Purpose of the Pesach — Guided Study
For a detailed analysis of this topic, see http://alhatorah.org/Purpose_of the Pesach

The Command — Shemot 12:3-23
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The Questions

At first glance, the Pesach appears to be a protective ritual, meant to ensure that the Israelites
were spared during the Plague of Firstborns. Why, though was such a sign necessary to save the
nation; could not Hashem have simply passed over their homes even without the smearing of

blood? Moreover, who or what is the "n°nwn" from which they are being protected?

Other Issues:
The Paschal ritual includes many aspects besides the highlighted smearing of blood.

What role do these play in the ceremony, and what might they suggest about its overall purpose?

e Why was the lamb taken four days before it was to be slaughtered?

e Why did the Pesach have to be eaten roasted, whole, and accompanied by matzah and
bitter herbs?

e Why was a year old lamb (or kid) chosen as the animal to be slaughtered?

e Was there any significance to eating the meat while belted, with shoes on, and staff in hand,
or was this simply meant to ensure that all would be ready to depart Egypt at first

opportunity?



http://alhatorah.org/Purpose_of_the_Pesach

Commentators

Approach #1 — Protection Rite

The following sources view the Pesach mainly as a protective rite, aimed at warding off the evil of
the "nonwn". They differ, though, in how they view the nature of the "nsnwn" and thus, in how
they explain the necessity for such arite:

Sources #1-2
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According to Ibn Ezra, who is the "nrm»"?
Why were the Israelites in danger? What do R"Y Bekhor Shor's words "mw7 1% 1n2w" mean?

What role did the blood play? Note the comparison to Yechezkel; how are the incidents similar?

Source #3
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According to Seforno, what was the relationship between the roles of Hashem and the "nrgy"

during the Plague of the Firstborn? From what was the blood protecting the nation?

Source #4
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How does Ibn Daud understand the "n°mwn"? What intrinsic powers does the spilling of blood have?

Is there any evidence of such an idea elsewhere in Tanakh (see below)?
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What comparison does Ibn Daud draw to the story of Moshe at the lodging place; why?

In contrast to Ibn Daud, Ibn Kaspi, below, contends that the blood had no effect whatsoever on

Hashem or the n°%» but was intended merely to allay the fears of the Israelite masses; how so?

Source #5
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Do you think Hashem would make a commandment just because the masses believed something to

be true?

None of the above passages discuss the role played by the Pesach's accompanying rituals, such as
the timing of the ceremony, the eating of matzah and maror, etc. Can you think why these might

have been necessary according to this overall approach?

Approach #2 — Sacrifice

According to the following sources, the Pesach was a sacrifice that strengthened the bond
between the Children of Israel and Hashem in preparation for the Exodus. The commentators

disagree regarding the nature of this sacrifice and what specific role it played:

Source #1
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According to the Tzeror HaMor, to what type of sacrifice might the Pesach have been similar?

Why was it necessary?

What function does the smearing of blood play? How are the other aspects of the sacrifice (roasted

meat, matzah, maror, etc.) understood?

Source #2
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According to Cassuto, how might the Pesach be like a "9152 1°79"?
What does the blood symbolize?

Source #3
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To which sacrifice does R. D"Z Hoffmann liken the Pesach?

What proofs does he bring for this identification?

What is the function of the smearing of the blood? Is this supported by the verses?

Approach #3 — Demonstrative Act Against Idolatry

A last approach suggests that since sheep were part of the Egyptian pantheon, the slaughtering of
the Pesach served to proclaim Hashem's sovereignty and His supremacy over the Egyptian
deities.




Source #1
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Source #2
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What is similar about the above two approaches? Where do they differ? According to each, for

whom was the blood really a sign?

How do you think each might understand the other laws that accompanied the Pesach — selecting it

four days earlier, roasting it at twilight, etc.? What do Ralbag and Chizkuni suggest below?

Sources #3-4
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