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How Many Plagues Were There?

NO BIBLICAL SOURCE

The "Ten Plagues” or "nion 1wy" is such a famous phrase that it is frequently taken for granted and rarely
questioned. But how do we know that there were "Ten Plagues"? Surprisingly, the Torah never uses either
the number ten or the term "nipn" to describe the miracles in Egypt.["l Instead it refers to them as either
"omont nNiX" ("signs and wonders")? or as "n'wov" ("acts of judgment").¥! The notion of there being a total
of ten plagues appears first in literature from the Second Temple period,™ and the earliest record of the
phrase "nion Ayy" is in Tannaitic sources.!

SETTING BOUNDARIES

The traditional count of the "Ten Plagues" begins with the Plague of Blood and concludes with the Plague of
the Firstborn. However, the Biblical text sets no definitive starting or ending point for the series, leaving
room to question the status of the two miracles which frame the set, the sign of the 1an and the splitting of
Yam Suf. Are these fundamentally different from the other so called "plagues"? After all, these also are
performed by a wondrous staff in front of Paroh, involve the hardening of his heart, and teach recognition of
God. Moreover, the 1 is explicitly called a "noin". Conversely, perhaps the Plague of the Firstborn should
be omitted from the count. Structurally it is distinct from the main plague narrative, and it is the only one of
the wonders referred to as a "vay".

TERMINOLOGY
The phrases used in the introduction to the plague narrative plays an important role in the way we think
about the series.

YOY? NDY (1) D270 NINZ 2D NN SHNX NN O YD 22 IR NYPN N ()
D290 X0 TN 202 DY NXONIRAY NXONRYIN) D102 T NXONDY) Y719 02N
22 NXONNYIN DYIYN DY OT NN ONDLIZ MO D DN W) (M) .DYT) DIYIYa
(=:% MNY) 02PN NI

Do the terms "nnix", "om9on", and "n'vov" refer to the same or to different categories of miracles? Were
these actions intended primarily to be educative "signs and wonders" or punitive "plagues and judgments"?
61 Once Paroh released the nation ("n2inn 7x1¥ 12 Ny Mxxinl"), was the purpose of the miracles
achieved? These questions directly relate to the various options for the boundaries of the series. The sign
of the an can fit as part of a list of wonders which come to edify, but not in a list of judgments or plagues.
On the other side, the drowning of the Egyptians at Yam Suf could certainly be viewed as one of Hashem's
judgments, but given its occurring outside of Egypt after the Exodus had already taken place, it stands apart

from the other wonders.
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In light of these issues, commentators debate both the number and nature of the set of miracles or
plagues. Their differing positions further affect how the series may be divided and categorized and what
should be identified as its turning point and climax.["]

[l See R. Yosef ibn Kaspi who notes that the number is never found in the Torah and makes a comparison to
the notion of there being thirteen Divine attributes which is also never mentioned. The Philistines, in the book
of Shemuel, are the first to employ the noun "nan" in referring to the miracles in our story. The verb ndn,
however, appears already in Sefer Shemot regarding both the Plagues in general (see Shemot 3:20) and
individual plagues (see Shemot 7:25, 9:15, 9:25, 9:31-32, 12:12,29).

[l See Shemot 7:3, 7:9, 8:19, 10:1-2, 11:9-10.

[l See Shemot 6:6, 7:4, 12:12. In Shemot 11:1, the Plague of the Firstborn is also referred to as a "vay", and
the phrase "moan 73" appears before the Plague of Hail in Shemot 9:14.

[4] See Jubilees and Philo.

[l See Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael, Sifre, Midrash Tannaim, Mishna Masekhet Avot. The second sentence of
the Mishna in Avot does not appear in all textual witnesses, and the commentary by Rashi's student, R.
Yaakov b. Shimshon, discusses whether it is part of the original text or just an explanatory gloss.

[6] See Purpose of the Plagues.

[l For elaboration, see Patterns in the Plagues.
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How Many Plagues Were There?
Exegetical Approaches

Twelve Miracles

The twelve miracles from the sign of the am through the drowning of the Egyptians in Yam Suf all comprise
one unified series.

R. N"H Wessely,['l R. Y"S Reggio,?! Shadalf®!

"D'noni nNnix" and "n'voYi" — These exegetes maintain that the terms denote different categories of
miracles, with "Dm9on1 nnix" referring to the four interspersed signs of jam, 01, Y, and 3¥n which were
relatively harmless, and "n'o9v" (literally, "acts of judgment") being the other eight much harsher plagues
and punishments.®! Thus, the full set of twelve miracles consists of four triads, each of which opens with
an initial warning sign ("noint nix")®! which is then followed by two more severe punishments ("n'oy").l’]
Alternatively, though, "omoni nnix" may refer to the first ten miracles, and "n'v9v" could describe the
Plague of the Firstborn and the Splitting of the Sea.!

Dual purpose of the miracles — The four signs and wonders were intended to warn, instill fear, and
embarrass the magicians, while the eight destructive plagues were meant to punish the Egyptian nation.

Inclusion of |"an — The sign of the an is similar in purpose to the warning plagues of nw3, nvj, and ¥n,
and it deserves to be counted just as they are.

Inclusion of Yam Suf — As the process of the punishment of the Egyptians was completed only with their
drowning in Yam Suf, the Splitting of the Sea is also included in the count of twelve.

Patterns — The grouping into four sets of three creates certain patterns as far as the agent who brings the
plague, the object of destruction, the role of the magicians, and the lessons to be learned. See Patterns in
the Plagues for details.

Interruptions of the narrative flow — This approach could argue that the legal material in Chapters 12—13
is secondary to the main storyline of the twelve miracles.

Hardening of Paroh's heart — According to this approach, exactly midway through the plagues (after two
of the four triads), Paroh's resolve weakens and Hashem begins to harden Paroh's heart.

"Nax TNX Va1 Tiv" — This verse which precedes the Plague of the Firstborn would be interpreted as saying

that there would be one more plague before the Exodus, but not that this would conclude the entire series.
9]

Eleven Miracles
One can arrive at this total by including either the [an or the drowning of the Egyptians in Yam Suf.['%
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Blood — Yam Suf

The eleven miracles from the Plague of Blood through the drowning of the Egyptians in Yam Suf all form
one unit, but the |an is not included.

Seforno

"n'nont nnix" and "n'vovi" — Seforno contends that the first nine wonders were simply signs and are
referred to in the verses as "nmoni nnix".['"! In contrast, the last two — the killing of the firstborn and

drowning in Yam Suf — were actual plagues, and thus the Torah refers to them as "n'ou".[2

Dual purpose of the miracles — According to Seforno, the first nine signs had an educational purpose, to
inspire the Egyptians to recognize Hashem and repent. In contrast, the last two plagues were to exact
retribution from the Egyptians measure for measure.['?!

Exclusion of |am — Surprisingly, Seforno does not include the |am in his grouping of signs. Perhaps the
omission is related to the exclusive nature of the sign. Since it was viewed only by Paroh and his staff and
did not affect the rest of the Egyptian nation, it was a much less effective educational tool.

Unique character of the Plague of the Firstborn — Seforno notes that the original warning for this plague
is the only one which emphasizes the concept of a measure for measure.

Inclusion of Yam Suf — As the ultimate retribution was completed only with the drowning of the Egyptians
in Yam Suf, the Splitting of the Sea is also included in the count.

Literary patterns and breaks in the narrative — Seforno's count and division might be supported by the
distinct literary styles of his two groupings. While the first nine plagues follow a somewhat similar pattern
(the transmission of a command to Paroh to release the nation, the bringing of the plague, negotiations, the
hardening of Paroh's heart and his refusal to free the people) and flow one into the other, the descriptions of
the last two plagues are exceptional. Each plague is surrounded by outside narrative unrelated to the
plague itself, and each focuses not just on the Egyptians but also on the Israelites.

"NaX TRX Y21 Tiy" — This verse which precedes the Plague of the Firstborn would be interpreted as saying
that there would be one more plague before the Exodus, but not that this would be the final one of the entire
series.

Tanin - Firstborn

The eleven miracles from the sign of the |an through the Plague of the Firstborn are all part of one series,
but Yam Suf is not included.

Ralbag!'4]

"omoni nnix" and o9 — Ralbag maintains that these three terms are all synonyms which refer to
the same series of eleven miracles.!"”
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Inclusion of am — Shemot 7:9 explicitly describes the an as a "noin", and this warrants its inclusion.
Ralbag explains that Hashem began the sequence with a relatively harmless wonder in order to gradually
ratchet up the pressure on Paroh.

Purpose of the miracles and the exclusion of Yam Suf — As the primary goal of the miracles was to
compel Paroh to let the nation go, this process ended once permission was granted. Ralbag views Yam
Suf as a completely separate event, with the different objective of the Egyptians recognizing Hashem.[']

Escalating process — Ralbag delineates how these eleven miracles intensified in severity step by step.

Frame — The wonders from the |an through the warning regarding the Plague of the Firstborn are framed
by mention of the "nm9n1 nnix", suggesting that all of the miracles which are in between (including the an,
but not Yam Suf) are part of the same process.[']

"Nax TN Va1 Tiy" — This verse supports the notion that the Plague of the Firstborn was the culmination of
all of the wonders.

Ten Miracles

One can obtain a total of ten by including either the an or the Plague of the Firstborn.

Blood — Firstborn

The ten plagues from the Plague of Blood until the Plague of the Firstborn create a complete set.

Jubilees, Philo, Mishna Masekhet Avot, R. Yehuda in Sifre and Midrash Tannaim, Tanchuma, most

commentators

"o'noni nnik" and "n'w9ei" — This approach could either understand that all of these terms refer to the
entire Ten Plagues, or that "nm9on1 nnix" refers to the first nine plagues while "n'wovu" refers to the Plague
of the Firstborn.["8]

Purpose of the miracles — Jubilees and Philo view the Plagues as retributive and punitive in character.
See Purpose of the Plagues.

Exclusion of jan — As the |1n did not punish the Egyptians or have harmful repercussions, it is not
counted as one of the Ten Plagues.

Exclusion of Yam Suf — The drowning of the Egyptians at Yam Suf is viewed as its own distinct unit
because of the magnitude of the miracle, or because it occurred outside of Egypt and only after the
Exodus.[9]

Patterns and divisions — This approach can divide the first nine plagues into three triads, each of which
shares a number of common elements and features.[2% For a full discussion, see Patterns in the Plagues.
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Hardening of Paroh's heart — The Tanchuma notes that it is exactly midway through the Plagues that the
verses state that Hashem begins to harden Paroh's heart (rather than Paroh himself doing the hardening).

"Nax TR Va1 Tiv" — This verse supports the idea that the plagues reach their climax with the Plague of the
Firstborn.

Tanin — Darkness

The ten miracles from the an through the Plague of Darkness are a distinct unit.

"o'noni nnix" and "n'w9e"” — This approach would maintain that the terms "nmon1 nnix" refer to the ten
wonders from [an to the Plague of Darkness,?" while the word "n'oov" refers to the Plague of the
Firstborn.l?l

Purpose of the miracles — The "nm9ni nnix" may have been designed to lead the Egyptians to recognize
Hashem, while the "n'vo¥" were intended simply to punish or to compel Paroh to release the Israelites.

Inclusion of an — Shemot 7:9 explicitly describes the an as a "n9in", and this warrants its inclusion in the
set.

Exclusion of ninpa and "~xax Ty ya) Tiy" — This approach might suggest that the first ten miracles are
distinct in purpose from the Plague of the Firstborn. Only the Plague of the Firstborn is referred to as a "va"
and thus stands alone.l?!

Literary patterns and the narrative flow — The narrative from the sign of the an through the Plague of
Darkness is recounted in a similar literary style, with a recurring cycle of features present in these ten
miracles.[?*]

Frame — These ten wonders are framed by an introduction where Hashem mentions the upcoming "nnix
nmoni” and a summary in which we are told that Moshe and Aharon executed them. 2%l

Nine Miracles

The set includes only the nine wonders from the Plague of Blood until the Plague of Darkness.

No exegetes take this position, and it is basically a variation which combines elements from the

different options above.

[ R. Wessely did not write a commentary on Shemot, but he finds opportunities to discuss the Plagues at
length in these other works. He also takes pains to explain how his count does not contradict the Rabbinic
sources which speak of only ten. Cf. Ibn Kaspi in the note below.
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[’ R. Reggio and Shadal closely follow the course charted by R. Wessely.

[ Two recent articles adopt a similar position, each also noting the symbolism of twelve being the number of
the tribes of Israel as well as the number of months and zodiac signs. See 12 nnTxa MM NNIK" W' |2 DNIN
X"OWUN XINI MWD ,[7'R-12 NU'0NAIIR 7w 'wiaw qT,"Dn (available here) and wamin na "RRI nwd" | |n72a9w RN
A"own xR RW WY vy 0 MY e RIoYn (available here).

[4] See R. Reggio's commentary in which the definition of these terms serves as the point of departure for
discussing the boundaries of the series.

] This is how R. Reggio and Shadal reproduce R. Wessely's position. The difficulty with this approach is that
some of the eight harsher plagues are also called "nnix" in the Torah — see Shemot 8:19 and 10:1-2, and the
word "n'p9y" is mentioned only by the Plague of the Firstborn. R. Wessely, himself, actually vacillates
regarding the meaning of "nnix", and in one place he suggests that it refers to the eight harsher punishments
(and is synonymous with "n'poy" rather than "nmon"). While this variation avoids the difficulties from Shemot
8:19 and 10:1-2, it does not account for the cases in Tanakh in which "nix" and "n9in" appear as a pair and
do not refer to a punishment (e.g. Devarim 13:2-3).

6] This understanding explains why there is no warning before the sign of the am and the plagues of 01, nvj,
and un, as they themselves constituted warnings for what was to come.

[l For elaboration, see Patterns in the Plagues.
8] See discussion of Seforno's position below.

1 The verse does highlight the fact that the drowning of the Egyptians in Yam Suf is quite separate from the
other plagues, occurring after the actual Exodus. It is likely that for this reason other exegetes do not include it
in their counts.

[10] There is also a third method suggested by R. Yosef ibn Kaspi. He is the only commentator to explicitly
mention the number eleven, and he obtains this number without counting either the an or the drowning in
Yam Suf. He rather splits the initial Plague of Blood into two parts — the bloodying of the Nile and the death of
the fish. See also his comments regarding the non-binding nature of the Rabbinic count of ten plagues.

[ These terms appear also in some of the individual descriptions of these nine wonders — see Shemot 8:19,
10:1-2, 11:9-10.

[12] This term is found also in Shemot 12:12 with regard to the Plague of the Firstborn.

['3] See Hardened Hearts that according to Seforno, even the last two plagues had an additional goal of
motivating the Egyptian masses to repent and recognize Hashem.

[14] Ralbag begins his list from the an, but does not explicitly mention the number eleven.

[15] According to his interpretation, the consecutive verses of Shemot 7:3-4 speak of the identical process, with
verse 4 explaining the purpose of the events of verse 3.
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[16] See Ralbag's interpretation of Shemot 7:5.

['7] For elaboration, see Structure of Sefer Shemot regarding the introductory verses of 7:3-5 and Malbim's
interpretation of them. While Ralbag and Malbim explain that 7:5 is referring to the Splitting of Yam Suf, it is
possible that, like the two preceding verses, this verse also refers to the series of plagues which culminates
with the Plague of the Firstborn.

[18] The plural form would refer to both aspects of the final plague — see Shemot 12:12.
(191 may also have affected only the Egyptian army and not the entire nation.

[20] This corresponds to the mnemonic of R. Yehuda in the Sifre and Midrash Tannaim. Philo, however, offers
an alternative categorization.

[21] These words appear repeatedly in this unit — see Shemot 7:9, 8:19, 10:1-2, 11:9-10.
[22] The word appears again in the description of this plague in Shemot 12:12. Cf. Seforno above.
(231 The word "Tiv", though, is problematic as it suggests a connection to what came before.

[24] The Plague of the Firstborn does not share these features, and it is surrounded by legal material and
narrative unrelated to the plague itself.

(251 Although the warning for the Plague of Firstborns is found within this frame, the actual plague is not.
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For the elements of the universe, earth, water, air, and fire, of which the world was made, were all by
the command of God, brought into a state of hostility against them, so that the country of those impious
men was destroyed, in order to exhibit the height of the authority which God wielded, who had also
fashioned those same elements at the creation of the universe, so as to secure its safety, and who
could change them all whenever he pleased, to effect the destruction of impious men. (97) And he
divided his punishments, entrusting three, those which proceeded from those elements which are
composed of more solid parts, namely, earth and water, from which all the corporeal distinctive realities
are perfected, to the brother of Moses. An equal number, those which proceeded from the elements
which are the most prolific of life, namely, air and fire, he committed to Moses himself alone. One, the
seventh, he entrusted to both in common; the other three, to make up the whole number of ten, he
reserved for himself.
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