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Exodus 1:8-14, 22.

A new king, who did not know of Joseph, came 
to power in Egypt. He said to his people, “The 
Israelites are becoming too numerous and 
strong for us. We must deal wisely with them. 
Otherwise, they may increase so much, that if 
there is war, they will join our enemies and fight 
against us, driving us from the land.”

The Egyptians appointed conscription officers 
over the Israelites to crush their spirits with 
hard labor. The Israelites were to build up the 
cities of Pithom and Rameses as supply centers 
for Pharaoh. But the more the Egyptians 
oppressed them, the more the Israelites 
proliferated and spread. The Egyptians came 
to dread the Israelites. The Egyptians started 
to make the Israelites do labor designed to 
break their bodies. They made the lives of the 
Israelites miserable with harsh labor involving 
mortar and bricks, as well as all kinds of work in 
the field. All the work they made them do was 
intended to break them.

…Pharaoh then gave orders to all his people: 
“Every boy who was born must be cast into the 
Nile, but every girl shall be allowed to live.”

Source 1
חומש שמות, פרק א'

ח ַויָָּקם ֶמֶלְך-ָחָדׁש, ַעל-ִמְצָרִים, 

ט  ֶאת-יוֵֹסף.  לֹא-ָיַדע,  ר  ֲאשֶׁ
ֵני  בְּ ַעם  ִהנֵּה,  ֶאל-ַעּמוֹ:  ַוּיֹאֶמר, 
י  ּנּו.  ִממֶּ ְוָעצּום,  ָרֵאל--ַרב  ִישְׂ
ה,  ן-ִיְרבֶּ פֶּ לוֹ:  ָמה,  ִנְתַחכְּ ָהָבה 
ִמְלָחָמה  י-ִתְקֶראָנה  כִּ ְוָהָיה 
ַעל-שְֹׂנֵאינּו,  גַּם-הּוא  ְונוַֹסף 

נּו, ְוָעָלה ִמן-ָהָאֶרץ.  ְוִנְלַחם-בָּ

ים,  ִמסִּ ֵרי  שָׂ ָעָליו  ימּו  ַויָּשִׂ יא 

ֶבן  ַויִּ ִסְבלָֹתם;  בְּ ַעּנֹתוֹ  ְלַמַען 
ְלַפְרעֹה--ֶאת- נוֹת,  ִמְסכְּ ָעֵרי 
ר  ְוַכֲאשֶׁ יב  ְוֶאת-ַרַעְמֵסס.  תֹם,  פִּ
ִיְפרֹץ;  ְוֵכן  ה  ִיְרבֶּ ן  כֵּ אֹתוֹ,  ְיַעּנּו 
יג  ָרֵאל.  ִישְׂ ֵני  בְּ ֵני  ִמפְּ ַויָֻּקצּו, 
ָרֵאל,  ֵני ִישְׂ ַויֲַּעִבדּו ִמְצַרִים ֶאת-בְּ
ֶאת-ַחיֵּיֶהם  ַוְיָמְררּו  יד  ָפֶרְך.  בְּ
ּוִבְלֵבִנים,  חֶֹמר  בְּ ה,  ָקשָׁ ֲעבָֹדה  בַּ
ֶדה--ֵאת,  שָּׂ בַּ ּוְבָכל-ֲעבָֹדה, 
ָבֶהם,  ר-ָעְבדּו  ֲאשֶׁ ל-ֲעבָֹדָתם,  כָּ

ָפֶרְך.  בְּ

ְלָכל-ַעּמוֹ  ְרעֹה,  פַּ ַוְיַצו  כב 

ַהְיאָֹרה  ּלוֹד,  ַהיִּ ן  ל-ַהבֵּ כָּ ֵלאמֹר: 
ַחּיּון. ת, תְּ ִליֻכהּו, ְוָכל-ַהבַּ שְׁ תַּ

Part 1  - Pharaoh’s Consultation
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Talmud, Tractate Sotah 11a

Pharaoh consulted with three people [as to what 
should be done with the Israelites.] Bilaam, Job, 
and Jethro. Bilaam, who advised [to enslave 
the Israelites and kill all sons born to them], 
was later killed. Job, who remained silent, was 
punished by suffering. Jethro, who fled, merited 
that his children’s children served in the High 
Court in the Temple.

Midrash Sifri, end of Deuteronomy

The verse states: And no prophet arose in Israel 
like Moses. This intimates that there was indeed 
a prophet like him among the nations. Who? 
Bilaam, son of Beor!

סוטה י"א א'

אמר  אבא  בר  חייא  רבי  אמר 
היו באותה  רבי סימאי, שלשה 
עצה: בלעם ואיוב ויתרו. בלעם 
שיעץ, נהרג. איוב ששתק, נידון 
ביסורין. יתרו שברח, זכו מבני 

בניו שישבו בלשכת הגזית. 

מדרש ספרי, סוף פרשת ברכה

כמשה  בישראל  נביא  קם  לא 
- אבל באומות קם. ואיזה? זה 

בלעם בן בעור! 

Source 2

Source 3

Numbers 31:1-2, 7-8

G-d spoke to Moses, saying, “Take revenge for 
the Israelites against the Midianites.”

They mounted a surprise attack against Midian 
as G-d had commanded Moses and killed all 
the adult males …They also killed Bilaam, son of 
Beor, by the sword.

חומש במדבר, פרק ל"א

אמֹר.  ה לֵּ ר ְיהָוה, ֶאל-מֹשֶׁ א ַוְיַדבֵּ
ָרֵאל, ֵמֵאת,  ֵני ִישְׂ ב ְנקֹם, ִנְקַמת בְּ

ְדָיִנים;  ַהמִּ

ר ִצוָּה  ֲאשֶׁ אּו, ַעל-ִמְדָין, כַּ ְצבְּ ַויִּ ז 
ל- כָּ ַויַַּהְרגּו,  ה;  ֶאת-מֹשֶׁ ְיהָוה, 
עוֹר,  ן-בְּ בֶּ ְלָעם  בִּ ...ְוֵאת  ח  ָזָכר. 

ָחֶרב. ָהְרגּו בֶּ

Source 4
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Job 1:13-16

One day, as his sons and daughters were eating 
and drinking wine in the house of their eldest 
brother, a messenger came to Job and said, 
“The oxen were plowing and the she-asses were 
grazing alongside them when Sabeans attacked 
them and carried them off and put the boys to 
the sword; I alone have escaped to tell you.” As 
he spoke, another came and said, “God’s fire fell 
from heaven, took hold of the sheep and the 
boys, and burned them up; I alone have escaped 
to tell you.” 

ספר איוב, פרק א'

יג ַוְיִהי ַהּיוֹם ּוָבָניו ּוְבנָֹתיו אְֹכִלים 

כוֹר׃   ֵבית ֲאִחיֶהם ַהבְּ ְוׁשִֹתים ַיִין בְּ
ַוּיֹאַמר  ֶאל־ִאּיוֹב  א  בָּ ּוַמְלָאְך  יד 

ְוָהֲאתֹנוֹת  חְֹרׁשוֹת  ָהיּו  ָקר  ַהבָּ
ָבא  ּפֹל שְׁ רֹעוֹת ַעל־ְיֵדיֶהם׃  טו ַותִּ
ְלִפי־ ִהּכּו  ָעִרים  ְוֶאת־ַהנְּ ֵחם  קָּ ַותִּ
י  ְלַבדִּ ַרק־ֲאִני  ְלָטה  ָוִאמָּ ָחֶרב 
ר ְוֶזה  יד ָלְך׃  טז עוֹד ֶזה ְמַדבֵּ ְלַהגִּ
א ַוּיֹאַמר ֵאׁש ֱאלִֹהים ָנְפָלה ִמן־ בָּ
ָעִרים  ּוַבנְּ ּצֹאן  בַּ ְבַער  ַותִּ ַמִים  ַהשָּׁ
י  ְלָטה ַרק־ֲאִני ְלַבדִּ ַוּתֹאְכֵלם ָוִאמָּ

יד ָלְך׃  ְלַהגִּ

Source 5

Midrash Pirkei D’rabbi Elazar, chapter 40

Rabbi Levi said: That staff which was created 
in the twilight before the first Shabbat was 
delivered to Adam. Adam delivered it to 
Enoch, Enoch to Noah, Noah to Shem, Shem to 
Abraham, Abraham to Isaac, Isaac to Jacob, and 
Jacob brought it down into Egypt and passed 
it on to his son Joseph. When Joseph died and 
they pillaged his household goods, it was placed 
in the palace of Pharaoh. Jethro was one of the 
magicians of Egypt, and he saw the staff and 
the letters which were upon it, and he desired 
it in his heart and he took it and planted it in 
the midst of his garden. No one was able to pull 
it out.

פרקי דר"א מ'

המטה  אותו  אומר,  לוי  ר' 
נמסר  השמשות  בין  שנברא 
ואדם  עדן,  מגן  הראשון  לאדם 
לנח,  מסרו  וחנוך  לחנוך,  מסרו 
ונח לשם, ושם מסרו לאברהם, 
ואברהם ליצחק, ויצחק ליעקב, 
למצרים,  אותו  הוריד  ויעקב 
יוסף  כשמת  בנו.  ליוסף  ומסרו 
בפלטרין  נתנה  ביתו,  ושללו 
אחד  יתרו  והיה  פרעה,  של 
את  וראה  מצרים,  מחרטומי 
המטה ואת האותות אשר עליו, 
וחמד אותו בלבו, ולקחו והביאו 
ונטעו בתוך הגן של ביתו, ולא 
היה אדם יכול לקרב אליו עוד.

Source 6
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When Moses came to his house, he went into 
the garden, and saw the staff and read the 
letters on it, and he put forth his hand and 
took it. Jethro watched Moses and said, “He will 
redeem Israel from Egypt.” Therefore, he gave 
him Zipporah his daughter as a wife.

נכנס  ביתו,  לתוך  משה  כשבא 
את  וראה  יתרו  של  ביתו  לגן 
המטה וקרא את האותות אשר 
וראה  ולקחו  ידו  ושלף  עליו 
עתיד  זה  ואמר  למשה  יתרו 
ממצרים  ישראל  את  לגאול 
בתו  צפורה  את  לו  נתן  לפיכך 
לשבת  משה  ויואל  שנ'  לאשה, 

את האיש.
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The Sicha, Part 1
The Rebbe: What Was Their Sin?

The Talmud relates in Tractate Sotah: 

“Pharaoh consulted with three people [as to what should be done with the Israelites.] 
Bilaam, Job and Jethro. Bilaam, who advised [to enslave the Israelites and kill all sons 
born to them] was later killed. Job, who remained silent, was punished by suffering. 
Jethro, who fled, merited that his children’s children served in the High Court in the 
Temple.”

The heavenly consequences for each of the three attitudes—Bilaam’s suggestion, 
Job’s silence and Jethro’s escape—raises questions:

“Bilaam advised [to enslave the Israelites and kill all sons born to them] and was later 
killed.”

Bilaam served as an advisor to Pharaoh, king of Egypt. Thus, it was his moral 
obligation to advise Pharaoh with Egypt’s best interest in mind. The negative impact 
his suggestion would have on the Israelites should not be his concern. Pharaoh 
did not ask for his advice in benefiting the Israelites. To the contrary: Pharaoh was 
concerned about the high Israelite birthrate and the potential crisis it would bring. It 
was therefore Bilaam’s obligation to devise a plan that would counter the threat. If he 
was fulfilling his duty as advisor to Pharaoh, the question arises: Why did he deserve 
such a severe punishment? Why was he punished altogether? 

To the contrary: Bilaam deserves a medal! He faithfully and fearlessly discharged his 
duty to counsel Egypt. We should not forget that Bilaam was a prophet. The Torah says 
that he knew G-d’s will and had visions of prophecy comparable to the prophecies of 
Moses, the greatest prophet of all time. He surely understood the risk-factor involved 
with harming the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Nonetheless, he fulfilled his 
obligation as Pharaoh’s advisor and advised him with Egypt’s best interest in mind.

Yet, the Talmud is highly critical of his decision and says that he was punished with 
death. How does this square with Torah’s aim of truth and justice?

Part 2 - The Ill-Fated Advice
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We can pose the same question about Job, who “remained silent and was 
punished with suffering”:

Job clearly did not want to harm the Israelites. However, fearing Pharaoh’s wrath, 
he chose to remain silent. Why does he deserve to be punished? He did not cause 
the Israelites any harm!

On the other side of the coin, if the Talmud is critical of Job, it should have put 
it differently:

Pharaoh consulted with three advisors. It is highly plausible that he would have 
followed the majority opinion. Thus, had Job sided with Jethro (who spoke well 
of the Israelites and had to subsequently flee Pharaoh’s wrath), Pharaoh would 
have followed their advice and abolished the decree against the Israelites. Since 
Job remained silent, the two opinions of Bilaam and Jethro remained equal and 
Pharaoh made his own decision.

Our criticism of Job should be (not that he remained silent but) that he didn’t 
speak positively of the Israelites and seek to abolish Pharaoh’s decree. Yet the 
Talmud chooses to say, “he remained silent.” Instead of criticizing him for not 
defending the Israelites, it criticizes him for his silence – although the former 
seems to be more damning.

Bilaam’s Great Mistake: Failing to Speak His Mind
The explanation:

Bilaam was punished because his advice was harmful (not to the Israelites but) to 
Egypt. Harming the Israelites was not in Egypt’s best interest, because “anyone 
who causes harm to the people of Israel, causes harm to the pupil of G-d’s eye.”

In other words: Our criticism of Bilaam is not for proposing to harm the 
Israelites. Bilaam would have had a ready defense: “In my capacity as Pharaoh’s 
advisor, I was committed to Egypt’s wellbeing.” Our criticism of Bilaam is that his 
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suggestion to Pharaoh was against Egypt’s best interest. 

A regular person could not have been any wiser than Pharaoh. But Bilaam was a prophet 
and knew G-d’s will, so he should have told Pharaoh outright: “You are correct in your 
assumption that the Jewish birthrate might be dangerous, but harming them is even 
more dangerous, because you would be causing harm to the pupil of G-d’s eye.”

Being committed to Egypt’s wellbeing as Pharaoh’s advisor, he should have told him 
the full truth. He should have done so even if it wasn’t what Pharaoh wanted to hear, 
and even though he would be subsequently forced to flee (to save his life for opposing 
the wishes of Pharaoh).

So this is the criticism of Bilaam: He was so intimidated by Pharaoh that he failed to 
recognize the truth and instead tried to please his master, telling him what he wanted 
to hear and what he thought was actually in Egypt’s best interest, when it was, in fact, 
profoundly destructive to Egypt, Pharaoh and his army. 

Job’s Great Mistake: Trying to Please Everyone
The criticism about Job is similar. 

The task of an advisor is to give an opinion – whether it is popular or not. If you are 
committed to your duty as an advisor, you take a side, irrespective of the attractiveness 
of your opinion.

Now, some people prefer to please everyone, but that is not always possible. When 
one side says, “throw the newborns into the river,” and the other side says, “don’t 
touch the pupil of G-d’s eye,” there is no middle-ground with which to please both. In 
that instance, he chooses to offer no opinion at all. Thus, he will be able to comfortably 
approach both sides and say, “Consider me your good friend; I said nothing against 
you.” Job is comfortable with the Talmud’s account of his silence. Now, he cannot be 
accused by Bilaam of contradicting him, nor can he be accused by Moses; he said 
nothing that would harm the Jewish people…

Thus, although we can justifiably criticize Job for not having supported the Israelites 
(potentially abolishing the decree or at least removing any blame from himself), 
there is a much stronger charge: How could he remain silent? If you were—by Divine 
providence—appointed as an advisor, you need to find the strength to convey your 
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opinion! If you don’t have that strength, resign and head home…

Therefore, the Torah of Truth views Job’s silence as worse than his lack of interest 
in the plight of the Israelites. In a certain sense, it is worse than misguidedly 
advising Pharaoh to harm the Israelites. 

Anything is better than a policy of pleasing everyone. Job understood that 
drowning the Jewish newborns would harm the Israelites and harm Egypt as 
well, and he still remained silent – irrespective of his duties as senior advisor to 
the king and one of the three individuals to whom the question was posed. Even 
if he wouldn’t have been one of the three, the obligation would rest on him to 
protest. Yet he would take pride in his decision to remain silent, because it allows 
him to profess good terms with Bilaam and Moses in unison.

This, the Talmud says, is worse than ignoring the Israelites’ plight.  
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The Sicha, Part 2
What Was Jethro’s Calculation?

Now let’s take a look at Jethro:

Jethro is mentioned third in the Talmud’s account – after Bilaam, who suggested to 
drown the newborns, and Job, who remained silent. At that point, Jethro understood 
that he wouldn’t be a tiebreaker; at most, there would be two equally supported 
opinions: Jethro versus Bilaam. No doubt, Jethro knew Pharaoh’s personal preference; 
after all, he fled after conveying his opinion. 

With that in mind, his choice to oppose Bilaam seems irrational. 

If he knew that his opinion would not sway Pharaoh, perhaps it would have been 
better that he remain silent regardless of his personal opinion. He could have thereby 
remained Pharaoh’s advisor and retained the ability to aid the Israelites in other 
matters. Pharaoh indeed commanded the killing of all boys, but girls were to be kept 
alive. Had Jethro remained among Pharaoh’s close circle of advisors, he could have 
ensured the spiritual wellbeing of the girls, in keeping kosher, Jewish education and 
so on. But because he opposed the proposed killing, he was forced to flee – leaving 
the Israelites helplessly in Pharaoh’s hands… How was that beneficial to the Israelites?

You may argue: How could Jethro possibly agree in good faith to Pharaoh’s plan to 
drown the boys? But did he really have any better option? He should have, at least, 
remained to seek out the welfare of the girls – to save the girls and their parents. 
This would also allow him to protect them from slave labor and tend to their needs 
in general. Seeing no possibility to abolish the decree, he should have used his 
knowledge of Jewish law and his own logic to make a calculation:

He has an important job with Pharaoh, the ruler of the world’s greatest superpower. 
He is one of three senior advisors; clearly, Pharaoh values his advice. If so, there is 
no reason for him to uselessly support a minority opinion and then flee to Midian, 
leaving Pharaoh and Bilaam alone (with Job remaining silent). This would mean totally 
abandoning the Israelites in Egypt! 

Part 3 - Jethro Takes a Stand

11
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In different terminology: You may want to remove yourself from anything that 
does not coincide with Torah’s values, in order to demonstrate your commitment 
to Torah. But that means you are willing to abandon the education of all Israelite 
girls in Egypt, the kosher food of all Israelites in Egypt and the potential of 
alleviating their suffering – just for your own honor; just to demonstrate how 
principled you are!

Perhaps you should bend your principles for five minutes? It will make no practical 
difference; the majority opinion is against you either way. But by remaining on 
Pharaoh’s good side, you will retain your post as senior advisor and you will be 
able to look out for the Israelites ‘from the inside.’

Be Principled and Take a Stand
But no matter how powerful this question may be, the Talmud doesn’t see it that 
way!

Jethro didn’t need to think twice. He knew exactly what he was supposed to do. 
He knew that his would be a minority opinion and he would need to flee (as he 
indeed did), but nevertheless, when Pharaoh asked for his opinion, he did what 
an upright human being does: he said the full truth, without machinations. What 
about exchanging the life of the boys for the wellbeing of the girls? Jethro says 
that it’s not for him. He is bound by his ethics.

Being an upright person, he understood his duty as an advisor. Remaining silent 
wasn’t an option, nor was playing games. Our sages said, “Do not measure the 
various mitzvos of the Torah against each other.” Likewise, they said, “Why is one 
person’s blood redder than another’s?” The baby boy’s life is not worth more than 
the baby girl’s…You have no right to negotiate with human lives.

With all three options, Torah illuminates the way for us as Jews (as the verse 
says, Mitzvot are our candle and Torah is our light). The only path that leads 
directly to the High Court in Jerusalem—and the only path that is seen favorably 
for all eternity—is to follow Torah’s statutes without regard to their popularity, 
and without regard to your supposed impact. 

This mode of conduct brings about two results: Pharaoh and his cohorts lose 
their influence, and “the People of Israel leave exile triumphantly” and moreover, 
“with great wealth.”

Purim 5731-1971 
Toras Menachem volume 63 pg. 302

מיזם של "משרד השלוחים"
 נוסד בימי השבעה לזכרון ולע"נ הרב גבריאל נח וזוגתו רבקה הי"ד

שלוחי הרבי במומבאי, הודו 11


