What really happened to the Egyptians at the sea, and why does it matter?
R' Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com

The numbers game
1. Traditional Haggadah of Pesach
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R' Yosi haGlili said: How do you know that the Egyptians were struck with ten plagues in Egypt, and fifty upon the
sea? In Egypt it says, "And the charfumim said to Pharaoh: It is the finger of Gd." Upon the sea it says, "And Israel
saw the strong hand Gd had performed in Egypt, and the nation feared Gd, and they trusted Gd and Moshe His
servant." How many times were they struck with the "finger"2 Ten blows. Then in Egypt they were struck ten times, and
upon the sea they were struck fifty times.
R' Eliezer said: How do you know that each blow Gd brought upon Egypt was of four blows2 Tehillim 78:49 says,
"He sent upon them the ferocity of His anger: Evrah, za'am, tzarah, harmful angels." 'Evrah' is one, 'za’am' is two,
'tzarah' is three, 'harmful angels' is four. Then in Egypt they were struck forty times, and upon the sea they were struck
two hundred times.
R' Akiva said: How do you know that each blow Gd brought upon Egypt was of five blows? Tehillim 78:49 says, "He
sent upon them the ferocity of His anger, evrah, za'am, tzarah, harmful angels." 'The ferocity of His anger' is one,
‘evrah' is two, 'za’am' is three, 'tzarah' is four, 'harmful angels' is five. Then in Egypt they were struck fifty times, and
upon the sea they were struck two hundred and fifty times.

The personalization of punishment

2. R' Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, Birkat haNetziv to Mechilta Beshalach 6 827
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Each of the pursuers of Israel met an unusual death, according to the way he had harmed Israel when they had lived

in Egypt. Thus we say in the blessings of Shema, "He drowned their pursuers and enemies in the depths." The king's

forces are termed "pursuers" because they acted not out of hatred but out of service to the king; the rest of the

Egyptians are called "enemies". One who was liable for his wickedness drowned, but also died under Divine

supervision, with an appropriate punishment.

3. Midrash, Shemot Rabbah 23:9
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Thus Tehillim 9:17 says, "Gd is known, He has performed justice." This speaks of Egypt; Gd performed justice for
them in Egypt and upon the sea... This [multiplication of plagues] was, "He has performed justice."

4. Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 15:5
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"They descended in the depths like stone" — This was the intermediate group. The kosher among them were thrown
about as straw, the intermediate as stone, the wicked sank like lead...

5. Midrash, Mechilta d'R' Yishmael Beshalach 6 8=

.0°2 [N R3] M 720 7Py RUATW 9% I T MMNAN NN MNWH MDA 'Nin 0O9¥R IR R X'
'And Israel saw Egypt, dead' — Abnormal deaths, each death harsher than the next, for He brought many deaths [alt.
'blows'] upon them at the sea.



6. R' Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, Birkat haNetziv to Mechilta Beshalach 6 8%
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One cannot explain that they saw the miracle He had performed [in splitting the sea], for then it should have said,
'that Gd performed for Israel," since the essence of the miracle was to save the Jews, not to drown the Egyptians!
Further, what is the association of seeing and fearing? Would rescue and a miracle lead to fear? And why were they
more moved by the splitting of the sea than by the miraculous exodus from Egypt?

7. Talmud, Zevachim 116a
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What did Yitro hear, such that he came and converted? R' Yehoshua: The war with Amalek... R' Eliezer haModai: The
presentation of the Torah... R' Eliezer: The splitting of the sea.

Satisfying the Rambam

8. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Chametz uMatzah 7:1
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Biblically, we are instructed to speak of the miracles and wonders performed for our ancestors in Egypt, on the night

of the fifteenth of Nisan, as it says, "Remember this day when you left Egypt"...

9. Shemot 10:2
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And so that you will speak in the ears of your child and grandchild that which I did to Egypt, and the signs that |
placed upon them...

What do we learn from here?

10. Melachim | 19:10
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And he said, "l have been zealous for Gd, Master of multitudes, for the children of Israel have left Your covenant, they

have ruined Your altars, they have killed Your prophets, and only | remain, and they seek to take my life."

11.Yonah 4:2-3
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This is why | fled to Tarsus, for | know You are a merciful and gracious Gd, long in patience, of great generosity, who

reconsiders causing harm. Now, Gd, take my life from me, for | would be better dead than alive!

12.Talmud, Sanhedrin 111a-b
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When Moshe ascended to Heaven, he found HaShem sitting and writing, ‘Long in patience.” He said, ‘Master of the

Universe, ‘long in patience’ for the righteous?’ HaShem replied, ‘Even for the wicked.” Moshe declared, ‘Wicked

people should be destroyed!’ HaShem said, ‘Now you will see what you will need.’

When the Jews sinned, HaShem said: Didn’t you say to Me, ‘long in patience’ for the righteous?

Moshe said: Master of the Universe, did You not say to me, ‘even for the wicked?’

And this is the meaning of [Moshe’s words], ‘And now may the strength of HaShem be elevated, as You have spoken,

saying...’




