Purposes of the Egyptian Bondage — Guided Study
For a detailed analysis of this topic, see: http://alhatorah.org/Purposes of the Egyptian Bondage

The Decree — Bereshit 15:13-14
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Already at the Covenant Between the Pieces, Avraham is told that his descendants will be exiled and
enslaved for 400 years. But why was such a decree necessary? In general, how do you understand

why suffering is sometimes part of the Divine plan?

Before looking at the sources below, imagine if the Israelites had never gone down to Egypt.

How do you think the course of Jewish history would have been different?
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Approach #1 — "We Deserved It..."

This approach assumes that the exile and/or bondage came as a punishment for sin. The
commentators, though, disagree regarding both which sin was the ultimate cause of the suffering and
who was the blameworthy party.

Why does each commentator below choose the sin that they do?
Which opinions do you find convincing? With which do you disagree? Why?

As a whole, do you find the "punitive" approach appealing; why or why not?

Source #1 — Avraham's Fault
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What is the advantage of attributing the sin to Avraham specifically? Why do you think each

of Shemuel and R. Yochanan picks the specific incident that he does, rather than any other?

What was so terrible about Avraham not converting the people of Sedom?

How might history have turned out differently had he done so?

According to each position above, how is the decree of exile a fitting punishment?
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Source #2 — Avraham's Fault Take Two
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What sin does Ramban suggest was the cause of the future enslavement?

Do you agree that Avraham's actions were problematic?

Make a chart listing the parallels that Ramban draws between the story of Avraham in Egypt and
that of the Israelites in exile. How does he understand the similarities?

Do you think they support his thesis? Why or why not ?

Source #3 — Yaakov's Sons Were to Blame
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To what sin does Abarbanel attribute the exile and bondage?

Why do you think that Abarbanel prefers not to attribute the sin to Avraham?

How are the exile and enslavement a "measure for measure" punishment?
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How does Abarbanel explain why future generations were punished if they themselves did not sin?
How do you think Ramban would explain this?

Sources #4-5 — The Israelites Sinned in Egypt
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On what specific sin does each of the above sources focus? What might motivate one to take this

general approach over the others? What difficulty, though, does it still leave unresolved?

To think about: What does it mean to be assimilated in Egypt, given that the vast majority of the

commandments had not yet been received?

Approach #2 — Formative Experience
An alternative approach to this question suggests that the bondage was necessary as it served

either to educate the Israelites or to otherwise mold them as a nation:

Source #1 — Strengthening Belief in Hasehm
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According the above, what message was the redemption from Egypt and its accompanying miracles

meant to convey?




Source #2 — Teaching Empathy
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What was the main lesson to be learned from the process of enslavement according to

Nechama Leibowitz? Do you think that this lesson could have been instilled in any other way?

Source # 3 — Nation Building
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List two reasons why the experience in Egypt was vital for the formation of the Israelite nation
according to R. Hirsch. Why was the threat of assimilation weaker in Egypt than in Canaan?

What parallels to modern history does R. Hirsch draw?

Approach #3 — No Divine Purpose

This approach challenges the assumption of the previous positions that the bondage was Divinely

planned and therefore must have had a purpose.
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Abarbanel contends that the exile and bondage were purely the result of natural processes and

human choices. How does this play out?
What do you think is motivating this approach?

How does Abarbanel understand the Covenant between the Pieces?




