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After G-d reveals Himself to Abraham, he makes a covenant with him and tells him that his
descendants will be enslaved in a foreign land (Source 1). The Jewish people go to Egypt
(Source 2), and, after years of enslavement, G-d decides that the time has come to redeem
them (Source 3). G-d sends Moses to speak with Pharaoh and warn him that He will punish
the Egyptians for what they did to the Jews (Source 4).
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Maimonides teaches that G-d doesn’t predetermine who will be righteous or wicked, rather
each person has the freedom to choose between good and evil. His reasoning is that were
G-d to preordain human conduct it would be unfair to reward goodness and punish evil
(Source 5).

The obvious question is, if so, why were the Egyptians punished? It was by Divine design that
the Jews were enslaved! Maimonides explains that G-d had only decreed that the Egyptian
nation as a collective would enslave the Jews, but the individual Egyptian had the choice not
to be a part of it. However, notes Raavad, if each individual would have personally chosen
against slavery, G-d’s edict wouldn’'t have been carried out! Therefore, some Egyptians were
required to enslave the Jews, so why are they being punished?

Driving Raavad’s question home, the Rebbe adds even if individuals would have been able
to resist the decree, Pharaoh himself certainly couldn't! If Pharaoh wouldn't approve of it,
the enslavement of the Jews could not have taken place. Why is Pharaoh being punished?

C. SUDJECE E0 CRANGE.....ecereeeseeernneereesssssssnneeseessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees 11

The Rebbe cites another passage of Maimonides, explaining how to weed out false prophets.
If a prophecy for good isn't fulfilled, the person is a false prophet. But if a prophecy for bad
things to come isn't fulfilled, that doesn’t prove the person is a false prophet, for negative
prophecies are subject to change (Source 6).

Maimonides supports this with a story from the Torah: Jeremiah prophesied that the Jewish
people would soon be under Babylonian rule and Chananiah prophesied the opposite—G-d
will upend the Babylonian rule. Jeremiah told Chananiah that if his prophecy of future good
does not come to fruition, he will be deemed a false prophet, however if his own prophecy
of doom doesn’t materialize, it proves nothing, for G-d can always “change his mind” when
it comes to harsh decrees (Source 7).



With this in mind, the Rebbe explains why Pharaoh and the Egyptians were punished:
Although enslaving the Jews was a Divine decree, G-d could have recanted, thus the decree
did not obligate Pharaoh. If he would have refrained from carrying it out, G-d might have
changed His mind.

Indeed, a Roman general once refused to take part in the destruction of Jerusalem and ran
off and converted (Source 8). Moses also refused to be a part of G-d’s plans to destroy the
Jewish people, telling G-d to “erase” him from the Torah, and ultimately persuading G-d to
forgive His people.

In addition to the idea of free choice, there is another powerful lesson for us all: Never give
up. Even if G-d has decreed, He can still change His mind. This is also seen in a story with
King Chizkiyahu, where, though G-d had decided to punish him, it was not too late to pray
(Sources 9 and 10).

Introduction

Over the past few weeks we have been reading in the Torah about the exile in Egypt and
the ten plagues Pharaoh and the Egyptian nation were punished with. But our story actually
begins much earlier, when G-d made a covenant with Abraham and his descendants—the
chosen people.

Examining his story in its totality led to a fascinating debate among generations of Jewish
scholars about human free choice and Divine reward and punishment. The Rebbe enters the
fray and provides a unique perspective.

N2 Nw1971ywwn

N’IWN'N,IW 00D 1R T Dwn
habNlakisPRaighis!
1705-1701 D°TINY "2 YN n”TWN'7 0NN 070

XD YI% 070 0710 073002 A0 WIn IXT?12 77935




Student’s
pg.3

Student’s
pg.3

Student’s
pg.3

A. Historical Background

When G-d famously revealed Himself to Abraham,
descendants would be slaves in a foreign land.

Source 1 cenesis, 15: 19-14

As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep
sleep and a great fright and darkness fell over
him. Then G-d said to Abram: “Know for certain
that your descendants will be strangers in a land
that is not theirs for 400 years, and they will be
enslaved and mistreated. But I will punish the
nation that enslaved them, and afterwards they
will go forth with great wealth

Three generations later, G-d’s words come to pass
enslave them and embitter their lives.

Source 2 exodus, 11314

The Egyptians enslaved the children of Israel
with harsh labor. They made their lives bitter
with hard labor, with clay, bricks, and with all
kinds of labor in the fields. In all their harsh labor,
the Egyptians worked them ruthlessly.

He made a covenant with him, telling him that his
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After 210 years of harsh and bitter slavery, G-d hears the groans of the Jews and decides the time has

come to free them.

Source 3 xodus, 2232

During that long period, the king of Egypt died,
and the children of Israel groaned from the labor.
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ascended to G-d. G-d heard them groaning, and DX D7738 NX 1”2 NR P2
G-d remembered His covenant with Abraham, APY? DR PX?

with Isaac, and with Jacob.

G-d sends Moses to speak with Pharaoh, and tells him that He will punish the Egyptians for what
they did to the Jews.

Source & exodus, 1012
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servants, so that I may perform My signs among
them, and in order that you tell your children
and grandchildren how I made a mockery of the

them, and you will know that I am the L-rd”

Thus concludes the Bibiical story.
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B. Free Choice

At a Chassidic gathering on Pesach Sheni 1984, the Rebbe quoted several sources about the fundamental
beliefs of free choice and reward and punishment. The Rebbe then asked a question that arises from the
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historical episode we are discussing.

First, the Rebbe quoted Maimonides’s words about every individual’s free choice.

Source 5 vaimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance, 5:1-2; 6:5

Everyone Can Choose Between Good and Evil

Everyone is given a choice, if one wants to follow
the path of good and be righteous, it is in his
hands...

Do not entertain the notion the fools of the
nations say, that when a person is born G-d
decrees whether they will be righteous or
wicked. This is not the case. Every person can be
as righteous as Moses or as wicked as Yeravam.
A person can be wise or foolish, kind or cruel,
miserly or generous, etc. Nobody can force him,
decree upon him, or pull him in either direction.
He himself decides which way he wishes to go...

Thus, a sinner is responsible for his own sins. He
should therefore cry over his sins and what he
did to his soul... Since the choice is ours and the
sins are of our own doing, we should repent and
abandon evil, because now we have the ability to
do so.
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Without Free Choice, Punishment is Unjust

The Rebbe continued by citing Maimonides on why we must have the freedom to choose between good

and evil.

Were G-d to decree that a person will be
righteous or wicked, how could He command us
via His prophets to “do this and not that,” “better
your ways and don't follow your evil desires,” if
He had already decreed at birth that his nature
will pull him impossibly in one direction? What
relevance would the Torah have? How could
a sinner be punished and a righteous person
rewarded? “Will the judge of all the land not do
justice?”..

Rather, man has free choice and all his actions
are of his own choice. There is nothing that
forces him, or pulls him, only he with his G-d-
given faculties does what he wants. Therefore, a
person is judged by his actions. He is rewarded
for good and punished for sin.

Here comes the great question:
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Why Were the Egyptians Punished?

The Torah states (Genesis 15:13): “They will
enslave them and torment them. If G-d decreed
that the Egyptians were to enslave the Jews, why
were they punished?
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This story demonstrates the opposite. G-d clearly told Abraham that his descendants would be slaves
in a foreign land. What choice did the Egyptians have? Why did G-d punish them—this was His design
all along?!

Maimonides’ Explanation
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specific Egyptian enslave the Jews, rather G-d
informed Abraham that his descendants would
ultimately be enslaved in a land that was not
theirs.

Maimonides explains that the decree was only that the Jews will be enslaved in Egypt, but not that any
specific Egyptian would enslave them. Each individual Egyptian had the ability to behave humanely
and resist the surrounding environment. They were punished for making the choice to participate in
the oppression.

The Rebbe cite’s Raavad’s objection to Maimonides’ explanation:

>> The Rebbe

The Raavad’s question

student's How can it be said for every individual N 95 5y W% DR T3
. Egyptian that he had free choice and G-d 913 RD POYW DMIXHAN AN
didn't decree that he would participate 1795772 "0 - OMIRn A7apn
in the oppression of the Jews? G-d had 70 BY 0YPNAY 199X 1T Y
decreed that the Jews would be oppressed, 129900
so one of them would end up implementing
that decree!
Had all of the Egyptians chosen to be good and moral people and not enslave the Jewish people. G-d’s

decree would have gone unfulfilled. Clearly then some of the Egyptians were required to oppress the
Jews. This raises the question of how they can be punished for their actions.
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The Rebbe goes on to further sharpen Raavad’s question.

Pharaoh himself couldn’t have chosen differently

In addition, this question is even stronger
regarding Pharaoh himself. In order for the
Egyptians to enslave the Jewish people,
Pharaoh’s consent was required, because
he was the all-powerful ruler. Historically
it did happen that way, Pharaoh told his
people “let us act cunningly with the
Jews, and the Talmud relates that Pharaoh
enticed the Jews into their slavery by
initially pretending to partake in the hard
work himself. Therefore, even if we are
to say that there was no Divine decree on
each individual Egyptian that they must
take part in the oppression, Pharaoh’s role
certainly must have been preordained!

One can argue about if each individual Egyptian had a choice whether or not to be involved in the
oppression. But about Pharaoh himself there’s no room for doubt. It is clear that without Pharaoh’s
consent, the Jewish people couldn’t have been enslaved and G-d’s decree would go unfulfilled. Since
Pharaoh couldn’t have actually had free choice in this regard, how could he be punished for his actions?

As mentioned, this question occupied many of the great Torah scholars over the generations. Later in
this address the Rebbe quotes the explanations of Raavad and Ramban that the punishment wasn’t for
the actual enslavement—which was by divine decree—but for embittering the lives of the Jews even
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more than required. The Rebbe raises various difficulties with these explanations.

The Rebbe then goes on to offer his own explanation for this fascinating question.
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C. Subject to Change

In the lead-up to his explanation, the Rebbe quotes a passage from Maimonides on a different subject

altogether, which will help us explain the matter.

Source 6a wmaimonides' Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Hatorah, 10
Validating a Prophet Based on Prophecies of the Future

Historically, prophecy was a very real concept among the Jews. Each generation had prophets who
received messages from G-d and transmitted them to the Jewish people. This incredible method
of communication had a pitfall too—imposters. Charlatans claiming to be prophets would bring
“messages” from on high. How did the people determine who was a prophet and who was a charlatan?

Maimonides tells us the solution in the following passage:
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changes nature, such as those performed by
Moses, Elijah or Elisha. The only sign he must
perform is telling the future...and we wait to see
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Maimonides says that only if the prophet predicted the future completely accurately is he believed.
However, he adds a caveat:

A Prophecy of Doom Can Change

Prophecies of a negative nature, for example, MR N°233¥ NIYIDT °127
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If a positive prophecy does not materialize, this indicates that the person is a false prophet. But if a
negative prophecy doesn’t materialize, this isn’t a sign that the person is a charlatan, because G-d
can forgive and change His mind.

Maimonides supports this with a fascinating story from the Torah:

Jeremiah And Chananiah Go Head To Head

Historical background: This event takes place late in the First Temple period. The Babylonians have
captured Jerusalem and taken thousands of Jews captive—the elite of the nation—pillaged the Holy
Temple, and looted the gold and silver holy vessels.

The Babylonians left the rest of the nation under the rule of Yehoyakim, and the Jews had to pay taxes
to Babylonia, like the surrounding lands. The local kings weren’t happy and toyed with the idea of
rebelling and fighting for independence.
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Jeremiah, 27:1-7 28:1-4, 9-11

In the beginning of the reign of Yehoyakim the
son of Yoshiayahu, king of Judah, this word came
to Jeremiah from the L-rd, saying:

So said the L-rd to me; Make [a yoke of] straps
and bars and place them upon your neck.

Then send them to the kings of Edom, Moab,
Ammon, Tyre, and Zidon, through the envoys who
come to Jerusalem to Zedekiah the king of Judah.

Give them a message for their masters saying: So
said the L-rd of Hosts, the G-d of Israel; so shall
you say to your masters: I made the earth, and
the man and the beast that are upon the face of
the earth, with My great strength and with My
outstretched arm, and I give it to whomever I
please.

Now, I have given these lands into the hand of
Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon, My servant.
I have even given him the beasts of the field to
serve him.

All nations shall serve him and his son and his
son’s son until the time of his own land comes;
then many nations and kings will subjugate him.
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G-d reveals Himself to Jeremiah and sends a message to the king of the Jews and the other local kings:
Remain under Babylonian control. This is G-d’'s will. Like many other prophecies, G-d commands
Jeremiah to demonstrate the prophecy. G-d tells him to take a wooden yoke, place it around his neck,
thereby displaying to the people that they must stay under the yoke of Babylon.

Suddenly, a man appears claiming to also be a prophet, and he has a completely different message from
G-d!

..Chananiah ben Azur said to me in the house  X°37 1Y 12 72310 b nN...

of the L-rd before the priests and all the people, WYY N3 NV R
saying: SN2 DY 93] 0797
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In another two years, I will restore to this place
all the vessels of the house of the L-rd that
Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon has taken
from here and brought to Babylon.

I will also bring back to this place Yechoniah the
son of Yehoyakim the king of Judah and all the
exiles of Judah who went to Babylon, says the L-rd,
for I will break the voke of the king of Babylon...

Chananiah’s message is far more appealing: G-d will break the yoke of Babylon and return all the exiles

and holy temple vessels back to Israel.

Chananiah also demonstrates his “prophecy”:

Chananiah took the yoke off the neck of Jeremiah
the prophet and broke it.

Then Chananiah said before all the people: This
is what the L-rd says: So too will I break the yoke
of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, off the neck
of all the nations in another two full years. At this,
the prophet Jeremiah went on his way.

Chananiah takes the yoke off Jeremiah’s neck and breaks it in front of everyone, proclaiming that this
is how G-d will crush Nebuchadnezzar’s yoke! We can only imagine whom the nation chose to believe.

Jeremiah said: The prophet who prophesies for
peace, when it materializes, it will be known who
is the prophet whom the L-rd has truly sent.

OX 2°Wn "I 0 DNIY TV
1 03093 53 Ny i opni
223 791 XXM NP7 W

222 DX°271 I ORI N

T T2 DRI 13 773 DY)
19232 0°R27 177 193 99 DX
DRI 713 DWPRa oX WD CIX

222 790 5V DR TAwR 02,

UM DR N3 70N0 NR7
X3 R, W oY
PY? AN MR M)
7122 /7 MR 719 ,7MRY Oy 9o
729 TIRIT OV DY Ay
Syn o onw Tya a3
R 9N oA YD N

J977% X023

N7 R X°T 7N TR
YT RU2IT 927 X212 Oow
AR 'MW WK X027

Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Hatorah, 10

Maimonides explains Jeremiah’s response:

When Jeremiah prophesied doom and Chananiah
foretold good, this is what Yirmiyah told
Chananiah: If my words don't materialize, that
won't prove that [ am a false prophet. But if your
words don't materialize, it will be known that you
are a false prophet.
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I, Jeremiah says, foretell negative events. Therefore, even if my prophecy doesn’t materialize, do not
assume I am a false prophet, because G-d can change His mind. But you, Chananiah, foretell good.
Know that if your words do not materialize, you will be known as a false prophet, because G-d does
not change a positive decree.

The end of the story is well known: Chananiah, the false prophet, dies, and Jeremiah’s prophecy
comes to pass and the Holy Temple is destroyed.

>> The Rebbe

The requirement that every prophecy M7 OrPe Mo s

delivered by a prophet must be fulfilled
only applies to prophecies about positive
occurrences. Negative prophecies,
however, are subject to change, if people
repent.
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Pharaoh Could Have Changed The Decree

This also applies to the Divine decree that
the Egyptians would enslave and oppress
the Jewish people. Since this was a negative
matter, there was no guarantee that it
would be fulfilled, it was subject to change
through repentance. The decree was thus
dependent on Pharaoh’s will, and he could
therefore be punished for his bad choices.
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This is the answer to the fascinating question we asked: Why did G-d punish the Egyptians despite the
enslavement of the Jews being a Divine decree?

The classic sources give varying answers. Some differentiate between the decree and the actions -
perhaps the decree was on the collective but not on individual Egyptians. Or, perhaps the decree was
for slavery but not the degree of cruelty the Egyptians demonstrated on their own accord.

The Rebbe explains it very differently. Yes, the decree of slavery was by Divine design, and it seems
Pharaoh knew of the decree (because Abraham told his descendants, including Yishmael and his
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children, and it certainly leaked) but that didn’t obligate Pharaoh. If Pharaoh chose not to torment the
Jews he wouldn't have to, for a prophecy of doom can be changed. G-d can change His mind. Nobody
forced Pharaoh and the Egyptians to enslave the Jews. They were punished because they chose to do so.

Student’s
pg. 11

A similar story took place when G-d sent the Romans to destroy Jerusalem.

Source 8 ramud, sittin, 562

The Roman authorities sent Nero Caesar against
the Jews. When he came to Jerusalem, he wished
to test his fate. He shot an arrow to the east and
the arrow came and fell in Jerusalem. He then
shot another arrow to the west and it also fell in
Jerusalem. He shot an arrow in all four directions
of the heavens, and each time the arrow fell in
Jerusalem.

Nero then conducted another test: He said to a
child: Tell me a verse that you learned today. He
said to him as follows: “And I will lay My vengeance
upon Edom by the hand of My people Israel”
(Ezekiel 25:14). Nero said: The Holy One, Blessed
be He, wishes to destroy His Temple, and He
wishes to wipe his hands with that man, i.e., with
me. The Romans are associated with Edom, the
descendants of Esau. If I continue on this mission,
[ will eventually be punished for having served as
G-d’s agent to bring about the destruction. So he
fled and became a convert, and ultimately Rabbi
Meir descended from him.
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In this case, Nero, the Roman

ian general, refuse

Sy

d to cooperate with G-d’s decree and ran off and
converted. Unfortunately, this didn’t change G-d’s mind.

A famous example of G-d changing His mind is when G-d is upset at the behavior of the Jews in the
desert and decides to wipe them out and start afresh with Moses. Moses, with tremendous sacrifice,
tells G-d: Please forgive the Jewish people. If you will not, erase me from Your Torah. Moses’ sacrifice
causes G-d to reverse his decision.
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In addition to the powerful lesson of free choice in Judaism, there’s a lesson for each one of us: Never

give up. Even if G-d decreed, He can still reverse His decision,

We see this lesson expressed in the following amazing story:

Source 9 isaian, 3812

In those days Chizkiyahu became critically ill, and
Isaiah the son of Amotz, the prophet, came to him
and said: “So has the L-rd said, ‘Give instructions
to your household, for you will die and you will
not live. Chizkiyahu then turned his face to the
wall, and he prayved to the L-rd.

Source 10 Talmud, Berachot, 10a-b
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The Talmud sheds light on the meeting between Isaiah and King Chizkiyahu.

What is the meaning of “you will die and you will
not live™ “You will die” refers to death in this
world, and “you will not live” means you will have
no share in the World-to-Come.

Chizkiyahu said to him: What is all of this? For
what transgression am I being punished?

[saiah said to him: Because you did not marry and
engage in procreation.

Chizkiyahu apologized and said: I had no children
because I saw through divine inspiration that
the children that emerge from me will not be
virtuous. [Chizkiyahu meant that he had seen that
his children were destined to be evil. In fact, his
son Menashe sinned extensively, and he thought
it preferable to have no children at all.]
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Isaiah said to him: Why do you involve yourself
with the secrets of the Holy One, Blessed be
He? That which you have been commanded—
the mitzva of procreation—you are required to
perform, and that which is appropriate before
G-d he will do.

Chizkiyahu said to Isaiah: Now give me your
daughter as my wife; perhaps my merit and your
merit will cause virtuous children to emerge from

me.

Isaiah said to him: The decree has already been
decreed against you and this judgment cannot be
changed.

Chizkiyahu said to him: Son of Amotz, cease your
prophecy and leave. [As long as the prophet spoke
as G-d’s emissary, Chizkiyahu was obligated to
listen to him. He was not, however, obligated to
accept Isaiah’s personal opinion that there was no
possibility for mercy and healing. ]

Chizkiyahu continued: I have received a tradition
from the house of my father’s father, from King
David, the founding father of the dynasty of kings
of Judea: Even if a sharp sword rests upon a
person’s neck, he should not prevent himself from
praying for mercy.

Having heard Isaiah’s harsh prophecy,immediately
“Chizkiyahu turned his face toward the wall and
prayed to the L-rd”
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Indeed, Chizkiyahu recovered and the prophet gave him his daughter as a wife. They bore children
and built a family (the children indeed turned out to be wicked). We learn from this story that although
G-d decided to punish the king, and the prophet informed him of this decree, telling him it was too
late to change it, it was not too late. Chizkiyahu prayed and G-d forgave him and let him live.
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