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A Deep-Dive into the Hardening of Pharoah’s Heart

Source 1: An overview of the hardening of Pharoah’s heart in the
framework of the Ten Plagues

1. Blood: And the magicians of Egypt did likewise with their enchantments,
and Pharaoh's heart was hardened, nor did he listen to them, as the
Lord had said. And Pharaoh turned and went to his house, nor did he set
his heart to this. (Exodus 7:22-23)

2. Frogs: But when Pharaoh saw that there was respite, he hardened his
heart, and listened not to them, as the Lord had said. (Exodus 8:11)

3. Lice: Then the magicians said to Pharaoh, "This is the finger of God."
And Pharaoh's heart was hardened, and he listened not to them, as the
Lord had said. (Exodus 8:15)

4. Swarms of flies: And Pharaoh hardened his heart at this time also,
neither would he let the people go. (Exodus 8:28)

5. Cattle: And Pharaoh sent, and, behold, there was not one of the cattle of
the people of Israel dead. And the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and
he did not let the people go. (Exodus 9:7)

Shift in language....

6. Boils: And the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he listened not
to them, as the Lord had spoken to Moses. (Exodus 9:12)

7. Hail: And Pharaoh sent, and called for Moses and Aaron, and said to
them, "I have sinned this time, the Lord is righteous, and I and my people
are wicked..." And when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the
thunders had ceased, he sinned yet more, and hardened his heart,® he and
his servants. And the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, nor would he let

the people of Israel go, as the Lord had spoken by Moses. (Exodus
9:27,34-35)
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And the Lord said to Moses, ""Go to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his

heart, and the heart of his servants, that I might show these my signs before
him. (Exodus 10:1)

8. Locusts:

But the Lord hardened Pharaoh's heart, so that he would not let the
People of Israel go. (Exodus 10:20)

9. Darkness: But the Lord hardened Pharaoh's heart, and he would not
let them go. (Exodus 10:27)

10. Death of Firstborn: "And I will harden Pharaoh's heart, that he
shall follow after them, and I will be honored over Pharaoh, and over all
his army, that the Egyptians may know that I am the Lord." And they
did so. And it was told the king of Egypt that the people fled, and the heart
of Pharaoh and of his servants was turned against the people, and they

said, "Why have we done this, that we have let Israel go from serving
us?" (Exodus 14:4-5)

Source 2

Choice and Change: The Pharaoh Conundrum
Rabbi Josh Blass

The philosophical implications of this hardening are
of course enormous. This is how the Midrash records the
difficulty:
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For I have hardened his heart - Rabbi Yochanan said: Does
this not provide heretics with an opportunity to open their

mouths to say that he had no means of repenting. (Shemos
Rabbah 13:3)
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Source 3: Rambam, Hilchot Teshuva Ch. 6

And, it is possible that a man should commit either one
grievous iniquity or a multitude of sins so that the Judge
of Truth will decree against him that, whereas this
sinner committed those sins of his own free will and
consciously, repentance should be withheld from him
altogether, and grant him no leave to repent, so that he
might die and perish in the iniquity he committed. Even
this 1s what the Holy One, blessed is He! said through
Isaiah: "Make the heart of this people fat, and make their
eyes heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they, seeing with their
eyes, and hearing with their ears, and understanding with
their heart will return and be healed" (Is. 6.10). It is,
moreover, said: "But they mocked the messengers of God,
and despised His words and scoffed at His prophets, until
the wrath of the Lord arose against His people till there
was no remedy". (I Chro. 36.16)—as if saying: "They
sinned of their own free will and they have multiplied
iniquities, until their guilt carried the punishment to
withhold repentance from them, which is the remedy". It
is, therefore, written in the Torah; '"And I will harden
Pharaoh's heart" (Ex. 14.4), because at the beginning he
sinned of his own free will, and meted out evil to Israel
who sojourned in his land, even as it is said: ""Come, let
us deal wisely with them" (Ibid. 1.10). Thereat justice
demanded to withold repentance from him, so that due
punishment might be visited upon him. Wherefor, the
Holy One, blessed is He! hardened his heart. If it be so,
then why did He delegate Moses to him, charging him to let

Israel go forth and turn to repentance seeing that the Holy One,
blessed is He! long since told him thou wilt not let them go
forth, saying: "But as for thee and thy servants, I know
that ye will not yet fear the Lord God" (Ibid. 9.30), and
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again saying: "But in very deed for this cause have I made
thee to stand, to show thee My power, and that My name
be declared throughout all the earth"(Ibid. —16)? To
demonstrate to the future generations whenever the
Holy One, blessed is He! witholds repentance from a
sinner he can not repent, but must die in the original

evil which he perpetrated of his own free will..

Source 4a): Vayikra Ch.
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4b) Commentary of Ralbag:

Levi ben Gershon (1288 — 20 April 1344), better known by his Graecized name as Gersonides, in
Hebrew by the abbreviation of first letters as RaLBaG, [2] was a medieval French Jewish philosopher,

Talmudist, mathematician, physician and astronomer/ astrologer.

Based on Vayikra 18:3, Ralbag asserts that even if Paroh had immediately

consented to free the Israelites, he and the Egyptians would still have been deserving

of punishment due to their depraved sexual behaviors.
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Source 5a): Akeidat Yitzchak

Why would Paroh’s teshuva not be accepted by Hashem?
How can he be punished for a decision he didn’t make?
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Has difficulty with Rambam’s view:
Hashem didn’t harden Pharoah’s heart from the outset!
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5b) Yechezkel Ch. 18
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Is it my desire that a wicked person shall die?—says the Lord GOD. It is rather
that he shall turn back from his ways and live.

In many places, the Torah speaks of Hashem’s desire
for the wicked to do teshuva!
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The Akeidat Yitzchak goes on to quote the Rambam himself in Hilchot Teshuva:

And, the following are they that have no share in the World to Come but
suffer excision and loss of identity, and are damned for ever and ever for
their exceeding wickedness and sinfulness: atheists, infidels, traducers of the
Torah, dissenters of resurrection and the coming of a Redeemer, apostates,
enticers of many to sin, seceders from the congregation, a public perpetrator of
sins emulating Jehoiakim,®See II. Kings, 23.36-24.6 G. informers, leaders who
cast fear upon the congregation not for the sake of God, shedders of blood by
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defaming people in public, evil-tongued people, he who abolishes
circumcision....

That is saying, that none of these will have a share in the World to Come, if
he dies without repentance; but if he repent from his wickedness and died in
a state of repentance, he is, indeed, of the sons of the World to Come, as
there is not a thing to stand in the way of repentance. Even if one who
denied the existence of God all of his life but in the end repented, has a share
in the World to Come, for it is said: "Peace, peace, to him that is far off, and to
him that is near, saith the Lord; and I will heal him" (Is. 57.19). All of the
wicked, and apostates and their like who turned in repentance, whether
publicly or secretly, should be accepted back into the folds of Israel, even as it
is said: "Return ye backsliding children" (Jer. 3.22)—though he still be
backsliding, for, 10, he repented secretly and not publicly, yet is his repentence
accepted.?? Pirke Abot, 3.11; Sanhedrin, 99b; Baba Mezi’a, 58b; Megillah, 28a; Tosfot,
Rosh ha-Shanah, 16b; Kiddushin, 38b; Abodah Zarah, 7a. C. G.

Source 6: Commentary of Don Yitzchak Abarbanel
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The hardness of heart that is mentioned by Pharoah...that Hashem
(hardened) his heart so that he would not listen to the words of
Moshe is not an intrinsic hardening of the heart, but the hardening of
the heart that flowed incidentally from the plagues..
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When he saw the plague of blood and that it stopped immediately and did not
continue, he thought in his heart that this was not an act of God, but a natural
phenomenon or a result of the way the planets line up...
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And when he saw the plague of frogs and that it stopped and did
not continue, he thought this as well, as it says, “And Pharoah
saw that there was a break, and hardened his heart...”
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Abarbanel goes on to say that this was true by the plague of lice
as well, and even after the wild animals, which prompted him to
let the Israelites go and sacrifice to God, “in his wickedness,
when he saw that the wild animals stopped
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If so, the basis of Pharoah’s heart being hardened is only the
abundance of the plagues and their subsequent removal, and just as
(in the earlier plagues) it says that Pharoah’s heart was hardened, so
too, in the later plagues it says, “And Hashem strengthened
Pharoah’s heart; because I hardened his heart” ...This does not
mean that Hashem hardened his heart and prevented him from
doing mitzvot, God forbid, but rather He delivered the very plagues
that brought Pharoah to a hardening of his heart, and for this reason,
the Torah attributes to God the hardening of Pharoah’s heart,
because Hashem brought the plagues in his land that, as a result,
Pharoah hardened his heart
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Source 7: Rav Shmuel David Luzzato — Shadal
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It could be that this was not a miraculous Divine
punishment, but rather that Pharoah hardened his own heart,
but it 1s attributed to Hashem, because He 1s the first cause. I
would like to add that the actions in our holy books that are
attributed to Hashem, are the most strange, unusual actions
whose reasons are beyond our comprehension; So too, here
Pharoah’s stiffnecked response after having seen all of the
signs and wonders is even more bizarre; that 1s why is
attributed to God.

According to Shadal's approach, Paroh's continued hardening of
his heart became more and more incomprehensible as the Plagues
continued, and this accounts for the attribution to Hashem only
in the later plagues.
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Source 8: Rabbi Blass, Choice and Change

When the Torah says that G-d hardened Pharaoh’s heart
what is being conveyed is that due to the past decisions
that Pharaoh had made, due to him becoming entrenched
in a certain position, due to his drawing lines in the sand
and needing to save face - due to all of that he no longer
really had genuine free choice as to whether he should
release Am Yisroel. His own behavior eliminated any
chance for allowing a truly thoughtful and unimpeded
decision in an area that had become so personal.

The Rambam himself seems to say as much. He writes:
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“Allow my spirit to uphold me”. That is allow my spirit to
do your will and do not allow my sins to turn me away and
prevent me from doing teshuva. Rather, let the initiative to
always remain with me, for me to be able to come back and
understand and know the oath of truth ...
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A careful reading of the Rambam and specifically the
words N2WnN MYIn’ RN 7 1P X indicates that at
stake is not that HKB'H has created a blockade to teshuva
but a recognition that it is man in fact who through their
choices have prevented the opportunities for growth and
for return.

If this understanding of the Rambam is correct how
would we correlate this man centered hardening with the
pesukim that indicate that it was G-d who was the nwpn?

Nehama Leibowitz writes the following:

‘God did not force Pharaoh to choose evil. It was Pharaoh’s
own doing. Once he persisted in his course of action it became
more and more irresistible. God had built this response, as it
were, info man's make-up. The more he sins, the more his sins
act as a barrier between him and repentance.’

It wasn't G-d who hardened Pharaoh’s heart per se.
he simply placed into man’s nature that one’s choices
ultimately makes free choice in future decisions near
impossible. While, in all honesty, this may not be the
simple peshat in the pesukim, on a conceptual level I
believe the point is indisputable - man is the agent for
limiting his own bechirah.

Source 9: Survey of the pesukim
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Source 10: Commentary of Sforno

TN DY ND P90 OD2 DRIV NIR NOWN NYI9 MdYN 20N NTAON XDV PAD PN)
NIN NN T 91205 5912 YNO2 INPN TN DY NON ...TIAN HND NYIdM NN
NN XD DR DI NTIAX YD YTN DIVN DIINI PTIY YTINY D ,MONN
N2IVNA PON WD) ,TIam OXD YIOND XON NYI9 PN ON YaN 5D Nawn
,MIYI9 25 NN NYPR AN TIAN DRN AN MINY YN DI NN D 7PN KD ,NNOY
YTIMN MY YNNI ORIV IR NMIDNN NRPND NOY XD MINN 21200 NOIRMY

JPNNN NAIVN IR DINNN IV 22I0) ODT) 172D DNNY NP2 NON

There is no question that if it were not that Pharaoh’s heart was
hardened, Pharaoh would have sent out the Jews without a doubt,
not due to repentance and submission to the Blessed God, but
because he would no longer be able to withstand the pain of the
plagues, like his servants told him when they said “don’t you realize
that Egypt is destroyed!” — and that’s not repentance at all. Rather, if
Pharaoh wanted desired to submit himself to God and to return to
Him with complete repentance, there would have been nothing
preventing him from doing so. And here God said “I'm going to
strengthen Pharaoh’s heart, so that he becomes courageous and is
able to withstand the plagues, so that he won’t send out Israel due to
fear of the plagues. This way, these great signs will remain in his
heart, for through them they will recognize my greatness and
goodness, and Egypt will return with sincere repentance.”
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Source 11: Shem MiShmuel
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