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What the Bible Is Not Confused About: 
Blood, Life, and the Plagues of Egypt 

Source Sheet by Aaron Asher aaronisaacasher@gmail.com 
 
 

Methodology: Letting the Bible Build Its Own World 
 
In this series, What the Bible Is Not Confused About, we begin by letting the Bible 
describe its own universe. Rather than beginning with the religious answers we 
already inherited or the answers we wish to find in the text, we begin with a different 
question: what assumptions does the narrative itself appear to make about the world? 
 
What does the Torah expect its audience to already understand without explanation? 
What fears, obligations, and moral instincts are taken for granted inside the story? 
 
The plagues of Egypt are often approached primarily as displays of divine power. But 
before the plagues even begin, the Torah pauses over a different problem: Moses is 
convinced that the Israelites will not believe him. 
 
And when we consider the stakes, that fear makes sense to us. For an enslaved people, 
believing Moses is not merely theological agreement. His message is not simply about 
faith; it is about liberation. To believe Moses means risking defiance against Egypt, 
the greatest power in their world. To believe Moses is to begin stepping toward 
rebellion. 

 
Exodus 4:1 

(1) But Moses spoke up and said, 
“What if they do not believe me and 
do not listen to me, but say: GOD did 
not appear to you?” 

 
 ד׳:א׳ שמות

֙ וַיַּעַ֤ן )א( ה אמֶר משֶֹׁ ֙ וַיֹּ֔  וְהֵן
א־יַאֲמִי֣נוּ י לֹֽ מְעוּ֖ וְלאֹ֥ לִ֔ י יִשְׁ קֹלִ֑  בְּ

י֣ אמְר֔וּ כִּ א־נִרְאָה֥ יֹֽ יךָ לֹֽ  יהוה׃ אֵלֶ֖
 
 
Being scared to rebel against Egypt explains why the people might be afraid to act. 
But it does not fully explain why Moses thinks they will not believe him. 
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So we have to sharpen the question: why does Moses continue to think the Israelites 
will not believe, even after multiple miracles? 
 
What would a sign need to show Israel that ordinary power, spectacle, or wonder 
could not? 
 

 
Exodus 4:2-9 

(2) GOD said to him, “What is that 
in your hand?” 
“A rod.” (3) “Cast it on the ground.” 
He cast it on the ground and it 
became a snake; and Moses recoiled 
from it. (4) Then GOD said to Moses, 
“Put out your hand and grasp it by 
the tail”—he put out his hand and 
seized it, and it became a rod in his 
hand— (5) “that they may believe 
that the ETERNAL, the God of their 
ancestors, the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, 
did appear to you.” (6) GOD said to 
him further, “Put your hand into 
your bosom.” He put his hand into 
his bosom; and when he took it out, 
his hand was encrusted with snowy 
scales! (7) And [God] said, “Put your 
hand back into your bosom.”—He 
put his hand back into his bosom; 
and when he took it out of his 
bosom, there it was again like the 
rest of his body.— (8) “And if they 
do not believe you or pay heed to the 
first sign, they will believe the 

 
 ד׳:ב׳-ט׳ שמות

 יהוה אֵלָ֛יו וַיּאֹ֧מֶר )ב(
 וַיּאֹ֖מֶר בְיָדֶ֑ךָ )מזה(]מַה־זֶּה֣[

ה׃ ֙ )ג( מַטֶּֽ לִיכֵה֣וּ וַיּאֹ֙מֶר  הַשְׁ
רְצָה לִכֵה֥וּ אַ֔  וַיְהִי֣ אַ֖רְצָה וַיַּשְׁ
נ֥סׇ לְנָחָשׁ֑ ֖ה וַיָּ יו׃ משֶֹׁ נָֽ  )ד( מִפָּ
ה יהוה וַיּאֹ֤מֶר ֙ אֶל־משֶֹׁ֔ לַח  שְׁ

דְךָ֔ זְנָבוֹ֑ וֶאֱחֹ֖ז יָֽ לַ֤ח בִּ שְׁ ֙ וַיִּ  יָדוֹ
וֹ וַיַּחֲ֣זֶק ֖ה וַיְהִי֥ בּ֔ וֹ׃ לְמַטֶּ כַפּֽ  בְּ

ינוּ לְמַעַ֣ן )ה( י־נִרְאָה֥ יַאֲמִ֔  כִּֽ
 אֱלהֵֹי֧ אֲבתָֹם֑ אֱלהֵֹי֣ יהוה אֵלֶ֛יךָ

 וֵאלהֵֹי֥ יִצְחָ֖ק אֱלהֵֹי֥ אַבְרָהָם֛
ב׃ ֩ )ו( יַעֲקֹֽ  עוֹ֗ד לוֹ֜ יהוה וַיּאֹ֩מֶר

בֵא־נָא֤ ֙ הָֽ דְךָ ךָ יָֽ חֵיקֶ֔ בֵא֥ בְּ  יָד֖וֹ וַיָּ
חֵיקוֹ֑ הּ בְּ  יָד֖וֹ וְהִנֵּה֥ וַיּוֹ֣צִאָ֔

לֶג׃ מְצֹרַעַ֥ת ָֽ שּׁ ב֤ וַיּאֹ֗מֶר )ז( כַּ  הָשֵׁ
֙ דְךָ ךָ יָֽ ב אֶל־חֵיקֶ֔ שֶׁ֥  יָד֖וֹ וַיָּ

֙ אֶל־חֵיקוֹ֑ וֹצִאָהּ חֵיק֔וֹ וַיּֽ  מֵֽ
֖בָה רֽוֹ׃ וְהִנֵּה־שָׁ בְשָׂ ֙ )ח( כִּ  וְהָיָה

ךְ יַאֲמִי֣נוּ אִם־לאֹ֣ מְע֔וּ וְלאֹ֣ לָ֔  יִשְׁ
ינוּ הָרִאשׁוֹ֑ן הָאתֹ֣ לְקֹל֖ אֱמִ֔  וְהֶֽ
            הָאַחֲרֽוֹן׃ הָאתֹ֥ לְקֹל֖
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second. (9) And if they are not 
convinced by both these signs and 
still do not heed you, take some 
water from the Nile and pour it on 
the dry ground, and it—the water 
that you take from the Nile—will 
turn to blood on the dry ground.” 

ינוּ אִם־לאֹ֣ וְהָיָ֡ה )ט( ֩ יַאֲמִ֡ ם  גַּ
ניֵ֨ ה הָאתֹוֹ֜ת לִשְׁ  וְלאֹ֤ הָאֵלֶּ֗

֙ מְעוּן ךָ יִשְׁ ֙ לְקלֶֹ֔ ימֵי֣ וְלָקַחְתָּ  מִמֵּ
ר ֖ הַיְאֹ֔ פַכְתָּ ה֑ וְשָׁ שָׁ בָּ  וְהָיוּ֤ הַיַּ

֙ יִ֙ם ר֣ הַמַּ ח֣ אֲשֶׁ קַּ ר תִּ  מִן־הַיְאֹ֔
ת׃ לְדָ֖ם וְהָיוּ֥ שֶׁ בָּֽ יַּ  בַּ

 
One detail in this exchange is easy to miss: Moses is not worried that the Egyptians 
will disbelieve him. His fear is entirely about Israel. 
 
Egypt already has power, priests, and magicians who can perform signs and 
wonders. Pharaoh does not need convincing that power exists. Israel needs 
convincing that justice exists. 
 
So now we are given multiple signs, but only the last sign is designed to work when 
all else would fail. To understand that, let’s play a game of: which one of these is not 
like the others? 
 
The first sign can be performed anywhere: Moses throws down the staff, and it 
becomes a snake. 
 
The second sign can also be performed anywhere: Moses places his hand into his 
cloak, and it becomes afflicted and then restored. 
 
But the third sign is different. Moses cannot simply perform it anywhere. It is the only 
sign he cannot perform with God at the burning bush. It requires something he does 
not have there: water from the Nile. 
 
That means the final sign is not only a miracle. It is bound to Egypt. It requires the 
river. And it points to a place already carrying meaning in the story. 
 
So the question becomes: Why would water from the Nile becoming blood be the sign 
that finally convinces the Israelites that God sent Moses? 
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Before we can answer that, we need to understand how the Torah thinks about blood, 
life, guilt, and justice. 

 
Genesis 4:8-11 

(8) Cain said to his brother Abel … 
and when they were in the field, 
Cain set upon his brother Abel and 
killed him. (9) GOD said to Cain, 
“Where is your brother Abel?” And 
he said, “I do not know. Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” (10) “What have 
you done? Hark, your brother’s 
blood cries out to Me from the 
ground! (11)Therefore, you shall be 
more cursed than the ground, 
which opened its mouth to receive 
your brother’s blood from your 
hand. 

 
 ד׳:ח׳-י״א בראשית

 אָחִי֑ו אֶל־הֶבֶ֣ל קַיִ֖ן וַיּאֹ֥מֶר )ח(
֙ יְהִי הְיוֹתָם֣ וַֽ ה בִּ דֶ֔ ָ שּׂ קׇ֥ם בַּ  קַיִ֛ן וַיָּ

הוּ׃ אָחִ֖יו אֶל־הֶבֶ֥ל  )ט( וַיַּהַרְגֵֽ
יִן יהוה וַיּאֹ֤מֶר  הֶבֶ֣ל אֵ֖י אֶל־הַ֔
֙ אָחִי֑ךָ י לאֹ֣ וַיּאֹ֙מֶר עְתִּ  הֲשׁמֵֹר֥ יָדַ֔
כִי׃ אָחִ֖י י֑תָ מֶה֣ וַיּאֹ֖מֶר )י( אָנֹֽ  עָשִׂ
מֵי֣ קוֹ֚ל יךָ דְּ י צעֲֹקִי֥ם אָחִ֔  אֵלַ֖

ה׃ אֲדָמָֽ ה֖)יא( מִן־הָֽ  אָרו֣רּ וְעַתָּ
ה ֙ אָתָּ֑ אֲדָמָה ר֣ מִן־הָֽ צְתָה֣ אֲשֶׁ  פָּ

יהָ מֵי֥ לָקַחַ֛ת אֶת־פִּ֔  אָחִי֖ךָ אֶת־דְּ
ךָ דֶֽ  ׃מִיָּ

 
Why does Abel’s blood cry out from the ground? 
 
The Torah could have simply said that Abel was murdered. Instead, the ground 
becomes part of the story. It has received the blood, and the blood continues to speak 
from there. 
 
Already in Genesis, spilled life does not simply disappear. It leaves a claim in the 
place where it was received. 

 
Leviticus 17:11-14 

(11) For the life of the flesh is in the 
blood, and I have assigned it to you 
for making expiation for your lives 
upon the altar; it is the blood, as life, 
that effects expiation. (12) Therefore 
I say to the Israelite people: No 

 
 י״ז:י״א-י״ד ויקרא

י֣ )יא( ר֮ נֶפֶ֣שׁ כִּ שָׂ ם֣ הַבָּ דָּ ֒ בַּ  הִוא
י֤ו וַאֲנִ֞י ֙ נְתַתִּ חַ לָכֶם זְבֵּ֔  עַל־הַמִּ

ר֖ ם֥ עַל־נַפְשׁתֵֹיכֶם֑ לְכַפֵּ י־הַדָּ  כִּֽ
נֶּפֶ֥שׁ ה֖וּא ר׃ בַּ ן֤ )יב( יְכַפֵּֽ  עַל־כֵּ

֙ י ל לִבְניֵ֣ אָמַרְ֙תִּ רָאֵ֔ ל־נֶפֶ֥שׁ יִשְׂ  כׇּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.4.8-11
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person among you shall partake of 
blood, nor shall the stranger who 
resides among you partake of blood. 
(13) And regarding anyone, whether 
an Israelite or a stranger who resides 
among them, who hunts down an 
animal or a bird that may be eaten: 
they shall pour out its blood and 
cover it with earth. (14) For the life 
of all flesh—its blood is its life. 
Therefore I say to the Israelite 
people: You shall not partake of the 
blood of any flesh, for the life of all 
flesh is its blood. Anyone who 
partakes of it shall be cut off. 

ם֖ ֑ם לאֹ־תאֹ֣כַל מִכֶּ ר֛ דָּ ר֥ וְהַגֵּ  הַגָּ
תוֹכְכֶם֖ ם׃ לאֹ־יאֹ֥כַל בְּ  )יג( דָּֽ

ניֵ֣ אִי֜שׁ וְאִי֨שׁ רָאֵל֗ מִבְּ ֙ יִשְׂ ר  ומִּן־הַגֵּ
ר֣ ם הַגָּ תוֹכָ֔ ר֨ בְּ ה֛ צֵי֥ד יָצוּ֜ד אֲשֶׁ  חַיָּ

ר֣ אוֹ־עוֹ֖ף ֙ יֵאָכֵל֑ אֲשֶׁ פַךְ  וְשָׁ
מ֔וֹ ֖הוּ אֶת־דָּ ר׃ וְכִסָּ עָפָֽ  )יד( בֶּ
י־נֶפֶ֣שׁ ר֗ כִּֽ שָׂ ל־בָּ מוֹ֣ כׇּ ֮ דָּ  בְנַפְשׁוֹ

֒ ֙ הוּא אמַֹר ל לִבְניֵ֣ וָֽ רָאֵ֔ ם֥ יִשְׂ  דַּ
֖ר שָׂ ל־בָּ י֣ תאֹכֵל֑וּ לאֹ֣ כׇּ  נֶפֶ֤שׁ כִּ
֙ ר שָׂ ל־בָּ מוֹ֣ כׇּ וא דָּ יו הִ֔ ל־אכְֹלָ֖  כׇּ

ת׃ רֵֽ  יִכָּ

 
Leviticus now pushes the idea further. Blood is not merely associated with life. Blood 
is life. How is this to be understood? 

 
Ramban on Leviticus 17:14:1 

(1) THE BLOOD THEREOF IS 
‘B’NAFSHO’ (ALL ONE WITH THE 
LIFE THEREOF). First it stated, For 
the life of the flesh is in the blood. Then 
it changed and said [in Verse 14 
before us], For as to the life of all flesh, 
the blood thereof is all one with the life 
thereof, meaning to say that the 
blood is the life, and the life is in the 
blood, as both are mixed together, 
similarly to wine when diluted with 
water, in which case the water is in 
the wine and the wine in the water, 
and each one is “in” the other. 
Afterwards it explained [in the 

 
 י״ז:י״ד:א׳ ויקרא על רמב"ן

מוֹ)א( ה אָמַר הוּא בְנַפְשׁוֹ דָּ חִלָּ  תְּ
י (י"ז:י"א ויקרא) ר נֶפֶשׁ "כִּ שָׂ  הַבָּ

ם דָּ ךְ אַחַר הִיא"; בַּ  וְאָמַר הָפַךְ כָּ
י ל נֶפֶשׁ "כִּ ר כָּ שָׂ מוֹ בָּ  בְנַפְשׁוֹ דָּ

י לוֹמַר הוּא", ם כִּ  הַנָּפֶשׁ הוּא הַדָּ
ם הִיא וְהַנֶּפֶשׁ דָּ ניֵהֶם בַּ ְ ּׁ ש  שֶׁ
עִנְיַן זֶה וְיִהְיֶה יַחַד, מְערָֹבִין  יַיִן כְּ

זוּג מַיִם, הַמָּ יִם בְּ הַמַּ יַּיִן שֶׁ  וְהַיַּיִן בַּ
יִם מַּ ל בַּ חֲבֵרוֹ; אֶחָד כָּ  וְאח"כ בַּ
רֵשׁ י פֵּ ם "כִּ  הַנָּפֶשׁ" הוּא הַדָּ

הָיוּ לוֹמַר עַצְמוֹ, ר שֶׁ  אֶחָד לְבָשָׂ
רְדוּ, לאֹ צֵא לאֹ יִתְפָּ ם יִמָּ לאֹ דָּ  בְּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Ramban_on_Leviticus.17.14.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Ramban_on_Leviticus.17.14.1
http://docs.google.com/Leviticus.17.11
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second half of Verse 14 before us, 
stating for the life of all flesh is the 
blood thereof], that the blood is the 
very life, meaning to say that both 
have become one inseparable 
substance, so that you can never 
find blood without life nor life 
without blood... 

לאֹ נֶפֶשׁ וְלאֹ נֶפֶשׁ ם, בְּ יָּדוּעַ דָּ  כַּ
רוּחַ ר בָּ תוֹ אֲשֶׁ חִלָּ  הַלֵּב מִן תְּ

הוּא ן, לָרוּחוֹת הִיּולִּי שֶׁ לָּ נּוּ כֻּ  ומִּמֶּ
ן יָבאֹ ה הַזָּ עוֹשֶׂ ם, שֶׁ ם הַדָּ  וְהַדָּ
קַיְּמוֹ, הַמּוֹלִידוֹ הוּא עִנְיַן וְהַמְּ  כְּ

כָל וְהַצּורָּה הַגֹּלֶם עֲלֵי בְּ  הַגּוּף, בַּ
לּאֹ צֵא שֶׁ י הָאֶחָד יִמָּ לְתִּ  בִּ

 הָאַחֵר...
 
Ramban sharpens the point: blood and life are not two separate things placed next to 
each other. They are mixed together, like wine and water, until they become 
inseparable. 
 
So when the Torah speaks about blood, it is not treating blood as a loose symbol for 
life. Blood is the visible presence of life itself. 
 
If that is true, then spilled blood is not merely evidence that death happened. It 
represents life taken from the world. And if that life was taken unjustly, then the 
blood does not simply disappear. The life represented by that blood remains 
unresolved. It cries out even after the person has died. 
 
And that creates the next question: Who is responsible for answering that cry? 

 
Numbers 35:19 

(19) It is the blood-avenger who 
shall put the murderer to death; that 
is who shall put them to death upon 
encounter. 

 
 ל״ה:י״ט במדבר

ם גֹּאֵל֣ )יט( ֔  יָמִ֖ית הוּ֥א הַדָּ
פִגְעוֹ־בוֹ֖ אֶת־הָרצֵֹחַ֑ נּוּ׃ הוּ֥א בְּ יְמִתֶֽ

 
The Torah’s answer is startlingly concrete: the go’el ha-dam, the blood-avenger. 
Notice how little explanation the Torah gives. It does not pause to introduce the 
blood-avenger as a strange institution. It assumes the audience already understands 
who this person is and what obligation they carry. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.35.19
https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.35.19
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In the Torah’s world, if your life were taken, you would know whose responsibility 
your blood would become. You would know who was obligated to answer for you. 
 
That is difficult for most of us to feel now. We do not live in a Jewish world where 
cities of refuge, blood vengeance, and kinship obligation are immediate social 
realities. But the Torah assumes a world where spilled life is not anonymous. Blood 
creates personal obligation. 
 
And now the Torah widens the idea. The blood-avenger is not only about personal 
vengeance. The law also asks where the blood was received, what happens to the land, 
and whether spilled life can ever simply be ignored. 
 
 
 

 
Numbers 35:20-33 

(20) So, too, if one pushed another 
in hate or hurled something at 
them on purpose and death 
resulted, (21) or if one struck with 
their hand in enmity and death 
resulted, the assailant shall be put 
to death; that person is a 
murderer. The blood-avenger 
shall put the murderer to death 
upon encounter. (22) But if the 
person pushed them without malice 
aforethought or hurled any object at 
them unintentionally, (23) or 
inadvertently dropped upon them 
any deadly object of stone, and 
death resulted—though not being 
an enemy and not seeking to 
harm— (24) in such cases the 

 
 ל״ה:כ׳-ל״ג במדבר

נְאָה֖ )כ( שִׂ פֶנּ֑וּ וְאִם־בְּ  יֶהְדֳּ
לִי֥ךְ ה֖ עָלָי֛ו אֽוֹ־הִשְׁ צְדִיָּ  בִּ

ת׃ ה אוֹ֣ )כא( וַיָּמֹֽ ה֤וּ בְאֵיבָ֞  הִכָּ
ת בְיָדוֹ֙ ה֖ מֽוֹת־יומַּת֥ וַיָּמֹ֔ כֶּ  הַמַּ
ם֗ גֹּאֵל֣ הוּ֑א רצֵֹחַֽ֣  יָמִי֛ת הַדָּ

פִגְעוֹ־בֽוֹ׃ אֶת־הָרצֵֹחַ֖  )כב( בְּ
פֶתַ֥ע לאֹ־אֵיבָה֖ וְאִם־בְּ  הֲדָפוֹ֑ בְּ
לִ֥יךְ י עָלָ֛יו אוֹ־הִשְׁ לִ֖ ל־כְּ לאֹ֥ כׇּ  בְּ

ה׃  בְכׇל־אֶבֶ֜ן אוֹ֣ )כג( צְדִיָּֽ
ר־יָמו֥תּ ֙ אֲשֶׁ הּ לאֹ֣ בָּ  רְא֔וֹת בְּ

ל֥ יו וַיפֵַּּ ֙ וַיָּמתֹ֑ עָלָ֖  וְהוּא
שׁ֖ וְלאֹ֥ ל֔וֹ לאֹ־אוֹיֵב֣  מְבַקֵּ

֙ )כד( רָעָתֽוֹ׃ פְטוּ ה וְשָֽׁ עֵדָ֔ י֚ן הָֽ  בֵּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.35.20-33
https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.35.20-33


8 

assembly shall decide between the 
slayer and the blood-avenger. (25) 
The assembly shall protect the 
manslayer from the blood-avenger, 
and the assembly shall restore the 
former to the same city of refuge, 
and there he shall remain until the 
death of the high priest who was 
anointed with the sacred oil. (26) 
But if the manslayer ever goes 
outside the limits of that city of 
refuge, (27) and is found by the 
blood-avenger outside the limits 
of the city of refuge, and if the 
blood-avenger kills the 
manslayer, there is no bloodguilt 
on that account. (28) For the slayer 
must remain inside the city of refuge 
until the death of the high priest; 
after the death of the high priest, the 
manslayer may return home. (29) 
Such shall be your law of procedure 
throughout the ages in all your 
settlements. (30) If anyone slays a 
person, the manslayer may be 
executed only on the evidence of 
witnesses; the testimony of a single 
witness against a person shall not 
suffice for a sentence of death. (31) 
You may not accept a ransom for 
the life of a murderer who is guilty 
of a capital crime; [a murderer] 
must be put to death. (32) Nor may 
you accept ransom in lieu of flight to 
a city of refuge, enabling someone to 
return home before the death of the 

ה כֶּ֔ ֑ם גֹּאֵל֣ וּבֵי֖ן הַמַּ  עַל֥ הַדָּ
טִ֖ים פָּ שְׁ ה׃ הַמִּ לֶּ  )כה( הָאֵֽ

י֨לוּ  מִיַּד֮ אֶת־הָרצֵֹחַ֗ הָעֵדָה֜ וְהִצִּ
֒ גֹּאֵל֣ ם י֤בוּ הַדָּ ֙ וְהֵשִׁ ה אתֹוֹ עֵדָ֔  הָֽ

ר־נָס֣ מִקְלָט֖וֹ אֶל־עִי֥ר  אֲשֶׁ
ה מָּ֑ ב שָׁ הּ֗ וְיָשַׁ֣ ֙ בָּ  עַד־מוֹת
ל הַכֹּהֵן֣ דֹ֔ ח֥ הַגָּ ר־מָשַׁ  אתֹוֹ֖ אֲשֶׁ
מֶ֥ן שֶׁ דֶשׁ׃ בְּ  וְאִם־יָצאֹ֥ )כו( הַקֹּֽ

֙ הָרצֵֹחַ֑ יֵצֵא֖ בולּ  עִי֣ר אֶת־גְּ
ר֥ מִקְלָט֔וֹ ה׃ יָנו֖סּ אֲשֶׁ מָּ  שָֽׁ

ם גֹּאֵל֣ אתֹוֹ֙ ומָּצָא֤ )כז( ֔  הַדָּ
 מִקְלָטוֹ֑ עִי֣ר לִגְבו֖לּ מִח֕וּץ
ח ֙ גֹּאֵל֤ וְרָצַ֞ ם חַ הַדָּ  אֶת־הָר֣צֵֹ֔

ם׃ לוֹ֖ אֵי֥ן י֣ )כח( דָּֽ  בְעִי֤ר כִּ
֙ ב מִקְלָטוֹ  הַכֹּהֵן֣ עַד־מ֖וֹת יֵשֵׁ֔

דֹ֑ל ֙ וְאַחֲרֵי֥ הַגָּ ל הַכֹּהֵן֣ מוֹת דֹ֔  הַגָּ
֙ חַ יָשׁוּב תֽוֹ׃ אֶל־אֶ֖רֶץ הָרצֵֹ֔  אֲחֻזָּ
ה וְהָיוּ֨ )כט( ת֥ לָכֶם֛ אֵלֶּ֧  לְחֻקַּ

ט֖ פָּ כֹל֖ לְדרֹתֵֹיכֶם֑ מִשְׁ  בְּ
ם׃ בתֵֹיכֶֽ  )ל( מוֹשְׁ

פֶשׁ ה־נֶ֔ ל֨־מַכֵּ ים לְפִי֣ כׇּ  עֵדִ֔
ד וְעֵד֣ אֶת־הָרצֵֹחַ֑ יִרְצַח֖  אֶחָ֔

 )לא( לָמֽותּ׃ בְנֶפֶ֖שׁ לאֹ־יַעֲנֶה֥
א־תִקְחוּ֥ ֙ וְלֹֽ חַ לְנֶפֶ֣שׁ כֹפֶ֙ר  רצֵֹ֔
ר־הוּ֥א ֖ע אֲשֶׁ  לָמו֑תּ רָשָׁ

י־מוֹ֖ת ת׃ כִּ  )לב( יומָּֽ
פֶר וְלאֹ־תִקְחוּ֣  אֶל־עִי֣ר לָנוּ֖ס כֹ֔
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priest.  
(33)You shall not pollute the land 
in which you live; for blood 
pollutes the land, and the land can 
have no expiation for blood that is 
shed on it, except by the blood of 
the one who shed it. 

֙ מִקְלָטוֹ֑ בֶ֣ת לָשׁוּב רֶץ לָשֶׁ אָ֔  בָּ
ן׃ עַד־מ֖וֹת  )לג( הַכֹּהֵֽ

א־תַחֲנִי֣פוּ ר֤ אֶת־הָאָרֶ֗ץ וְלֹֽ  אֲשֶׁ
֙ ם הּ אַתֶּ י֣ בָּ֔ ם כִּ ֔  יַחֲנִי֖ף הוּ֥א הַדָּ

ר֗ וְלָאָרֶ֣ץ אֶת־הָאָרֶ֑ץ א־יְכֻפַּ  לֹֽ
֙ ם ר֣ לַדָּ הּ אֲשֶׁ ךְ־בָּ֔ פַּ י־אִם֖ שֻׁ  כִּ
דַם֥  שׁפְֹכֽוֹ׃ בְּ

 
Now the idea hinted at in Genesis becomes law. 
 
Abel’s blood cried out from the ground. The ground had opened its mouth to receive 
his blood, and Cain is told that he is now more cursed than that ground. The 
implication is striking: even the ground has been affected by receiving innocent 
blood, while Cain bears the greater curse because he is the murderer. 
 
Numbers now names the principle directly: bloodshed pollutes the land. Bloodshed is 
not only a crime against a person. In the Torah’s world, spilled life leaves a moral 
stain in the place where it was received. That stain does not disappear simply because 
time has passed or the victim has died. It remains unresolved until it is answered. 
 
So now we can return to Egypt with a different question: If blood can cry out from the 
ground, and bloodshed can pollute the place where it was received, what would it 
mean for the Nile itself to become blood? 

 
Exodus 1:15-24 

(15) The king of Egypt spoke to the 
Hebrew midwives, one of whom was 
named Shiphrah and the other 
Puah, (16) saying, “When you 
deliver the Hebrew women, look at 
the birthstool: if it is a boy, kill him; 
if it is a girl, let her live.” (17) The 
midwives, fearing God, did not do as 

 
 א׳:ט״ו-כ״ד שמות

֙ )טו( יִם מֶלֶ֣ךְ וַיּאֹ֙מֶר  מִצְרַ֔
ת דֹ֖ מְיַלְּ עִבְרִיּתֹ֑ לַֽ ר֨ הָֽ ם֤ אֲשֶׁ  שֵׁ
֙ אַחַת ה הָֽ פְרָ֔ ם֥ שִׁ נִי֖ת וְשֵׁ ֵ  הַשּׁ
ה׃ ֙ וַיּאֹ֗מֶר )טז( פּוּעָֽ דְכֶן יַלֶּ  בְּ

וֹת עִבְרִיּ֔  ורְּאִיתֶן֖ אֶת־הָֽ
ן֥ עַל־הָאׇבְנָיִ֑ם ֙ אִם־בֵּ ן֣ הוּא  וַהֲמִתֶּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.15-24
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.15-24
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the king of Egypt had told them; 
they let the boys live ...(20) And God 
dealt well with the midwives; and 
the people multiplied and increased 
greatly. (21) And [God] established 
households for the midwives, 
because they feared God. (22) Then 
Pharaoh charged all his people, 
saying, “Every boy that is born 
you shall throw into the Nile, but 
let every girl live.” 

ת֥ אתֹ֔וֹ יָה׃ הִ֖וא וְאִם־בַּ  )יז( וָחָֽ
ירֶ֤אןָ ֙ וַתִּ דתֹ מְיַלְּ ים הַֽ  אֶת־הָאֱ֣להִֹ֔

וּ וְלאֹ֣ ר֛ עָשׂ֔ אֲשֶׁ ר֥ כַּ בֶּ  מֶלֶ֣ךְ אֲלֵיהֶ֖ן דִּ
יִם חַיֶּי֖ןָ מִצְרָ֑ ים׃ וַתְּ  ... אֶת־הַיְלָדִֽ

דֹ֑ת אֱלהִֹ֖ים וַיֵּי֥טֶב )כ( מְיַלְּ רֶ֧ב לַֽ  וַיִּ
עַצְמ֖וּ הָעָם֛ ד׃ וַיַּֽ י )כא( מְאֹֽ  וַיְהִ֕

י־יָרְאוּ֥ ת כִּֽ דֹ֖ מְיַלְּ  אֶת־הָאֱלהִֹי֑ם הַֽ
ים׃ לָהֶ֖ם וַיַּעַ֥שׂ תִּֽ  וַיְצַו֣ )כב( בָּ

ה רְעֹ֔ ן֣ לֵאמרֹ֑ לְכׇל־עַמּוֹ֖ פַּ ל־הַבֵּ  כׇּ
לּוֹ֗ד ֙ הַיִּ הוּ הַיְארָֹ֙ה לִיכֻ֔ שְׁ  תַּ

ת֖ וּן׃ וְכׇל־הַבַּ חַיּֽ  }פ{ תְּ
 
Pharaoh does not merely enslave Israel. He commands the Nile to receive Israelite life. 
And in the world the Torah has been building, murder does not disappear once the 
act is over. Blood continues to cry out, even if only God can hear it. Blood affects the 
place where it is received. Blood creates obligation. 
 
But throughout this period of suffering, God has appeared silent. So when God finally 
speaks again in Exodus 6, the question is not only whether God will rescue Israel from 
slavery. The question is whether God will answer what Egypt has done. 
 

 
Exodus 6:2-6 

(2) God spoke to Moses and said to 
him, “I am GOD. (3) I appeared to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as El 
Shaddai, but I did not make Myself 
known to them by My name GOD 
[YHWH]. (4) I also established My 
covenant with them, to give them 
the land of Canaan, the land in 
which they lived as sojourners. (5) I 
have now heard the moaning of the 

 
 ו׳:ב׳-ו׳ שמות

ר֥ )ב( ה֑ אֱלהִֹ֖ים וַיְדַבֵּ  אֶל־משֶֹׁ
יו וַיּאֹ֥מֶר  וָאֵרָא֗ )ג( יהוה׃ אֲנִי֥ אֵלָ֖

ל־יַעֲקֹב֖ אֶל־יִצְחָק֥ אֶל־אַבְרָהָם֛  וְאֶֽ
אֵל֣ ֑י בְּ דָּ מִי֣ שַׁ י לאֹ֥ יהוה ושְּׁ עְתִּ  נוֹדַ֖

ם׃ ֙ הֲקִמתִֹ֤י וְגַם֨ )ד( לָהֶֽ רִיתִי  אֶת־בְּ
ם נעַָ֑ן אֶת־אֶרֶ֣ץ לָהֶ֖ם לָתֵת֥ אִתָּ֔  כְּ

ר֥וּ מְגֻרֵיהֶ֖ם אֶרֶ֥ץ אֵת֛ ר־גָּ הּ׃ אֲשֶׁ  בָֽ
וְגַם֣  )ה(  ׀     י    י

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.6.2-6
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.6.2-6
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Israelites because the Egyptians are 
holding them in bondage, and I have 
remembered My covenant. (6) Say, 
therefore, to the Israelite people: I 
am GOD. I will free you from the 
labors of the Egyptians and deliver 
you from their bondage. I will 
redeem you with an outstretched 
arm and through extraordinary 
judgments. 

ניֵ֣ ל בְּ רָאֵ֔ ר֥ יִשְׂ יִם אֲשֶׁ  מִצְרַ֖
י׃ וָאֶזְכֹּר֖ אתָֹם֑ מַעֲבִדִי֣ם רִיתִֽ  אֶת־בְּ

ן )ו( רָאֵל֮ אֱמרֹ֥ לָכֵ֞ י־יִשְׂ  אֲנִי֣ לִבְנֵֽ
֙ אֶתְכֶם֗ וְהוֹצֵאתִי֣ יהוה חַ֙ת  מִתַּ

יִם סִבְלֹ֣ת י֥ מִצְרַ֔ לְתִּ  אֶתְכֶם֖ וְהִצַּ
י֤ מֵעֲבדָֹתָם֑ ֙ וְגָאַלְתִּ זְרוֹ֣עַ אֶתְכֶם  בִּ

ה פָטִי֖ם נְטוּיָ֔ ים׃ וּבִשְׁ דלִֹֽ  גְּ

 
God says, “I will redeem you” — ve-ga’alti etchem. 
 
Redemption is not only escape from labor. It is God stepping into Israel’s story as the 
one who remembers, claims, and answers for their lives. 
 
The same Torah world that speaks of the go’el ha-dam, the one responsible to answer 
for blood, now describes God as the one who will redeem Israel. This does not reduce 
redemption to vengeance. But it does mean that redemption belongs to a world of 
kinship, obligation, memory, and justice. 
 
Israel is not abandoned. Israel is not anonymous. Israel has a redeemer. 
 
And once God claims Israel as His own, the warning about the firstborn becomes 
much harder to treat as random punishment. 
 

 
Exodus 4:22-23 

(22) Then you shall say to Pharaoh, 
‘Thus says GOD: Israel is My 
first-born son.(23) I have said to 
you, “Let My son go, that he may 
worship Me,” yet you refuse to let 
him go. Now I will slay your 
first-born son.’” 

 
 ד׳:כ״ב-כ״ג שמות
֖ )כב( רְעהֹ֑ וְאָמַרְתָּ  אָמַר֣ כֹּה֚ אֶל־פַּ
נִי֥ יהוה י בְּ ל בְכֹרִ֖ רָאֵֽ  )כג( ׃יִשְׂ
לַּ֤ח אֵלֶי֗ךָ וָאמַֹר֣ ֙ שַׁ נִי  אֶת־בְּ

נִי עַבְדֵ֔ מָאֵ֖ן וְיַֽ חוֹ֑ וַתְּ לְּ ֙ לְשַׁ  הִנֵּה
ג אָנֹכִי֣ נְךָ֖ הרֵֹ֔ ךָ׃ אֶת־בִּ כֹרֶֽ  בְּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.4.22-23
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.4.22-23
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For the modern reader, this warning can feel sudden or disproportionate. But the 
Torah may expect its audience to recognize the moral logic unfolding underneath the 
story. 
 
Egypt has already targeted Israel’s children. The Nile has already received life taken 
unjustly. God has now named Israel as His firstborn. And God has spoken in the 
language of redemption. 
 
The Torah is not introducing random violence. It is laying the groundwork for the 
justice the Israelite reader has been waiting for since Pharaoh commanded the 
children to be thrown into the Nile. 
 
If blood is life, if spilled life cries out, and if innocent blood creates obligation, then 
Egypt’s crime cannot simply remain beneath the surface of the water. 
 
So when the plagues begin, they begin at the place where Egypt tried to make 
Israelite life disappear. They begin at the Nile. 

 
Exodus 7:20-21 

(20) Moses and Aaron did just as 
GOD commanded: he lifted up the 
rod and struck the water in the Nile 
in the sight of Pharaoh and his 
courtiers, and all the water in the 
Nile was turned into blood (21) and 
the fish in the Nile died. The Nile 
stank so that the Egyptians could 
not drink water from the Nile; and 
there was blood throughout the 
land of Egypt. 

 
 ז׳:כ׳-כ״א שמות

֩ )כ( עֲשוּׂ־כֵן ה֨ וַיַּֽ  וְאַהֲרןֹ֜ משֶֹׁ
ר֣  אֲשֶׁ כַּ  ה׀   ה       ם

֙ וַיַּךְ֤ יִ֙ם ר֣ אֶת־הַמַּ ר אֲשֶׁ יְאֹ֔  לְעֵיניֵ֣ בַּ
ה  וַיֵּהָפְ֥כוּ֛ עֲבָדָ֑יו ולְּעֵיניֵ֖ פַרְעֹ֔

יִ֥ם ל־הַמַּ יְאֹ֖ר כׇּ ר־בַּ ם׃ אֲשֶׁ  )כא( לְדָֽ
גָה֨ יְארֹ֥ וְהַדָּ ר־בַּ ֙ אֲשֶׁ בְאַשׁ֣ מֵתָ֙ה  וַיִּ
ר יִם וְלאֹ־יָכְל֣וּ הַיְאֹ֔ תּוֹ֥ת מִצְרַ֔  לִשְׁ
֖ם וַיְהִי֥ מִן־הַיְארֹ֑ מַ֖יִם  הַדָּ

כׇל־אֶרֶ֥ץ יִם׃ בְּ  מִצְרָֽ
 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.20-21
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.7.20-21
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Here, the private sign given to Moses in Exodus 4 becomes the first plague before 
Egypt. 
 
For Israel, Nile water becomes blood on dry land. No fish die. No river stinks. The sign 
is enough because Israel can understand what blood means. 
 
But Egypt does not merely need a sign. Egypt needs to be confronted. 
 
So when the Nile turns to blood before Pharaoh, death enters the image. The fish die. 
The Nile stinks. And blood spreads through all the land of Egypt. 
 
The river reveals what Egypt tried to bury. 
 
For Israel, this is recognition and justice. God knows what happened there. The water 
did not swallow their suffering into silence. 
 
For Egypt, it is exposure and warning. Their violence has been seen, named, and 
returned to them as blood. But the blood does not stay buried in the river. It spreads 
throughout all the land of Egypt. Once blood fills Egypt, death has already been 
announced. The final plague is no longer a surprise. The story has already told us 
where justice is going. 

 
Exodus 11:5-6 

(5) and every [male] first-born in the 
land of Egypt shall die, from the 
first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his 
throne to the first-born of the slave 
woman who is behind the 
millstones; and all the first-born of 
the cattle. (6) And there shall be a 
loud cry in all the land of Egypt, 
such as has never been or will ever 
be again; 

 
 י״א:ה׳-ו׳ שמות

כוֹר֮ ומֵּת֣ )ה( ל־בְּ אֶרֶ֣ץ כׇּ ֒ בְּ  מִצְרַיִ֒ם
כוֹ֤ר ֙ מִבְּ רְעהֹ ב֣ פַּ סְא֔וֹ הַיּשֵֹׁ  עַל־כִּ

כוֹ֣ר עַד֚ ה בְּ פְחָ֔ ִ ֖ר הַשּׁ  אַחַר֣ אֲשֶׁ
כוֹ֥ר וְכֹל֖ הָרֵחָיִ֑ם ה׃ בְּ הֵמָֽ  )ו( בְּ
ה צְעָקָה֥ וְהָיְ֥תָה֛ כׇל־אֶרֶ֣ץ גְדלָֹ֖  בְּ
יִם ר֤ מִצְרָ֑ ֙ אֲשֶׁ מהֹ֙וּ תָה לאֹ֣ כָּ  נִהְיָ֔
ף׃ לאֹ֥ וְכָמֹ֖הוּ  תֹסִֽ

 
The final plague is devastating. The Torah does not soften it. It lets us hear the cry 
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that will fill all of Egypt. 
 
But by now, the Torah has taught us that the story’s cries did not begin in Egypt’s 
houses on the night of the firstborn. Abel’s blood cried from the ground. Israel cried 
from bondage. And the Nile had already received the lives Pharaoh tried to erase. 
 
So we return to Moses’ original fear: What if they do not believe me? 
 
Maybe Moses was not only afraid that he would not be believed. Maybe he feared 
that the Israelites would not be able to believe that God had been anything other than 
silent. 
 
The deeper question was whether Israel could believe that the God of their ancestors 
had truly seen what Egypt had done. Whether their suffering had been remembered. 
Whether the lives taken from them had created a claim that God would answer.  
 
The Nile turning to blood says yes. God saw. God remembered. God came to redeem. 
 
Once blood from the Nile fills Egypt, redemption has been announced. Egypt targeted 
Israel’s children. God names Israel His firstborn. The death of Egypt’s firstborn is not 
a random escalation. It is the terrible answer of justice to the capital crime Pharaoh 
began at the water. 
 
And here the Torah’s moral world becomes even sharper. God builds the houses of the 
midwives who preserve life, while Pharaoh, who tried to destroy Israel’s children, 
brings death upon the houses of Egypt. 
 
The plagues, then, are not random acts of destruction. They unfold within a world 
where blood is life, life creates obligation, and God refuses to let innocent life 
disappear unanswered. 
 
That is something the Bible is not confused about. 
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