
Moshe is on the way back to 
Egypt to demand that Pha-
raoh free the Jewish people. 

Suddenly, Hashem adds an ultimatum, 
informing Moshe that Pharaoh will 
refuse to free the Jews and that Moshe 
is to threaten Pharaoh and Egypt with 
the death of all of their firstborn – 
makat bechorot. The Jews are Hashem’s 
firstborn children. If Egypt refuses to 
free them, the penalty will be the death 
of their own.  
Though Moshe is told about the 
bechorot ultimatum before his return, 
he issues it only after nine other plagues. 
If Hashem intended for Moshe to issue 
the ultimatum only after the nine 
plagues, why did He tell Moshe about 
it at the beginning of the story as if it 
needed to be issued right away?
I believe that makat bechorot was 
meant to occur at the very beginning. It 
was only Bnei Yisrael’s lack of faith that 
required the nine preceding plagues. 
Returning to the beginning of the story,  
Hashem gives Moshe a dual directive 
at the burning bush, by sending him 
to both Pharaoh and Bnei Yisrael. He 
is to ask Pharaoh for emancipation and 
the Jews to show they are worthy of 
redemption by standing with him in 
a show of faith and identifying them-
selves as Hashem’s ‘firstborn’ nation.
Initially, the Jews rise to the occa-
sion and show faith. When Pharaoh 
rejects Moshe’s request and intensifies 
their slavery, the people lose hope and 
express their frustration to Moshe. 
The Exodus is at an impasse – Hashem 
wants to free the Jewish people and can 
use makat bechorot to do so, but the 
Jewish people are not yet ready.
Hashem attempted to reinspire the 
Jewish people through the five lesha-
not of Geula. Unfortunately, the Jews 
are too pressurized by their slavery 

and unable to rise to the occasion. At 
this point, the Exodus detours through 
the nine plagues.1 Their stated goal is 
to convince the Egyptians of Hashem’s 
hegemony but their real intention was 
to inspire the Jews who live amongst 
the Egyptians.2

Finally, after nine plagues, the Jews are 
ready and it is time for makat bechorot. 
Before the plague can occur and for it 
to single out the Jews as Hashem’s first 
born, the Jews have to identify them-
selves by sacrificing the Korban Pesach 
and marking their doorposts with its 
blood. Hashem knows which homes are 
Jewish and needs no sign; it is the Jews 
who need to self-identify.3

Though the actual Exodus occurred in 
the morning, the geula began the night 
before4 with makat bechorot. Hence 
we have our Pesach Seder at night and 
not during the day. We are meant to 
commemorate not only the Exodus, 
but makat bechorot too. Not only what 
Hashem did for us, but also what we 
had to do to deserve it.5

The night when this all occurred – 
both that year and in future years  – is 
called leil shimurim, for both Hashem 
and the Jewish people. Rashi explains 
that the shemira refers to Hashem’s 
waiting and looking forward to the 
moment He could redeem the Jewish 
people. Ramban explains that Hashem 
was waiting for the time the Jewish 
people would be worthy of redemption 
by sacrificing the Korban Pesach.
Shemira means to watch and pro-
tect and refers to Hashem’s protect-
ing the Jewish homes during makat 
bechorot. The Jewish people’s shemira 
of the mitzvah of Korban Pesach mer-
ited Hashem’s shemira during makat 
bechorot.
The Ibn Ezra explains that we are 
shomer the mitzvah of Korban Pesach in 

future generations to show our appreci-
ation of Hashem’s shemira on that orig-
inal night in Mitzrayim. The Talmud-
76teaches that Hashem continues being 
shomer over us on the night of the 14th 
of Nissan for all generations.
Additionally, the Seforno explains that 
just as Hashem waited and longed for 
the moment when the Jews would be 
deserving of geula from Mitzrayim, he 
waits for the time we will be ready for 
the final Geula as well. The Rema7 adds 
that we open the door when we recite 
פְֹך ֲחָמְתָך  at the Seder to show our faith ְשׁ
in Hashem’s shemira of us and that this 
merit will indeed bring our own geula.
May we continue to be shomer the 
mitzvot of Pesach in a way that merits 
us the shemira of the ultimate Geula!

1 This explains why Chapter 6 reintroduces 
Moshe and Aharon (6: 14-27). It is 
introducing a new ‘version’ of the story.

2 See Rashi 7:3. This explains why Hashem had 
to harden Pharaoh’s heart so that he would 
continue to resist wanting to free the Jewish 
people. Pharaoh may have been convinced, 
but the Jews were not yet ready.

3 See Mechilta (Bo 6), which emphasizes that 
the sign was on the inside of the door because 
it was aimed at the Jews living in the home.

4 See Berachot 4b.
5 See Shemot 13, which focuses our 

commemoration of Yetziat Mitzrayim on 
makat bechorot and on korban Pesach which 
merited our redemption (See Machzor Vitri 
on the Haggadah DH Ba’avur).

6 This explains the significance of Rabbi Elazar 
Ben Azarya’s opinion (Berachot 9a), that the 
Korban Pesach needed to be eaten before 
chatzot, the time makat bechorot occurred. 

7 Orach Chaim 480.
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