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Shabbat Shalom.  
 
It’s winter outside, but it’s springtime in the Torah. That's because we are reading about 
the Passover story. Today is Vaera, episode 2 in this four-episode limited series. 
Hollywood is going to love this one! Today we read about the first seven of the 10 
Plagues, in which Pharaoh and Egypt get decimated by destruction.  
 
When we are children, this idea of Pharaoh being punished makes perfect sense. In the 
black and white world of children's minds, Pharaoh is indisputably a bad guy, for he is 
responsible for enslaving the Jewish people. And bad guys should get punished. It’s 
only fair.  
 
But as we get older, and our minds begin to perceive nuances and shades of gray, our 
thoughts about this question may change. Pharaoh indisputably committed this 
unspeakable crime against our entire nation. No denying that.  
 
But does he really deserve to be punished? Is it fair that he suffers, after the Torah way 
back in Genesis shares that G-d told Abraham that the Jewish people will one day be 
slaves in a foreign country? And after G-d told Moses beforehand that Pharaoh will 
refuse to let them go? Pharaoh didn't choose this refusal, G-d did in advance. Likewise, 
is it fair that Pharaoh is punished when G-d hardens Pharaoh's heart for the last five 
plagues? Pharaoh didn't have complete self-control, G-d was the One ultimately in 
control. So how can the G-d of Justice fairly punish someone for something they didn't 
choose to do? And doesn't Judaism believe in free will anyway? If so, Pharaoh’s case 
poses a real challenge.  
 
This is why speaking about the fairness of Pharaoh’s punishment is complicated.  
Fortunately, you and I have lots of time together over the next few months, so I'm going 
to answer this question in two parts, one today and one next week. Today we'll focus on 
what Judaism teaches about free will in general. That's because it's worth knowing 
about on its own. And because it will set us up to better understand the specific case of 
Pharaoh next week.  
 
On one foot I would put it like this: Judaism believes in free will*. That is, the general 
rule is that people do act of their own free will. Of course, general rules also have 
exceptions, and G-d is nothing but exceptional.  
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Today we're going to look at a few sources, starting with the Torah, that paint the picture 
that G-d gives people free will, the ability to make moral or immoral decisions.  
 
Let's take a look: 
 
1. Genesis 1:27 - “And G-d created humankind in the divine image, creating it in the 
image of G-d—creating them male and female.  
 
From this we learn that free will is a gift from G-d. People have the ability to choose only 
because G-d made us this way. G-d has the ability to choose and decide independently.  
So when we get to make moral choices, that's part of our being like G-d.  
 
2. Genesis 4:2-4:10 - “Abel became a keeper of sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the 
soil. In the course of time, Cain brought an offering to ה from the fruit of the soil; and 
Abel, for his part, brought the choicest of the firstlings of his flock. ה paid heed to Abel 
and his offering, but to Cain and his offering [G-d] paid no heed. Cain was much 
distressed and his face fell.  

And ה said to Cain, ‘Why are you distressed, and why is your face fallen? Surely, 
if you do right, there is uplift. But if you do not do right, sin couches at the door; Its urge 
is toward you, yet you can be its master.’ 

Cain said to his brother Abel … and when they were in the field, Cain set upon 
his brother Abel and killed him. ה said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ And he 
said, ‘I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?’ ‘What have you done? Hark, your 
brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground!” 

 
If there were no free will, G-d would have made sure Abel would live. G-d is all-powerful 
and could choose to make us do something or make us not do something. The fact that 
we choose is not a lessening of G-d’s abilities but a reflection that G-d desires we 
choose good. G-d does not prevent us from doing evil, even committing murder, 
because otherwise we could not choose to do the right thing. We would simply be a 
machine like a calculator.  
 
Cain committed a sin because he chose to defy the moral code of behavior.  
Like Cain, we may be tempted to do something. But people have a choice to follow 
temptation or resist it. That is G-d's message to Cain: “its urge is toward you, yet you 
can be its master.” Sin is a matter of choice, otherwise punishment would never be fair.  
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3. Deuteronomy 30:15-20 - “See, I set before you this day life and prosperity, death 
and adversity. For I command you this day, to love your G-d ה, to walk in G-d’s ways, 
and to keep G-d’s commandments, G-d’s laws, and G-d’s rules, that you may thrive and 
increase, and that your G-d ה may bless you in the land that you are about to enter and 
possess. 

But if your heart turns away and you give no heed, and are lured into the worship 
and service of other gods, I declare to you this day that you shall certainly perish; you 
shall not long endure on the soil that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 

I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day: I have put before you life 
and death, blessing and curse. Choose life—if you and your offspring would live—by 
loving your G-d ה, heeding G-d’s commands, and holding fast to [G-d].”  
 
The Mitzvot represent the moral choices G-d wants us to make. The Torah makes it 
clear that the choice is in our hands and there are consequences for our choices, both 
positive and negative. The Torah goes on to speak about Teshuvah/repentance, which 
is only possible if sin is a consequence of choice. (P) 
 
All the Teshuvah we go through over the High Holidays, all the talk of forgiveness, only 
makes sense if we choose our actions. It’s another proof that Judaism is all-in on free 
will.  
 
 
4. Talmud: Pirkei Avot 3:15 - “Rabbi Akiva said: ‘Everything is foreseen, yet freedom 
of choice is granted.’ 
 
This is challenging to understand and appears to be a contradiction: If G-d knows 
everything in advance, how is the choice truly ours? And if we decide what to do, how 
does G-d know in advance and remain all-powerful? 
 
Here is how I understand it: We decide our actions, but G-d knows in advance what 
decisions we will make. We cannot know in advance for we are mortal and limited by 
time. But G-d is immortal and not bound by time, so the rules are different for G-d. As 
they always are.  
 
 
It's like watching sports live versus on instant replay…  
 
Knowing something will happen does not cause it to happen. G-d is still all-knowing, for 
G-d is not bound by time, while our actions are still in our hands.  
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5. Maimonides: Mishnah Torah Laws of Repentance Ch. 5 - “Free will is granted to 
all men. If one desires to turn himself to the path of good and be righteous, the choice is 
his. Should he desire to turn to the path of evil and be wicked, the choice is his. 
A person should not entertain the thesis held by the fools among the gentiles and the 
majority of the undeveloped among Israel that, at the time of a man's creation, The Holy 
One, blessed be He, decrees whether he will be righteous or wicked. This is untrue. 
Each person is fit to be righteous like Moses, our teacher, or wicked, like Jeroboam. 
Rather, he, on his own initiative and decision, tends to the path he chooses. 
One must know that everything is done in accord with His will and, nevertheless, we are 
responsible for our deeds. 
 
That’s a good summary: Judaism believes in free will, not predestination. Somehow, 
though, everything still follows G-d’s ultimate plan. 
 
Just as the Creator desired that [the elements of] fire and wind rise upward and [those 
of] water and earth descend downward, that the heavenly spheres revolve in a circular 
orbit, and all the other creations of the world follow the nature which He desired for 
them, so too, He desired that man have free choice and be responsible for his deeds, 
without being pulled or forced. Rather, he, on his own initiative, with the knowledge 
which G-d has granted him, will do anything that man is able to do. 
 
G-d built free will into the universe, almost like a law of nature. It comes from G-d and is 
real, not a facade. 
 
Human knowledge cannot comprehend this concept in its entirety for just as it is beyond 
the potential of man to comprehend and conceive the essential nature of the Creator, as 
[Exodus 33:20] states: "No man will perceive, Me and live," so, too, it is beyond man's 
potential to comprehend and conceive the Creator's knowledge.  
 
There are limits to human understanding (we are mortal, after all). And that’s OK. One 
thing beyond our comprehension is how these two ideas fully reconcile. But just 
because it doesn’t make sense to us doesn’t mean it’s not true. It just means it’s in the 
realm of faith, not logic. When it comes to G-d, we can’t understand everything. That’s 
part of what makes G-d G-d and us humans humans.  
 
I return now to where I began: Judaism believes in free will-asterisk*. That is, the 
general rule is that people do act of their own free will. Of course, general rules also 
have exceptions, and nothing is more exceptional than G-d.  
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There are moments when G-d does act in history, appearing to negate people’s free will 
sometimes on a small scale, sometimes on a national scale, like G-d delivering the 
Israelites from Pharaoh’s grip against his will. But was it fair for G-d to punish Pharaoh, 
to take away his free will? That’s our topic for next week. 
 
Shabbat Shalom. 
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