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Torah Talk for Bo 5781    Exod 10:1-13:16 
 
Ex. 10:21     Then the LORD said to Moses, “Hold out your arm toward the sky that there may be 
darkness upon the land of Egypt, a darkness that can be touched.” 22 Moses held out his arm toward 
the sky and thick darkness descended upon all the land of Egypt for three days. 23 People could not 
see one another, and for three days no one could get up from where he was; but all the Israelites 
enjoyed light in their dwellings … 27 But the LORD stiffened Pharaoh’s heart and he would not agree 
to let them go. 
 
Nahum Sarna, Exodus (JPS Torah Commentary) 
The present narrative is a sophisticated and symmetric literary structure with a pattern of three 
groups each comprising three plagues. The climactic tenth plague possesses a character all its 
own. The first two afflictions in each triad are forewarned; the last always strikes suddenly, 
unannounced. Furthermore, in the case of the first, fourth, and seventh plagues Pharaoh is 
informed in the morning and Moses is told to “station” himself before the king, whereas in the 
second of each series Moses is told to “come in before Pharaoh,” that is, to confront him in the 
palace. Finally, in the first triad of plagues it is always Aaron who is the effective agent; in the 
third, it is always Moses. 
 

Jeffrey Tigay, “Exodus,” Jewish Study Bible 
7.14–10.29: The first nine plagues. There are ten plagues in all. Source analysis indicates that the 
narrative is drawn from the J, E, and P sources, which differed in the number of plagues and their 
details; none of these delineate all ten plagues, which is why the number ten is never stated—the 
redactor or compiler tended not to add information to the preexisting material. 
 
Sarna 
The Hebrew Bible features three accounts of the plagues. The longest and most detailed narrative 
is the prose version set forth in the ensuing chapters. Psalms 78:43–51 and 105:27–36 present 
highly condensed poetic paraphrases. The three sources vary in the sequence, number, and 
content of the plagues. Due to the uncertain meaning of some of the Hebrew terms in those 
psalms, it is difficult to determine exactly how many and what kind of plagues the two 
compositions respectively present. 
 
Psa. 105:1     Praise the LORD; 
 call on His name; 
 proclaim His deeds among the peoples. 
2-7   [further praise of God] 
8-15   [the patriarchs] 
16-22   [the Joseph story] 
23-27   [introduction to the exodus] 
28   He sent darkness; it was very dark; 
 did they not defy His word? 
29   He turned their waters into blood 
 and killed their fish. 
30   Their land teemed with frogs, 
 even the rooms of their king. 

31   Swarms of insects came at His command, 
 lice, throughout their country. 
32   He gave them hail for rain, 
 and flaming fire in their land. 
33   He struck their vines and fig trees, 
 broke down the trees of their country. 
34   Locusts came at His command, 
 grasshoppers without number. 
35   They devoured every green thing in the land; 
 they consumed the produce of the soil. 
36   He struck down every first-born in the land, 
 the first fruit of their vigor. 
37-45   [from Egypt to Canaan] 
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William H. C. Propp, Exodus (Anchor Bible) 
 10:21. darkness. God’s first act of Creation was to call light into being (Gen 1:3). And 
Israelite knowledge of Egyptian religion may have been a factor, too. The Egyptians’ extreme 
reverence for the sun was already well known in Late Bronze Age Canaan, where Pharaoh’s vassals 
repeatedly call him “my Sun.” 
 10:22. three days. Why mention the duration at all? While a timely eclipse would have been 
impressive enough, the text implies that the plague of darkness was a phenomenon even more 
awesome. 

 
Sarna 

The blotting out of the light of the sun for three days would have carried a powerful symbolic 
message for the Egyptians, for the sun was their supreme god, and its worship was pervasive in 
the official palace ritual. The sun’s diurnal rising was conceived to be a triumph over the demon 
Apophis, the embodiment of darkness, who struggled daily to vanquish him. The plague of 
darkness, therefore, would have had a devastating psychological impact. The impotence of the 
Egyptians’ supreme god is exposed, thus foreboding imminent doom. 
 
IBN EZRA [to v. 22]:  Three days. Having told us that the days were dark, the text did not need to 
tell us that the nights were dark also. The Egyptians only knew that it was three days because the 
Israelites, who had light, told them. In the Atlantic Ocean there sometimes comes darkness so thick 
that one cannot tell the difference between day and night, and this may last for up to five days. I 
have been there many times. 
 

William H. C. Propp, Exodus (Anchor Bible) 
Just as it is surprisingly difficult to enumerate the twelve tribes of Israel or to list the Ten 
Commandments, so it is unclear how to count the Plagues of Egypt—not only in E and P but in the 
composite Torah. The Redactor never gives us a tally; the number ten first appears in Jub 48:7. 
 Notice that, considering only the authorship of opening verses, we find the following 
pattern in the first nine plagues: (I) EEP, (II) EEP, (III) EEE. The ninth, deviant episode is the plague 
of darkness, whose strangeness we have already noted. Unlike the other Elohistic episodes, 
darkness opens in medias res (10:21), as if the Redactor had lopped off the beginning. But why 
should he have done so? The triadic structure suggests an answer: to perpetuate the pattern 
established by the first two triads, whose third elements were Priestly. In other words, having 
exhausted P, the Redactor trimmed the Elohistic plague of darkness to resemble a Priestly plague. 
 
Jeffrey Stackert, “Why Does the Plague of Darkness Last for Three Days? Source Ascription and 

Literary Motif in Exodus 10:21-23, 27,” VT 2011 
Darkness is a vital component within the Priestly plot itself: because of the rest it affords, the 

Israelites no longer suffer from “shortness of breath and hard labor” and can heed the divine 
message that Moses brings. 

Because of their respite, the Israelites are able to obey YHWH, and it is this obedience that is the 
prerequisite for all that is to follow in P’s story of Israelite formation. 
31 Exod 10:24-26 may be confidently assigned to J rather than P based on their content. The negotiation between Pharaoh 

and Moses concerning a worship excursion into the wilderness is a recurrent theme in the J plagues (Exod 4:23; 7:16, 26; 
8:16, 25; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7, 8, 11; 12:31). In this case, vv. 24-26 follow immediately upon Exod 10:19 in J and are a 
continuation of J’s locust episode. 
 
 


