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Part One: Context and Development


The Book of Exodus relates one of the most important episodes in the Judeo-Christian tradition.  The covenant established at Mt. Sinai stands at the core of that tradition and at the base of many of the civilizations which developed with it. When did the events in this book occur and how did they come to be transmitted? It is these two questions which we will address in this first section.


Ancient tradition held that the Book of Exodus was written by Moses (along with the rest of the Pentateuch).  Other traditions assumed the Pharaoh of Exodus to be Rameses II. The first of these is currently maintained only by the most conservative.  The second is vigorously debated by scholars of scripture, Egyptology, and archaeology.  Let us consider this latter question first.

Context


The dating of the events of Exodus is a complicated matter. The very first level of difficulty is that there is not total agreement as to the dating of the various dynasties of ancient Egypt, nor of the reigns within those dynasties. This task is made no easier by the ancient pharaonic practices of obliterating references to disliked predecessors. Added to this are difficulties with dating the archeological strata. Finally, there is the vexing problem of correlating the history of Egypt and the archeological evidence with the events recorded in Exodus and other books of the Old Testament.  One of the many dilemmas faced in attempting this is the scriptural use of symbolic numbers (40 years to a generation, etc.) and its concern with faith over history. We shall review some of these problems and outline the dominant theories for dating the events of Exodus.

It is difficult to say which of the many possibilities for the Pharaoh of the Exodus is the most probable. The arguments are many and can be equally persuasive. The traditional dating of the Exodus is to the reign of Ramesses II (1279-1212, according to the most recent dating). This is arrived at largely by counting back from the reign of Solomon, which is dated roughly by equating the Biblical reference to a King Shishak who destroyed the Temple with the Pharaoh Shoshenq I. 


The problem with this dating is that there appears to be little historical or archaeological evidence for the migration of a people from Egypt during that time, nor an invasion into Canaan by a migrant people. Various arguments have been made to circumvent this difficulty. The most common is to allow that there may have been exaggeration on the part of the Biblical record, as it was not intended as a history. This argument is combined with the possibility that the movement out of Egypt may not have been sudden, but that the Moses events were a climax of a long process. From this follows that the settlement in Canaan was likewise gradual and did not immediately result in military conquest, that the battles which are recorded may have occurred later in time or over an extended period. 


Ramesses II was a strong pharaoh, he was responsible for a great expansion of a renewed Egyptian empire. He was on of the most prolific builders of monuments in Egyptian history (he also appropriated many existing monuments by replacing a previous cartouche with his own). His successor, Merneptah, is responsible for a phrase which has puzzled many scholars. On a stele (inscribed stone) dated to his reign (1208) is the record the ‘Israel is laid waste, its seed is no more’.  If this is a reference to the nation of Israel in any sense that we would use, how does this destruction fit into the Biblical narrative? It seems odd that such a destruction would be recorded within a generation of the Exodus, if the Exodus occurred during the reign of Ramesses. Even if it was at the beginning of his reign, this allows only 70 years between the Exodus and the destruction of ‘Israel’ by the forces of Merneptah.


This does not mean the Exodus did not occur, or that Moses was fictional. It only means that we do not have all the answers.  We cannot expect that a movement of even several thousands of slaves would have been an item that was recorded for posterity by the Egyptians, it would only have been a (possibly embarrassing) footnote to their history.


A second possible time-frame for the Exodus is some hundred years earlier, around the time of Akhenaton (1353-1333). This is an intriguing hypothesis as Akhenaton was the only Pharaoh to try to convert Egypt to a monotheistic religion – the worship of Aton, the SunDisk.  There are a few curious aspects of the situation in which Akhenaton rose to power.  In order to minimize the confusion, the following ‘king list’ is provided.

15th Dynasty – 16th century BCE

This is the age of the Hyksos kings. These were a group of Asiatic shepherd-kings who had somehow (there does not seem to be a consensus among scholars) acquired power in Egypt and assumed the throne. The age of the Hyksos is somewhat confusing, as they were not an absolute power in Egypt, there were other dynasties co-existent with theirs. This appears to have been a time of conflict within Egypt but also of considerable technological progress (such as the introduction of copper and bronze). 

The 17th Dynasty – c. 1550 BCE

At this time a native Egyptian dynasty began to wrestle with the Hyksos for supreme authority in Egypt and eventually emerged triumphant. 

The 18th dynasty – 1539-1295 BCE

This dynasty begins with Ahmose, the victor in the struggle with the Hyksos. The dating of this reign has fluctuated somewhat, especially as there is some uncertainty as to when some reigns began because of  the practice of co-regencies.

Ahmose I            
                        1550-1525

   
Amenhotep I       


1525-1504

  
Thutmose I          


1504-1492

  
Thutmose II        
 

1492-1479

  
Thutmose III       


1479-1425

  
Queen Hatshepsut *
 

1473-1458

 
Amenhotep II                    

1427-1401

  
Thutmose IV                     

1401-1391

  
Amenhotep III                  

1391-1353

  
Amenhotep IV( Akhenaton) 

1353-1333

Smenkhkare/  Queen Nefertiti? 
1335-1333

  
Tutankhamon                   

1333-1323

  
Aye

               

1323-1319

  
Horemheb                         

1319-1307

* Hatshepsut usurped the throne from her younger brother Thutmose and ruled as Pharaoh until he was able to secure the throne for himself.

19th Dynasty – 1294-1186 (1320-1200?)

Ramesses I



1307-1306

Seti I




1306-1290

Ramesses II



1290-1224 (1279-1212)

Merneptah 



1224-1214 (1224-1202)


Our interest in the 18th dynasty lies in the reigns of Amenhotep III through Tutankhamen. Their family story provides some interesting material relative to Biblical events. 


Amenhotep III was a powerful and ambitious king. His family tree and succession in the dynasty is unclear. One reconstruction runs like this: His eldest son, Thutmose, was the designated heir but died young, according to some sources due to a plague which was as devastating for Egypt as the Black Death would be for medieval Europe. His young brother Amenhotep was trained as his replacement.  Meanwhile Amenhotep III married a woman named Sitamun who gave him two sons, Smenkhare and Tutankhamon. (Just to make things more interesting, the chief adviser to these kings and princes was a man by the name of Amenhotep, son of Hapu ). An alternate history has Smenkhare as the half-brother of Akhenaton and Tutankhamon as the son of Akhenaton and his second wife (his own daughter). Or Smenkhare was a n unknown who came to power through his marriage to Akhenaton’s daughter. 


Amenhotep III’s successor somehow became convinced that the sun-god in his form as the Disk known as the Aten was the supreme and only god. While still in a co-regency with his father Amenhotep IV changed his own name to Akhenaten in honor of this deity and began a much resisted reform of Egyptian religion, trying to enforce his particular brand of monotheism. 


Akhenaten’s successors did all they could to eradicate his name from Egyptian records and to restore the ancient pantheon of Egyptian religion. This was, however, the beginning of the end of the 18th dynasty. Neither Smenkhare nor Tutankhamon produced any sons (unless Tutankhamon was Smenkhare’s son rather than brother).  

None of this points in particular to the events of the Exodus, except for the mysterious death of Amenhotep Is son, Thutmose. The proximity of these events to the reign of the Hyksos, along with the possibility that the Hyksos may be related to the Joseph story,  provides fertile ground for speculation. 


Has any of this helped us determine any history behind the Exodus? Not really, but if nothing else is demonstrates that the lack of concrete evidence no more negates the Bible than it fails to prove it. What we are left with is a field of roughly 150 years during which time the Exodus may have occurred. One can find a scholar to support a theory for nearly any time within that era, as well as to refute the occurrence altogether.  What we must do, then, is to accept that we cannot reliably date the Exodus and examine it not so much as a historical event but as the central faith experience of a developing monotheistic people.

Development


Let us now consider the origins of the text. As stated earlier, the ancient tradition was that Moses wrote the entire Pentateuch. This belief is still held only by the most conservative and orthodox. So, if it was not written by Moses when was it written and by whom?


The answer to this question is nearly as complex as that of dating the events. The book of Exodus was not written in its entirety at one time nor by one person. The traditions embedded in the book developed over centuries as an oral tradition before they came to be written. The oral tradition was probably maintained throughout the period of the development of the nation and the united monarchy. After the reign of Solomon the nation was divided into two parts, Judah and Israel. These two nations each then developed a slightly different written tradition, each emphasizing those parts of their mutual history which best supported their particular views. That which remained in Judah maintained those traditions in which God was referred to as Yahweh and which supported a centralized monarchical nation and a Temple-oriented religion. This tradition is what we refer to as ‘J’. The peoples of what was called Israel developed the older traditions, those which referred to God simply as El , which had a more anthropomorphic image and which justified a loose, agrarian society. This tradition is what we refer to as ‘E’.  When Israel was conquered in 722 BC by the Assyrians, those who had fled carried these traditions with them into Judah. The ‘J’ and ‘E’ traditions began to merge. This continued through the period of the Exile. Alongside these two traditions were two other documents. A legal codification which was ‘found’ or developed under King Josiah in the sixth century which we know as the Deuteronomist or ‘D’. There is finally the ‘P’ or priestly source which was embedded into the merged documents of ‘J’ and ‘E’ to produce one written tradition sometime during or shortly after the Exile (589-537). This last source was mostly editorial, concerned with tracking such things as genealogies and laws.


The Deuteronomist does not enter into the text of Exodus (with the possible exception of Ex. 12:24-27 and 13:3-16). The merging of these other traditions, however, accounts for some of the odd contrasts and repetitions to be found in the book of Exodus. We will refer to these sources as we proceed through the text.

Part Two: Moses before the Call


Having determined that there is little we can say with certitude concerning the historical accuracy of the Exodus story, we must approach it now with the eyes of faith. Our questions now focus on what the message of the story might be.


The book of Exodus begins with a reminder of how the Israelites entered Egypt at the time of Joseph. It then sets the scene for the events of the book with the reference to a pharaoh “who know not Joseph”.  This could be a reference to the individual but is more likely a recognition that over time the Israelites had lost their positions of influence. This new pharaoh fears the Israelites and so determines to ‘deal shrewdly’ with them, for fear they will rise up in alliance with a hypothetical enemy. The pharaoh’s ‘shrewd’ solution is to compel the Israelites to labor for him. This will turn on its head, as it unifies the Israelites and prepares them to endure the hardships of their desert experience. According to midrash, it also failed to decrease their numbers, as wives went to their husbands in the field when they were too kept away from home. Indeed, they are even recorded to have multiplied their numbers more rapidly under the oppression. This last is quite possibly a narrative device to highlight the divine favor which reversed the intentions of the ‘shrewd’ pharaoh.


We next read that the pharaoh now recruits the midwives to infanticide. They are told to kill all the sons born to Israelites. There is argument among scholars as to whether the midwives were Egyptian or Israelite. Traditions likewise are not in accord on this issue. The most recent determination is that, at least in the memory of the recorded tradition, they were Israelite, as their names are Semitic. The midwives fear of God prevents them from obeying the pharaoh. This also causes them to be rewarded by God who increases their families. These midwives also prove to be more shrewd than the pharaoh. When asked why they have disobeyed they allege that the Israelite women are ‘robust’, a term which also translates as ‘animals’, and give birth before the midwives can reach them. This is clever of the author, to portray the midwives throwing pharaoh’s own attitude – that the Israelites are beasts of burden, as exemplified by the labor he forced on them – back at him as the reason why his plan failed.


A third measure is taken by the pharaoh. He commands his people to drown all the sons born to Israel. This will also be seen to result in an opposite effect from that desired by the pharaoh.


A woman of the tribe of Levi gives birth to a healthy son. She hides the child for three months. Fearing discovery she places the child in a special basket she prepares from reeds and pitch. The basket is put into the river and the infant’s sister set to watch what may occur. What happens next are the events which will allow the child to develop into a leader. The basket is found by a princess of pharaoh’s family She takes the child and recognizes it as an Israelite baby (because she found him in the river?). The immediate arrival of the princess and the convenient nearness of the sister may indicate a supposition that the infant’s mother was aware of the habits of the princess and hoped for the very events which transpire. The sister approaches the princess at once with the result that the infant’s own mother is hired as his nursemaid. The child grows, presumably to an age where a wet-nurse is no longer needed, and then returned to the princess to be raised as her son. There are various midrash traditions which add depth to this story – that the princess was there to perform the ablutions as part of her conversion to Judaism, that she fetched the basket herself because her maids feared disobeying the pharaoh, and that the princess’ mercy cured her of leprosy. 


These events all point to two things in the memory of the Israelites – the special providence of God which preserved them through the oppressions they endured in Egypt and the unique leadership abilities demonstrated by Moses, abilities such as one would expect to find in one trained in a royal court. This does not necessitate that Moses was historically raised as and Egyptian prince, only that his attributes were remembered as being suited to such an upbringing. Although, if he had indeed been so raised, it would accord with his awareness of a suitable route for the Exodus and his ability as a lawgiver. 


Upon being adopted by the princess, the child is named ‘Moses’. This name has also caused some debate among the scholars. The Biblical etymology is from the Hebrew, based upon its similarity to the word ‘mashah’ which means ‘to draw out’.  However, the name also bears a striking similarity to the Egyptian ‘Mose’ which means ‘is born’ or ‘son’. It is possible that Moses had a longer Egyptian name which was then shortened to one which would suit a Hebrew etymology. 


The sources of the birth narrative of Moses are uncertain. There are certain parallels within the story to the hero-tales of the ancient Near East, such as the legend of the birth of Sargon. In the hero-tales the child is usually conceived and born under circumstances which require secrecy. He is often abandoned by the parents and then rescued by a goddess. The result is generally that the hero-child is then trained under the auspices of the goddess and established into a position of wealth and influence. While some of these elements may have influenced the relation of the story of Moses’ birth, the similarities should not be taken to demonstrate that the story of Moses is pure myth. The facts which likely underlay this story are the arrival of Moses from common parentage under a time of oppression to become a leader of his people. This, combined with a sincere faith in the providence of God which oversaw these events, would be sufficient to cause the author of this narrative to borrow some elements from familiar hero-stories.


We should also here give brief consideration to the traditions found in this section. The introduction (1:1-7) is generally considered the work of ‘P’. The remainder, (1:8-2:10), is a mixture of J and E reflecting two or three different stories. There is the tradition of the attempted genocide through the killing of the male children. There is the tradition of oppression. There is the story of the birth and raising of Moses. Much debate has been waged on determining to whom each of these traditions belongs and when it entered the narrative. These are not critical points. What is , perhaps, more interesting, is that in the narrative as it has come down to us the pharaoh makes three separate attempts to destroy the Israelites. There is a common practice in the Hebrew Scriptures to make a triple repetition of those points which are most important. That is to say, the origin of the traditions is not as significant as their use by the author to emphasize the determination of the pharaoh to exterminate the Israelites. Further, the author demonstrates that each of the pharaoh’s attempts serves only to further the preparation of Israel for the Exodus: when oppressed, their numbers increase; when the midwives are sent to kill the boy children, the mothers have an easy and rapid labor; when the boy children are ordered drowned in the river, the eventual leader of the Exodus is rescued from the river.


The narrative now skips a number of years.
 We see an adult Moses viewing a scene between an Egyptian and an Israelite. The Egyptian ‘strikes’ the Israelite. The word which is used here, ‘nakah’ can mean simply to strike, but in its use in this passage it probably implies to strike in such way as to cause death. Its usage is in what is termed a ‘causative’. In this particular use it can mean to smite, to attack, to punish, to slay.  It is this usage, combined with the previous section’s description of the oppression of the Israelites which evokes the common image of an Egyptian overseer beating an insufficiently productive slave-laborer. While this is not necessarily wrong, the image could just as correctly be of two men meeting by chance. Whatever the circumstances, Moses is stricken and angered at the event. He slays the Egyptian. This seems to be an outrage, but may have been entirely appropriate. There is evidence that such immediate retaliation upon the Egyptian would have been justified: If the Egyptian killed the Hebrew, Moses only acted agreeably to the divine law (Gen. 9:6) in thus slaying the Egyptian; nor did he violate the law of Egypt; for, according to Diodorus Siculus (1. 1. § 17), “he who saw a man killed, or violently assaulted on the highway, and did not rescue him, if he could, was punished with death.”  Moses, therefore, in this transaction, acted as a brave and good man; especially as at this time there was little probability of obtaining justice on an Egyptian murderer.
 

Moses had been careful not to be observed and to hide the body when he slew the Egyptian. If we take Josephus into consideration
, the secrecy may have been due to his uncertain position at court. Moses caution will be justified later, when the pharaoh does find out and seeks to slay Moses.  Despite his precautions, there was at least one witness. This becomes evident in the ensuing scene. 


Moses once again sees and altercation, this time between two Israelites. When he tries to stop the quarrel one of the men replies with apparent sarcasm: “Who made you a prince and a judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?”
 This may be a device on the part of the author to join the birth narrative to the coming journey to Midian. Moses, raised by pharaoh’s daughter, has now somehow lost any authority. These two incidents make this clear, as well as providing a reason for his flight, and a demonstration of his sympathy for his own people and his affinity for justice and peace. These incidents also foreshadow both his protection of the Midianite women and his later troubles with the Israelites during their journeying in the wilderness.


When the pharaoh learns of what Moses has done, he seeks to kill Moses, who consequently flees Egypt. Moses finds himself in the land of Midian. These are also a Semitic people, Biblically described as cousins to the Israelites. They are descended from the second wife of Abraham, Keturah, one of whose sons was named Midian. (Gen. 25:1). Moses sits by a well. We can almost immediately predict an imminent wedding. This device of meeting a maiden at a well was used twice in the patriarchal narratives (concerning Isaac and Jacob). The seven daughters of the priest of Midian arrive at the well to water their sheep (again a theme familiar from the patriarchal narrative). Moses defends the sisters against other shepherds  who tried to drive them away. It is to be noted that these other shepherds had not bothered the sisters until after they had drawn water and filled the troughs. After defending them, Moses himself draws more water and waters their flock.


There is little elaboration of Moses’ defense of the women. Instead, the focus shifts to a question of hospitality. The sisters relate the incident to their father who reminds them of their obligations and invites Moses to dinner. As in the patriarchal narratives, this soon occasions the marriage of Moses to one of the priest’s daughters. The daughter’s name is Zipporah (little bee). They soon have a son who is named in typical fashion after events around his birth – Gershom, meaning ‘foreigner’ or ‘exile’. 


While Moses lives in Midian, the king who had sought his life dies, but the persecution of the Israelites continues. The author notes that God hears their pleas for help and recalls his covenants with the Patriarchs. We will next find Moses many years later, about to experience his first theophany.

Excerpts from Josephus’ Antiquities 

  Thermuthis therefore perceiving him to be so remarkable a child, adopted him for her son, having no child of her own. And when one time had carried Moses to her father, she showed him to him, and said she thought to make him her successor, if it should please God she should have no legitimate child of her own; and to him, "I have brought up a child who is of a divine form, (21) and of a generous mind; and as I have received him from the bounty of the river, in , I thought proper to adopt him my son, and the heir of thy kingdom." And she had said this, she put the infant into her father's hands: so he took him, and hugged him to his breast; and on his daughter's account, in a pleasant way, put his diadem upon his head; but Moses threw it down to the ground, and, in a puerile mood, he wreathed it round, and trod upon his feet, which seemed to bring along with evil presage concerning the kingdom of Egypt. But when the sacred scribe saw this, (he was the person who foretold that his nativity would the dominion of that kingdom low,) he made a violent attempt to kill him; and crying out in a frightful manner, he said, "This, O king! this child is he of whom God foretold, that if we kill him we shall be in no danger; he himself affords an attestation to the prediction of the same thing, by his trampling upon thy government, and treading upon thy diadem. Take him, therefore, out of the way, and deliver the Egyptians from the fear they are in about him; and deprive the Hebrews of the hope they have of being encouraged by him." But Thermuthis prevented him, and snatched the child away. And the king was not hasty to slay him, God himself, whose providence protected Moses, inclining the king to spare him

  . . . 

So Moses, at the persuasion both of Thermuthis and the king himself, cheerfully undertook the business: and the sacred scribes of both nations were glad; those of the Egyptians, that they should at once overcome their enemies by his valor, and that by the same piece of management Moses would be slain; but those of the Hebrews, that they should escape from the Egyptians, because Moses was to be their general.

. . .

Tharbis was the daughter of the king of the Ethiopians: she happened to see Moses as he led the army near the walls, and fought with great courage; and admiring the subtility of his undertakings, and believing him to be the author of the Egyptians' success, when they had before despaired of recovering their liberty, and to be the occasion of the great danger the Ethiopians were in, when they had before boasted of their great achievements, she fell deeply in love with him; and upon the prevalency of that passion, sent to him the most faithful of all her servants to discourse with him about their marriage. He thereupon accepted the offer, on condition she would procure the delivering up of the city; and gave her the assurance of an oath to take her to his wife; and that when he had once taken possession of the city, he would not break his oath to her. No sooner was the agreement made, but it took effect immediately; and when Moses had cut off the Ethiopians, he gave thanks to God, and consummated his marriage, and led the Egyptians back to their own land.

The OT makes no mention of Moses’ education, although Josephus and Philo speak quite freely on this matter

Josephus (Ant. 2. 10, 11) provides a different motive for Moses’ flight. It was occasioned, he tells us, by the jealousy of the Pharaoh himself. In this story, Moses had led a successful military campaign in Ethiopia and had returned to Egypt with a daughter of the king as his bride. Once again we know nothing of Josephus’ sources. 

Our sources give us three names for the patron and father-in-law of Moses: Reuel, Jethro, and Hobab. To solve this problem and to harmonize the varied characteristics assigned to Jethro (Ex 3:1) and Hobab (Nm 10:29 and Jgs 4:11), Albright proposes first that Reuel is merely a clan name. Jethro, the aged father with seven daughters who later advises Moses from the wealth of his experience, was Moses’ father-in-law. Hobab, the vigorous younger man whom Moses wishes to employ as their guide in the desert, was actually Moses’ son-in-law. We are told simply that Moses spent a long time among this Bedouin folk and took a wife from among them. That he did not consider himself a member of their clan is clear from the name he gave his newborn son; for Gershom simply means “a stranger there.”

The Call of Moses


The first question with which we are face in this section is that of the name of Moses’ father-in-law. In the previous scene we were introduced to him as ‘a priest of Midian’  and as ‘Reuel’. Here we find Moses tending the sheep of his father-in-law, Jethro. Why the different names, and why did not the written tradition eliminate this confusion? One possibility is the recognition of the significance of their etymology. The name ‘Reuel’ means ‘friend’ or ‘neighbor’, whereas ‘Jethro’ means abundance or superiority. The father of the seven sisters was both of these to Moses. In the first scene he proves himself a friend through his hospitality. Through the marriage of Zipporah and Moses, the abundance  and status of the family may have been increased. Scholars seem unable to find any better answer, other than to point out that it is evidence of the various strands of tradition which were woven into the present narrative.


The second question follows immediately – the name of the mountain which Moses ascends is here given as Horeb. We will find alter that this is the same mountain as that on which Moses receives the Law, which will then be referred to as Sinai. Again, it is the same place named differently (Horeb-dry, Sinai – thorny) in two different oral traditions. 


Moses is drawn to a bush which although burning, is not consumed by the flames. We should not be confused by the reference to the angel of the Lord in 3:2. We have seen this manner of referring  to the divine presence in the stories of the patriarchs
. Moses’ name is called and he answers in what will become a traditional response of the prophet: “Here I am.” Upon his responding to the call, he is further caused to recognize his situation – the burning bush is a sign of divine presence, hence the ground upon which he stands is holy and he should remove his sandals out of respect. The scenario continues to unfold in a formulaic fashion – God identifies himself as the God of the Patriarchs at which Moses hides his face in fear. 


The stand left unfinished in 2:23-25 is continued – God is aware of the plight of the Israelites and will act to save them. Here, now , is the instrument of His action. Moses is called to be the first prophet – to relay the word of God to His people and summon them to action. Moses hesitates, with a claim of unworthiness. To this God responds with what will be seen as a standard divine reassurance throughout the rest of the Old Testament and into the Gospels: “I will be with you.”


Reluctantly, Moses concedes that he will go as God has directed. Yet, he stalls : “If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” 
 The answer which is recorded has caused more debate among scholars than any other single word. The Hebrew phrase is 
This is generally translated as ‘I Am Who Am’, or some similar phrase. This does little to help us understand what is meant by the divine name. The firs tquestion is actually whether this is meant ot be a name. The entire response to Moses’ question is long: 

God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 15 God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: this is my name for ever, and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations.

Is God’s immediate response the revelation of a divine name, or is it an avoidance of giving a name? Those who support the argument that God is here refusing to be named see in this phrase a statement of absolute existence but not a name. The claim that if Moses had received a specific name by which to call God that would have, in the beliefs of the  ancient near east, implied a certain power over God. There was believed to be a particular magic in the evoking of a being’s true name that would compel compliance eon the part of the one being named; even if the caller was human and the named one, divine. This may have played some part in the relating of this episode, but it seems to be a greater issue than that.


There are also those who say that Moses’ reason for asking was that the Israelites would have sought to identify the God of the patriarchs with one of the Egyptian pantheon. After all, they had dwelt in Egypt for somewhere around 300 years. Again, this may have been an aspect of the story, but not the whole of it. 


Such concerns beg the question. What is missed in the English translations such as that cited above is the substitution in Hebrew of the spoken ‘Adonai’ for the written ‘YHWH’ (the tetragrammaton, four letters signifying the divine name, which in Hebrew cannot be pronounced although it is transliterated as Yahweh).  Whereas in verse 14 God’s title is written out as a phrase, once it is declared as the divine nomen it no longer receives the vowel points of the verb or phrase, but those which correspond to the word ‘adonai’ meaning ‘Lord’, as in verse 15. Here then, is  why the scholars question which part of the divine response is God’s name, and what the divine name means.  Is God’s name that which He immediately declares, or is it the full sentence title which is found in verse 15? Either way, the essence comes down to understanding the unique usage of the verb of being which become the divine name. It is because this is a rare, if not unique (some scholars allege other uses of this particular form of the verb, while others hold that the divine name is a unique use). 


The phrase translated as ‘I am who I am’ implies not merely the existence of the speaker, but that that existence is self-reliant, further, it implies a creative power. The phrase, some argue, could just as readily be translated ‘ I create that which I create’.  In this case the verse ‘ I am has sent me to you’ would instead be translated ‘ The Creator sent me to you’. While this sense of the verb is certainly fitting, it seems to undermine the mystery of  God’s reply. It is too simple a solution.  God’s answer to Moses certainly left him without a name by which God could be summoned or manipulated, but it supplied instead a fuller description than Moses may have anticipated.  Some scholars do claim that the form of Moses’ question asked not only a name, but a self-definition; not just ‘who’ , but ‘what’.  Whether or not this is a correct understanding, the response of God has engaged the human imagination since then. The tetragrammaton implies eternal existence, omnipotence, creation. When the divine name is linked, as in verse 15, with the patriarchal list it implies as well a concerned involvement with human history. 


The commissioning of Moses continues with details of what he is to do and say upon returning to his people.  Moses continues to hesitate. God provides Moses with triple evidence by which he will be able to demonstrate his calling: his rod can turn to a serpent and back into a rod, he can have his hand appear leprous and then clean,  he will be able to turn clear water to blood by pouring it out on the dry ground. This last presages the plagues.


Potent as these three signs may have been, Moses is still reluctant. He pleads a speech impediment which would hinder his ability to perform Gods’ will. This is brushed aside: God gave man the ability to speak, to hear, to see. He will put the right word sin Moses’ mouth and they will be heard. 


Moses still hesitates. He begs God to send someone else. Here, the author relates God’s anger with Moses. He concedes, however, that Moses may take as his spokesman his brother Aaron. Moses, however, is still the appointed leader and prophet. It is Moses who will act, Aaron is to be no more than a mouthpiece. 


Moses apparently accepts the commissioning. He seeks leave from his father-in-law, then collects his family to depart.  These verses frame the human cause for Moses’ return – those who had sought his life have died and he wishes to see if his own family still lives. This scenario also allows for Moses’ appearance in the Egyptian court without reference to his previous status there. We are also given a synopsis of  the events which will transpire upon Moses’ return. Pharaoh’s heart will be hardened against Israel to the extent that the extreme measure of the death of the first-born will be visited upon the Egyptians to compel Pharaoh’s compliance with the will of God.


We come now to a perplexing scene. On the way Moses’ life is somehow threatened. To redeem Moses’ life Zipporah circumcises her son. This scene has puzzled scholars for hundreds of years, as far back as the writing of the Septuagint.  The rabbinic commentators traditionally saw in this a threat to Moses because he had either not himself been circumcised or had failed to circumcise his son at the proper time. In more recent scholarship, these arguments are weakened by the recognition that the rite of circumcision was instituted at a later time, the story of Abraham and the covenant of circumcision being written later than the time of Moses. This is also a less than convincing argument, for even though the story and the ritual may have come into the scriptural tradition at a late date, it is impossible to ascertain at what point the ritual of circumcision entered the Hebrew culture. The best the scholars seem to able to offer as insight for this passage is an admission that we cannot adequately understand the passage. Even the Biblical redactor seems to have been uncertain how to relate its significance, as the passage concludes with the enigmatic  Then it was that she said, “You are a bridegroom of blood,” because of the circumcision.
 There seems no clear understanding of the phrase ‘bridegroom of blood’ even as far back as the oldest of the rabbinic commentaries. 


A simpler explanation is offered by scholars who are less concerned with the specific language of the text. For  these scholars the story is an ancient tradition which originally linked the introduction of the rite of circumcision to Zipporah. Verse 24 is explained by the ancient allocation of all ills to the will of God. The following scene is played out according to the superstitions of Moses’ Midianite wife. Seeing her husband ill, she circumcises their child (possibly not Gershom, but the unnamed second son of this chapter) and then  “She then most probably simulated a circumcision of her husband by touching him with his son’s foreskin. The mention of feet is no doubt a euphemism.” 
 Interestingly, this understanding is somewhat mitigated in the newer edition of the same commentary: “ Whatever the origins of the story- perhaps an old story of a night demon fooled by the blood from someone other than the  intended victim- its intent is to point forward to the tent and final plague and to the redemption of the Israelite firstborn.” 


The scene quickly shifts to the warm reunion of Moses and his brother Aaron. Aaron hears all Moses has to tell him. The pair then successfully follow through on the divine command, the message is brought to the gathered people of Israel and they worship Yahweh.

The Plagues and Passover

Moses and Aaron now confront the Pharaoh.  The Egyptian ruler is not familiar with the God of the Israelites and is reluctant to allow them to make a journey to worship Him. The God of the Patriarchs was not  part of the Egyptian pantheon, and therefore Pharaoh saw no reason why he should honor a request from him. 


As the conversation continues, Pharaoh realizes that what Moses and Aaron are asking would delay the work on his building projects. To the perspective of the Pharaoh this is  a sign of shirking and laziness on the part of his labor force. He retaliates against their audacity by ordering that the people be compelled to gather the straw for the bricks themselves while still meeting the same quotas as previously. 


The Israelite taskmasters are between a rock and a hard place, being compelled to carry out the orders of Pharaoh upon their own people.  They confront Moses and Aaron: “The Lord look upon you and judge, because you have made us offensive in the sight of Pharaoh and his servants, and have put a sword in their hand to kill us.” 
 When Moses turns to God with this complaint, we find a second commissioning much like the first in which God identifies himself as the God of the Patriarchs (here with the additional comment that he was then known as El Shaddai),  Moses is directed to declare God’s mercy to the Israelites, and God decrees that he will compel the obedience of Pharaoh. The demand made of Pharaoh is expanded – not to release the Israelites for a pilgrimage, but to free them entirely.   In the midst of this second commissioning we find a list inserted by the priestly redactor which gives the genealogy of Moses and Aaron. This emphasizes their roots in the tribe of Levi, from which the priests of Israel came. We are also informed by P that Moses and Aaron are now aged 80 and 83 years, respectively.


What is most curious about this scene and thee first three plagues is that it is not the rod of Moses, but that of Aaron which is used to demonstrate the power of the Israelite’s God. This difference from the command to Moses in the first commissioning is explained in two ways – Moses gave the rod he had to Aaron so that he might use it instead, or, that this is a deliberate device of P who wishes to reinforce the importance of the priestly caste which originated with Aaron.  As they had been directed more than once, Moses and Aaron throw down the rod and it becomes a serpent (the Hebrew word for serpent, nachash, is from the same root as that for divination or omen). This fails to impress, as the Egyptian priest-magicians are able to perform a similar feat.  Even when the serpent of Moses and Aaron consumes the Egyptians’ rods,  Pharaoh is not persuaded. It is evident that, as God had told his prophets, more powerful signs will be needed. 


There ensues the familiar sequence of nine plagues followed by the death of the firstborn. These plagues are presented in three triplets. In each triplet Moses first meets Pharaoh by the water to warn of a plague, then meets Pharaoh in his palace to warn of another plague and then to hear Pharaoh’s plea to remove the plague, then delivers a third plague without warning.


Pharaoh’s magicians are able to duplicate the plagues of blood and that of frogs, but cannot bring duplicate the gnats (translated in the KJV as lice in accord with Talmudic tradition, and which the JBC allows might be translated as mosquitoes). The Egyptian priests begin to plea with Pharaoh to heed Moses. There are potential natural explanations of these miracles (such do not negate the miracles, it simply changes the understanding of miracle form something completely inexplicable to that which occurs because of divine intervention even though it may occur naturally under other circumstances). The turning of the Nile to blood has been explained as the redness which the Nile takes on due to red dust which it gathers and  algae which  form during inundation.  The description of this redness as blood may have been because of it toxicity, fouls smell and taste. It is also possibly relative to the Egyptian belief that the Nile was part of the bloodstream of the god Osiris. 

A similar explanation is allowed for the infestation of frogs – they proliferate at the season of the Nile’s flooding.  The explanation of the lice/gnats follows upon this – they may have occurred from the decaying corpses of the frogs or been induced by the Nile flood. 

In the second set of plagues, the striking element of the plague of flies is that the land of Goshen, where Israel resides, is to be spared. This is a distinction not made in the earlier plagues, and makes clear that this is the work of Yahweh, not of the Egyptian magicians. After the flies, Pharaoh proposes to allow the Israelites to make their sacrifices while still in Egypt. This is rejected by Moses, alleging that the sacrifices they will make would be sacrilegious to the Egyptians.  Pharaoh says they may go a short journey to make their offerings. However, as soon as the flies disappear, he rescinds this order. 

The Plagues and the Deities of Egypt

Nile to Blood
Khnum, ram-headed guardian of the Nile; Hapi, spirit of the Nile; Osiris, whose blood is the Nile; Isis, goddess of the Nile

Frogs
Heqt, a frog-headed god of resurrection/goddess of birth

Gnats



Set, god of the desert; 

Flies



Re, the sun-god; Uatchit represented by a fly

Cattle Plague
Hathor, cow-headed mother–goddess; Apis, the fertility bull symbol of Ptah; Mnevis, bull sacred to Heliopolis

Boils
possibly Imhotep, god of medicine (dependent on dating); Sekhmet – goddess with power over disease; Sunu, pestilence god; Isis, goddess of healing

Hail
Nut, the sky goddess; Isis, goddess of life; Seth, protector of crops and storm-god

Locusts
Isis, goddess of life; Seth, protector of crops; Nut, sky goddess

Darkness


the various sun gods – Re, Aten, Amun, Horus





The sky goddesses- Nut and Hathor

Death of the Firstborn
Osiris, giver of life; Min, god of reproduction; Heqet, protectressof childbirth; Isis, protectress of children; Pharoah, himself considered a god

The fifth plague ensues- a pestilence upon the animals of the Egyptians, but not of the Israelites.  When Pharaoh’s heart remains hard, the sixth plague is brought -  boils upon man and beast.

As introduction to the final triplet of plagues, Moses is instructed to warn Pharaoh that he remains alive only so that he may serve as an example of the power of God.  Hail will be sent upon Egypt, those who fear the Lord will bring their slaves and animals indoors so as to protect them. The devastating hail falls, accompanied by severe lightning storms. The crops which remained from earlier are damaged, the livestock are slain. Once again Pharaoh makes a false promise to allow the people to go worship. Moses seems to see through Pharaoh, as he says : But as for you and your servants, I know that you do not yet fear the Lord God.

When Pharaoh for a second time retracts permission, Moses is sent with the threat of locusts. Pharaoh’s advisers are worried. Pharaoh attempts a compromise – the Israelite men can go, their women and children must remain. This is not sufficient and Moses is commanded by God to bring on the plague of locusts.  Both the hailstorms and the locust swarms are events which still occasionally occur in Egypt, the difference in the plagues was the unusual intensity and severity of the events, and their following close upon one another.  Once again Pharaoh pretends compliance so that the plague will be removed. Once again when the order is rescinded another plague descends without Pharaoh being warned. The third plague of the third triplet is darkness. This is apparently and event which still occurs: Veteran travelers to the Near East are familiar with the , a hot wind that blows off the desert during March and April and brings with it darkness and a very oppressive atmosphere. As recently as 1959, the present writer can testify to this phenomenon in Cairo. Generally such winds last about three days, and their end occasions joyous response from the people. 
 Such a darkness would have been frightful to the Egyptians who worshipped the night sky in the form of the goddess Nut. Their own deity had turned upon them, no imprecations relieved the darkness, nor were the priests of Re or Horus, both sun-gods, able to end this plague. Once again, as with all the plagues since the fourth, the author points out that the Israelites were not affected. 

Pharaoh almost relents. He will allow the Israelites to all go worship, but they are not to take their livestock. This is a ploy on his part, he wants to ensure that they will return. Moses replies that they must take their animals also, implying that they will not know until they arrive at the place  of worship which animals are to be sacrificed.


Moses is now instructed to fulfill one of the signs given at his first commissioning. The Israelites are to request from the Egyptians a great deal of wealth, which will be willingly given. It is now apparent, as it was not when the sign was foretold, why the Egyptians  would do this thing. They are ready to give whatever it may take to rid their land of the source of the destruction which has befallen it in the past season.

 
It is not clear from the text if Moses’ announcement of the final plague, the death of the first-born, is made directly to Pharaoh. The verses appear to have become misplaced. They follow upon an announcement made to Israel, but are concluded with the words  “And he went out from Pharaoh in hot anger.” 


What follows now are the instructions for the celebration of the Pasch, by which the Israelites will be passed over during the final plague. These instructions come in two sections, each reflecting a different ancient rite which has now been adapted to a new use and meaning. 


The sacrifice of the lambs and the smearing of their blood upon the doorposts stems from and ancient nomadic practice of a sacrifice meant to insure  continued increase and the use of the blood-sign as a ward against evil.  The blood is now not to ward off a general evil, but to protect against death. The eating of unleavened bread stems from a similar ritual of ancient farming communities – “, or the Feast of Unleavened Bread, or Azymes, was an ancient feast that reflected an agricultural background. It was borrowed from the Canaanites and marked the beginning of the barley harvest. During this feast, the people ate unleavened bread for seven days, and, of course, they made an offering—a contribution of the first fruits of the harvest.”
 The unleavened bread is now to mark not the beginning of harvest, but the hasty departure from the land of slavery.  The people are assured of their release by the injunction that they are to perform this ritual annually as a memorial. It is clear from these verses that much of this section is due to the work of P who seeks to clarify the relation of tradition, history, and religious ritual. 


The death of the first-born finally causes Pharaoh to release the Israelites. It is with this plague that Pharaoh himself is at last directly affected. He loses his own son. In an emotional outburst he summons Moses and directs him to lead his people out of Egypt. Throughout the narrative of the release there is a contiguous weaving of priestly interjections concerning the continuance of the rituals, how, when, and by whom they are to be celebrated. The consecration of the first-born is instituted, not only are first-born sons to be consecrated to God, but also the first-born of all livestock.  It is also from this section that the practice of using phylacteries was generated: And it shall be to you as a sign on your hand and as a memorial between your eyes, that the law of the Lord may be in your mouth; for with a strong hand the Lord has brought you out of Egypt. 


The route of the Exodus is largely determined by the avoidance of Egyptian outposts and routes which would lead into battlefields.  These other routes would have led directly to the promised land of Canaan, but the people were not ready to confront the dangers of war. Thus, they are led by a circuitous path along the perimeter of the Sinai peninsula. Their first stage leads through a swampy area called the Sea of Reeds. (This is not the Red Sea, that understanding was due to a mistranslation dating back to the Septuagint). It is not certain precisely which area this was, as the names given to the different cities and regions are anachronistic to the events of the Exodus. Whatever the precise location, it was somewhere among the lakes and swamps north of the western arm of the Red Sea. 


God leads the people of Israel as a pillar  of cloud by day and of fire by night. It is supposed that this imagery may have originated in the practice of bearing smoking braziers at the head of a caravan. Whether or not this is so, the imagery became a standard one for the presence of God in the traditions of the Israelites. 

After a short time, Pharaoh realizes what has happened and sets out in pursuit of the Israelites, repudiating the freedom he had granted them in reaction to his son’s death. Upon seeing the pursuit, the Israelites make their first complaint against Moses. They would rather serve in Egypt than die in the wilderness. Moses assures them that they are under God’s care and will survive. A strong wind arises, clearing a path through the waters by which the Israelites safely cross the swamp/sea . In their wake the waters flow back , first miring the chariots of the Egyptians and then drowning them. As with the plagues, the events here recorded may have had their roots in natural occurrences. The miracle again being seen, then, in the timing of the events which indicates divine intervention.  The Egyptian army is vanquished, the God of Israel is seen to be victorious.  What follows next, the Song of Miriam, is perhaps the most ancient of Israelite hymns. 


The hymn of victory, attributed to Moses and Miriam probably dates to the 13th century, well before the establishment of the monarchy. Many of its elements reflect concepts similar to Canaanite practice -  the image of God as a storm-god and a warrior, and the reference to His mountain-abode. In its entirety is appears to be later than the event of the crossing of the sea, (verses 13-15 suggest a setting after the conquest of Canaan), but perhaps not by more than a generation. 

Murmuring in the Wilderness


It does not take long for the mood of  victory to wane. The great crowd of Israelites now faces a journey through unknown territory with only meager supplies.  The are still fleeing possible pursuit and must cross through regions used by the Egyptians, major desert roads and further south the mining regions from which Egypt obtained much copper and turquoise. 


They begin their journey through the wilderness of Shur, which means ‘wall’. This probably refers to a region of steppes in the northwest of the Sinai peninsula. Within a short time they come to a well whose water is too bitter too drink. It is not certain where this well was, two places have emerged as most likely. One is called Ain Hawarah, a well some 41 miles south of the point where tradition places the crossing of the sea and which is still bitter. The other is a place whose name associates it with this event, Ain Musa (the well of Moses) which is only about 25 miles south of the crossing.  The people have probably now depleted their own water sources. God instructs Moses to ‘heal’ the water by putting a certain wood into it. Modern commentators do not seem to know what this wood was, although according to the 1968 JBC there is a thorn accorded similar properties by the Arabs. A Deuteronomic insert to this story (vs. 26) clarifies the statutes decreed here as a simple precept to heed God which will accord them His healing protection.


It is in these verses that we first find the term ‘murmur’. This word is used only in reference to the people’s complaints against Moses in the wilderness. It is found only in Ex.15-17 and Num. 14-17, with a repetition in Josh 9:18.  It becomes a theme of the wilderness experience, as there are recorded six episodes of such murmuring. According to Brevard Childs
 these episodes fall into two patterns: Pattern I (Ex. 15,17.2-4, Num. 20)– initial need, complaint, intercession by Moses, miraculous intervention ; Pattern II (Num. 11, 17, 21) – initial complaint, God’s anger, intercession by Moses, reprieve of punishment. There is also a different emphasis in the episodes according to which pattern they follow. The episodes of Pattern I highlight God’s miraculous intervention during the wilderness experience, those of Pattern II emphasize the repeated disobedience of the people. 

 
Having obtained water, the people soon continue on to Elim (probably the oasis of Wadi Gharandel, some 20 miles from Ain Musa, 7 form Ain Hawarah), an oasis of twelve springs and seventy palms. These numbers are typical Biblical counts indicating sufficiency.


It is not long before the people find another source of complaint – they have now exhausted their supply of bread. They murmur against Moses that they should have stayed in Egypt where they at least had enough to eat.  An interesting element of this episode is found in 16:7-8. Here the author, through the words attributed to Moses and Aaron, makes the point that they are not the true leaders of Israel in the wilderness. Rather, it is God who is leading them, and that when they complain against Moses, they are actually complaining against God. 


In response to the need for food God provides both manna and quail. The manna seems to be a phenomenon which is common to the desert: “The manna is a honeydew excretion produced by two species of scale insect that infest the tamarisk thickets of the area, which, in fact, have gained the technical name tamarix mannifera. From the leaves of the thicket the substance drops to the ground where it becomes somewhat firm in the cool night air of the desert. It has, however, a low melting point (70 F) and hence, must be gathered by 8:30 a.m. before the sun causes it to melt.” 
 The appearance of the quail also still occurs during migratory seasons. After crossing the Red Sea the birds are exhausted. They often rest on the ground, where they can be readily captured due to their fatigue. The mention of the quail in this episode perplexes scholars. They are only mentioned, not elaborated upon as is the manna. Further, in Numbers 11, where the story of the journey continues after the lengthy listing of laws and census of the people, the people once again complain about meat. Here, God tells Moses he will send them meat for a whole month. In Num11 the quail are a central theme, following upon the people’s weariness of eating only manna. Here , the quail is a response which is as much punishment as relief. The quail are overabundant, there being enough for each man to collect the equivalent of  65 bushels (!) according to the text. Further, those who had desired the meat soon die of a sickness form consuming it. (Num. 11:32-33).


The amount of manna the people were to collect, one omer each, is approximately equal to two pints. The regulations they were given as to its collection would seem to fit with the substance with which it has been equated. The only trouble with this is in the allowance made for the Sabbath, as the excretions would not be able to be prepared by boiling or baking. However, this section is a P account. The Priestly redactors hand is evident in many places throughout these murmuring narratives as he/they explain the relation of events to later ritual and law codes. Some scenes in this and the next episode are even indicated as taking place before the ‘tent of meeting’ for which Moses will not receive the directions until they reach Mount Sinai. The people are further instructed that a portion of the manna is to be encased in an urn and carried with them, “before the testimony”,  as a perpetual reminder of God’s providing for them. This phrase ‘before the testimony’ refers to the ark of the covenant, the tablets of which have not yet been bestowed. 

The journey through the wilderness continues, but once again as they near Rephidim (an uncertain location) the people lack water. Once again they murmur against Moses. Once again they are reminded that their accusations against Moses are accusations against God. Once again Moses pleads with God to intercede.  Moses is instructed to take the elders of the people with him and to strike a certain rock, at Horeb, with the same staff with which he had performed the wonders in Egypt. When he does this, water flows from the rock.  The place is then called Massah (test) and Meribah (quarrel).


This is the second of three complaints about lack of water in the wilderness wanderings. The third will occur in Num. 20 and is the occasion of what is seen by many as Moses’ fault which keeps him out of Canaan. This last of the three ‘water complaints’ occurs after the people have departed from Mt. Sinai. Miriam has just died as the Israelites arrived in Kadesh, the north-eastern region of the Sinai peninsula. Yet again they come to a place where they expect water, but find none. Yet again they complain against Moses, who by now seems to have come near to the limits of his patience.  Moses and Aaron go to the meeting tent, where the ark of the covenant was kept, and prostrated themselves. They are instructed to take the rod and to speak to the rock which will provide water. Moses, however, is still angry with his stubborn people. Rather than decree God’s providence and summon the water, he berates the people, calling them rebels and speaking with angry sarcasm. He strikes the rock twice with the staff. Despite Moses anger, the water gushes forth. Moses and Aaron are told by God that because of their failure to glorify God, they will not enter the promised land. There has been much discussion over what Moses’ fault was. Some propose that whatever it was, was left out due to respect for Moses. Others say that it was the striking of the rock, when he had been instructed only to speak to the rock. Perhaps the most satisfying proposal is that it was Moses’ continued anger, that his striking the rock was not intended to bring forth water, but was a gesture of denial. Thus, it would have been Moses’ own stubbornness, which he held despite God’s mercy to the people, and which he demonstrated rather than make evident God’s glory,  which was the occasion of God’s barring him from the promised land.


On this occasion as with the one in Ex. 17, the site is called Meribah, because the people quarreled (rib) there.

Once the people have refreshed themselves, the narrative continues with the first battle the Israelites will fight on their journey to Canaan. They are confronted by the Amalekites. These were a nomadic merchant tribe who claimed this region. They controlled the caravan routes and quite likely were offended by the Israelites use of their wells and oases. Such use was, and continued to be for many centuries, carefully controlled and a matter of fierce possessiveness, tribute, treaties and similar agreements being expected for travelers to use these sources of water.  Joshua, who is mentioned here for the first time, is given command of the army of the Israelites. According to traditions they had obtained some weapons from the remains of the drowned army of Pharaoh after crossing the sea of reeds.  Probably quite less well supplied and certainly not as well trained as their enemy, the Israelites ;depend upon their God to give them victory. Symbolic of this dependence, Moses ascend a hill overlooking the battle and rises his rod with both hands. So long as the rod is raised, the Israelites prevail. This wearies Moses who recruits Aaron and Hur (Miriam’s husband?) to help him hold up his arms. Upon achieving victory, Moses sets up an altar on the hill. 

 
Perhaps the strangest element of this section is that there is no recounting of prayer or divine instruction. Moses makes the determination to stand as an emblem to the people on his own. Yet, this is effective. It is not, however , clear whether he holds the rod up, one hand, or both hands. Tradition has long held on the one hand that Moses held forth the rod with which he had sundered the sea and so secured this victory in a similar manner, or that he held up his hands in an attitude of prayer. Whatever his particular posture, despite the apparent contradictions of the text, it was one which invoked blessing on the tribes of Israel and allowed them to prevail over their enemy. Clearly, this victory was attributed to God as Moses establishes and altar and declares : “A hand upon the banner of the Lord! The Lord will have war with Amalek from generation to generation.”


The next scene is the last before the arrival at Mt. Sinai. Here, Moses is reunited with his family and with his father-in-law, Jethro/Reuel the priest of Midian. This story is out of sequence and is in tension with other elements of the narrative. The first confusion is that Jethro reunites Moses with his wife and sons. This is the only clear indication we have that they were not with him in Egypt. This is only a minor issue, as the narrator certainly was involved with much greater issues when the timing would have been appropriate to explain their departure. Moses and Jethro meet with joy and mutual respect. After being told of all that had happened in the intervening years (?)  Jethro confesses his belief in the supremacy of the God of Moses. He celebrates a sacrificial meal with Aaron and the elders, indicating his unity in faith with the Israelites, a matter which had been assumed when we first met him. 


‘The next day’ Jethro sees Moses giving judgment. It is clear that this task is taking a great toll on Moses. As a priest in an established cult, Jethro probably is familiar, as Moses should have been from his experience in Egypt, with administration. To the eyes of his father-in-law, Moses is bearing too much, so he takes it upon himself to instruct him on delegating this responsibility. He suggests the division of the people into units of thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. Each group is to have its own arbiter so that all cases which have a precedent can be judged, only those which are new will need to come directly to Moses. This scene is more out of place than the previous. A similar instruction is given to Moses by God after the giving of the Law (Num. 11:14-17, Dt. 1:9-18). This would seem, then, to possibly be part of a different tradition which the redactors tried to find room for. Rather than put it near the command of God for Moses to share the responsibility, they place it here, at the site where Moses had been with Jethro after the episode of the burning bush. In this manner, the author makes allowance for the later command of God to support this episode in which the establishment of judges is suggested by Jethro. 


The scene is now set for the theophany on Mount Sinai, the giving of the Law and the establishment of the cult.  The Israelites still have a long journey before they will come into the land of Canaan, but that post-covenant journey will be related not in the book of Exodus, but in Numbers. The establishment of the covenant and the ordering of the nation will comprise the remainder of Exodus, all of Leviticus and the better part of the book of Numbers.   

Covenant and Cult


We come at last to the central event of Jewish history, the giving of the Covenant at Mount Sinai.  The confluence of traditions in the relation of this event is evident. The Decalogue is given more than once, Moses ascends the mountain multiple times to receive instruction, be shown as the chosen prophet of God, receive the stone tablets, intercede during the idolatry of the golden calf. Each of these seems to recall differing traditions concerning the Sinai experience. The mode of the theophany is also different in some of these episodes. What is also clear from the text as we have it is the close development of the traditions and of liturgical ritual.


In the beginning of chapter 19 Moses ascends Mount Sinai three times, to speak with God and relay His word to the people concerning the holiness of the mountain now that God has descended upon it, and the requirements for the sanctification of the people. God descends upon the mountain in the midst of an overwhelming storm. His voice is like thunder. The people are fearful of the voice of God and ask that He speak only to Moses. The initialization of the covenant takes place. The Israelites are told that if they will ‘keep God’s covenant’ they will be his special possession. The people readily agree to do this, then they are told to purify themselves so that they may approach the mountain. 


There are two important points in this section. The form of the covenant as it is narrated here and in the remainder of the chapter conforms closely to what are known as Hittite suzerainty pacts
. These were a stylized formula of agreement between a ruler and either another ruler or a subject people. Such contracts were common in the ancient mid-east at the time postulated for the development of the Sinai tradition. It is unclear to what degree these treaties influenced the tradition and to what extent the covenant formula was deliberately or coincidentally similar. 


The other aspect of this narrative that is of particular interest is the understanding of God’s holiness by the ancient Israelites. The power of holiness was likened to lightning, it could burn one who came to near, especially if that one was not properly purified. Holiness was frightening, as it was not comprehensible. Those who came too near and were afflicted by God’s presence had to be prevented from infecting the community, thus they were stoned so that they would not touch anyone else.

Hittite Suzerainty Pacts

Formula




corresponding passage

Preamble/Identification of king



Deut. 1:1-4

Historical prologue


19:3-4

Deut. 1:5-4:43

General stipulations


19:5-6

Deut. 4:44-11:32

Specific stipulations


20:1-17

Deut. 12:1-26:15







(through ch23?)

Deposit and periodic reading

24:4;25:16,21
Deut. 31:9-13,26

Invocation of witnesses


19:17-20

Deut. 10:19, 31:28

Curses and blessings


Lev. 26

Deut. 27-28

Oath of allegiance



19:7-8,24:3


Solemn ceremony



19:10-15, 24:4b-8

In Exodus God bears witness to the covenant Himself, there being no equal to Him to give witness. The missing of the sequence is not significant, as the items can often be found out of order in ancient treaties. Particularly, the relocation of the specific stipulations (Decalogue) is apt because to place it in its traditional arrangement would have interrupted the flow of the narrative. The relation of the Decalogue can be viewed as something of a flash-back, filling in the details implied  in 19:5-6.

One can see that the formula is repeated in a somewhat different pattern in Deuteronomy. As this book is generally considered of a much later date than Exodus, it is not surprising that the covenant as it is related there should appear in a more structured format. 


Once the people have accepted the Decalogue, the commandment concerning idolatry is stressed. Even the altars built by the Israelites are to be of a special nature. They are to be made of earth or unhewn rock, they are to be built only in places where God has revealed Himself, they are not to have steps which would cause the nakedness of the priest to be exposed in a holy place (the later details of priestly vestments also relate to this proscription). Great care is taken throughout the establishment of Israelite cult to prevent any intermingling of sexuality and liturgical practices. There was an obvious reason for this in that many of the religions of neighboring peoples centered around fertility and therefore involved various forms of ritual sexual practices. Israel’s identity as a chosen people and their monotheism were signaled by this chastity in their liturgy.

After this comes a long list of ‘ordinances’, most of which have to do with secular matters, some with prohibitions of certain behaviors which were common in the rituals of Israel’s pagan neighbors, such as boiling a kid in its mother’s milk. These laws bear a striking resemblance and a correspondence in historical setting to the equally famous law code of the Babylonian ruler, Hammurabi(1725-1686 BC). This king has long been credited with establishing the first written law code. The resemblance is accentuated by the incising of the Law on stone, which was a common writing medium of the time. The Code of Hammurabi exists on stele.  


At the end of this recitation, Moses performs a binding ritual of  agreement. This is a solemn ceremony of sacrifice at the culmination of which half the blood of the slaughtered oxen is splashed on the altar. The book in which the covenant was written is then shown to the people who once again express their assent. This done, they Israelites are aspersed with the remaining ‘blood of the covenant’. The offering of sacrifices and the use of blood as a symbol of covenant was ancient. We might recall the story of the covenant with Abraham in which he slaughters animals, divides them, and walks between the corpses. Such acts were seen as binding one to a promise,  they were symbolic of the life  of those participating in the covenant.


It is after this that we find the scene most commonly associated with the Sinai event. Moses and seventy elders approach the mountain to behold the glory of God. Moses is then summoned to ascend alone and to receive the tablets of the Law. This is quite clearly a different tradition of the Sinai experience than that which has already been related. It is equally clear that what is being recalled is the same event – the giving of the Law, the demonstration of Moses’ role as prophet, the stern injunction against idolatry, the selection of Israel as a chosen people. 


The time Moses spends on the mountain is related in typical Israelite symbolic numbers. He waits for six days and is summoned further up on the seventh. He spends forty days on the mountain. Oddly, the first thing narrated concerning Moses’ encounter with God is not the giving of the tablets, but direction for the building of an ark in which to store the tablets. These instructions cover chapters 24-27. After this is the decree of priesthood for the family of Aaron and his tribe. This is accompanied by detailed instruction on the making of proper vestments and the rituals of consecration. These take up another two chapters after which Moses is then given instruction on the building of an altar and other details of ritual. At length, in 31:12 we resume the narrative we had begun at the foot of the mountain. The holiness of the Sabbath is expounded upon and Moses is given the tablets of the Law. 


We next back up a bit to learn what was happening during Moses’ extended absence. The people have become agitated by Moses’ protracted absence. They ask Aaron and Hur to craft and idol for them to worship. In response he melts their jewelry and molds it into a calf. The choice of animal is not surprising. If this was an event of the Exodus, it may reflect a recollection of the Egyptian fertility deity Apis, the bull. If this is a later interpolation, as many scholars think, then the idol might reflect the bull-image of the Canaanite’s primary deity, Ba’al. The reasoning behind scholarly speculation that his section of the story may be a later interpolation is twofold. On the one hand, the form of the story and the many inconsistencies in it do not follow with the rest of the narrative. Secondly, the Priestly redactors would have been working at a time when a calf-idolatry was a relatively recent experience and one which specifically concerned them. During the time of civil strife after the death of Solomon, his son Rehoboam was accepted as king only by the tribe of Judah. The remaining tribes, referred to as Israel, followed Jeroboam. (Jeroboam had been a high official exiled by Solomon. He returned and was chosen as king by the people oppressed under Solomon’s son Rehoboam.) Jeroboam feared that the rebels would return to Rehoboam when they went to Jerusalem to offer sacrifice at the Temple. Therefore, he had two calf-idols crafted to be placed at Dan and Bethel for the people to worship, and established new holy days and a new priesthood (1 Kings 12). These events occurred  some 250-300 years prior to the estimated dates of the Priestly redaction. 


As the idolatry and accompanying licentiousness are taking place Moses is told by God of the events. God is portrayed as sufficiently angered by the apostasy to destroy the rebellious people with whom He has just established his covenant. Moses mediates, appealing both to God’s concern for His reputation among the nations and also to the covenant history between God and the Israelites. God relents, but Moses himself becomes enraged when he descends from the mountain and sees what is being done. He smashes the tablets, symbolically breaking the covenant. He immediately devises a trial-by-ordeal, destroying the calf and intermingling it with the drinking water. This trial reflects an older strain of the narrative.


Moses also recruits the tribe of Levi (again a P redaction) with the invocation:  “Who is on the Lord’s side? Come to me.”
  What follows is a slaughter of three-thousand by the Levites, an act which both punishes the idolaters and consecrates the new priesthood. The consecration is in the blood which is shed, but it is also in the faithfulness of the Levites to Yahweh. While the event of the punishment may be part of an older narrative, the identification of these faithful few as Levites may well be the work of the P redactor(s) justifying the keeping of the priesthood within the tribe of Levi. Aaron’s priesthood was abrogated by both his making of the calf and his subsequent disavowal of involvement in the apostasy. Curiously, Aaron will continue to have a position of prestige in the remainder of the narrative. This is considered another indication of the uneven blending of traditions in the redaction of the Exodus narrative.


In the next scene Moses returns to the mountain to intercede again for the people. God is merciful, however, He will no longer dwell among the people, but instead send an ‘angel’ to lead them. The people are punished by a plague. Yet, God also promised to Moses that the nation will be led successfully to the land which was promised them. 

When the people hear that God is to depart from their midst they repent of their apostasy. As a sign of their renewed faith they divest themselves of their jewelry for the remainder of the trip.


The following scene is from the E source (what we have so far been following is largely J) and consequently does not follow smoothly with the surrounding narrative. We are told in brief of Moses practice during the sojourn of using a tent placed outside the camp as a place where he would speak with God. This is inserted here to set the stage for Moses’ request to more fully  see the glory of God.


The narrative immediately returns to Moses’ current conversation with God on the mountaintop. Moses’ supplication must have been highly effective as God not only reverses His decision to no longer lead the people Himself, but also grants Moses’ request to fully experience God’s glory. The only qualification God imposes is that Moses shall not see His face, and God will Himself protect Moses in this. There is an interesting juxtaposition of anthropomorphism and Israelite abstract terminology for God in this passage. God will ‘pass before’ Moses who will not see His ‘face’, whose ‘hand’ will shield Moses, and whose ‘back’  Moses will be allowed to glimpse. Yet, it is also clear that this terminology is only a tool for trying to explain the immediacy of the theophany which Moses experienced. God is not described except by His attributes – mercy and grace.  The phrasing of these attributes, I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.
, recalls God’s response to Moses’ request for His name.


After this, Moses is instructed to remake the tablets of the covenant. The ordinances which the Israelites are to observe are repeated in a somewhat different construction. In keeping with the Israelite understanding of holiness, Moses’ face is described as shining when he again returns from the mountain. It is so wondrous a sight that the people are frightened and Moses dons a veil to obscure his face. Mosses return is the cause of much busyness. The people hasten to do all that is necessary to prepare the tabernacle. The details are described and at their conclusion, Moses blesses the people. 


Instruction are given for the tent of meeting and the tabernacle to be set up and consecrated. Once all is done according to God’s instructions the cloud of the Presence descends. This is the same cloud by day/fir by night which had been leading the Israelites. It will now settle upon the tabernacle when the people are to rest, and rise up when they are to continue their journey. It is with this joyous ritual establishment of the covenant that the book of Exodus concludes.

1 All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin by stages, according to the commandment of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim; but there was no water for the people to drink. 2 Therefore the people found fault with Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you find fault with me? Why do you put the Lord to the proof?” 3 But the people thirsted there for water, and the people murmured against Moses, and said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst?” 4 So Moses cried to the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 5 And the Lord said to Moses, “Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the elders of Israel; and take in your hand the rod with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, that the people may drink.” And Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And he called the name of the place Massah and Meribah, because of the faultfinding of the children of Israel, and because they put the Lord to the proof by saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?”





2 Now there was no water for the congregation; and they assembled themselves together against Moses and against Aaron. 3 And the people contended with Moses, and said, “Would that we had died when our brethren died before the Lord! 4 Why have you brought the assembly of the Lord into this wilderness, that we should die here, both we and our cattle? 5 And why have you made us come up out of Egypt, to bring us to this evil place? It is no place for grain, or figs, or vines, or pomegranates; and there is no water to drink.” 6 Then Moses and Aaron went from the presence of the assembly to the door of the tent of meeting, and fell on their faces. And the glory of the Lord appeared to them, 7 and the Lord said to Moses, 8 “Take the rod, and assemble the congregation, you and Aaron your brother, and tell the rock before their eyes to yield its water; so you shall bring water out of the rock for them; so you shall give drink to the congregation and their cattle.” 9 And Moses took the rod from before the Lord, as he commanded him.

 10 And Moses and Aaron gathered the assembly together before the rock, and he said to them, “Hear now, you rebels; shall we bring forth water for you out of this rock?” 11 And Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock with his rod twice; and water came forth abundantly, and the congregation drank, and their cattle. 12 And the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not believe in me, to sanctify me in the eyes of the people of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land which I have given them.” 


Instruction given concerning the tabernacle


Aaron and his progeny chosen as priests, their vestments described


Further details of ritual and sacrifice, a census decreed

Ch. 31:18 Moses receives the two tablets and is dismissed

Flashback – the people are anxious at Moses’ long absence, demand that Aaron provide them with an idol

God’s wrath, the people’s repentance, the second set of tablets

The remainder of the book of Exodus and all of Leviticus is the laws given at Mt Sinai

It is not until Num. 10:14 the Israelites continue their journey to Paran

God’s voice/thunder=6963  { kole}  or  { kole} 
from an unused root meaning to call aloud; TWOT - 1998a,2028b; n m

AV - voice 383, noise 49, sound 39, thunder 10, proclamation + 5674 4, send out + 5414 2, thunderings 2, fame 1, misc 16; 506

GK - 7754 { lwqo

 } & 7825 { lqo

 } & 7826 { lqo
1)
voice, sound, noise

1a)
voice

1b)
sound (of instrument)

2)
lightness, frivolity

Much of the description here, then, constitutes not an historical report, but rather a theological interpretation of the events as they were subsequently liturgically re-enacted for the people of Israel. However, we must not forget that a real confrontation between Yahweh and Israel is the basis for these descriptions.

Therefore, most modern authorities identify the mountain of God with Jebel Musa on the Sinai Peninsula. This particular peak rises to a height of 7467 ft. and can be scaled in approximately one and one-half hours. Even loftier peaks lie S of Jebel Musa, but they would require about five hours to scale and lack open areas at their bases. The Jebel Musa location is further confirmed by the adjacent plain of er-Raha, which coincides with the encampment area at the base of the mountain of God (

NJBC – giving  of Decalogue associated with Feast of Weeks (Succoth?) as early as 2nd C BC – this is also the NT timing of Pentecost

Correlation to Hittite Suzerainity pacts
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