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Exposed!

“In order that you know that the earth is G-d’s” (Exodus 9:29). “So you should know there is none like Me in all the world” (ibid. 9:14). “In order that you will know that I, G-d, am in the midst of the land” (ibid. 8:18).


This week’s parsha initiates the Torah’s relating of the powerful display of G-d’s Might, exhibited through the execution of the Ten Plagues. Seven of those plagues are included this week’s Torah reading.


Generally it is understood that the purpose of the plagues was to punish the Egyptians for their cruel behavior toward the Jews and to coerce them into freeing their Jewish slaves. Although it certainly was for those reasons, they were actually secondary. 

In fact, a miraculous presentation of G-d’s Strength would have been performed even if Pharaoh had immediately released the Jews from bondage, albeit not in the form of punishment (1). Rather, there were other reasons principally for which G-d performed the plagues.

The function of the Ten Plagues was to make known that the “Earth is G-d’s,” “There is none like Me in all the world,” and that “I, G-d, am in the midst of the land.” What beliefs do these three declarations wish to dispel?

The 13th Century Torah scholar, Nachmanides, discusses this in a fundamental treatise, found in his classic commentary to the Torah (2).

He writes that the groups of people that have chosen to deny G-d’s existence comprise three levels. The first level, which probably represents the view of most skeptics in today’s society, claims that there is no G-d altogether. The world was not created, but rather came into being by itself.

The second level of disbelief is that there is a Creator, but He does not have the ability to see and control everything that takes place in His world. It is therefore possible for certain events to occur without His knowledge or against His will.

Finally, the third level maintains that even if He does have the capacity to be aware of all that takes place and to control the world to His specifications, nevertheless He chooses not to be involved with our mortal civilization, abandoning us to our own self-preservation. Concepts such as reward and punishment are consequently denied, leaving moral issues to be decided by society’s better judgment. 

When a miraculous change of nature occurs for the benefit of a specific group of people, continues Nachmanides, the folly of these philosophies is exposed. 

Such tweaking with the normal course of events clearly shows that nature is not a self-evolving, unalterable environment. Rather, there is a Power Who created this world and therefore has the ability to manipulate it as He sees fit. 

When the miracle is executed for a specific cause, it further shows that He is well aware of the deeds of the world’s inhabitants and is eternally involved with them.


These, then, were the fundamental reasons for the Ten Plagues. Through them, G-d displayed to all His mastery over the land, seas and skies. The creatures of the land were utilized to bring forth destruction (3), the seas were altered (4) and miraculous objects fell from the heavens (5). 

And all of these manipulations were performed to the detriment of one nation in retribution for the evil it perpetrated against another, evidence of His knowledge of the events in this world and His abiding concern for maintaining truth and justice.


Correspondingly, the Torah writes in refutation of the first level, “In order that you know that the earth is G-d’s”; against the second, “There is none like Me in all the world”; and lastly, in opposition to the third level, “I, G-d, am in the midst of the land.”

When these nature-altering measures were additionally prophesied to Moshe, they also demonstrated that G-d communicates with Man. Thus, the precedent was set to confirm the authenticity of the Revelation at Mt. Sinai. There, G-d dictated to Moshe His governing will concerning all matters: theological, ethical, social and financial.

The importance of the lessons of the Ten Plagues for all generations and their centrality to Jewish doctrine is stressed throughout the Torah by the mere fact that many of the mitzvahs are considered “as a memorial of the Exodus from Egypt” (6).

Although these events occurred thousands of years ago, their relevance is ever fresh today. And their authenticity has withstood the test of time through the unbroken chain of generations retelling this all-important episode of our history. 

---------------------------

(1) Based on an essay by Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein (d.1974) in Ohr Yechezkel, vol.3, p.76. Rabbi Levenstein served as spiritual mentor for the famed yeshivas of Mir, Poland and Ponevizh, Bnei Brak. (2) See commentary to Exodus 13:16. (3) I.e., Frogs, Wild Beasts and Locusts. (4) I.e., Blood. (5) I.e., Boils and Hail. (6) See Artscroll Siddur, p.361. The three major holidays, obviously, which celebrate different facets of the Exodus, and tefillin and mezuzah, among others.
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