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

Essay 3. The timing of the tenth plague
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“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.” ! [The rabbis] of blessed memory
said that Moses said “as midnight” [nX73] [ca 'chatzof] and he did not say “at midnight”
[nixna] [ba chatzot], so that Pharoah’s astrologers would not err as to when midnight was, and
thus say, “Moses is a liar.””

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 ...” L.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 midnight® and Moses had only said
“as midnight,” Israel themselves would say this, that Moses was a liar, as was asked in the
Zohar.* Le., 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
UEx. 11:4-5.

2 Berachot 4a.

3 Ex. 12:29.

4 Zohar, 11:37a.
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It can be said that it is known that according to the order of the orbits of the seven
Heavenly bodies>—Saturn [*xn2¥], Jupiter [p7%], Mars [2°7%2], Mercury [721], Venus [733],
Star [2213], and the Moon [7327]—which Heavenly bodies were serving at midnight of the day
of the plague of the firstborn.® 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,”’
and as the commentators wrote.®
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If the plague of firstborns had been a moment prior to midnight, being at the end of
the service of Jupiter [P7X] [fzedek], 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.’
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.
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¢ 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.

? 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).
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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 cither 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. L.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.
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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:”!® “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.!! Similarly, the poet of the Haggadah said, “You revealed to
the Ezrachite [i.e., Avraham|, midnight of the night of Pesach,”'?> 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.

"' 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.



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,” [nixg2] [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,” [n¥n3] [ca ‘chatzot].
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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,'® and that the Nation of Israel would face
exile, but would ultimately be redeemed,'* and would inherit the Land of Israel.!°At 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.



