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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

Ten plagues, Ten commandments and Ten sayings 

 
Ten plagues and ten steps 

We will begin our study of the ten plagues with a 
quotation from the Sfat Emet, written by the Gerer 
Rebbe, Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, who's 
yahrzeit falls next Wednesday (5 Shevat) 

My grandfather and teacher of blessed memory 
would say that the ten plagues are connected to the 
ten sayings with which the world was created and 
they brought the Ten Commandments into the world. 

This is a very fundamental idea and we must examine 
each plague and it's source in the sayings that 
created the world. Only by understanding the link 
can we see the connection with the specific 
commandment that we received at Sinai. 

First, an introduction to the ten plagues. The Torah 
isn’t archeology or just a historical story. Every letter, 
word and sentence are infinite. Each story, especially 
the exodus has an everlasting message relevant for 
us today. The exodus happens every day as in a 
spiritual sense we must every day leave  ) Hebrew   

Egypt  means constraints too , S   מצרים ( . When we 
read the ten plagues we should remember that they, 
and the ten stages they represent, broke the 
arrogance of Pharaoh who had declared   

י ְיֹאר    ִ֥ י. ל  נ  ִֽ ית  י ֲעש  ִ֥ י ַוֲאנ   

The river is mine, and I created it 

Medicinal plagues  

We are not talking just about the historical Pharaoh, 
but also about the internal Pharaoh in every one of 
us . We all have times in our lives in which we cant 
leave Egypt because  

  ֹ ה. ְול ה ָקָשִֽ ֲעֹבָד  ִֽ וַח ומ  ֶצר רֶׁ֔ ֹקֹּ֣ ה מ  ְמעוּ֙ ֶאל ֹמֶשֶׁ֔ א ָשִֽ  

they did not hearken to Moses because of [their] 
shortness of breath and because of [their] hard 
labour. 

If this is the case we need to be "hit  is a plague " (מכה  
and also a punch or hit  .( The blood , frogs and lice are 
not random punishments, we must learn from each 
one . 

God created the world with ten sayings, the first 
"Bereshit" and then "He said". In Hebrew מאמרות   
"sayings" is similar to דברות  "  commandments" but 
literally also "sayings", with one difference מאמר   –  is 
a soft saying , and דיבור    a harder one. 

ב.   ית ַיֲעֹקֶׁ֔ ֹּ֣ ה תֹאַמרּ֙ ְלב  ֹכ   

Go tell the house of Yaacov 

It is interesting to note that the world was created 
with מאמרות   soft words, despite the use of God's 
name Elokim, meaning justice and not the 
tetragrammaton , meaning mercy. As Rashi tells us 
"'שיתף הקב"ה מידת רחמים' ,  God added mercy  to the 

attribute of justice " making the sayings softer.   מאמר
- something you say is also something else 

ֹום.  ְרָת ַהיּ֑ ' ֶהֱאַמ   ֶאת הִ֥

You have  uplifted the Lord this day, 

God lifts up the world, and gives us an opportunity to 
lift up the whole of reality  

During the exodus God dealt down ten plagues מכות   
on Egypt , the word מכה    comes from the verse 

ְך.   ָמּ֑ ֹו ע  ָטה ָיד  יָך וָמִ֥ וְך ָאח ֶׁ֔ י ָימֹּ֣ ִֽ  ְוכ 

If your brother becomes destitute and his hand falters 
beside you 

Something low that has fallen, the opposite of האמיר   
uplifted. When the constraints of Mitzraim, Egypt 
oppress us, we cant see God's light above or below. 
We cant see מאמרות,   his divine sayings. This is the 
time for מכות   the plagues that hit these constraints 
and raise up to the level of the ten plagues that teach 
us how to show the world the way up. 

Who is the god of Egypt – Pharaoh or the Nile ? 

The first plague is blood, God commands Moshe 

ת  ֹו ַעל ְשַפֹּ֣ ְקָראת  ַצְבָתִ֥ ל  ְיָמה ְונ  א ַהַמֶׁ֔ ֹּ֣ נ הּ֙ ֹיצ  ֶקר ה  ה ַבֹבֹּ֗ ְך ֶאל ַפְרֹעֹ֞ ֹּ֣ ל 
ר.   ַהְיֹאּ֑

Go to Pharaoh in the morning; behold, he is going 
forth to the water, and you shall stand opposite him 
on the bank of the Nile 

Rashi explains 

to relieve himself, for he had deified himself (made 
himself a deity)  and said that he did not need to 
relieve himself; so, early in the morning he went out 
to the Nile and there he would perform his needs 

In other words, Pharaoh wanted to appear to his 
people as a god with no need to relieve himself. Early 
in the morning, before anyone got up he would 
secretly go to the Nile and relieve himself. God tells 
Moshe to catch him red handed, and when he sees 
that someone knows his godliness is a bluff, he is  
commanded  to free Israel. 

Our Rabbis bring a midrash with another 
explanation. We know that the Nile was the god of 
Egypt, but on the other hand, Rashi has told us that 
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Pharaoh himself saw himself as a god. Pharaoh 
solved the contradiction with the verse we quoted 
from Yechezkel - The river is mine, and I created it. 
The rabbis explain that every morning Pharaoh 
would take a walk to the Nile, perhaps to see how 
many Jewish babies has been killed, and then he 
would bow down to the river. Not because he 
thought it was god, but because in the water he 
could see his own face, the face of Pharaoh 

Pharaoh and Narcissus  

Greek mythology tells us about the god Narcissus, 
who bowed down to his own image in a lake, out of 
self-love  יאר .river in Hebrew , is the reverse spelling 
of ראי    mirror. How often do we look in the mirror , 
and think ""Aren't I great" Looking in the water or the 
mirror  causes self-love and self-deification. Instead 
of lifting up the world, we lift up ourselves. 

The first saying of creation was בראשית     in the 
beginning. Before anything, the nothingness. The 
beginning is before the stage of the sperm and the 
egg. The beginning is the eternal infinite soul, that 
will be placed inside the finite body. 

Unlike Hevel, who's offering was   

ן. ֶהּ֑ ֶחְלב  ִֽ ֹו ומ  ֹות צֹאנ  ְבֹכרִ֥ יא ַגם ֛הוא מ  ִ֥ ב  ֶבל ה   ְוֶהֶ֨

And Abel he too brought of the firstborn of his flocks 
and of their fattest 

Cain offered up 

ה ַלִֽ  ְנָח  ה מ  ֲאָדָמ֛ י ָהִֽ ִ֧ ְפר  ה'.-מ   

Cain brought of the fruit of the soil an offering to the 
Lord 

Cain's sin was not bringing the first fruit, the 
beginning . Our correction for this sin is to bring 
 .the soul of the beginningבראשית  

The firstborn is the beginning and  this is the climax,  
last plague. In the first plague God says to Pharaoh 
"If you want to bow down to the Nile and to yourself, 
no problem, bow down, but you will see not Pharaoh 
but just blood" Pharaoh's selfishness and narcissism 
that enslaved us will be exchanged with the first 
commandment  

י  ה' א    ים-ָאֹנכ  ית ֲעָבד  ב  ם מ  ְצַרי  ֶאֶרץ מ  יָך מ  את  לוקיך ֲאֶשר הֹוצ   

I am the Lord, your God, Who took you out of the land 
of Egypt, out of the house of bondage 

 


