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The Staff of Moshe 

Rabbi Sam Thurgood 

 

The Pesach story, the redemption of the Jewish People from slavery in Egypt, is not only the most 

dramatic story in the entire Torah, but the greatest manifestation of Hashem’s power in all of history, 

as manifest through the “mighty hand and the outstretched arm”1 that Hashem used to intimidate 

Pharaoh and to prove His power. However, in all of the story, there is one item that jars; one point that 

seems to give excessive power or prominence to a physical object – the Staff of Moshe. 

To contextualise this question further: although halacha certainly ascribes Kedusha, ‘holiness’, to 

some physical objects, this is specific in scope and application. Even items used for the most 

important mitzvot do not, as a rule, become Kadosh, ‘holy’, themselves, and thus may be disposed of 

(respectfully). Only those with Hashem’s name, such as a Sefer Torah or Tefillin, take on a status of 

such holiness that they are sacred even when they are no longer usable. 

And yet the staff – seemingly a regular stick – is one of the most important items in the story of 

Yetziat Mitzraim, ‘the Exodus from Egypt’ – so much so that in the Midrash section of the Hagada 

that we recite each year, this staff is identified with the wonders of the Exodus, as we say: 

"And with signs" - this refers to the staff, as it is stated, "Take this 

staff in your hand. With it, you will perform the miracles."2 

ּוְבֹאתֹות. ֶזה ַהַמֶטה, ְכָמה ֶשֶנֱאַמר: ְוֶאת ַהַמֶטה ַהֶזה 

ַקח ְבָיְדָך, ֲאֶשר   ַתֲעֶשה־בֹו ֶאת ָהֹאתֹות.תִּ

 

The staff first appears in the Torah in Shemot3 after Moshe doubts that the people will believe him, 

and Hashem miraculously turns the staff into a serpent, and informs him that it will also be the 

primary instrument of bringing the plagues. 

Although there are to be found in the commentaries opinions that there were several staves – the staff 

of Aharon and the staff of Moshe, for example, for the purposes of this article we will follow the 

Malbim4 (in the name of the Midrash) and others who identify them all as the same staff, simply 

given different titles. For example, in the plagues of hail and locusts, and at the splitting of the sea, it 

is referred to as “Moshe’s staff”; when confronting Pharaoh’s magicians it is called “Aharon’s staff” 

and at the burning bush, Hashem calls it “God’s staff”. This brief overview already illustrates how 

ubiquitous it is throughout this story and begs the question – what are we to make of it? Was the staff 

special in some way, was it a significant symbol, or simply a prop? 

You will likely not be surprised to know that we find all three approaches within Chazal and 

Mefarshim, and all three will be briefly discussed, as “Special, Symbol, and Stick”. 

The Staff as Special 

In the “Special” approach, the staff itself was created and destined for this great mission. The mishna 

in Avot5 teaches that the staff was one of the ten items created at Bein HaShmashot, ‘twilight’, of Erev 

Shabbat at the very end of the sixth day of creation.  

According to the Midrash Shemot Rabba (8:3) 

 
1 Shemot 6:6 and many other places 
2 Shemot 4:17 
3 Shemot 4:1-2 
4 Malbim on Shemot 17:9 
5 Pirkei Avot 5:8 
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Moshe asked Hashem: How can I bring the 10 plagues upon him? He 

replied “Take this staff in your hand.” Rebbi Yehuda said that the staff 

weighed 40 Seah and was made of Sanpirinon, and had the 10 plagues 

engraved on it in abbreviation, DTZaCh ADaSh BACHaV. The Holy 

One, Blessed is He, said to him: “With this strategy bring the plagues 

upon them”.  

אמר לו היאך אביא עליו עשר מכות אמר 
א"ר יהודה לו ואת המטה הזה תקח בידך,  

המטה משקל מ' סאה היה ושל סנפרינון 
היה וי' מכות חקוקות עליו נוטריקון, 
דצ"ך, עד"ש, באח"ב, א"ל הקדוש ברוך 
 הוא בטכסיס הזה הבא עליו את המכות 

In this view, the staff was an answer to Moshe’s question, and it seems that it was the special 

properties of it that did so. The staff is 40 Seah (usually a volume measurement of around 200 litres, 

the amount of water for a Kosher Mikveh – difficult to understand what it means in this context), but 

most notably with the abbreviations of the plagues carved into it – somehow this staff carries within it 

the power of the plagues. In fact, the Vilna Gaon even links this to the famous siman we read at the 

Seder at the conclusion of the ten plagues6. The staff is made of sanpirinon, some extremely tough 

material sometimes identified with sapphire that Rashi tells us was hard enough to shatter rock7, and 

may even be the same material identified with the luchot8 and the Throne of Glory.  

An even more dramatic example of this approach is given by the Yalkut Shimoni, Shemot (247), in 

which this staff is depicted as having been the property of Adam HaRishon, passed down by the Avot 

until it eventually became the property of Yitro, who planted it firmly in his garden. All of the mighty 

men of the area tried to remove it from the ground, but none of them could, until Moshe was able to 

do so and thus received the hand of Yitro’s daughter, Tzippora, in marriage. 

This wonderful midrash (which one cannot help but draw parallels to the Arthurian legend) depicts in 

the strongest terms that this staff was special, that it was somehow a necessary implement in the 

miracles of the Exodus. 

However, I confess as to finding this approach difficult for two reasons, one textual and one 

theological. From a textual perspective, why does the staff – something so important - vanish 

unceremoniously, without a proper farewell, and with no replacement, immediately after the battle 

with Amalek? And from a theological perspective, does the presence of a magic staff not diminish the 

most powerful lesson of the Exodus – the power of Hashem to perform great miracles on earth, that 

none can stand in His way and He is the Master of all?9 

The Staff as Stick 

Let us now examine the opposite extreme: The staff was in fact just a “Stick”, a regular piece of wood 

that was significant only because Hashem instructed it to be used. Rabbi Shimshon Rafael Hirsch 

expresses this most clearly when he says in his commentary to Shemot (7:9): 

There was no special godliness in the stick. It was simply a means that God used, and any stick could 

have served. 

The mishna in Rosh Hashana (3:8) seems to take a similar approach in the incident of the battle of 

Amalek itself. This battle is an important example, because whilst often people picture the “hands of 

 
6 Quoted in Chumash HaGra to Shemot/Exodus 7:19 from Shenot Eliyahu, end of Zeraim 
7 Rashi to Shemot 17:6 
8 Rashi to Shemot 34:1 
9 It is true that the Malbim to Shemot 4:14 and 4:17 answers this question to an extent, by claiming that if 

Moshe had accepted the mission right away, the miracles would have been performed without the staff (which 

acted as an intermediary), and that it was thus a crutch, an additional channel needed to bring the Godly power 

into the world, but this doesn’t resolve the essential theological problem that Hashem is still not seen as Master 

of all, but as one who “needs” (kevayachol) such channels in order to perform His miracles. 
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Moshe” of verse 11 as being outstretched over the battle and somehow having an influence on the 

outcome, verse 9 makes it clear that Moshe’s hands were not empty. As he says to Yehoshua when 

they two are preparing for the approaching fight: 

I will stand at the top of the mountain, and the staff of God will be in my hand. 

The Mishna claims that Moshe’s hands (or more accurately, Moshe’s hands holding the staff) held no 

intrinsic power to “make or break” the battle, but that through the Jewish People looking up, they 

were reminded of their “Father in Heaven” and directed their hearts towards Him. It was this, not any 

property of the staff, that assured their victory. 

It is difficult to reconcile this approach with the first one that we have seen. After all, if the staff is 

explicitly the means of miracles and redemption, why should it not be the means of victory in war? In 

fact, victory in battle called for a lesser miracle, since winning a war can take place within the 

boundaries of the natural world, and through the Israelite warriors who are already engaged in battle!  

Were I to address the question of the power of the hands of Moshe according to the “Special” 

approach, I would affirm that indeed, the staff in Moshe’s hands has the power to win the war. I 

would include, too, Rashi’s claim that the warriors of Amalek were using sorcery, and that Godly 

power was needed to defeat them.10 

The “Stick” approach, that reduces the staff to nothing more than a prop, is also challenging. If the 

staff only directed our hearts towards our Father in Heaven, then simply point!11 And if Hashem could 

indeed use any staff, why use a staff at all? Certainly, it need not be mentioned time and time again in 

the story in the way in which it is? 

However, we can answer this question by explaining the message communicated by these plagues 

being performed by a staff.12 

The use of a stick can be seen as following Yirmiyahu’s famous analogy (18:6), captured in the Kol 

Nidrei night Slichot, that we are like “clay in the hands of the potter”, Hashem is using a similar 

analogy for Pharaoh. Pharaoh, who calls himself “the great tanin”13 is going to be shown to have no 

more independent power than the staff in Aharon’s hand. Just as the staff can become a tanin and 

seems to be independent, but is then transformed back into an inanimate stick – all of Pharaoh’s 

illusions of power and control are about to be shattered and he will be shown to be a tool in the hands 

of Hashem.  

This lessons recurs throughout the process of the plagues (as my Father and Teacher is fond of saying, 

“A lesson is repeated until it is learned”), and a final time at the battle of Amalek.  

 
10 Rashi to Shemot 17:9 – although Rashi claims it would be the merit of the righteous warriors themselves, the 

need to find Godly resources to combat the magic of Amalek would certainly justify the use of a powerful staff. 
11 In explaining the mishna itself, I am convinced that this mishna, appearing where it does in Rosh Hashana 

following the discussions around the Shofar, is concerned with “demystification”. There is a temptation to 

attribute to the Shofar the power to, in and of itself, bring us a good year and all that we hope for on Rosh 

Hashana. The mishna therefore intends to denude the Shofar – and all such seemingly magical symbols – of this 

power, telling us explicitly that all that matters is our fulfilment of the decrees of Hashem and our commitment 

to Him. 
12 This will have elements in common with the next approach, as both treat the usage of the staff as symbolic 

and to communicate a truth, but whereas in the next approach the staff will represent (and in a sense embody) 

something else, here it is simply a staff. 
13 Yechezkel/Ezekial 29:3 
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Another straightforward symbolism is given by the Midrash Shemot Rabba (9:2), which describes as a 

stick with which to beat a vicious dog. Pharaoh, in refusing to listen to Hashem, must be chastised, 

and the stick is thus a symbol of his punishment. 

Why, however, in either of these explanations, would the staff be used to extract water for the Jewish 

People, as it does in the first half of Shemot 17? Rashi tells us there that it was in order to change the 

(mis)perception of the people that the staff could bring only punishment; Hashem wanted to show 

them that it could bring goodness also. Why is this necessary – let it remain a staff of punishment, 

showing the power of Hashem to control the wicked Pharaoh! Does it have any importance that 

people do not see the stick as also being kind? It’s just a stick! This question will best be answered by 

our third approach. 

The Staff as Symbol 

It is in the Kli Yakar to Shemot (14:16) that we find the staff exists as a metaphor that adds, for me, a 

layer of richness to the story and answers all of the questions raised thus far. 

The Holy One, blessed is He, desired that Moshe should use the staff as 

an example to all that was done before – all of the plagues were done 

with the “Finger of God” therefore below as well they were done through 

the staff of Moshe, since the staff is comparable to a finger.  

רצה הקדוש ברוך הוא שיעשה משה 
למטה דוגמא אל כל דבר הנעשה למעלה, 
והנה כל המכות היו באצבע אלהים על 
כן נעשו גם למטה על ידי מטה משה כי 

 המטה דומה לאצבע

The staff is a visible sign of the “Finger of God”, and thus reminds all who see any of the plagues that 

they are not coming from Moshe and Aharon, but from Hashem Himself. The Egyptian sorcerers 

understood this point from the plague of lice onwards, but Hashem wanted it to be clear throughout, 

from the aspect of “I and no angel, I and no seraph, I am Hashem and there is no other.” In answering 

the question that we raised with the “Special” approach, the staff no longer serves as a magical stick 

with any sort of power, but to remind us that there is no other power, that all that is seen is the work of 

God. 

In a world in which human beings were seen to demonstrate great power, whether through rulership 

(as Pharaoh) or magic (as the sorcerers), Hashem was demonstrating that His power is all that must be 

reckoned with.  

And now we understand the use of the staff to extract water as well. What is Hashem’s interest in the 

Jewish People “defaming” the staff as an instrument only of punishment? The answer is that through 

doing so, they are not speaking about a stick of wood, but about Hashem’s influence in the world and 

in their lives. The Finger of God is when Hashem “gets involved”. Does Hashem “get involved” only 

to bring retribution, or also for salvation? Is Hashem responsible for the unexpected difficulties and 

tribulations that we all experience, or also the astonishing blessings that suddenly fill our lives? 

The advantage of such a powerful symbol is that it gives us a clear and tangible metaphor for an 

intangible proof, and the Torah is filled with such metaphors. The Ten Commandments given on 

tablets of stone – indicating the immutable nature of the Torah. The River Nile turns to blood, 

exposing the murderous actions of the Egyptians in killing the Jewish boys. The staff of Moshe is 

really the Finger of God made manifest in this world, bringing retribution to the wicked and salvation 

to the righteous.  

But such metaphors and images come with their own dangers as well. The Meshech Chochma 

explains Moshe’s destructions of the luchot in the aftermath of the Golden Calf as his response to 

recognising that the Jewish People had become obsessed with symbols – that the tables themselves 
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would then become an idol to them, replacing the Golden Calf as an object of worship.14 No, what 

was needed was a powerful demonstration of Hashem’s presence and power through the staff, a 

clarification that such power is for good as well as ill, and then the removal of such a symbol, such 

that it poses no threat of being taken too literally. 

That stage, explains the Kli Yakar, was enacted explicitly at the Splitting of the Sea:15  

Raise your staff and extend your hand over the sea. You will split the sea, 

and the Israelites will be able to cross over on dry land. 

ֵרם ֶאת ַמטְ  ה הָּ ְדָך ַעל ְוַאתָּ ָך ּוְנֵטה ֶאת יָּ
ֵאל ְבתֹוְך  ֹבאּו ְבֵני ִיְשרָּ ֵעהּו ְויָּ ַהיָּם ּוְבקָּ

ה: שָּ  ַהיָּם ַבַיבָּ

The Midrash16 understands “raise your staff” to mean “remove your staff”. Moshe was to stand in 

front of the people, show them that he has the staff with which virtually all miracles until now have 

been performed, and to put it away – extending his hand instead. Now that the Jewish People 

understand that Moshe has no independent power, that he is not acting as the one who performs 

miracles but rather as the one chosen to “guide Hashem’s hand” (kevayachol), they are ready to 

understand that Hashem does not need to act through the staff, that they can now grasp that truth 

without seeing it in front of them.17 

In truth, although I have separated the various explanations around the staff into three approaches, 

rapprochement is not beyond us. Taking the explanation of the Kli Yakar as the essential one (which I 

believe it is), both other approaches are focussed on the two – conflicting – values that make up this 

explanation. The “special” approach emphasises how awesome it is that any physical object could be 

used for something as sublime as representing the power of Hashem Himself. To do that requires not 

just an ordinary stick, but one designated and prepared for that from creation itself. 

But the “stick” approach speaks to the other concern – the danger of fetishizing sacred objects to the 

extent that they becomes objects of worship in their own right, and rather than drawing our focus to 

the greatness of Hashem as they are supposed to – distracting us from it instead. 

 

 
14 Meshech Chochma to Shemot 32:19 
15 Shemot 14:176 
16 Midrash Otzar HaMidrashim, Pesikta page 487 
17 In the terminology of the educational theorist Jerome Bruner (1915-2016), this represents moving from the 

“iconic” to the “symbolic” stage in understanding. 
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