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Which Water Was Affected by the First Plague?
As we read of a triple reference to drinking in this week’s Torah portion,
how was drinking adversely affected? In fact, the only time that the
specific word of לשתות “to drink” is found in the book of Exodus is here; in
fact, all three appearances of the word are here (Ex. 7:18, Ex. 7:21, & Ex.
7:24)! Thus, it turns out that drinking is so important in terms of plagues, it
is the very first plague.

So, which water was affected by this drinking plague? When we read of the
first plague in Exodus 7:14-25, it seems that it might have affected all of the
bodies of water, as well as waterways throughout Egypt (Ex. 7:19), although
it seems it may have only affected the Nile (7:17-18 and 7:20-21 (cf. 7:24)).
So which is it?

Late Second Century Rabbinic Views
Although it may come as a surprise, there's a rabbinic debate about this
answer, as we read of two late-second century rabbis debating which
waterways were affected by this plague (שמות רבה ט׳:י״א):

Rabbi Yehudah says: "Only [the water]
in the Nile was afflicted."
Rabbi Neḥemyah says: "[The water]
above and below [the ground] was
afflicted; the water of all of Egypt was
afflicted with blood."
Rabbi Yehudah said to him: "How do I
interpret 'All the Egyptians dug
around the Nile' (Ex. 7:24)?
He said to him: "Because the
Egyptians were saying that all the
water that Moses and Aaron saw were
turned into blood, and they would dig
to obtain water that their eyes had
not seen."

יְאוֹר בַּ שֶׁ ר  ה אוֹמֵ י יְהוּדָ בִּ רַ
וּ ק לָ

ר מַ יָה אָ מְ חֶ י נְ בִּ וְרַ
ה, קָ ה לָ טָּ  מַ לְּ וּמִ ה  לָ עְ מַ לְּ מִ
יהָ ימֶ וּ מֵ ק יִם לָ רַ צְ ל מִ וְכָ

ם דָ בְּ
י נִ ה אֲ ה וּמָ י יְהוּדָ בִּ ר לוֹ רַ מַ אָ
יִם רַ צְ ל מִ וּ כָ ר פְּ  יַּחְ יֵּם וַ  קַ מְ

יְאֹר יבֹת הַ בִ סְ
יִּים  רִ צְ מִּ וּ הַ י הָ שֶׁ י  פִ ר לוֹ לְ מַ אָ

יוּ הָ שֶׁ יִם  מַּ  ל הַ ים כָּ רִ אוֹמְ
ין שִׂ רֹן נַעֲ הֲ ה וְאַ שֶׁ ין מ רוֹאִ
יא הוֹצִ ין לְ רִ וּ חוֹפְ י ם, וְהָ דָּ
ין אֵ שֶּׁ  ה  מַּ  וֹת מִ תּ שְׁ  יִם לִ מַ

ין. ן רוֹאִ ינֵיהֶ עֵ

It is certainly interesting when we consider the verse Rabbi Yehudah
mentions, it is not even clear that the Egyptians were successful in
sourcing potable water when they dug around the Nile, yet, as Rabbi
Neḥemyah points out, perhaps there was subterranean water that would
have been potable.

Which Water(s) Did the Magician-Priests Use?
As the magician-priests were able to turn water into blood (Ex. 7:22), where
did they find this water? Was it subterranean water, as perhaps Rabbi
Neḥemyah suggested? This notion of water above the ground being
affected versus subterranean water continued, as Rabbi Abraham ben Meir
Ibn Ezra suggested (1089-1167) (אבן עזרא על שמות ז׳:כ״ב, ד"ה ויעשו כן):

One may ask: “If all of the water in Egypt
was turned into blood by Aaron, where
did the magicians find the water to turn
into blood?”
The answer is: Aaron turned only water
that is found above ground into blood.
He did not transform any water that was
below ground. 

ויש לשאול אם על יד
אהרן נהפכו כל מימי

מצרים לדם. אנה מצאו
החרטומים מים והפכום. 
והתשובה אהרן לא הפך
רק המים שהיו על הארץ

לא המים שהיו תחת
הארץ. 

The magicians dug and brought forth
water from beneath the ground and
showed that they had turned it into blood.

החרטומים חפרו
והוציאו מים והראו כי

נהפכו לדם

While that is certainly one approach to considering whence the magician-
priests sourced the water, another possibility was offered by Rabbi Yoseph
ben Isaac Bekhor Shor of Orléans (12th century) (,'ר' יוסף בכור שור שמות ז':כ
:(ד"ה ויהפכו כל המים אשר ביאור לדם

It seems to me that the Nile was not
turned into blood except at that
moment; and at that moment, when it
congealed and became blood, the fish
died, and afterward it became water
again. You can know this from the fact
that it does not say that they could not
drink from the Nile because it was blood,
but rather because the fish had died and
their carcasses had rotted, and the Nile
became foul.

And it also says that the magicians did
likewise; what did they do? For
everything was blood, even in vessels, as
it says, “and in wood and in stone”
(Exodus 7:19). Rather, it must be that, for
a short time, it was blood throughout all
the land of Egypt, and afterward, it
turned back into water; and afterward,
the magicians again turned it into blood
in the same way, for a short time.

Therefore, he did not tell them to turn it
back into water; rather, since he saw
that it immediately turned back into
water, he paid no attention to this
matter.

נראה לי שלא נעשה
היאור דם אך אותה
שעה, ובאותה שעה

שנקרש ונעשה דם מתה
הדגה, ואחר כך נעשה
מים. תדע דלא אמר
שלא יכלו לשתות  מן

היאור מפני שהוא דם, כי
אם מפני שמתה הדגה,
ונסרחה נבלתם, ובאש

היאור. 

וגם אומר שעשו כן
החרטומים – מה עשו,
הלא הכל דם, אפילו

בכלים, כמו שהוא אומר
ובעצים ובאבנים )שמות
ז':י"ט(. אלא ודאי לפי

שעה היה דם בכל ארץ
מצרים, ואחר כך נהפך
למים, ואחר כך חזרו

החרטומים והפכוהו כמו
כן לדם לפי שעה. 

ולפיכך לא אמר להם
שיהפכוהו למים, אלא
כיון שראה שנהפך מיד
למים, לא שת לבו לזאת
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{continued from previous page}
Rabbi Bekhor Shor offers a clearly original
approach to the transformation of the water into
blood as being merely temporary, allowing these
magician-priests to turn the water into blood. He
also points out something from a close reading of
the text, such that the water wasn’t non-potable
owing to it being blood, but rather on account of
the water having been stinking/rotting from all of
the dead fish within it (Ex. 7:18 & 7:21).

“And in the woods and in the stones” (Ex.
7:19) - The water that they would drink
with a Jew in one vessel, in a wooden
vessel or in a stone vessel, would be
transformed into blood in his mouth."

וּ י הָ שֶׁ ים,  נִ בָ אֲ וּבָ ים  צִ עֵ וּבָ
י וּדִ ם יְה ין עִ וֹתִ שּׁ  שֶׁ יִם  מַּ  הַ
ץ י עֵ לִ כְ ד אוֹ בִּ חָ י אֶ לִ כְ בִּ
ין כִ פָּ  ן נֶהְ בֶ י אֶ לִ כְ אוֹ בִּ

ם דָ יו לְ פִ בְּ
This is certainly quite a fascinating midrashic move in considering the
water in an Israelite’s vessel changing into blood in an Egyptian’s mouth.
Perhaps this consideration is on account of the language of the Egyptians
not being able to drink the water. 

An even further midrashic move is made by a subsequent rabbi, who
further develops this notion (שמות רבה ט׳:י׳): 

Midrashim: Only Egyptian Water 
Continuing on our quest of considering which water was adversely
affected for drinking purposes in this plague, there is a midrashic
approach that describes the plague affecting Egyptian water, but not
Israelite water (שמות רבה ט׳:י״א):

Rabbi Aveen, the Levite, son of Rabbi,
said: "The Israelites got rich through
the plague of blood. How? There would
be an Israelite and an Egyptian living in
one house with a barrel full of water;
the Egyptian would go to fill the jug
from it and it would be filled with
blood. The Israelite would drink water
from the barrel, and the Egyptian
would say, 'Give me a little water in
your hand' and he would give him some
water, but it turned into blood. And he
would say, 'You and I both drink from
the same platter!' The Israelite would
drink water and the Egyptian would
drink blood, but when he would
purchase it from an Israelite with
money, he would be drinking water.
From here, the Israelites became rich."

י וִ לֵּ ין הַ בִ י אָ בִּ ר רַ מַ אָ
ם כַּת דָּ מַּ  י, מִ בִּ רַ בְּ

ד, יצַ כֵּ ל,  אֵ רָ וּ יִשְׂ יר שִׁ  עֱ הֶ
יִת בַ ל בְּ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ י וְ רִ צְ מִּ הַ
ה אָ לֵ ית מְ יגִ גִּ ד וְהַ חָ אֶ

ךְ לַ י הָ רִ צְ וּמִ יִם,  מַ
הּ וֹכָ תּ ן מִ יתוֹ קִּ אוֹת הַ לְ מַ לְ

ם, ה דָּ אָ לֵ הּ מְ יאָ מוֹצִ
יִם ה מַ וֹתֶ ל שׁ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ וְ

י רִ צְ מִּ ית, וְהַ יגִ גִּ ךְ הַ וֹ תּ מִ
ט עַ ךָ מְ יָדְ י בְּ ן לִ תֵּ ר  אוֹמֵ

ם, וּ דָּ שׂ ן לוֹ וְנַעֲ יִם וְנוֹתֵ מַ
י נִ ה אֲ תֶּ  שְׁ  ר לוֹ נִ וְאוֹמֵ

ת, חַ ה אַ רָ עָ ן קְ ה מִ תָּ  וְאַ
יִם ה מַ וֹתֶ ל שׁ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ וְ

יָה הָ שֶׁ  וּכְ ם,  י דָּ רִ צְ מִּ וְהַ
ים, מִ דָ ל בְּ אֵ רָ יִּשְׂ  חַ מִ לוֹקֵ
אן כָּ  יִם, מִ ה מַ וֹתֶ יָה שׁ הָ

ל. אֵ רָ וּ יִשְׂ יר שִׁ  עֱ הֶ

Rabbi Aveen, the Levite, son of Rabbi develops this notion of Egyptian
water being undrinkable versus Israelite water as being drinkable not only
in the same house and same vessels, but then even selling it to an
Egyptians, which would somehow ensure the potability and stability of
the water remaining as such. His version of perceiving this plague as
occurring only for Egyptians except for when they purchase it from the
Israelites is an interesting “loophole” to enable their ability to have been
able to drink water during this plague.

Did the Plague Only Affect Egyptian Water?
While these midrashim perceive this plague as only affecting Egyptians to
the point that it mattered in whose vessels (or mouths) the water was
being consumed, another approach is to consider that if the water was
affected, it would affect all water, no matter who had it, as suggested by
Rabbi Ibn Ezra (אבן עזרא על שמות ז׳:כ״ד, ד"ה ויחפרו):

Many say that the water was as red
as blood in the hands of an Egyptian
and became clear in the hands of an
Israelite. If this is so, then why
doesn’t the Torah record this sign? I
believe that the plagues of blood,
frogs, and gnats included both
Egyptians and Hebrews, for we shall
follow Scripture. These three
plagues caused little harm. However,
God differentiated between the
Egyptians and the Israelites with
regard to the swarms, which was a
very harmful plague. So, too, with
regard to the plagues of pestilence
and hail because of their flocks. This
was not the case with the boils and
locusts, for they left Egypt. Now as
the Egyptians dug, so did the
Hebrews dig.

רבים אומרים כי המים
היו ביד המצרי אדומים

כדם ונתלבנו ביד
הישראלי. אם כן למה

לא נכתב אות זה בתורה.
ולפי דעתי כי מכת הדם

והצפרדעים והכנים
היתה כוללת המצרים

והעבריים. כי אחר
הכתוב נרדוף. ואלה

השלש מעט הזיקו. רק
מכת הערוב שהיתה

קשה. השם הפריש בין
המצריים ובין ישראל

וככה מכת הדבר והברד
בעבור מקניהם. ולא כן
בשחין. ולא בארבה כי
הם יוצאים ממצרים

וכאשר חפרו המצרים כן
חפרו העבריים

Rabbi ibn Ezra’s approach is rather fascinating, insofar as these plagues
not causing much harm, so perhaps the Israelites were also adversely
affected by these plagues, including this first plague. Pushing back,
heavily, however, was Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (1138-1204) in his
Judeo-Arabic commentary (רמב"ם משנה אבות ה׳:ד׳):

As for the ten miracles that were done
for our ancestors in Egypt, they
consisted of their salvation from the
ten plagues. Each and every plague
affected only the Egyptians and not
Israel. These were miracles without
doubt, and the Torah explicitly states
with regard to each of them that they
were upon the Egyptians alone, except
for the lice, concerning which this was
not explicitly stated. Nevertheless, it
is known that Israel was not harmed,
but that it was present among them
without affecting them. Thus did the
Sages explain. 

As for the others, this is made explicit
in Scripture: concerning the blood it
says, "And the Egyptians could not
drink water from the Nile" (Ex. 7:24),
which is evidence that the harm
affected them alone.

ואמא אלעשרה אלנסים
אלד'י נעשו לאבותינו

במצרים פהי כ'לאצהם מן
אלעשר מכות וכון כל מכה
ומכה תכ'תץ באלמצריון
דון ישראל, והד'ה נסים
בלא שך, ונץ אלתורה פי
כל מכה מנהא אנהא
באלמצריון פקט, גיר

אלכנים אנה לם יבין פיה
ד'לך, לכנה מעלום אנה

לם יעאקב ישראל, ואנמא
כאנהֿ מוג'ודה ענדהם ולא

תולמהם, וכד'א בינוא
אלחכמים.

אמא אלגיר פתבין פיהא,
קאל פי אלדם ולא יכלו
מצרים לשתות מים מן

היאור דליל עלי כון
אלאד'יה לאחקה להם

פקט.
Maimonides’ pushback here is very solid, as he points out that the text
does specify that the Egyptians couldn’t drink the water. Otherwise, why
else would the text articulate that the Egyptians couldn't drink the water
if the Israelites also couldn’t drink the water?

Conclusion
As drinking is very important, the opening plague that God brought upon
the Egyptians directly affected their water-drinking ability. Whether it
was only for a moment or for all six days that the Nile - or perhaps other
waterways - were adversely affected, clearly, the fish dying in the Nile
caused the Nile to be non-potable, which is pretty devastating. And
while Rabbi ibn Ezra considered the plague to have affected everyone,
the predominant view in our tradition is that it only affected the
Egyptians.   


