
Story Number 44

NINE PLAGUES

We remember that Moses asked Pharaoh for permission to let the

Israelites take a three-day holiday to go into the desert to worship God,

and Pharaoh refused. So God inflicted ten plagues on the Egyptians, until

finally they actually begged the Israelites to leave the country. In this

story we will talk about the first nine, because the tenth one was

altogether different, and that will be part of another story. The nine were

in three groups of three, which we will call groups A, B and C.

GROUP A

1. Blood.

In the morning Pharaoh was in the habit of going down to the Nile and

bathing there. God told Moses ‘Get there early, before Pharaoh arrives,

and stand and meet him there, taking with you the stick that turned into

a snake.

‘Tell him “The God of the Hebrews sent me to ask you to let my

people go into the desert and worship me, and you refused. So I am now

going to strike the Nile with this stick and all the water in the Nile will

turn into blood. All the fish will die and the river will stink.”’

Moses did all this. In front of Pharaoh and his servants he struck the

water of the Nile and it turned into blood, the fish all died, and the Nile

stank. At the same time (on God’s instructions) Aaron took his stick and

waved it over all the rivers, canals, streams and pools of water throughout

Egypt, and all the water turned into blood, even in stone and wooden

vessels and containers. The Egyptians had no water to drink!
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To show that this had, in their opinion, nothing to do with God or any

other god, but was a trick by Moses, Pharaoh’s scientists did the same

thing. So Pharaoh went home and took no notice, while the Egyptians dug

all round the Nile to find subterranean water to drink.

2. Frogs.

Moses was told to go to Pharaoh (in his palace) and warn him that if

he did not let the Israelites go, his whole country would be overrun by a

plague of frogs that would come up from the Nile and fill the houses, the

bedrooms, the beds, the ovens and spread everywhere. Frogs are nasty

slimy things to have all round you, it is not like keeping one for a pet.

God told Moses to tell Aaron to again wave his stick over all the rivers,

streams and pools, which he did, and the frogs came up and filled the

country. Pharaoh’s scientists again showed off and brought up more frogs!

(Big deal! Instead of sending them back, they brought up more, and made

it worse!)

This time Pharaoh asked Moses to pray to God to remove the frogs and

he would let the people go, so Moses said ‘You tell me when to remove

them’. ‘Tomorrow’ said Pharaoh, so Moses prayed to God, and next day

all the frogs died so that the whole country stank and the Egyptians had

to pile them up and try to get rid of them.

But as soon as he saw that the frogs had died, Pharaoh changed his

mind and did not let the people go.

3. Ticks.

These are nasty insects, something like spiders, that stick to the body

like lice. Without warning Pharaoh, Aaron was told to wave his stick and

strike the ground, so that all the earth became ticks, which attacked all the

people and animals.

Pharaoh’s scientists tried to do the same and produce more ticks, but
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they could not. (Again big deal!) They said to Pharaoh ‘This is a finger

of a god!’ – they now realised that it was not Moses and Aaron playing

tricks – but Pharaoh refused to listen to them, as God had told Moses.

GROUP B

4. Mixture.

Moses was again told to meet Pharaoh at the river bank and warn him

that if he did not let the people go, a ‘mixture’ would arrive and fill the

houses and the land. It is not too clear what this mixture was, there are

different opinions. They destroyed the land. But Moses also told Pharaoh,

and it indeed happened, that they would not go into the area of Goshen

where the Israelites lived, to show that God was making a distinction

between the Egyptian people and his own Israelite people.

The plague upset Pharaoh, who called to Moses and Aaron and told

them that the people could worship God inside Egypt. ‘No’ said Moses,

‘what we intend to do is something the Egyptians object to.’ (He meant

offerings of cattle and sheep which the Egyptians worshipped.) ‘We will

go for a three-day journey into the desert and do whatever God asks.’

‘Alright’ said Pharaoh, ‘Go into the desert but not too far away.

Meanwhile pray for me.’ Moses prayed to God, the next day the ‘mixture’

left the country, and Pharaoh again changed his mind and did not let the

people go.

5. Epidemic.

‘Go to Pharaoh’ God told Moses ‘and warn him again. This time a

disease will attack all the livestock – cattle, sheep, horses, donkeys and

camels – tomorrow. But it will not attack the animals of the Israelites.’

This happened, the livestock died, and Pharaoh checked that not a single

animal of the Israelites died, but he still refused to let the people go.
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6. Inflammation.

Again without warning Pharaoh, Moses and Aaron (as always, on

God’s instructions) each took two handfuls of soot and threw it up into the

air in front of Pharaoh. It turned into an inflammation of boils that

covered the bodies of man and beast. The scientists could not stand before

Pharaoh because of the boils, but Pharaoh again took no notice.

GROUP C

7. Hail.

Once more Moses was told to get up early and meet Pharaoh and warn

him, this time of a hailstorm coming next day. He and his servants were

advised to take all their servants and animals indoors and not leave them

outside. Those who feared God did so, the rest left them outside.

The climate of Egypt is special. There is very seldom any rain, the

crops rely on the Nile overflowing every year to water the ground,

together with irrigation canals built by man. Rain is rare and unexpected.

This time Moses waved his stick towards the sky, and they had not only

rain but terrible and terrifying storms with thunder and lightning, which

they were not used to, and hail that destroyed all the crops that had

emerged from the ground at that season – flax and barley. The wheat had

not yet emerged and was not destroyed, but many trees were broken, and

animals left out of doors were killed by the hail, in a storm such as had

never before hit Egypt and never would again! But in Goshen where the

Israelites lived there was no hail.

The hail and the thunder terrified Pharaoh, who sent for Moses and

Aaron, admitted that he had been in the wrong, and asked them to pray for

it all to stop, in return for which he would let the people go. As before,

they prayed, the plague stopped, and Pharaoh did not let the people go.
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8. Locusts.

Moses was again told to go to Pharaoh (in his palace) and warn him.

This time Moses and Aaron warned him that a plague of locusts would

arrive next day if he did not let the people go. These would cover the

whole ground everywhere, eat up all the vegetation including whatever

escaped from the hail, and fill all the houses, such as had never before

been seen in the country. They then left the palace.

Pharaoh’s servants had meanwhile begun to realise the futility of being

obstinate. ‘Before Egypt is destroyed completely’ they told Pharaoh ‘let

the men go and worship their God.’

Pharaoh sent for Moses and Aaron to come back, and said to them ‘Go

and worship your God. Who is going?’ Moses replied ‘Our young and our

old, our sons and our daughters, our sheep and our cattle.’

‘Like blazes!’ said Pharaoh, or words to that effect. ‘I will not allow

you to take your children. It is the men who want to go, let them go’, and

he had them thrown out of the palace.

So Moses waved his stick over Egypt, and God sent a strong east wind

that blew all day and all night, and brought the locusts. What a plague of

locusts can do you can find out in detail from any encyclopaedia. Here we

are told just a bit about them. They ate up all the grasses and all the fruit

of the trees. It is no exaggeration to say that when they come like that

they leave not a leaf nor a blade of grass to be seen. Because of the lack

of other food, people capture and eat the locusts, but here they were not

able to do that. Pharaoh screamed for Moses and Aaron, said that he had

sinned against them and God, please remove this plague. Moses prayed,

and God sent a very strong west wind that took the locusts away and

dumped them in the Red Sea. Unlike the frogs, which were of no use and

which died and remained, the locusts, which could have been eaten (there

are people who eat them anyway and claim that they are very tasty), were

blown away! Not one remained.
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9. Darkness.

The third of the third group again came without Pharaoh being warned.

Moses waved his arm (probably with his stick) towards the sky, and there

was thick darkness which lasted for three whole days, during which time

nobody could see anyone else and nobody moved from where he was. The

darkness could be ‘felt’, something like a thick fog. (Probably a sand-

storm.) This really shocked the Egyptians because the Sun, chief of their

gods that they worshipped, was shut out! Yet all the time, where the

Israelites lived there was light.

Pharaoh sent for Moses and said ‘You can go and worship God, only

leave your animals behind. Even take your children.’

‘Not so’ said Moses. ‘we will take with us every single animal. But not

only that, you yourself will give us sacrifices to offer to our God!’

‘Get out!’ said Pharaoh. ‘Be careful not to see me again, because the

next time you see me you will die!’

How Moses answered him before he went out we will leave till next

time.

SUMMARY

Note how in each group, the first time Moses went to meet Pharaoh as

he was going to bathe in the Nile; the second time he went into the palace

to speak to Pharaoh; the third time Pharaoh received no warning.
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FOR THE ADVANCED

Aspects of the Plagues

The plagues took place over a period of about a year. We read of the

attacks and think of them as simply a series of troubles, which is the way

Pharaoh saw them (and enough for children). But in reality the problems

were far more complex. This is what the rabbis were hinting at when (as

quoted in the Haggadah) they said that each plague was really four or five

plagues; and this is what Pharaoh’s servants (i.e. officials) began to realise

when they warned him that Egypt was heading for destruction.

Let us take one example, the frogs. They came and swarmed in the

houses and everywhere, horrible slimy things; they got in the way of

cooking; then they all died and stank; and the place was full of dead frogs

that had to be removed and heaped up.

Far worse, we can see how, in modern terms, the national economy

gradually collapsed. Egypt began to get a bad name among the traders

who were frightened to go there, and who anyway felt that a visit would

not pay since there was no money there to buy anything with, and

certainly no crops for barter. One way and another the entire life of the

Egyptians was being disrupted in a way that no number of slaves could

put right. The end of a plague, when Moses prayed and the direct effect

ceased, was not the end of the indirect effects of the plague. There was

also fear: ‘What is going to strike us next?’ By the end of these nine

plagues, even before the tenth, every Egyptian was a bundle of nerves

(except the obstinate Pharaoh), while the Israelites not only suffered far

less from the direct effect of the plagues, they could see how God was

helping them, that Moses had indeed been sent to help, and probably

found that their ‘masters’ were too jittery to impose much discipline, so

that their burdens were in practice eased.

The nine plagues were not simply isolated matters, but were the major

parts of a continuing process of steadily wearing the Egyptians down in

preparation for the tenth.
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