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For all they are among Scripture’s most famous characters, the three pharaohs who feature in 

the story of Israel in Egypt are shadowy personalities even in the stories that feature them. 

They have, for example, no names—or rather, they are presented namelessly in Scripture—

and appear with hardly any supporting cast at all or background information of any sort: 

neither the pharaoh who welcomed Jacob to Egypt nor the pharaoh who enslaved Jacob's 

descendants nor the pharaoh whom God eventually drowned in the sea is described in any 

physical detail or give any specific age or age range. No mention is made of any parents, 

wives or, with the exception of a daughter of one of them and the son of another, children. 

No attempt is made to suggest how they dressed, what kind of palaces they inhabited or, 

even, what kind of gods they worshipped or how, specifically, they worshipped them. Not 

surprisingly, then, their portraits are mere caricatures. 

In a series of essays in this journal, I have been examining certain Biblical personalities in 

terms of the lessons I think Scripture means us to derive from the study of their character 

development rather than from the contemplation of their stories per se. I have, so far, 

examined the lives of Esau, Cain and Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. I believe that the 

portraits of these three kings of Egypt—and most especially the third of them when 

considered in the light of a different king entirely—are meant by Scripture to inspire readers 

in a similar way to reflect upon their own lives and to grow spiritually as a result of that 

contemplative effort. 

The first pharaoh of the three, the one who elevated Joseph to power and welcomed Jacob 

and his sons to Goshen, is merely a plot device: someone needs to invite the Hebrews to 

settle in a land not their own and someone needs to get Joseph out of prison. The story 

features him rather prominently, but always as a Baby Huey type: an enormously powerful 

child who, for all his immense authority, behaves arbitrarily and childishly and who is 

pleased—indeed, thrilled—when Joseph appears to relieve him of the awful authority that 
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has somehow been thrust upon him. 

When this pharaoh liberates his butler and his baker from prison, for example, and then 

whimsically restores the one to his duties and beheads the other and sticks his head on a pole 

where birds can pick the rotting flesh off his exposed skull, Scripture merely records the 

event without comment as though this were a normal way for a grown man to amuse 

himself.  And when the thirty-year old Joseph tells him, almost offhandedly, that there is a 

God in heaven who can interpret dreams (and who can, therefore, see to the welfare of 

earthly kings) and Pharaoh, delighted, embraces the idea, he—Pharaoh—hardly seems to 

notice that he is shucking off a millennium of Egyptian religious thinking to adopt the 

imported faith of a man he has just met. Nor does the Biblical text express any surprise at 

that development or even at Pharaoh’s subsequent, amazing, totally unwarranted decision to 

make Joseph the grand vizier of Egypt and to place more or less total authority in hands that 

were manacled and shackled to a prison wall just a day earlier. 

And then he disappears from the story altogether, only to return briefly to welcome Joseph's 

brothers and father to Egypt. 

But even that story has an unflattering edge to it: Joseph warns his brothers not to say they 

are shepherds when Pharaoh asks them what they do for a living ("for all shepherds are 

abhorrent to the Egyptians"), but instead to lie and say that they are breeders of livestock. 

Five of the brothers then actually do appear before Pharaoh, but, overwhelmed (we are 

supposed to presume) by the incredible majesty of the Egyptian court, they get all flustered, 

forget their brother's sage advice and say precisely the wrong thing: not only that they are 

indeed shepherds, but that their people have always been shepherds. But Pharaoh, for his 

part, is even more flustered than they are and, forgetting even the most elementary taboo of 

his own culture, he barely notices their gaffe and cheerfully offers them the best, most 

choice part of his kingdom for them to settle as though he were delighted to have a tribe of 

Canaanite shepherds moving into his country precisely when his countrymen were 

preparing for a major famine.  

And then he dies. Scripture doesn't even pause to mention how he died or to relate any 

circumstances of his death, preferring simply to note that sometime after Joseph's death "a 

new king arose over Egypt" and that this new king did not know—or, more precisely, did 

not know of—Joseph and the great things he had done for Egypt. Now some time has 

definitely passed—Scripture makes a point of noting that Joseph was thirty years old when 

he was elevated by Pharaoh to his position of authority and power, and that he was 110 

years old when he died—so Pharaoh (who is clearly portrayed as an adult in the story of 

Joseph's elevation to power) must have lived into old age. But of his death, we do not hear 
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even a single detail...merely that a new king replaced him and that this new king was 

sufficiently uninterested in his predecessor's legacy not even to show passing interest in the 

man who played such a pivotal role in saving Egypt.  

This new pharaoh plays a major role in the Israelites’ story. He is the one who fears their 

ever-increasing numbers, who places taskmasters over them, who enslaves them and who 

orders the midwives who minister to their women to murder any newborn boys that come 

their way. Paradoxically—or, rather, ironically—he's also the pharaoh whose daughter 

rescues Baby Moses from near certain death either from drowning or exposure or 

starvation...and who then, years later, seeks unsuccessfully to kill him after Moses kills an 

Egyptian he finds beating a Hebrew slave.  

What happened to Pharaoh after that, no one knows. Moses ends up living with "the priest 

of Midian" and his seven daughters, one of whom he marries. And then, "a long time after 

that," Pharaoh dies. Scripture offers no details at all, neither suggesting whether he was 

replaced by a son or a stranger nor indicating how long he reigned or what, if anything, he 

accomplished during the years of his reign. All that is offered is a brief notice in slightly 

peculiar Hebrew to the effect that he died. And that the enslavement of the Israelites 

continued even during the reign of the new pharaoh. 

Now it's this new pharaoh that captures my imagination more than the one who knew and 

esteemed Joseph or the one who tried to murder Moses. His portrait, also a kind of a line 

drawing with only the slightest effort at shading here and there, is odd in the extreme and 

correspondingly intriguing...so much so that even before the end of the Biblical period, 

efforts were made to explain (and thus, at least slightly, to explain away) its more troubling 

aspects 

Like the others, he gets no name. But whether he was or was not Rameses II, as so many 

scholars have hypothesized, the more important point is that he was not the gullible oaf 

Joseph’s was and when Moses and Aaron mention to him that the Lord God of Israel wishes 

for the Israelites to celebrate some sort of festival in the desert, he couldn't be less impressed 

and reacts by increasing the slaves' workload. Now this disaster is at least partially the fault 

of Moses, who has failed utterly to follow the simple instructions God gave him for dealing 

with Pharaoh: he didn't say the right words or threaten him with the death of his first-born 

son...but, still, it's pharaoh whom we are expected to come away from the story loathing and 

that, if little else, is perfectly clear from the way the story is told. But it is also possible to 

read the story in a slightly different way.
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The famous plagues that Scripture describes as mere attention-getting devices designed to 

focus Pharaoh on the Jewish problem in his kingdom can be analyzed in a dozen ways, but 

I'm interested here particularly in how Pharaoh actually deals with them. The first plague, 

for example, in which Aaron turns the water of the Nile to blood, thereby killing all its fish 

and creating a great stink in the land, Pharaoh treats as a mere parlor trick: once his own 

magicians turn some water into blood, he stops being impressed and, in the laconic words of 

Scripture, goes home. 

Second plague, same story. Aaron brings a swarm of frogs into the land. The magicians do 

the same. Pharaoh loses interest, then realizes that he still has to deal with Aaron's frogs. He 

asks Moses and Aaron to get rid of their frogs rather politely, mentioning God's personal 

name in his request as though such intimacy with the God of Israel were nothing at all even 

to make special notice of, and they, so in awe (apparently) of his diplomatic finesse that they 

completely forget even to mention what they're supposed to be bargaining for, agree. Even 

more amazingly, God also agrees and the frogs disappear. 

Round three. Aaron brings swarms of lice on Egypt. The magicians of Egypt can't replicate 

the feat, but Pharaoh refuses to care and so nothing comes of their failure. Even the story 

fails to end: Scripture doesn't even bother to record what happened to the lice, only that 

Pharaoh wasn't interested in dealing with it. His heart, the text reads, became strong. Which 

is what happened to it—or rather, to him—after he saw his own people replicate the water-

to-blood trick and something fairly similar to what Scripture says happened to his heart once 

the frogs disappeared. Impressed and unimpressed at the same time, he lets it go. The story 

moves on. 

Fourth plague, slightly different story. A terrible thing happens. Pharaoh caves in. The 

people get tentative permission to go into the desert to have their festival. Moses gives God 

the good news. The plague disappears. Pharaoh gets all stubborn again. The Israelites' 

furlough is cancelled. 

Fifth plague. More terribleness. More stubbornness. Pharaoh sticks to his guns. No change in 

Israelites' status. No furlough. No progress. No development, neither in the Israelites’ story 

nor in Pharaoh’s. 

But now, as we enter the second half of the plague narrative, something exceptional 

happens...and it happens to Pharaoh. The basic story is the same...but this time it isn't 

Pharaoh who hardens his own heart, it is God, the text says, Who stiffens it. Now this is too 

peculiar a thought to be read and dismissed lightly.  But what, precisely, does it mean? That 
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Pharaoh would have been inclined to let the people go and that he didn't do just that 

because God personally, so to speak, prevented him from following his own best instincts? 

What else could it mean? 

What's more, this becomes an ongoing feature of the story. It's true that the text reverts 

back to the original formula (and has Pharaoh hardening his own heart) when it tells of the 

seventh plague, but after that, it's only God Who does the hardening...and that applies not 

only to all the other plagues, but even, at least in a certain sense, to them all...because when 

Scripture resumes the story just before relating the actual story of how Israel left Egypt, it 

lumps all the plagues together and notes that when Moses and Aaron performed their 

marvels before Pharaoh, God stiffened his heart so that he would not let the Israelites leave 

his service. 

Now, as I just said, this is hardly something we can skip over lightly. First, we hear that the 

first-born sons of Egypt—babies, little boys, grown men with children of their own—paid 

with their lives because Pharaoh wouldn't listen to the word of God as preached to him by 

the greatest living prophet...and now we're asked to accept the fact that Pharaoh wasn't a 

free agent in all of this, that he wasn't acting in accordance even with what he himself might 

have otherwise considered to be the right course of action, that he was nothing so much as a 

victim of divinely-inspired intransigence. 

Are we supposed to think that Pharaoh ought to have been strong enough of character to 

resist this celestially inspired cardiac sclerosis? Or are we supposed to imagine that all those 

babies died—babies just as innocent, I hardly need to note, as the Hebrew babies a different 

Pharaoh tried to murder a generation earlier—that they all died merely so that Moses could, 

finally, get Pharaoh's full attention?
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It gets worse. The Biblical text is full of throwaway lines—key ideas or suggestions or 

remarks just sort of lobbed out at the reader with no particularly clear indication that they 

bear any special importance—and one of the most remarkable ones appears in the very brief 

account of Moses' return to Egypt. He's been living in Midian for quite some time—the text 

doesn't say quite how long it's been—and now he has had this intense vision of the divine 

presence that has inspired him to feel commanded by God to order Pharaoh to manumit his 

slaves, at least temporarily, and to send them off into the desert for some sort of festival. 

Moses, eventually compliant, saddles up his wife and his sons—there's a bit of confusion in 

the text because we've only heard of the birth of one son and the Moseses appear to be back 

to having only one son just a line or two later—but whatever, he gets his boy(s) and his wife, 

saddles them up on his donkey and heads back to Egypt. 

And then God suddenly recalls that he left out one detail that really does need to be stated 

formally before Moses actually gets where he's going. 

"By the way," Hashem mentions almost en passant, as though this were a mere detail of 

trifling importance, "don't imagine that you're actually going to get anywhere with 

Pharaoh." God, it now turns out, has another plan than the one shared with Moses in 

Midian, one designed specifically to punish Pharaoh for the horrible enslavement of the 

Israelites. Never mind that it wasn't this king of Egypt who gave the awful decree enslaving 

them in the first place. Never mind that the punishment God apparently has in mind is going 

to bring unspeakable grief to an entire nation of people, almost every single one of whom 

will have had no connection to the crime for which they are to be so severely punished. 

Never mind that the idea of making political hay by executing babies is more or less 

impossible to interpret as anything other than murder as foul as it gets...never mind any of 

that! 

At any rate, the plan is a simple one. God is going to harden Pharaoh's heart, thereby making 

him incapable of following what would apparently have been his normal inclination to bow 

before the awesome power of the divine and grant the Israelites a few days' leave to head out 

into the desert to celebrate their festival. (It's probably also worth mentioning that the 

whole concept of this mysterious festival is itself a chimera, that Moses knows full well that 

the idea is to liberate his people from bondage and not merely to win them a few days off. So 

it's not only that Pharaoh is going, presumably, to be acting in a play someone—or rather, 

Some One—else has written without realizing it, but that the whole topic he's going to be 

discussing within that play is phony. And he's not going to know that either.) 

The idea itself is also quite simple. God is going to inspire Pharaoh not to bow to the will of 
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the divine. Moses is then to tell Pharaoh something that will no doubt surprise him mightily: 

that Israel is, at least in some extended, poetic sense, the first-born son of God and that he, 

Pharaoh, is going to be punished for his excesses with the murder of his first-born son. 

Never mind that Moses (Rashi’s comment to Exodus 11:4 notwithstanding) never actually 

shares this news with Pharaoh. Never mind that he never actually utters the awful words 

beni bekhori yisra’êl ("Israel is My first-born son") to anyone at all, least of all Pharaoh, and 

never, therefore, actually warns his royal nemesis of the true heat of the fire with which he 

is playing. Never mind that, when the cataclysm comes, it isn't only Pharaoh's own first-

born who pays the price, but the first-born son of every Egyptian family, "from the first-

born of Pharaoh who sat on the throne to the first-born of the captive who was in the 

dungeon" and even the first-born calves of their livestock. Never mind that the idea that the 

whole plan to bring freedom from bondage to Israel is presented as much as punishment to 

the oppressor as it is liberation to the oppressed...and that the whole notion that the script 

was pre-written, Pharaoh's stubbornness pre-planned and the death of Egypt's first-born 

sons pre-ordained is almost impossible to square with the notion of a God Who yearns for 

the repentance of sinners and Who is always ready to receive those who turn back from 

their wickedness in faith and devotion. 

Given this basic set-up, other Biblical remarks fall right into place. Moses comes back to 

Egypt and he and Aaron go to see Pharaoh. The latter practically laughs in their faces, 

however, and reacts by turning up the heat rather dramatically: the slaves' daily quotient of 

bricks to be made is not to be lessened, but they are henceforth going to have to find their 

own straw. The slaves react by turning on Moses ("May the Lord punish you for making us 

stink even worse than before in Pharaoh's nostrils"), who responds by complaining to God 

that he did what he was told to do—leaving out that he forgot to mention the parts about 

Israel being God's first-born and Pharaoh eventually going to have to pay for his 

intransigence, divinely inspired or otherwise, with the life of his own eldest son—and so it is 

unfair that God didn't respond by delivering Israel from Pharaoh’s service. God's response 

would be chilling under any circumstances, but is all the more awful because we, the readers 

(and Moses too, of course, at least in the context of the story) know all too well what price 

Pharaoh will eventually pay.  Just wait, God says, just wait and see what I've got in store for 

poor Pharaoh. Only Pharaoh, of course, remains in the dark...even after the ninth plague 

ends and the lights come back on in the rest of his country. 

In the beginning, Pharaoh doesn't know God or of God. "Who is God that I should heed 

him?" he asks, apparently seriously. But later on, he does know God, speaks of the Almighty 

regularly and appears to have acquired some sort of faith in the reality of the divine. But 

none of that cuts any ice with God. "Pharaoh will not heed you in order that My marvels be 
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multiplied in the land of Egypt," the text portrays God as saying to Moses, explaining (for the 

very slow reader) that this means that God alone was responsible for hardening Pharaoh's 

heart so that he would not—or rather, could not—obey the will of God. 

There's another king in Scripture who reminds me of Pharaoh and I wonder if the author of 

his tale didn't think about Pharaoh's story much as I do. I'm thinking of Ahasuerus, king of 

Persia in the days of Esther and Mordecai. 

The story is well known enough not to require a detailed retelling. The king gets fed up with 

his wife and then, acting on his adviser Memucan's advice, he gets rid of her entirely. He 

carries on alone for a while, then agrees to his servants' suggestion that he hold, of all things, 

a beauty contest to find the fairest virgin in the land to make his new queen. Esther, the 

niece of a Jewish fellow named Mordecai, enters and wins the contest. 

In the meantime, the king acquires a new advisor.  This advisor, Haman, is a bit too arrogant 

for his own good and, although the entire kingdom bows before him, he focuses on the fact 

that one single Jew, old Mordecai, won't...and decides that the appropriate response would 

be to annihilate the entire Jewish population of the empire. Amazingly enough, he gets the 

king to agree and the die, more or less, is cast. 

The story is a bit more complicated than I'm making it sound in the retelling, but the basic 

concept is that Esther gets wind of the plan, finds the courage to approach the king and to 

invite him and Haman to a banquet. Whether she plans to plead for her people and then gets 

cold feet or whether it was her plan all along to invite her guests to a second banquet on the 

following night is left unspecified, but she does invite them for a second evening's feast and 

it is in the middle of that second feast that Esther confronts the king with the fact that she 

herself is a Jew and that Haman's decree is going, therefore, to lead to her own death. The 

king, logically, is enraged and the end of the story is more or less—but only more or less—as 

the reader has been led to expect: Haman pays for his wickedness with his life and the Jews 

of Persia are saved. 

But not precisely as the reader expected. The logical thing, once the king is brought up to 

date on Haman's evil machinations, would be for him to rescind his decree, thereby 

forbidding the people poised to do Haman's evil will from carrying out his nefarious plan. 

But that isn't what he does...not by a long shot. Esther asks for that in so many words: the 

Hebrew word lehashiv at Esther 8:5 means precisely “to revoke” or “to countermand.” But 

it’s not what the king does, telling her instead that she may write up any edict “with respect 

to the Jews” that she sees fit and seal it with the king’s signet ring, for an edict “written in 
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the king's name and sealed with his seal cannot be revoked." Readers are instantly brought 

back to a detail in the earlier part of the story they probably passed by without too much 

thought: Haman’s edict ordering the annihilation of the Jews was also issued in the king’s 

name and sealed with his royal signet ring. It too, readers are supposed to understand, cannot 

be withdrawn or countermanded, only undone by some other piece of royal legislation 

designed specifically to thwart its outcome.  

(It is interesting that this notion—that at least some royal edicts cannot be withdrawn even 

by the king himself—recurs elsewhere in the story, but with a different suggestion as to 

how, precisely, an edict obtains that status. In the first chapter of Esther, the text quotes 

Memucan as saying that he wishes that the edict he personally is proposing to the king, the 

one banishing Queen Vashti from her husband’s presence permanently, be made irrevocable 

by being written up formally among the laws of Persia and Media.) 

The new edict, composed (Scripture assures us) by Mordecai but written up in the name of 

King Ahasuerus and sealed with his royal signet. is just as effective as the withdrawal of 

Haman’s edict would have been: the king will simply allow the Jews to defend themselves 

instead. And that is precisely what happens: the Jews defend themselves successfully, killing 

scores of thousands of their would-be annihilators and suffering, we are led to believe 

(without the text actually saying so) no losses of their own at all. 

The Purim story is a self-contained unit, but it provokes questions that the editors of 

Scripture may well have intended to bring the reader right back to Pharaoh and his story. 

What, for instance, are readers to make of the notion that King Ahasuerus is unable to 

rescind his own decree merely because it was issued in his name and sealed with his own 

ring? In whose name should a king’s edicts be issued if not in his own? And isn't the whole 

point of being an absolute monarch that you can do anything you please? But if Ahasuerus is 

an absolute monarch, then how can he also be so impotent as to be unable to undo a law he 

himself enacted without the benefit of parliament or plebiscite merely because he sealed it 

with his signet? 

But what if Ahasuerus is supposed to remind us of Pharaoh? They both are led into political 

situations not really of their own devising, Pharaoh by his predecessor on the throne of 

Egypt and Ahasuerus by the evil Haman, then left to deal with those situations on their own 

after the true authors of those situations have died. Both of them, we are led to believe, 

would perhaps be inclined to undo the wretched legacy somehow thrust upon them, but 

they are both unable to do so: Pharaoh because God keeps hardening his heart and 

Ahasuerus because...well, because the text just asserts that he cannot. Not that he doesn't 
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want to or wouldn't like to...but that he simply can't. It isn't allowed. It isn't done. It's 

forbidden...although we are neither told by whom or for what reason and despite the fact 

that the very idea that a king of Ahasuerus' might would be unable to rescind a decree he 

himself promulgated merely because it was issued in his own name and sealed with his ring 

is almost too peculiar for anyone to take too seriously. 

Both men are victims, then...but of what? Neither text speaks directly to the question, but I 

see both men as victims of their own inability to resist themselves. Of their own weaknesses 

and inadequacies. Of their own baser inclinations and lack of inner strength, of a deficit of 

inner courage and a paucity of moral courage. And, although it is true that neither text 

speaks to these points directly, there are a lot of indications, at least as far as Ahasuerus goes, 

that the comparison to Pharaoh is totally intended. For one thing, the whole central line of 

action takes place—although this is only indicated obliquely—during Passover, the annual 

festival commemorating the liberation of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage. (Indeed, that 

explains why Esther makes both banquets in her own quarters: so that she won't have to 

deal with eating food not prepared under her own watchful eye.) 

But there is another, equally profound, reason to interpret Esther's tale as a kind of elaborate 

midrash on the Passover story. Esther, poised to denounce Haman and save her people on 

the precise anniversary—also left unsaid in so many words in the text, but easily 

calculable—of the day Pharaoh and his minions drowned in the sea, makes specific reference 

to the story of her people's liberation from Egyptian bondage: if Haman had only intended 

the Jews to be slaves, she says clearly, she would have let the whole thing come down as 

Haman had intended. Since he went that one step further to genocide, however, she simply 

has to act. Are we supposed to believe that she would have cheerfully done nothing if her 

people had been sold into slavery?  The text doesn't grapple with that question, but the 

background to the queen’s hyperbole is clear: it is Passover and Esther has slavery on her 

mind. 

And so we have two kings, both shlimazels, both pathetic figures as impotent as they are all-

powerful and as enslaved to their own flaws and faults as they are supreme in their royal 

authority. And because of those flaws and faults, scores of thousands die. All of Pharaoh's 

soldiers. All the first-born boys of Egypt "from the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his 

throne to the first-born of the slave girl who is behind the millstone." Eight hundred 

residents of Shushan, Persia's capital city. Seventy-five thousand Persians spread out 

throughout the provinces of the king's empire, none of whom had necessarily hated the Jews 

or hated God and none of whom had been even remotely responsible for Haman's dastardly 

anti-Semitism. Pharaoh himself, for that matter, although not Ahasuerus...but that's only 
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because his death will deprive both Esther and Mordecai of their status and power and the 

story apparently needs a happy ending even more than it requires a fool to pay for his folly. 

I think the reader is expected to identify with both kings and to learn from their example. 

Like Pharaoh and Ahasuerus, human beings like to feel powerful, even all-powerful. They 

like to imagine themselves ruling over their tiny domains no less absolutely than Pharaoh 

ruled over Egypt or Ahasuerus, over Persia. They love to feel in control, but the reality of 

the situation is that most human beings are weaklings driven to distraction by insatiable 

needs and desires they generally neither understand nor even really perceive. For the most 

part, they feel driven to see themselves as the kings and queens of their tiny estates, but are 

actually little more than fools unable to resist even the least alluring temptation that comes 

into their path or field of vision. People adore the feeling that they are in charge of our lives, 

but the more precise image would be one of slaves dressed up like kings and queens who are 

actually neither slaves nor sovereigns, but only babies unable to decipher the world even 

slightly without the succor and support of God whether they are people of faith or not. (And 

that Purim, the festival celebrating the bravery of Esther, is a traditional masquerade holiday 

only makes the point even more clearly.)  

Pharaoh, master of all Egypt, was so little the master of his own heart that he couldn't even 

begin to overcome his own inclination to sin. Ahasuerus, ruler of all 128 satrapies of Persia, 

was so little able to rule himself that he too, no less pathetic for being slightly less doomed 

than Pharaoh, ended up causing endless suffering and pain to the very citizens he thought he 

was favoring. Both looked like mighty men. Both commanded armies. Both wore big crowns 

and commanded huge staffs. Both had all of what most people think they want, but, in the 

end, neither had much of anything at all...because neither king, powerful (and supremely so) 

according to every measure human beings esteem as meaningful, was master of his own 

heart. And, in the end, that was all that mattered. History, or at least Jewish history, recalls 

Pharaoh as a fiend and Ahasuerus as a fool. But the portraits Scripture draws of both men are 

pictures neither of fiends or fools...but of slaves all the more pathetic for being unaware of 

their true place in the world God made. 
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eighth plague: Exodus 10:1-20; ninth plague: Exodus 10:21-29; tenth plague: Exodus 12:29-

32. The paragraph that extends the concept of God hardening Pharaoh's heart even to those 

plague narratives that don't actually include it is Exodus 11:9-10. The brief story of Moses' 

return to Egypt is told at Exodus 4:20.  The birth of Moses' son Gershom is told, also briefly, 

at Exodus 2:22. Scripture refers to Moses and Zipporah's sons (i.e. in the plural) at Exodus 

4:19, but formal reference to a second son is only made once in the Torah, at Exodus 18:4 

and there only appears to be one son in the caravan in the narrative at Exodus 4:24-26, cf. 

the various references to a second son at 1 Chronicles 23:15 and 17 and 26:25. The revelation 

on the road to Egypt is told at Exodus 4:21-23. The remark that the tenth plague affected the 

first-born sons of Egypt "from the first-born of Pharaoh who sat on the throne to the first-

born of the captive who was in the dungeon" and even the first-born calves of their livestock 

appears at Exodus 14:29. In his comment to Exodus 11:4, s.v. vayomêr mosheh ko ’amar 

hashem, Rashi puts Moses back in Pharaoh’s presence specifically to deal with the fact that, 

absent that literary tactic, Pharaoh is left facing the awful consequences of his disobedience 

without knowing what those consequences were going to be. The story of Moses and 

Aaron's first encounter with Pharaoh is told in Exodus 5 and God's response in Exodus 6:1. 

The people’s curse that God should punish Moses for making them stink in Pharaoh's nostrils 

is found at Exodus 5:21, where the text actually reads rather oddly that Moses has made 
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them stink in Pharaoh's eyes rather than his nose. Dust turns into vermin: Exodus 8:13 in 

light of 8:14. Hailstones of burning fire: Exodus 9:24. "Who is God that I should heed him?”: 

Exodus 5:2. Pharaoh makes reference to God in the following passages: Exodus 8:4 ("Plead 

with the Lord to remove the frogs from me and my people...), 21 and 24; 9:27-28; 10:8, 11, 

16 and 24. The rabbinic tradition, cited in the name of Rabbi Samuel bar Nachmani, to the 

effect that the gates of repentance are never closed is preserved at Devarim Rabbah 2:12 and 

Êichah Rabbati 3:60. The sources of the details from the Book of Esther as follow: King 

Ahasuerus gets rid of his queen on Memucan’s advice: Esther 1:21; the king carries on alone, 

then decides to find a new queen: Esther 2:1-4; Esther wins the contest: Esther 2:17; Haman 

is elevated: Esther 3:1; Mordecai won’t bow down before Haman: Esther 3:2; Haman plots 

genocide: Esther 3:6-7; the king agrees to Haman’s diabolical plan: Esther 3:11; Esther invites 

the king and Haman to a feast: Esther 5:4; Esther invites them to a second feast: Esther 5:7; 

Esther confronts the king with the implications of Haman’s plot for her own wellbeing: 

Esther 7:1-4; Haman pays for his wickedness with his life: Esther 7:10; the Jews are saved: 

Esther 8:9-14; an edict written in the king's name and sealed with his seal cannot be 

revoked: Esther 8:8; the Jews may defend themselves against their enemies: 8:11-12; scores 

of thousands are killed: Esther 9:6 and 15-16; the Jews suffer no losses of their own: implied, 

rather than stated, by Esther 9:22. The story of how King Ahasuerus was unable to rescind 

his own edict because it had been “written in his name and sealed with his ring” is found at 

Esther 8:7-8 read in light of 3:12. The way Memucan wished to guarantee the irrevocability 

of his edict banishing Vashti is told at Esther 1:19, where the Hebrew word dat is used of 

such a permanent decree, the same word used at Esther 8:13 with respect to Mordecai’s 

decree and at 3:14-15 with respect to Haman’s, cf. the use of dat used in that way through 

the Megillah, e.g. at Esther 1:13, 2:8, 3:8, 4:3, 4:8, 4:11, 8:17, 8:36, 9:1, 9:13 and 9:14. That 

the story of Esther's mission to save her people takes place during Passover is indicated, 

without being formally noted, in the text at Esther 3:1 and 12, 4:16, 5:4 and 5:8 and is 

reflected in any number of post-Biblical sources, e.g. the Passover hymn Uvekhên ’Amartem 

Zevaḥ Pesaḥ (“Hadassah convened a three-day communal fast on Pesach....”), to which may 

be compared the rabbinic tradition to the effect that the use of the Hebrew word vaya‘avor 

at Esther 4:17 implies that Mordechai justified fasting that year on the first day of Passover, 

when fasting would normally be forbidden. See the tradition preserved in the name of Rav at 

BT Megillah 15a (and cf. Rashi’s comment, ad locum, s.v. yom tov rishon shel pesaḥ) and the 

related traditions in Esther Rabbah 8:7 and the Pirqê Derabbi ’Eliêzer, chapter 49. Esther's 

point that she would have remained silent if all Haman had planned for the Jews was slavery 

is made explicitly at Esther 7:4. The whole issue of the relationship between the story of 

Esther and Passover is discussed in detail by Michael Graetz in his wonderful essay, "The 

Passage of Time in the Book of Esther,” where the implications of the fact that the Purim 

story is set during Passover are explored in far greater detail than I have here. Rabbi Graetz' 
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essay was published in the 1994 Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly.  
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