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Qassem Soleimani and the Ten Plagues  

Simon Wolf 

  
As we discussed last week, Parshat Shmot deals with the development of the leadership of the nascent nation of 
Yisrael.  It also lays the foundation of God’s plan for the Jews and His expectations of their leaders.  This week’s parsha 
continues the “building of a nation” by establishing God’s credentials and is a forceful response to Paraoh’s query and 
doubt (5,2), “who is God (יקוק) that I should listen to his voice to send out the Jews; I do not know God (יקוק) and I will 
not send out the Israelites.” 
 
The mission or purpose of the plagues is to establish God’s unequivocal and irrefutable power and control over the 
world.   In order to understand the plagues, one must first define what would demonstrate the “power” that God is trying 
to display.  In the past, people would define super-powers or powerful countries by the fire power they could bring to 
bear in the battlefield.  This approach culminates in WWII where the warring sides would bomb each other into 
submission.  While some of the attacks were targeted, much of the war involved flattening whole cities and resulted in 
tremendous “collateral” damage in civilian casualties.  In order to avoid a prolonged and costly land invasion of Japan, 
this reaches its climax with the American nuclear bombing of Japan which took a huge human toll, but finally forces the 
Japanese into submission.  With the rise of the nuclear age and the nuclear arms race, the super-powers slowly began 
to realize that nuclear weapons are a means of deterrence, but not a vehicle for offensive or even defensive waging of 
war.  This was only exacerbated by the advent of asymmetric warfare which led to a new definition of power.  Power 
then became defined not only by raw strength, but by the ability and the knowledge of one to carry out precise and 
targeted attacks.  This was on full display with the recent targeted elimination of Qassem Soleimani.  In this week’s 
shiur, we will attempt to show that the ten plagues were an evolving and developing lesson in demonstrating God’s 
tremendous power, from the raw destruction unleashed by God on Egypt to the precision and knowledge demonstrated 
in the execution of the plagues that finally convert Paraoh and his people and the Jews into believers in God (יקוק). 

  
The initial plague of Dam (Blood) is a broad strike at the Nile River, the key to Egypt’s sustenance, the heart of Egypt’s 
economic success and the focal point of much of its religious worship.  It is the initial salvo in God’s establishing his 
credentials by attacking and “shaming” the Egyptian’s god. The plague leaves a trail of dead fish and rotting in the Nile 
(7,21), but is little more than an inconvenience for the Egyptians (7,24).  In addition, the sorcerers’ ability to replicate the 
plague only serves to further neuter the plagues potency (7,22).  It lures Paraoh and his people into thinking that they 
are dealing with a great magician, but not a transcendental all powerful God.  The plague is the baseline from which we 
will slowly and progressively see God’s power and control unveiled as we move from plague to plague. 
 
The plague of Tzfardeah (Frogs) is not much different than Dam in that the sorcerers are able to also replicate this 
plague (8,3).  The plague unleashes an unbridled and uncontrolled frog infestation.  It is slightly more potent than the 
plague of Dam since it creates a situation that is uncomfortable enough to precipitate Paraoh’s requesting of Moshe to 
remove the plague (8,4).  At this point, we get our first glimpse at God’s unveiling of his precision and power when 
Moshe offers Paraoh the choice of when exactly to end the plague (8,5-6) and declares that upon the cessation of the 
plague, the frogs will only be found in the Nile (8,7).  Paraoh takes the bait and asks that the frogs be removed the next 
day (8,6).  Moshe immediately prays to God and God acquiesces to Moshe’s plea that He fulfill the wish of Paraoh that 
the plague subside on the subsequent day. 

  
The plague of Kinim (Lice) begins the process of demonstrating God’s unique abilities when the sorcerers are forced to 
admit to Paraoh that for the first time they are unable to replicate this plague.  This leads them to the conclusion that the 
plague must be “a finger of God” (8,15).  There is still a long way to go in convincing Paraoh and his followers of God’s 
absolute dominion.   Although some progress has been made, the sorcerers downplay and limit their acknowledgement 
of God by declaring the plague to be only a finger of God and not a hand of God (Ramban) or the result of a higher 
power (אלוקים, not יקוק) that is not necessarily acting for the benefit of the Jews (Ibn Ezra). 

 
The plague of Arov (Swarms of Animals – Rashi, Wolves – Rashbam, Smaller Animals – Ibn Ezra HaKatzar, Snakes 
and the like that emerge from the ground – Seforno, Gnats - Koren) takes a clear step-up in the precision with which it is 
carried out.  For the first time (8,18) God declares that the land of Goshen, the dwelling place of the Jews will be free of 
the upcoming plague.  This development not only sheds light on the plague of Arov, but possibly also on the preceding 
plagues as well.  According to the Ramban, the reason God needed to specify this distinction by Arov was because the 
previous plagues were stationary (do not naturally spread), therefore it was not surprising that they were not found in 
Goshen, whereas the nature of the plague of Arov was to spread and move (Rashbam), therefore it was unique that it 
did not reach the land of Goshen.  One could also suggest that the reason for the declared separation by Arov is either 
because the previous plagues were also found in Goshen (Malbim) or because the earlier plagues were not dangerous 
or life-threatening and, therefore, there was no reason to spare the land of Goshen or maybe even the Jews.  Be that as 
it may, as opposed to the previous plagues, it is clear here that God is demonstrating his capabilities to not only bring 
punishing plagues, but to control and manage the extent of those plagues.  Not only is there a powerful God (8,6), but 
He is also actively engaged in the world – ki ani Hashem b’kerev ha’aretz (8,18). 
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The plague of Dever (Pestilence) seems to follow the same pattern as Arov when God declares (9,4) that once again He 
will distinguish between the Jews and the Egyptians with the regards to the devastating impact of the Dever.  If one 
looks closely, they will note that there is a nuanced difference in the nature of the distinction drawn by the two plagues.  
By Arov, the land of Goshen is indiscriminately spared from the plague, irrespective as to whether the inhabitant is an 
Egyptian or a Jew (see 8,18 and Malbim there).  On the other hand, by Dever, the distinction is between the Jewish and 
Egyptian owned flocks, irrespective of their location (9,4).  That means Jewish flocks in Egypt were spared and Egyptian 
flocks in Goshen were stricken by the plague.  Once again, this demonstrates God’s even finer control over nature and 
His ability to direct its impact on particular targets.  The Egyptians are clearly impressed with this additional 
demonstration of power, because the Torah not only tells us that not a single Jewish animal died, but emphasizes that 
Paraoh specifically sent to check as to whether any Jewish animals had died in the plague (9,6-7). 
 
The plague of Shechin (Boils and Blisters) continues the pattern of the previous two plagues.  Only here instead of the 
distinction being between the land of Egypt and the land of Goshen or the animals of the Egyptians and the Jews, it now 
also distinguishes between the Jews and the Egyptians themselves.  The “airborne” plague (9,8) miraculously only 
affects the Egyptians and their animals and not the Jews and their animals. 
 
The plague of Barad (Hail) continues the pattern of drawing distinction between the land of Egypt and the land of 
Goshen (9,26), but here the task is all the more difficult.  Each one of the plagues of Arov, Dever, Shechin and Barad 
are successively harder to control.  Incrementally, it becomes harder in each plague to rationalize as to why the land of 
Goshen or the Jews should be spared the impact of the plague.  There are no state lines or boundaries when it comes 
to weather or precipitation from the sky (Ramban) and there is no reason Goshen should have been spared the impact 
of the Barad unless God was controlling the situation.  In addition, God’s ability to manipulate nature is on full display in 
this plague since this was no ordinary Barad.  The Torah tells us (9,24) that there was fire inside the hail and that 
miraculously against their nature the fire and water were able to coexist in their mission to carry out God’s will. 
 
The next two plagues increasingly continue to demonstrate God’s power by exhibiting his ability to exert control even 
over items that seem completely incontrollable.  The plague of Arbeh (Locust) is not only exceptional in the swiftness by 
which it is brought upon Egypt (10,13), the intensity of the plague (10,14-15), the utter destruction that it wrought (10,15) 
and the reaction of Paraoh (10,16), but also in the way that the plague is stopped.  Anyone who has ever experienced a 
locust plague knows that even when the plague subsides, there is a large trail of dead locusts left in every location upon 
which the locust have visited their destruction.  In this instance, the Torah tells us (10,19) that with the same expediency 
that the plague was brought upon Egypt, it was reversed and that not a single locust was left in the land of Egypt.  The 
trail of the locust’s devastating destruction was complete (10,15), but amazingly, lo nishar Arbeh echad, there was not a 
single trace of their presence (10,19). 
 
The plague of Choshech (Darkness) takes this to the next step where God controls a completely intangible item.  The 
Torah describes the darkness as being so absolute and pervasive that no one saw their fellow man for three days (10, 
22-23).  Whether it was simply the absence of daylight (Ibn Ezra) or a tangible darkness (Rashi, Ramban), it should 
have affected everyone in the vicinity.  Yet, the Jews had light in their dwellings (10,23) and moreover even the more 
textually based commentators (Rashbam) add that even a Jew found in an Egyptians dwelling had light.  In this 
penultimate plague, God successfully demonstrates His tremendous power and fine control over even the most 
amorphous and intangible of creations.  At this point, much to Paraoh’s chagrin, the establishing of God’s credentials 
have been so convincing that Moshe, His representative, is now held in very high regard in Egypt (11,3).  Though, it will 
still take one more plague to finally and irrefutably demonstrate who the true God is. 
 
Of course, the ultimate demonstration and pinnacle of God’s power is found in the final of the ten plagues.  It is the 
climax of the progression of the plagues.  The plague of Makat Bechorot (Killing of the First Born) is incredible not only 
in God’s unleashing of death upon the Egyptians while sparing the Jews, but in His ability to kill only the eldest born 
child in each Egyptian family.  No human being could be that precise, discerning or knowledgeable to carry out such a 
pinpoint attack.  It is precisely this plague of death which finally convinces Paraoh and his people of the true God and 
causes them to accede to God’s demand that the Jews be let out of Egypt to worship Him. 
 
As an addendum, it is worthwhile to note that the midrashei chazal serve to reinforce the thesis we have established 
here, by superimposing it on all the plagues.  For instance, the midrash (Shmot Rabbah  Parsha 9) describes how when 
a Jew and an Egyptian shared the same water, when the Jew drank from the jug it was water while when the Egyptian 
drank from the jug it turned to blood.   While in the Torah, the plague of Dam does not indicate any such distinction, 
Chazal are taking the realized conclusion from the culmination of the plagues, the demonstration of God’s power and 
precision, and superimposing it on all the plagues.  This serves to reinforce and emphasize the main purpose and 
theme of the plagues in every individual plague. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
 

 
 


