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A Thought on Parashas Yisro 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

 

 
“I am the L-rd, your G-d, Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 

 
 

What more significant moment in all of history can there have been than this, the opening words of the 
Almigh-ty’s personal speech to the world, and His first words to the complete assembly of the Jewish 
Nation in particular.  Public speaking is a skill, an art, and much thought must go into the structure and 
content if the intended message is to make the right impact on the audience.  It is all the more surprising, 
then, that in this most important of public speeches, doubtless the most significant in human history, 
there is a question that looms large over this first utterance. 

 
On the words, “ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתיָך ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ִמֵּבית ֲעָבִדים” - “Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt, out 

of the house of slavery” - Ramban addresses the question, why does Hashem identify Himself in this 
way rather than as the Creator of the World?  He answers, the very fact of Hashem’s having taken Bnei 
Yisroel out of Egypt itself demonstrates Hashem’s existence, proves the world was created ex nihilo 

(from nothing) (קדמות העולם) and points to Hashem’s unbounded power and oneness.  Ramban explains 

these ideas in more detail in Shemos 13:16, where he says: “…when G-d favours a group or an 
individual and performs a wonder for them involving an alteration of the world’s usual course and natural 
law…the supernatural wonder indicates that the world indeed has a G-d, Who originated it ex-nihilo, 
knows all, and oversees all that occurs within it, and is all-powerful.”  (Translations from Artscroll Ramban on the 

Torah)  Only the One Who created the world could alter its laws. 

 
This is all very well, but would it not have been more straightforward, at this particular moment, for הקב"ה 
to have identified Himself as the Creator of the World?  Why does the Exodus from Egypt deserve this 
special mention in the first of the Ten Commandments, in which Hashem reveals Himself to the Jewish 
People and to the world?  Surely, this was a time for Hashem to make known His essence, rather than 
any particular wonders that He had performed. 

 
In Yehuda Halevi’s ‘The Kuzari,’ the Rabbi tells Al Khazari (the King of Khazar) that he believes in “the 
G-d of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, who led the Children of Israel out of Egypt with signs and miracles; 
who fed them in the desert and gave them the land, after taking them through the sea and the Jordan 
in miraculous ways; who sent Moshe with His law, and subsequently thousands of prophets…”  (The 

Kuzari, Part One, 11)  Al Khazari asks the Rabbi why he did not say that he believes in “the Creator of the 
World, its Governor and Guide, and in Him Who created and keeps you…”  In response, The Rabbi 
asks Al Khazari whether he would believe the King of India was a great, just and virtuous man based 
solely on hearsay, or whether he would be more convinced upon receiving gifts that could only be from 
the royal palace in India, together with a letter from the King, himself.  Al Khazari agrees that this would 
indeed remove any doubt in his mind that the Indians have a king, and would convince him of the King’s 
power and dominion. 

 
The Rabbi then draws a parallel with belief in the existence of Hashem, pointing out that Moshe told 
Paroh (Shemos 5:1) that he had been sent by ‘the G-d of Israel’ and did not say ‘the G-d of Heaven and 
Earth.’  The Rabbi explains that the Avos were well known to the nations, “who also knew that the Divine 
spirit was in contact with the Patriarchs, cared for them, and performed miracles for them.”  The Rabbi 
continues: “He (Moshe) did not say: ‘the G-d of heaven and earth,’ nor ‘my Creator and yours sent me.’  
In the same way G-d commenced His speech to the assembled People of Israel:  ‘I am the G-d whom 
you worship, Who has led you out of the Land of Egypt,’ but He did not say: ‘I am the Creator of the 
world and your Creator.’  The Rabbi explains that this is why he had said he believed in ‘the G-d of 
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Israel’ rather than ‘the Creator of the World.’  He had expressed his belief in terms of the personal 
experience of the Jewish People as well as uninterrupted traditions, “which is equal to the former."  (The 

Kuzari, Part One, 11-25) 

 
It is fascinating that the question we are addressing was put by Yehuda Halevi, himself, to Rabbi 
Avraham Ibn Ezra.  Ibn Ezra refers to this directly in his commentary, giving an extensive account of his 
answer.  To give some historical context, Yehuda Halevi lived 1075-1141, and Ibn Ezra 1089-1167.  
Their exchange was therefore earlier than the Ramban, 1194-1270. 

 
In an eye-catching passage (on Shemos 20:2), Ibn Ezra writes:  “I was asked by Rabbi Yehuda Halevi, may 
his rest be with honour, why does it say, “…Who took you out of the land of Egypt,” and it does not say, 
‘I made heaven and earth, and I made you’?  Within a very long answer to this question, Ibn Ezra 
explains that Hashem identified Himself as having brought Bnei Yisroel out of Egypt in order to inform 
them of their consequent obligation to serve Him and keep all of the mitzvos. 

 
The Kli Yakar also asks the same question, and answers very similarly to the Ibn Ezra:  Why does it 

say, “...אשר הוצאתיך” (Who took you out…) and not, “אשר בראתי שמים וארץ” (…Who created heaven and 

earth)?  He answers, the creation of heaven and earth was not something the Jewish People had 
witnessed, so, instead, Hashem mentioned something “which they had seen with their own eyes.”  He 

goes on to cite the Zohar, and to conclude that the intention here was to mention the “טובות” - the favours 

- that 'ה had done for the Bnei Yisroel, through which they became obligated to serve Him. 

 
A powerful presentation of the ideas we have discussed appears in the writings of Rabbi Shimon 

Schwab:  “Our entire emunah is based on  ֵֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִיםָאֹנִכי ה' ֱאֹלֶקיָך ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתיָך מ , I am Hashem, your 

G-d, Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt (Devorim 5:6 - citing here from the second account of Ma’amad Har 

Sinai, in Parashas Vo’eschanan)  and not on ְּבֵראִׁשית ָּבָרא ֱאֹלִקים ֵאת ַהָשַמִים ְוֵאת ָהָאֶרץ, In the beginning of God’s 

creating the heavens and the earth (Bereishis 1:1).  Although the creation of the world by HaKadosh Baruch 
Hu, ex nihilo, is one of the basic elements of our emunoh, however, we cannot relate to it because we 
were not there when it occurred.  But Yetzias Mitzrayim is something to which we can relate, because 
we, as a nation, actually experienced how HaKadosh Baruch Hu personally redeemed us from 
Mitzrayim.  This is the focal point of the entire Seder night.”  (Rav Schwab on Prayer, p.548) 

 
Using similar words, the Sefer Hachinuch writes, regarding the mitzvoh of telling the story of Yetzias 
Mitzrayim (Mitzvoh no.21):  “…For it is a great foundation and strong pillar in our Torah and in our emunoh; 
this is why we are always mentioning it in our brochos and our tefillos.”  The Chinuch proceeds to say 
that Yetzias Mitzrayim is wondrous testimony to the creation of the world, to Hashem’s all-powerful 
existence, and His ability to alter the mechanics of nature for our benefit.  He adds that Hashem’s 
miracles will silence those who deny Creation, will establish faith and knowledge of Hashem and His 
supervision, and His ability to exercise control over the greatest and smallest aspects of the world. 

 
The Maharal writes:  “…Yetzias Mitzrayim itself, aside from the miracles that Hashem did during the 
Exodus, is a foundation of emunoh upon which everything is built.  Even though Hashem performed 
miracles and wonders without number for Israel, the Torah has not required us to remember them or to 

make a remembrance of them, only יציאת מצרים itself.”  He notes that there are mistaken individuals 

who believe that certain miracles are greater wonders than Yetzias Mitzrayim, but it is not so.  The 
Maharal quotes the Mechilta, which comments on Yisro hearing of “all that Hashem had done for Moshe 

and Bnei Yisroel, that He took Israel out of Egypt.”  This teaches, continues the Mechilta, that  יציאת

 is considered equal to all of the miracles and mighty acts that Hashem did for Israel.  The Maharal מצרים

writes that the Sages thus proved from the Torah itself that יציאת מצרים was equal to all other miracles.  

 .(שעבוד מצרים ויציאת מצרים, בכתבי מהר"ל מפראג)

 
We began our discussion by wondering why the first of the עשרת הדברות is worded as it is, why Hashem 

identifies Himself as the One Who redeemed Israel from Egypt rather than as the Creator of the world.  

We have now seen, in our look at a small cross-section of Torah literature on this point, that יציאת מצרים 
is not only basic and central to our faith, but also of key significance in inspiring belief in G-d’s existence 
and stirring us to dedicate our lives to His service.  Furthermore, declaring Himself Creator of the World 
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might, in any case, have left Hashem aloof from His nation - the Almigh-ty King Who created the world, 
distant, austere, uninvolved and perhaps uninterested ח"ו in our tiny lives. 
 

However, making Himself known to us as the G-d who descended into our daily experience, and 
meddled in His own creations for our great personal benefit, makes Him a close, relevant, personal, 
merciful G-d.  Revealing Himself in this way reminds the Jewish People of the relationship He kindled 

with their ancestors and which is now well and truly reignited through יציאת מצרים and בני   .מעמד הר סיני

 needed this reminder at that moment as they listened to mitzvos emanating from the Divine ישראל

‘voice,’ and it is written in the Torah as a reminder for us and our descendants for all time. 

 
 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


