FREE WILL and the HARDENING OF PAROH'S HEART

"And God Hardened Paroh's Heart"

The 2105 bothers many on two levels: 1) It raises the philosophical problem of "free choice" - how

can 77 keep from someone the possibility of 721wn? 2) It raises a related question of justice - how
can one judge Paroh for his actions if he had no choice in the matter? As Ibn Ezra writes, "If 77

hardened [Paroh's] heart, what is his sin?

Some Background: The Rambam on Free Will
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(1-2) Every man was endowed with a free will; if he desires to bend himself toward the good path and to be
just it is within the power of his hand to reach out for it, and if he desires to bend himself to a bad path and
to be wicked it is within the power of his hand to reach out for it. This is known from what it is written in the
Torah, saying: "Behold, the man is become as one of us, to know good and evil"... Permit not your thought to dwell
upon that which ridiculous fools of other peoples and a majority of asinine individuals among the children of
Israel say, that the Holy One, blessed is He decrees at the very embryonic state of every man whether he
should be just or wicked. The matter is not so. Every man is capable of being as just as Moses our Master or
as wicked as Jeroboam, wise or stuppid, merciful or human, miser or philanthropist, and so in all other
tendencies. There is none to either force things upon him or to decree things against him; either to pull him

one way or draw him another way, but he alone...

(4) Had the decree of God prompted man to be either just or wicked, or had there been a fundamentally
inborn something to draw man to either of the paths, or to any one branch of knowledge, or to a given
tendency of the tendencies, or to particular act of all actions as the astrologists maintain by their foolish
inventions, how did He charge us by the prophets, to do thus and not to do such, improve your ways, and do
not follow your wickedness, whereas man from his embryonic state already had a decree of his conduct
issued, or his inborn nature draws him toward a given path of conduct from which he cannot deviate?
Moreover, what need would there be, under such circumstances, for the Torah altogether? And by what law,

and under what system of justice could the wicked be punished, or the just rewarded?



Hardening of Paroh's Heart - Taking Away Free Will?

In each of the following verses, highlight the phrase that refers to the hardening of Paroh's heart.
Who is the subject of the phrase? What verb is used?

Hashem telling Moshe what will happen...
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Paroh after each plague...
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Hashem tells Moshe why He hardened Paroh's heart...
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Taking Away Free Will - Commentators
https://alhatorah.org/Hardened Hearts

Approach #1 — Free Will Suppressed

This approach assumes that Hashem prevented Paroh from exercising free will and reversing course
to evade punishment. How do the variations below explain why Paroh did not deserve an

opportunity to change his ways? Was suspending free will really necessary for his punishment?

Source #1 — "Five Strikes and You Are Out"
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"I hardened his heart": R. Yochanan says, from here is an opening for the heretics to say that he was

prevented from doing teshuvah, for it says, "I have hardened his heart". Resh Lakish says, Let us close the
mouths of the heretics: "With clowns, he clowns" (Proverbs 3), for the Holy One Blessed be He warns a
person one time, a second, a third, and if he does not retract his ways, he locks his heart from repentance so
that he can be paid back for what he sins. So, too, Paroh, since Hashem had addressed him five times, and
he did not heed his words, the Holy One Blessed be He said to him, "You stiffened your neck and hardened

your heart, behold | will add impurity to your impurity..."

What is the textual motivation for Shemot Rabbah's conclusion? How do you think the Midrash

might explain why Paroh is punished if he lost his free will?

Do you agree that a person's chances for repentance should be limited, and that it is possible to

reach a point where one gets no more opportunities?

Think of examples from family life where a parent might treat a child similarly. Are Hashem and

human modes of punishment comparable?

Sources # 2-3 — Severe Sins
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https://alhatorah.org/Hardened_Hearts

And, it is possible that a man should commit either one grievous iniquity or a multitude of sins so that the
Judge of Truth will decree against him that, whereas this sinner committed those sins of his own free will
and consciously, repentance should be withheld from him altogether, and grant him no leave to repent, so
that he might die and perish in the iniquity he committed...They sinned of their own free will and they have
multiplied iniquities, until their guilt carried the punishment to withhold repentance from them, which is the
remedy. It is, therefore, written in the Torah; "And | will harden Pharaoh's heart" (Ex. 14.4), because at the
beginning he sinned of his own free will, and meted out evil to Israel who sojourned in his land, even as it is
said: "Come, let us deal wisely with them" (lbid. 1.10). Therefore justice demanded to withhold repentance
from him, so that due punishment might be visited upon him.

According to Rambam, what is it that Paroh is being punished for?

How is the hardening of his heart part of his punishment? How can it even be viewed as a "measure

for measure" punishment for the enslavement of the Israelites?

Can you reconcile this position with the many verses that imply that repentance is an option even

for the wicked, or with the concept that the "gates of repentance are never locked"?
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And if you say, why did he request of him to send the nation time after time, and he was being prevented
from doing this, and the plagues would come upon him, and he stood in his refusal... he should not have
vainly requested of him what he could not do? Behold, this too was from the wisdom of Hashem, to let him
know that if God wants to nullify his free will, He could nullify it. And he said to him: | will request of you to
send them forth, and had you sent them forth you would have been saved, but you won't send them forth
until you perish. And he needed to agree, to prove to the prophet the opposite of his claim that he could
not agree, but he was not able to.

According to Rambam, why does Hashem bother to repeatedly send Moshe to Paroh, given that

Paroh's hands were tied and he was incapable of letting the people go regardless?

Does Rambam view the hardening of hearts as a natural or supernatural phenomenon?



https://mg.alhatorah.org/Shemot/14.4#e1

Sources #4-5 — No Repentance for Idolaters
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The second answer is that according to strict justice and the clear law, the one who sins should die, and
every person should get his just due, whether for good or bad. And indeed the "medicine" of teshuvah is a
kindness from God, blessed be He, unique to His nation and his inheritance, Israel, since they, being under
His personal providence, any time that they return to Him, and cry out to Him with all their heart and all
their soul, God will listen and answer them... Yet, the rest of the nations, teshuvah, prayer and pleading will
not benefit them easily since they worship idolatry and in their repentance they are like one who immerses

with an unclean animal in their hand, for they have not returned to God with all their soul and being.

What do you think Abarbanel means when he refers to repentance as a "gift"?
Do you think the possibility of avoiding punishment through repentance is "70r" or "vow»"?
Would it have a place in a system of strict justice?

Why, according to Abarbanel, can an idolater never truly repent? How does Abarbanel define
"repentance"? How do you understand Abarbanel's analogy of someone immersing themselves in a

ritual bath while holding an impure creature?

Rashi Shemot 7:3
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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 you may recognize 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...

How does Rashi differ from Abarbanel? Why, according to him, can idolaters not truly repent?

Do you agree? Can you think of any examples in Tanakh of exceptions to this rule?




Approach #2 — Free Will Remained Intact

This approach asserts that Hashem really did not take away Paroh's freedom of choice and suggests
that the phrase "1979 2% n§ 11 PI00" means something else.

Source # 1 — Strengthened Paroh
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Regarding strengthening of the heart at a time when catastrophe falls, either calamity or bad news, so that a
person will not perish thereby... And this is what it says "and | will harden Paroh's heart", "l will strengthen
Paroh's heart"... and Paroh needed his soul to be strengthened that he not perish in that calamity, but rather
endure until all the other plagues come upon him. And He already explained this to him, when he said, "And

now | could have sent forth my hand and smitten you, but for this | made you endure"

How does R. Saadia Gaon reinterpret the phrase "2% pon"?

Does this work with all the variations of the Hebrew phrase?

Why does Hashem want Paroh to be able to withstand the plagues?

Source # 2 — Figure of Speech
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It is possible also to explain like Moshe Mendelsohn, that this was not really a Divine punishment and
actual miracle, but that Paroh himself hardened his heart, but all actions are attributed to God, since
He is the "first cause". And | add, that the actions which are attributed in the holy books to God, are
those strange actions whose explanation is not understood by us. So, too, here, Paroh's stubbornness
(lit. stiff-neckedness) after seeing several signs and wonders is something strange and surprising;
therefore it is attributed to God.

According to Mendelssohn and Shadal, Paroh hardened his own heart.

Why, then, is the action attributed to Hashem?




Source # 3 — Natural Order

32T NAw HRI7IR
M277 YRW° RPW 1227 DR 07 "WAw NP0 A9 1IN 277 WP IV PRY SV A5 N1 X0 AT 72wn0
NP7 ROW 12292 2w AT KDY 11 770 077 NN MR 9D PR MIORaN Twnl 1227 Wi 700 2aR L.
PIM" L7790 2WN TR0 KDY 1O 770w PYTIOXT Non "R AR IWRIY L..OYAV 127 KOR D°9K 127 R0 1000
M720Y WP O7°7 K2 O°190W MR TNIR 12 TNIW ROR DX MWYOR 3Myan 122 DR Jwpn a"anw whay pr Lo
V79 2% WP "N 1HR DM T AT

The third answer, and this is more correct in my view, that the hardening of Paroh's heart does not mean that
Hashem swayed his heart that he would not listen to the words of Moshe,... but it came from the plagues'
circumstantial nature, for when he saw the plague of blood, but it then left and did not stay, he thought to
himself that it was not a Divine matter but a natural one, and same with the plague of frogs etc.... "Hashem
hardened" does not mean that Hashem prevented him from doing anything but that He gave him plagues that
led him to be stubborn, and in that sense the stubbornness is attributed to God.

According to Abarbanel why is Paroh's obstinacy attributed to Hashem? What led Paroh to believe that the
plagues might have been a natural process? Why, though, would Hashem mislead him into thinking this,
given that Hashem continuously claims that the purpose of the plagues is "so you shall know that | am God"?

Approach #3 — Bolstering of Free Will

Seforno Shemot 7:3
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Seeing that God is interested in the sinner’s repentance rather than his death...God told Moses that He would bring on
numerous plagues, all in order to increase the chances that Pharaoh would finally see the light and become a genuine
penitent.... There can be no question that without God stiffening Pharaoh’s attitude from time to time, he would have
collapsed much sooner and would have sent the Israelites on their desired journey. However, this would not have been
the result of his repentance and humbling himself before the Lord, involving genuine regret about his previous errors, but
the result of his impotence to withstand the pressure applied to him. He would have acted out of terror of what the next
plague would do to him and to his country... and that would not have been true repentance at all.... And so God said, "I
will harden Paroh's heart" so that he will be able to withstand the plagues and not send the people free out of fear, but so
that | can send forth signs and wonders and from them they will recognize my greatness and goodness and the Egyptians
will repent sincerely.

According to Seforno, how does hardening Paroh's heart enable him to repent?
How does Seforno's view of the purpose of the plagues differ from that of other commentators?
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Supplementary Sources For Further Study
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If Hashem has knowledge of all that is to happen,

how is it possible that man still has free will?
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How does Rambam attempt to answer our question? See what the 7"287 had to say in response:
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What complaint does Ra'avad lodge against the Rambam? Do you agree?
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R. Yehudah Halevi sees no contradiction between divine knowledge and free will; why not?
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R. Kreskas takes a somewhat radical approach to free will - what does he mean when he says:
ONI2°0 NI°122 KD ON¥Y NI°7722 097272 K¥NI WORT Yauw ??

1:3 RR ' nvanen 3'Mavn (5
7877 I IR TX2 07072 N9,V 02 110 WK TR RN LT 27100 07 WK 221277 79K 00 MY
ARANY I LLAVWDR AT YTV KU 2TION 27 WK 22T WK Do PTY N 2w .0°WwOKR 12 O WX
«.17D 7772 KDY D23 772 23010 YR DT 'R0 2w RO 7N YT T

°D XX’ 17207 TIND 5D N2 QIR An? VAN 7307 9317 PR 07X ,DTRT 2107 MIAWI DMIWORT 17 a0 ¥ 1 L. 3290 novwy)
77°N0 792 PRW M0 A"297 IMIARY 771°N0 DR IRDY IR ,INYTH YT NOONNA 792 .5YD ORI 72 YT 17 QIR 1w KL P
[2¥17 2P 931 N1 7INwa RY T MR DPWORT 93 DR YT W 0101 DRT W

Ralbag, too, is somewhat radical. What does he say about divine knowledge?
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