at the sixth hour, which was 
the final hour of the first half of the night, and the planet Mars was serving at the seventh 
hour, which was the first hour of the second half of the night. That is known, for Israel left 
Egypt on Thursday, as it is said in tractate Shabbat, the ninth chapter, entitled “Rabbi Akiva,”7 
and as the commentators wrote.8 

 
יִשְׂרָאֵל, רַק    וּלוֹצּימּוּשׁ שֶׁל כּוֹכָב צֶדֶק לאֹ הָיָה כֹּל כָּ˂ נֵס אִם נִ יוְאִם הָיְתָה מַכַּת בְּכוֹרוֹת רֶגַע קוֹדֵם חֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה שֶׁהָיָה סוֹף הַשִּׁ 

וְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם זְכוּת לְיִגְאָל, אֶלָּא שֶׁבֶּהֱיוֹת    הַמִּצְרִיִים אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהַכּוֹכָב הָיָה טוֹב,קָּר הַנֵּס הָיָה שֶׁהוּכּוּ  יעִ 
שֶׁמַּכַּת    תְחִיל כּוֹכָב מַאְדִּים הָיָה לְהֶפֶ˂,וְאִם הַמַּכָּה הָיְתָה בְּרֶגַע אַחַר חֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה שֶׁכְּבָר הִ   .צּוֹלוּינִ אוֹתוֹ הָרֶגַע הַכּוֹכָב טוֹב לְכָ˂  

ס הַזֶּה לְפִי מֶמְשֶׁלֶת הַכּוֹכָב, וְעַל  הַמִּצְרִיִים אֵינָהּ כֹּל כָּ˂ נֵס לְפִי שֶׁהַכּוֹכָב הָיָה רַע אֲבָל הַצָּלַת יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיְתָה נֵס גָּדוֹל וְעִקָּר בַּנֵּ 
  צּוֹלוּ. ישׁ לָהֶם זְכוּת וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נִ כָּרְחֲ˃ לוֹמַר שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל יֵ 

  
If the plague of firstborns had been a moment prior to midnight, being at the end of 

the service of Jupiter [צֶדֶק] [tzedek], which means “righteousness,” it would not have been such 
a miracle in the eyes of the astrologers if Israel had been saved from the plague and redeemed 
from Egypt, because Jupiter’s service is to increase good in the world, and stop wars and strife.9 
Rather, the main miracle would have been that the Egyptians were stricken at that time, even 
though the planet was serving for good. It’s indeed so that Israel did not have the merit to be 
redeemed, rather, the astrologers would have said that at that moment they were saved through 
the goodness of the planet.  

But if the plague had been a moment after midnight, then the service of the planet 
Mars would have begun, to the opposite, for Mars is associated with war and plague. Thus, the 
astrologers would reason that the plague of the Egyptians would not have been such a miracle, 
for the service of the planet was bad, but the rescue of Israel under such a planet was a great 
miracle. The principle of this miracle was because of the rule of the planet, the astrologers 
would argue in such a scenario, and you must say that Israel had merit, and because of this 
they were saved.  

 
 .שַׁבְּתַאי, צֶדֶק, מַאְדִּים, חַמָּה, נֹגַהּ, כּוֹכָב, לְבֵנָה = שַׁצַ"ם חַנְכַּ"ל 5
6 On the fourth day of creation, when the seven Heavenly bodies were set in the sky, they began to serve as 

servants. They each serve for a separate hour, one after the other, and at the end of seven hours a new cycle begins. 
7 The chapter begins on Shabbat 82a, and the day of the plague of the firstborn is given on Shabbat 87b. 
8 Rabbeinu Bahya on Ex. 11:4. 
9 The ancient view of astrology was known to the Babylonians, and was adopted by the Greeks and then the 

Romans. It is unclear whether it had been adopted by the Egyptians at the time of the Exodus, or not until afterward, 
during the Late Period. See Joachim Friedrich Quack, The Planets in Ancient Egypt, https://doi.org/10.1093/ 
acrefore/9780190647926.013.61 (published online 23 May 2019). 



3 
 

לֶת  וֹה יוֹצֵא וְזֶה בָּא וְאֵין לָהֶם יְכנַת הקב"ה הָיְתָה לְהַכּוֹת הַמִּצְרִיִים בְּאוֹתוֹ הָרֶגַע מַמָּשׁ שֶׁל חֲצִי לַיְלָה שֶׁהַכּוֹכָבִים זֶ ואֲבָל כַּוָּ 
וְאִם הָיָה אוֹמֵר בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה וְהַאִיצְטַגְנִינִים יִטְעוּ   .וְיִהְיֶה הַנֵּס כְּפוֹל בֵּין בְּמַכַּת הַמִּצְרִיִים בֵּין בְּהַצָּלַת יִשְׂרָאֵל  לְהָטִיב אוֹ לְהָרַע,

שֶׁהֲרֵי מִצַּד אֶחָד לאֹ הָיָה צָרִי˂ נֵס שֶׁהֲרֵי הָיָה סִיּוּעַ הַכּוֹכָב, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר   יִּהְיֶה הַנֵּס כְּפוֹל,יאֹמְרוּ מֹשֶׁה בַּדַּאי הוּא לוֹמַר שֶׁ 
  . הַמִּצְרִיִים וְיִשְׂרָאֵל יִהְיוּ נִיצוּלִים יְלֻקּוּ דֶם חֲצוֹת אוֹ אַחַר כָּ˂ אוֹ בְּרֶגַע מַמָּשׁ שֶׁל חֲצוֹתוֹ"כַּחֲצוֹת" כְּלוֹמַר בֵּין יִהְיֶה ק

 
But the intention of the Holy One, Blessed be He, was to strike the Egyptians at the 

very moment of midnight, when the planet of Jupiter goes and the planet of Mars comes, and 
they have no ability to do either good or bad. Then the miracle would be doubled both for the 
plague of the Egyptians and for the saving of Israel. If [Moses] had said “at midnight,” with 
the implication being that both the plague of the Egyptians and the saving of Israel were miracles, 
and the astrologers had erred in calculating midnight, they would have said “Moses is a liar, 
to say that there would be a double miracle.” That is, from one side, there would have been 
no need for a miracle, as the planet was helping. I.e., if the astrologers had thought the plague 
had occurred before midnight, then they would say that Jupiter had served to save of Israel, so it 
would not have been a miracle from that side. Or if the astrologers had thought the plague had 
occurred after midnight, then Mars would have served to kill the firstborn, so it would not have 
been a miracle from that side. 

This is the answer to Questions 2 and 3, why the astrologers would have been concerned 
whether the plague occurred exactly at midnight, or before, or after, and why depending on their 
possible miscalculations they may have determined that Moses was a liar. Because of this, 
[Moses] said “as midnight,” as if to say, either before midnight, or after midnight, or at the 
exact moment of midnight, the Egyptians will be defeated and Israel will be saved. 

  
י בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "וַיְהִי בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה" כְּתִיב "מֵקִים דְּבַר עַבְדּוֹ וַעֲצַת מַלְאָכָיו  נָּה דְּבָרוֹ שֶׁל הקב"ה שֶׁהָרֵ יוְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן לאֹ שִׁ 

הַפָּיֵיט אָמַר וְכֵן    .מוֹ שֶׁל מָקוֹםיַשְׁלִים" שֶׁהִבְטִיחַ לְאַבְרָהָם לְיִגְאָל אֵת בָּנָיו בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה כְּמוֹ שֶׁרָדַף אַחַר הַמְּלָכִים לְקַדֵּשׁ שְׁ 
נָתוֹ הָיְתָה לְרֶגַע חֲצוֹת לַיְלָה מַמָּשׁ, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה הַחֲצוֹת  ו, וּמֹשֶׁה כְּשֶׁאָמַר "כֹּה אָמַר ה' כַּחֲצֹת" כַּוָּ "גִּלִיתָ לְאֶזְרָחִי חֲצוֹת לֵיל פֶּסַח"

  .דֵי שֶׁגַּם הֵם לאֹ יִטְעוּ בִּדְבָרָיורֵשׁ דְּבָרָיו לְיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּ ילַיְלָה שֶׁהִבְטִיחַ לְאַבְרָהָם, וְכֵן פֵּ 
 
Even so, [Moses] did not change the words of the Holy One, Blessed be He. As it is 

written in the Midrash on the verse, “At midnight, the L-rd struck down all the firstborn in the 
land of Egypt:”10 “But confirm the word of His servant and fulfill the prediction of His 
messengers,” that He promised to Abraham to redeem his sons at midnight, just as at 
midnight [Abraham] fled after the kings who had kidnapped his nephew Lot in order to sanctify 
the Name of the Omnipresent.11 Similarly, the poet of the Haggadah said, “You revealed to 
the Ezrachite [i.e., Avraham], midnight of the night of Pesach,”12 and Moses, when he said, 
“‘Thus said the L-rd: As the middle of the night,” his intent was at the exact moment of 

 
10 Ex. 12:29. 
11 Gen. 14:15, which is typically translated as, “And he divided himself, he and his servants, against them, at 

night,” could instead be read as, “And he divided the night, he and his servants, against them,” which could mean that 
Abraham acted at midnight to pursue the kings and rescue Lot. 

12 Pesach Haggadah, Nirtzah, Zevach Pesach 2. 
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midnight, as the midnight that He promised to Abraham. This is the explanation of [Moses’] 
words to Israel, in order that [the Israelites] also would not err by his words. That is, G-d told 
Moses, “at midnight,” [בַּחֲצוֹת] [ba’chatzot], but He also told Moses to notify the Israelites that He 
would liberate them at midnight, as He had promised Abraham. Thus, Moses was allowed to 
change the wording to “as midnight,” [כַּחֲצֹת] [ca’chatzot].  

 
ה וְקָא בַּחֲצוֹת לַיְלָה לְהוֹרוֹת שֶׁנְּשַׁלֵּם הַקֵּץ, שֶׁאַף כְּשֶׁנִּגְזַר הַגָּלוּת בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים הָיָה חֲצוֹת לַיְלָ וְהקב"ה רָצָה שֶׁתִּהְיֶה הַמַּכָּה דַּ 

יִם לוֹמַר שֶׁנְּשַׁלֵּם הַקֵּץ, שֶׁכָּל וְדָבָר זֶה הָיָה קָשֶׁה לְמִצְרַ .  מַמָּשׁ, וּבְאוֹתוֹ הָרֶגַע שֶׁהִתְחִיל הַשִּׁעְבּוּד הַדִּין נוֹתֵן שֶׁתַּתְחִיל הַגְּאוּלָּה
וְאִם הָיָה אוֹמֵר  יטַעֲנָתָם הָיְתָה שֶׁעֲדַיִ  נְשַׁלֵּם,  וְהָיוּ טוֹעִים אִיצְטַגְנִינֵי פַּרְעֹה, הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה בַּדַּאי הוּא   "בַּחֲצוֹת"ן לאֹ 

אָה הַמַּכָּה בַּחֲצוֹת מַמָּשׁ, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר לָהֶם "כַּחֲצוֹת" שֶׁלּאֹ לְגַלּוֹת לָהֶם הַסּוֹד  וְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁלּאֹ בָּ   .ן לאֹ נְשַׁלֵּם הַקֵּץישֶׁעֲדַיִ 
לוֹמַר שֶׁתִּהְיֶה  וְזֶהוּ לָעַיִן הַאִיצְטַגְנִינִים אֲבָל לְפִי הָאֱמֶת דַּעַת מֹשֶׁה הָיְתָה    דְּ"כַּחֲצוֹת" מַשְׁמָע קָרוֹב לַחֲצוֹת מִלְּפָנָיו אוֹ מִלְּאַחֲרָיו,

  . בַּחֲצוֹת מַמָּשׁ, וּמַשְׁמָעוּת "כַּחֲצוֹת" כְּאוֹתוֹ חֲצוֹת שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם
 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted the plague to be exactly at midnight to show 

that the end of the Exile was fulfilled. The Exile foretold in the Covenant Between the Parts 
was decreed exactly at midnight. The Covenant Between the Parts was G-d’s promise that 
Abraham would have a great number of descendants,13 and that the Nation of Israel would face 
exile, but would ultimately be redeemed,14 and would inherit the Land of Israel.15At the same 
moment that the servitude began, the law was given that the Exile would begin.  

It was difficult for the Egyptians to say that the end of the Exile had been fulfilled, for 
their entire claim was that it had not yet been fulfilled. If [Moses] had said “at midnight,” 
and Pharaoh’s astrologers had erred, they would have said that Moses was a liar, for the end 
of the Exile had not yet been fulfilled. The proof, they would claim, is that the plague did not 
come precisely at midnight. That is why [Moses] said to them “as midnight,” so as not to 
reveal to them the secret that the plague would arrive at the time that the Exile ended, that “as 
midnight” means close to midnight, either before or after.  

That was the case in the eyes of the astrologers, but the truth is that Moses’ intention 
was to tell them that it would be exactly midnight, he just didn’t want the astrologers to err in 
their calculation of the time and accuse him of lying. And the meaning of what he actually said, 
“as midnight,” was to be understood by the Israelites “as the same midnight of Abraham.” 

This is the answer to questions 1 and 4, that Moses had two reasons for changing the 
language. First, so that if the astrologers had erred as to the moment of midnight, they wouldn’t 
have doubted his truthfulness. Second, because it would have been understood by the Israelites as 
a reference to the Covenant Between the Parts made between Abraham and G-d, that the Exile 
would occur at midnight, as had the action that Abraham took to exalt G-d’s Name. 

 
* * * 

 
13 Gen. 15:5. 
14 Gen. 15:13–14. 
15 Gen. 15:7–8. 


