Hardened Hearts : The Case of Paroh — Guided Study
For a detailed analysis of this topic, see http://alhatorah.org/Hardened Hearts

The Verses
Below is a list of some of the many verses which speak of hardening Paroh's heart.
In each, highlight the phrase that refers to the hardening of Paroh's heart.
What verb is used? Who is the subject of the phrase?
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Why do you think that is some cases Hashem hardens Paroh's heart and in other places Paroh

seems to do so to himself? Is there any significance to the different verb choices?



http://alhatorah.org/Hardened_Hearts

The Questions

The concept of hardening Paroh's hearts is troubling on multiple levels:

(1) The principle of free will is a fundamental one, and, yet, here it seems that God is removing
Paroh's ability to make his own choices! How can Hashem keep from someone the possibility of
repentance? Does He not say, "0 19777 YW1 23W32 OX °3 Y7 NN YOON OX ‘7 0178 o1 n'?

(2) Moreover, how can Hashem judge Paroh for his actions if he had no choice in the matter? As

Ibn Ezra writes, "If Hashem hardened [Paroh's] heart, what is his sin?"
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Commentaries

How do the sources below answer the above questions?

Approach #1 — Free Will Suppressed

This approach assumes that Hashem prevented Paroh from exercising free will and reversing course
to evade punishment. How do the variations below explain why Paroh did not deserve an

opportunity to change his ways? Was suspending free will really necessary for his punishment?

Source #1 — "Five Strikes and You Are Out"
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What is the textual motivation for Shemot Rabbah's conclusion?
How do you think the Midrash might explain why Paroh is punished if he lost his free will?

Do you agree that a person's chances for repentance should be limited, and that it is possible to

reach a point where one gets no more opportunities?

Think of examples from family life where a parent might treat a child similarly.

Are Hashem and human modes of punishment comparable?




Sources # 2-3 — Severe Sins
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According to Rambam, what is it that Paroh is being punished for?

How is the hardening of his heart part of his punishment? How can it even be viewed as a "measure

for measure" punishment for the enslavement of the Israelites?

Can you reconcile this position with the many verses that imply that repentance is an option even

for the wicked, or with the concept that the "gates of repentance are never locked"?
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According to Rambam, why does Hashem bother to repeatedly send Moshe to Paroh, given that

Paroh's hands were tied and he was incapable of letting the people go regardless?

Does Rambam view the hardening of hearts as a natural or supernatural phenomenon?

Sources #4-5 — No Repentance for Idolaters
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What do you think Abarbanel means when he refers to repentance as a "gift"?
Do you think the possibility of avoiding punishment through repentance is "7077" or "vow»"?
Would it have a place in a system of strict justice?

Why, according to Abarbanel, can an idolater never truly repent? How does Abarbanel define
"repentance"? How do you understand Abarbanel's analogy of someone immersing themselves in a

ritual bath while holding an impure creature?
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How does Rashi differ from Abarbanel? Why, according to him, can idolaters not truly repent?

Do you agree? Can you think of any examples in Tanakh of exceptions to this rule?

Approach #2 — Free Will Remained Intact
This approach asserts that Hashem really did not take away Paroh's freedom of choice and suggests

that the phrase "y79 2% n¥ 7 PI01" means something else.

Source # 1 — Strengthened Paroh
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How does R. Saadia Gaon reinterpret the phrase "2% p1rn"?

Does this work with all the variations of the Hebrew phrase?

Why does Hashem want Paroh to be able to withstand the plagues?

Source # 2 — Figure of Speech
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According to Mendelssohn and Shadal, Paroh hardened his own heart.
Why, then, is the action attributed to Hashem?

Source # 3 — Natural Order
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In what ways is Abarbanel's position similar to that of Shadal?

According to him, why is the obstinacy attributed to Hashem?

What led Paroh to believe that the plagues might have been a natural process?
Why, though, would Hashem mislead him into thinking this, given that Hashem continuously claims

that the purpose of the Plagues is "so you shall know that | am God"?

Approach #3 — Bolstering of Free Will

Hashem strengthened Paroh's resolve in order to counterbalance his overwhelming fear of the

plagues. Doing so ensured that he could retain his free will and repent sincerely rather than

capitulate out of fear.
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According to Seforno, how does hardening Paroh's heart enable him to repent?

How does Seforno's view of the purpose of the plagues differ from that of other commentators?




