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Shemot 4:21
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And GOD said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt,
see that you perform before Pharaoh all the marvels
that | have put within your power. |, however, will stiffen
his heart so that he will not let the people go.

1. What Happened to Pharoah’s Free Will?

Rashi on Shemot 7:3
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But | will harden— Since he has wickedly resisted Me,
and it is manifest to Me that the heathen nations find no
spiritual satisfaction in setting their whole heart to return
to Me penitently, it is better that his heart should be
hardened in order that My signs may be multiplied
against him so that ye may recognise My divine power.
Such, indeed, is the method of the Holy One, blessed
be He: He brings punishment upon the nations so that
Israel may hear of it and fear Him, as it is said,
(Zephaniah 3:6, 3:7) “I have cut off nations, their
corners are desolate etc. ... | said: Surely thou wilt fear
Me, thou wilt receive correction” (cf. Yevamot 63a).
Nevertheless, in the case of the first five plagues it is
not stated, “The Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart” but
“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened.”

Ramban on Shemot 4:21
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And I will harden his heart, but do not despair from
doing them [the plagues] because of his obstinacy, and
you will yet warn him again on the last plague [the
slaying of the firstborn] which will cause him to let them
[the Israelites] go.”

Ramban on Shemot 4:21
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The Rabbis have thus discussed the question which all
ask: “If God hardened his heart, what then was
Pharaoh’s sin?” For this there are two explanations, and
both of them are true. One is that Pharaoh in his

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.
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wickedness had unjustifiably perpetrated such great
evils against Israel that justice required that the ways of
repentance be withheld from him, as is so indicated in
many places in the Torah and in the Writings. He was
judged according to his wickedness which he had
originally committed of his own will. The second
explanation is that half of the plagues came upon him
because of his transgressions, for in connection with
them it is only said: And Pharaoh’s heart was hardened;
And Pharaoh hardened his heart. Thus Pharaoh
refused to let the children of Israel go for the glory of
God. But when the plagues began bearing down upon
him and he became weary to suffer them, his heart
softened and he bethought himself to send them out on
account of the onslaught of the plagues, not in order to
do the will of his Creator. Then God hardened his spirit
and made his heart obstinate, so that His name may be
declared [throughout all the earth].

Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 6:3
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A person may commit a great sin or many sins causing
the judgment rendered before the True Judge to be that
the retribution [administered to] this transgressor for
these sins which he willfully and consciously committed
is that his Teshuvah will be held back. He will not be
allowed the chance to repent from his wickedness so
that he will die and be wiped out because of the sin he
committed..For these reasons, it is written in the Torah
[Exodus 4:21], "I will harden Pharaoh's heart." Since, he
began to sin on his own initiative and caused hardships
to the Israelites who dwelled in his land as [Exodus
1:10] states: "Come, let us deal wisely with them,"
judgment obligated that he be prevented from repenting
so that he would suffer retribution. Therefore, The Holy
One, blessed be He, hardened his heart.
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And | will harden his heart, for if he could not endure
the plagues he would let the Israelites go, not because
he was finally humbling himself before the Lord and do
His will, but only in order to get relief from the plagues.
This was not a good enough reason to grant him relief;
therefore God reinforced his natural obstinacy.

2. Pedagogical Hardening

Dr. Shaul Magid, “The Ethical Problem of Hardening Pharaoh’s Heart,” TheTorah.com, Parashat Vaera

...we now learn the source of God’s “knowledge” of Pharaoh’s recalcitrance: God will make Pharaoh unable to
liberate Israel “so that” the plagues can continue.. Both the plagues and the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart (which
seem to be inextricably intertwined) are now given pedagogical value.

Big Question: What is God trying to teach us through the hardening of Pharoah’s
heart? How do feel about that lesson?
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