
Pharaoh’s Hardened Heart, and Ours 
 
The principle of free will:  
Maimonides:  “No compulsion is exerted upon people, and no external influence is brought to 
bear that would constrain him to be either virtuous or vicious. . .all of a person’s actions are 
subject to one’s free will and undoubtedly comply with or transgress God’s commands. . .Since 
it is an essential characteristic of human nature that one should of one’s own free will act 
morally or immorally, doing just as one chooses, it becomes necessary to teach people the ways 
of righteousness, to command and exhort him, to punish and reward people according to what 
they deserve.”  (Shemoneh Perakim, Ch. 8)  
 
Pharaoh’s heart 
 Exod. 7:3—“I will harden Pharaoh’s heart that I may multiply My signs and marvels in 
the land of Egypt.”  
 Exod. 7:14—“Pharaoh’s heart is hardened (kaved lev); he refuses to send the people 
forth.” 
 Exod. 7:22—“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened (ye’chezak lev) and he didn’t listen to 
them.” 
 Exod. 10:1-2--“I have hardened his heart and the hearts of his courtiers, in order that I 
may display these My signs among them, and that you may recount in the hearing of your sons 
and your son’s sons how I made a mockery of the Egyptians and how I displayed My signs 
among them--in order that you may know that I am the Lord.”  
 

 Samuel David Luzzatto (19th c. Italy):  “Know that all acts are ascribed to God, 
since God is their ultimate cause, some by absolute decree, and others through the 
operation of human choice granted by Him. . In the sense that God is the author of all 
acts, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart”  
 
 Umberto Cassuto (20th c. Italy):  “. . . the expression “But I will harden his heart” 
is, in the final analysis, the same as if it were worded:  “but his heart will be hardened.”  
In the continuation of the narrative, sentences like “And the Lord hardened the heart of 
Pharaoh” alternative with others like “And Pharaoh’s heart was hardened;” they can be 
interchanged because their essential meaning is identical.”  

 
Option 1 (Testing Pharaoh’s true motivation):  
  Nachmanides:  “. . .half the plagues against him—those where it is not said that ‘God 
hardened Pharaoh’s heart’ but that “Pharaoh became stubborn (and the like)’—were indeed 
justified by his refusal to honor God by letting the Israelites go.  But when the plagues grew 
worse and he could no longer stand them, his heart softened, and he was convinced to let them 
go—but by the severity of the plagues, not to do the will of his Creator.  It was at that point that 
God hardened his spirit and toughened his heart, ‘in order that His fame might resound 
throughout the world’ (9:16).  
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 Sforno (16th c., Italy):  “Since Pharaoh would undoubtedly have let the Israelites go 
immediately simply because he could not bear the plagues, God hardened his heart for two 
purposes:  first, to give the Egyptians an opportunity for repentance, and second, so that Israel 
should see and fear the Lord, and so that ‘you may recount in the hearing of your sons and your 
son’s sons how I made a mockery of the Egyptians and how I displayed My signs among them--
in order that you may know that I am the Lord.’ (10:2)” 
 
Option 2 (Losing freewill as divine punishment): 

Mishnah:  “One who says, ‘I will sin and repent, sin and repent,’ has no ability to do 
teshuvah (or, perhaps, has no opportunity to do teshuvah).”  (Mishnah Yoma 8:9)   

 Commentary, Cahati:  ‘has no opportunity to do teshuvah’--Heaven doesn’t allow 
him to do teshuvah.  

  
Exodus Rabbah 5:6:  “Rabbi Yochanan said, ‘This provides a pretext for the heretics to say that 
God did not allow Pharaoh to repent.’ Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish responded, ‘The mouths of the 
heretics be closed!. . .When God warns a person once, twice and even a third time, and he still 
does not repent, then does God close the door of repentance on him in order to punish him for 
his sin.    Thus is was with the wicked Pharaoh.”   
 
Maimonides:  It may sometimes happen that a person’s offense is so grave that one is 
penalized by not being granted the opportunity to turn from wickedness, so that one dies with 
the sin having been committed. . .In other words, one sins of one’s own free will, until one 
forfeits the opportunity of repentance, which is the classic remedy.   
 (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance, 5:2-3)  
 
Option 3 (Psychological constraint):  
 Liebowitz:  “God did not force Pharaoh to choose evil.  It was Pharaoh’s own doing.  
Once he persisted in his course of action it became more and more irresistible.  God had built 
this response, as it were, into man’s make-up.  The more he sins, the more his sins act as a 
barrier between him and repentance.”   
 
 
Yoma 86b:  “When a person commits a transgression and repeats it, it begins to seem 
permissible to them.”    
 
Erich Fromm:  “Pharaoh’s heart hardens because he keeps on doing evil.  It hardens to a point 
where no more change or repentance is possible. . .The longer he refuses to choose the right, 
the harder his heart becomes. . .until there is no longer any freedom of choice left him.”  
 
 
 
 


