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Preface 

After Genesis, the remaining four books of the Torah describe the primary 

redemptive event of the Old Testament, the exodus from Egypt. In the pre-history of 

the nation, the Book of Genesis describes how the seventy members of Jacob's family 

migrated to Egypt in order to survive a terrible famine (Ex. 1:1-5). The promises of 

God to Abraham and his family, however, were inextricably bound up with the land of 

Canaan. God had informed Abraham about his family's future residency in Egypt, but 

he also spoke of their eventual ownership of the entire Canaanite landscape (Ge. 15:13-

16). After Joseph's death, a new regime rose to power in Egypt which was not favorable 

toward the family of Jacob (Ex. 1:6-14). Jacob's descendants were reduced to abject 

slavery in the government building projects. It is in the midst of this slavery that God's 

redemptive work began. Though many personalities figure in the event of the exodus, 

Moses towers above the rest as the leader whom God chose to lead his people out of 

bondage. 

The exodus story is the most important story in the Hebrew Bible. It is the 

foundation narrative of a new nation, its distinctive world-view, and how it was 

redeemed from the land of Egypt. Because the exodus is the central redemptive event 

in the Old Testament, it carries with it not only historical value, but also paradigmatic 

value. The theme of the exodus carries through into the New Testament in the  imagery 

of humans as slaves to sin (John 8:31-34) and Jesus as the “second Moses” who leads 

them out (Luke 9:30-31).1 Various parts of the exodus story, including the contest 

between God and Pharaoh, the Passover, the giving of the law, and the construction of 

the Tabernacle have their New Testament counterparts in Satan’s subjugation of the 

human race (Heb. 2:14-15), the sacrifice of Jesus, God’s Lamb (1 Cor. 5:7), the new 

ethic of love and grace that is the fulfillment of the law (Rom. 13:8-10), and the 

beginning of the Christian church (Eph. 2:19-22). 

  

 
1 It is apparent in the Greek text that Jesus’ “departure” parallels the story of the redemption from Egypt, since Luke 

deliberately chose the Greek word exodos to describe the climax of Jesus’ life (= departure). 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

          The Greek word e@codoj in the Septuagint, meaning "the way out," gives us the 

title with which English readers are familiar for the second book in the Torah. The 

Hebrew title comes from the opening words tOmw; hl.,xev4, which mean “And these are 

the names…” The book expounds upon four primary themes: 

  

Liberation: The opening is primarily concerning the transition from 

oppression to freedom. The author of this freedom is Yahweh. 

Law: At Sinai/Horeb, Yahweh announces his will for all aspects of Israel’s 

public and private life. For Israel, all law is God’s law. 

Covenant: Yahweh establishes a binding relationship between himself and the 

Israelite nation. This covenant envisioned both judgment and hope. 

Divine Presence: Finally, Yahweh takes up residence in the midst of Israel in 

the tabernacle. The “glory of God” was both an abiding presence and a 

traveling assurance as the nation prepared to leave Sinai/Horeb and go to the 

land of Canaan. 

Behind these central themes, several technical issues should be briefly addressed 

preliminary to a study of the narratives themselves. 

 

The Issue of Authorship 

Like most ancient texts, the Book of Exodus is anonymous. It belongs to the 

five books of the Torah (Hebrew) or Pentateuch (Greek), all of which are 

anonymous. Traditionally these books have been ascribed to Moses so that together 

the five scrolls are often called the “Books of Moses.” Throughout the New 

Testament, this conventional language is followed (e.g., Mt. 8:4//Lv. 14; Mk. 

10:3//Dt. 24:1; Lk. 2:22-23//Lv. 12; Jn. 1:17; Ro. 10:5//Lv. 18:5, etc.). However, 

while the Book of Exodus certainly depicts Moses as writing (e.g., 17:14; 24:4; 

34:27-28), various passages in the Torah also suggest later hands, since there are 

anachronisms (e.g., Ge. 14:14//Jg. 18:29; Ge. 12:6; 21:34; 36:31; 47:11; Ex. 13:17; 

23:31; Dt. 2:23) and “to this day” statements (Ge. 22:14; 26:33; 32:32; Dt. 3:11b; 

29:28; 34:10-12). 
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The prevailing opinion for the past century and a half among historical-critical 

scholars has been that various strands of four pre-existing traditions were brought 

together to create the Pentateuchal literature long after the events themselves. This 

model, called the Documentary Hypothesis, generally sought to divide the five 

books of Moses into four primary sources (JEDP): 

 J = Yahwist (10th century BC) passages using the name Yahweh 

 E = Elohist (9th century BC) passages using the name Elohim 

 D = Deuteronomic (7th century BC) Book of Deuteronomy 

 P = Priestly code (5th century BC) cultic materials 

The theory went through various iterations after it was first conceived by 

scholars like Julius Wellhausen in the mid to late 19th century. However, the 

consensus that once held this model to be sacrosanct has collapsed in the past few 

decades, especially due to the influence of scholars like Rolf Rendtorff and others in 

the mid-1970s, who called into question a number of the earlier conclusions and 

demonstrated their unlikelihood.2 Today, scholars continue to recognize that the 

Torah was a “work in progress” over time since Moses, but they are less apt to fix 

precise documentary categories, such as, those of the JEDP theory. It is more 

common for scholars today to suggest a variety of shorter, independent narratives, 

gradually formed into units and brought together. Various elements suggest multiple 

sources, such as, the two names for the mountain of God (Horeb and Sinai), the three 

names for Moses’ father-in-law, and so forth. 

There are at least two important factors that shape the approach to the Books 

of Moses for classical Christians. First, while the Book of Exodus is formally 

anonymous, the historicity and authenticity of its narratives and speeches must be 

retained. Second, while there is no necessary reason to oppose oral or written sources 

underlying the Book of Exodus in its final form, conservatives still are committed to 

the Mosaic character of the book, which is to say, Moses was a real person, and the 

events describing him, what he said, what he wrote, and what he did are true. 

Anything less seems to compromise the belief that the work was divinely inspired. 

The Issue of Text and Language 

The precise nature of the language of Jacob’s family in Egypt is unknown. 

The upheavals that rearranged the political geography of Syria-Palestine during the 

 
2 John Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition (1975); Hans Heinrich Schmid, The So-called Yahwist (1976); 

Rolf Rendtorff, The Problem of the Transmission of the Pentateuch (1977). 
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transition from the Late Bronze Age II to Iron Age I (ca. 1400-1200 BC) produced 

changes in the linguistic map as well. It seems likely that Hebrew emerged as a 

distinct language during this period, though it used the same alphabet as several other 

Northwest Semitic languages as well as held a rather large pool of common 

vocabulary. 

Script, the writing style of the alphabet, was common to several languages, 

just as is common in modern times (i.e., we write in English, but we use Latin 

letters). Our earliest Semitic inscriptions have peculiarities that predate 

standardization. The orientation of a given letter might vary (it could “face” in more 

than one direction; it could “lean” either to the right or left). Some writing was left-

to-right, some right-to-left, and some “as the ox plows,” that is, left-to-right, then 

right-to-left, then left-to-right, etc. A few early inscriptions are even written 

vertically in columns. Though eventually the Hebrew language became standardized 

with just 22 consonants, early alphabets sometimes contained as many as 27 or 28 

consonants. Vowels were not represented, nor would there be any complete system 

of vowel-pointing for many hundreds of years (ca. 9th century AD). However, early 

Hebrew began using certain consonants to signify vowels, first at the end of words 

and later in the middle of words. Pronunciation variations occurred even within the 

clans of Israel, and a local dialect existed in which the sounds “sh” and “s” were not 

clearly distinguished (cf. Jg. 12:5-6). By about the 11th century BC (the time of 

Samuel and Saul), several important developments occurred toward the 

standardization of Hebrew. The stance of the letters became stable. The direction of 

writing became consistent (right-to-left). The number of consonants in the Hebrew 

alphabet was standardized to 22 letters. All this is to say that the earliest written 

forms of the Torah, such as, the Book of the Covenant (Ex. 24:4a) and the Ten 

Commandments (Ex. 31:18; 32:16) and Moses’ written accounts (Dt. 31:24), would 

necessarily have been updated as the Hebrew language developed with respect to 

vocabulary, grammar, and the forms of the letters themselves. This process was 

more-or-less comparable to the transitions between the various states of the English 

language from Old English to Middle English to Modern English.3 

The Issue of Archaeology 

 
3 M. Richelle, “A Very Brief History of Old Hebrew Script,” BAR (Summer 2021); A. Hurvitz, “How Biblical Hebrew 

Changed,” BAR (Sep/Oct 2016); C. Rollston, “What’s the Oldest Hebrew Inscription?” BAR (May/Jun 2012); A. 

Demsky and M. Kochavi, “An Alphabet from the Days of the Judges,” BAR (Sep/Oct 1978).  
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The issue of archaeology looms large for the Book of Exodus largely because 

there is no unequivocal material remains of Israel in Egypt or of their departure in 

mass exodus into the Sinai Peninsula. Further, there is no surviving textual material 

outside the Bible that speaks of the exodus. To be sure, as Egyptologist Kenneth 

Kitchen (University of Liverpool) has aptly put it, “Absence of evidence is not 

evidence of absence.”4 Still, this “gap” has led to the development of what are called 

minimalists and maximalists.  

A minimalist is a scholar who generally doubts the reliability of the biblical 

record, rejecting historical statements unless they can be corroborated by extra-

biblical sources from the ancient Near East. Hence, in this point of view, large 

portions of biblical history (including the exodus) are treated as legend or heroic 

myth.5 Maximalists, on the other hand, are scholars who tend to accept historical 

statements in the Bible unless disproved by extra-biblical evidence.6 This debate has 

led to two basic positions in the academy regarding the exodus. The minimalist 

position is that the Israelites were never in Egypt. The biblical account is folklore 

and legend composed centuries after the event, so the account cannot be taken as 

“history” in the normative sense of the word. Rather, the Israelites were a mountain 

people in the central hill-lands of Canaan who rose to control the whole. The 

maximalist position, on the other hand, is that the Israelites were in Egypt, but we 

have had unrealistic expectations as to what archaeology can deliver. The ability to 

determine ethnicity in the archaeological record is quite limited, so trying to find 

Israel in Egypt is nearly impossible. The area where the Bible says the Israelites 

lived, the northeastern Delta (cf. Ge. 45:10; 47:4, 6, 11; Ex. 8:22;9:26), has a very 

high-water table due to the waters of the Nile River, and this makes excavation 

difficult and expensive. At present, no historical or administrative papyri of any sort 

have survived in this damp environment. Hence, the chances are slim of finding 

something directly about the Israelites living there. 

What we can say is that ancient indirect evidence is significant. One would 

not expect to find Egyptian historical records about the escape of slaves, for instance, 

since the Egyptians were not famous for recording their defeats. When they 

triumphed in military victories, they built monuments to those victories. When they 

 
4 K. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006) and other writers since the late 

19th century. 
5 Scholars taking such an approach include Philip Davies (University of Sheffield), Niels Peter Lemche (University 

of Copenhagen), Thomas Thompson (Marquette University), and Margaret Steiner (University of Leiden). 
6 Scholars generally taking such a position include William Dever (University of Arizona), Kenneth Kitchen 

(University of Liverpool), Alan Millard (University of Liverpool), William Hallo (Yale University), Kyle McCarter 

(Johns Hopkins University), and Andre Lemaire (Sorbonne University). 
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suffered defeat, they either remained silent or, in some cases, even claimed victory 

where there was none.7 We certainly know there were Semites in Egypt, usually 

tempted by better grazing for their livestock or by food in times of drought. This, of 

course, is precisely what is described in Genesis regard Jacob and his family (Ge. 

42-43).8 New Kingdom Egypt is well-known for its military campaigns into Canaan 

and other places, where many captives were brought to Egypt to serve as slaves.9 

Egyptian textual records (preserved on a leather scroll in the Louvre Museum) from 

the 5th regnal year of Ramesses II describe quotas imposed on the brick-makers. 

Sometimes quotas were reached, sometimes not. One Egyptian officer complained 

that he was unable to complete his quota, since “…there were no men to make bricks 

nor straw in the neighborhood.” Another text from 1210 BC in hieratic script (British 

Museum) was composed by an Egyptian officer who describes work done in the 

royal workshops and includes quotas set for brick-makers.10 The Book of Exodus 

describes just such conditions (5:6-18). Besides brick-making, the Israelites were 

also involved in “all kinds of work in the field” (1:14), and Egyptian paintings from 

the period show slaves herding cattle, serving in vineyards, and working in 

winepresses. Finally, place names (called toponyms) that were current at the time of 

the exodus are important because they are not well-known and were unlikely to have 

been concocted centuries later. Rameses, the storage city on which the Israelites 

worked and from where they started their trek to the Sinai desert (1:11; 12:37; cf. 

Nu. 33:3), is likely the Delta capital named for Rameses II, and there is wide 

agreement among scholars that this location has been identified. Pi-Ramesses (= City 

of Rameses) had a relatively short life-span (ca. 1275-1075 BC) and was eventually 

abandoned. It is unlikely that someone writing a legendary account hundreds of 

years later would even have known about Pi-Rameses.11 

 
7 A good example is the Battle of Kadesh against the Hittites (1273 BC). The Egyptians suffered near disaster, but in 

their monuments, Ramesses II claimed to crush the Hittites under his chariot wheels. 
8 In a 19th century BC Egyptian mural from a tomb painting in Beni-Hassan, colorfully dressed Semites, regarded as 

foreigners by the Egyptians, are shown asking permission to enter Egypt. Several texts, including one from Pharaoh 

Merneptah (1213-1203 BC), describe Semites entering Egypt, and these texts span some 700 years during the 2nd 

millennium BC. 
9 A famous Egyptian wall painting, for instance, depicts Canaanites and Nubians making mud bricks, while Egyptian 

supervisors monitor them as they gather mud and water, mix the materials, form the bricks, transport the dried bricks, 

and measure a wall. 
10 Papyrus Anastasi III. 
11 James K. Hoffmeier, “Out of Egypt: the Archaeological Context of the Exodus,” BAR 33.1 (Jan/Feb 2007), pp. 30-

37, 39-41. 
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None of the above directly points to Israelite slaves, but they offer a plausible 

context that should not be ignored.12 

The Issue of Historicity 

 Given the wide range of biblical sources regarding the event of the exodus, 

which come not only in the Book of Exodus and the other books of the Torah, but 

also in the abundance of allusions to the exodus in virtually every facet of the 

Hebrew Bible in the Psalms and the prophets, it comes as something of a surprise to 

the average Bible reader to discover that some modern scholars deny the historicity 

of the event altogether. References to the exodus and the covenant occur and reoccur 

all over the biblical corpus, from the 13th century down through the Persian Period. 

If there never was an exodus, why would the Israelites invent such a story that 

features such humiliating details? No other ancient Near Eastern nations offered 

anything comparable. 

 Archaeologically, we know that there was an identifiable group in the land of 

Canaan called “Israel” by about 1210 BC, since the discovery of the Merneptah Stele 

in 1896 by Sir Flinders Petrie. Colloquially known as the “Israel Stele,” this 

monumental inscription excavated in Thebes describes Pharaoh Merneptah’s 

invasion of Canaan in ca. 1210 BC. In this inscription, he claims to have conquered 

several Canaanite cities, but most importantly, a people group called “Israel,” 

apparently a group without a city, in which he inscribed, “Israel is laid waste, its 

seed is not.” That the Israelites had no city suggests they were recent arrivals, and 

this, in turn, agrees with the account of Israel’s exodus from Egypt.13 Of course, 

Merneptah’s announcement of the total destruction of the Israelites was certainly an 

arrogant and premature boast, but Egyptologists generally agree that the fact that he 

mentions Israel directly means the Israelites were there. This is our earliest reference 

to Israel outside the Bible. 

Given the range of minimalist-maximalist approaches regarding Israel in 

Egypt and the evidence of the Merneptah Stele about their presence in Canaan in the 

late 13th century, scholars have developed four models for Israel’s origins. Some of 

these models are compatible with the biblical record and some are not. Scholars like 

 
12 L. Lesko & B. Lesko, “Pharaoh’s Workers: How the Israelites Lived in Egypt,” BAR (Jan/Feb 1999); J. Hoffmeier, 

Op. Cit. 
13 In the hieroglyphs on the stele, the peoples that have cities, such as, Asqaluni, Gezer, and Yanoam, are given a 

determinative for a city (a throw stick plus three mountains). The hieroglyph referring to Israel has the determinative 

for “foreign” (a throw stick plus a sitting man and woman with vertical lines beneath them). This determinative of a 

people foreign to Canaan usually refers to nomadic groups without a fixed city-state as home. In turn, this suggests 

that the Israelites may have been recent arrivals. 
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William Albright and G. Ernest Wright retained a conquest model in which the 

Israelites invaded Canaan from the outside. This paradigm preserves the basic story 

of the books of Exodus and Joshua as historically faithful. The scholars Albrecht Alt 

and Martin Noth, based largely upon the narratives in the Book of Judges, proposed 

that the Israelites may have come from outside Canaan but their rise was not by 

outright conquest. Rather, they gradually gained superiority over the Canaanites, 

first occupying the central mountains but gradually extending their control to the 

plains. A third paradigm, held by scholars like George Mendenhall and Norman 

Gottwald, suggested that the Israelites were lower class Canaanites who rebelled 

against their overlords, a revolt against Canaanite feudalism. If so, the emergence of 

Israel was a development similar to Marxist revolts in modern history. Here, the 

Israelites were not from the outside at all, and they did not arrive via an exodus from 

Egypt. Finally, a similar gradual emergence model developed but without any 

attempt at finding a parallel in modern politics. The Israelites were insider 

Canaanites who gradually developed a separate identity, migrated from the 

highlands to the lowlands, and eventually emerged as dominate. Obviously, the last 

two models depart radically from the story one reads in the books of Exodus and 

Joshua, and while the Book of Judges is often used to support these models, the 

narratives in Exodus and Joshua are pitted against the narratives in Judges as though 

they were mutually exclusive. 

These latter two models have come to dominate in the academy, while the 

earlier two have fallen into disfavor. So, historically speaking, where does one go 

from here? In the first place, biblical Christians share the conviction that the Bible 

is trustworthy and that God’s revelation in Scripture does not contradict his 

revelation in the concrete world of experience. At the same time, they also know that 

God is sovereign and that truth has time on its side. Biblical Christians have long 

survived as a minority with respect to cultural trends and opinions in the academy, 

but what they must not do is abandon the field. To do so means they have no place 

to stand in the world of opinions. Here, we have no hesitation in affirming the 

historicity of the exodus, despite the sparsity of archaeological data and in contrast 

to the various recent academic models for the emergence of Israel. 

The Issue of Dating 

 It should be immediately noted that dating a text may not be the same thing 

as dating an event. Often, events that were preserved in oral tradition were only later 

codified in writing. For instance, the cuneiform tablets from the library of 
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Ashurbanipal in Nineveh describe the birth of a ruler named Sargon, possibly 

composed in the 8th century BC. However, it is generally accepted that the Sargon 

of which the story speaks was either Sargon I from the 20th century BC or Sargon of 

Akkad from the 23rd century BC. Hence, the epic poems describing Sargon in 

cuneiform refer to events that happened more than a thousand years earlier.14 

We do not know when the Book of Exodus was composed, but it may be that 

its written form was later than the events described, and many scholars support this 

point of view. Linguistically, the Hebrew spelling and grammar in the text suggest 

that it was composed later than the 13th century BC. Anachronisms, like the 

references to the land of the Philistines, support a somewhat later date as well. At 

the same time, the absence of Aramaic, Persian, or Greek influences in the grammar 

and vocabulary of the text, things that regularly occur in later texts, suggest that this 

date must not be put many centuries later than the events. Hence, while we cannot 

say with certainty when it was composed, there are good grounds for putting it earlier 

rather than later. 

Dating the Exodus 

There are important links between the biblical material, archaeology, and 

external history concerning the date of the exodus. Naturally, the relevance of any 

archaeological or historical data can change drastically if the dating of the biblical 

events themselves change. It is unfortunate that none of the biblical texts designate 

the Pharaoh of the exodus by name. Later passages in the Bible do name Pharaohs 

directly (e.g., Shoshenq, Taharqa, Necho, Hophrah, etc.), but not here. The title 

Pharaoh, much like our modern titles of president and prime minister, are too general 

to be of much help, so one must attempt to coordinate dating efforts to the known 

history of Egypt. Two theories dominate the field, and since they are separated by 

about two centuries, this skews the applicability of the archaeological record, 

depending upon which date one prefers. 

The traditional date has been calculated by internal factors in the Bible itself, 

and the critical passage is 1 Kings 6:1. This text specifically says that there were 480 

years between the exodus and the beginning of the work on the temple of Solomon. 

In general, the dates for Solomon’s reign can be fixed at about 970-930 BC, and if 

the temple construction began in Solomon’s 4th regnal year, as 1 Kings 6:1 specifies 

(i.e., 966 BC), then the exodus date would be 480 years earlier, which is to say, 1446 

BC. As such, the most likely Pharaoh that fits this date would be Thutmose III (ca. 

 
14 A. Millard, “How Reliable is Exodus?” BAR (Jul/Aug 2000), pp. 51-53, 55-57. 
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1479-1425 BC). Alternative possibilities might be Queen Hatshepsut (co-regent 

with Thutmose III at the beginning of his reign) or Amenhotep II (co-regent with 

Thutmose III at the end of his reign) or even Amenophis II or Thutmose IV if one 

calculates the Egyptian dates for the Pharaohs slightly differently. Other internal 

factors seem to support this 15th century BC date, such as, the victory of Jephthah 

some 300 years after Joshua’s conquest (Jg. 11:26) and the 450 years of the tenures 

of the judges cited by Paul (Ac. 13:20). 

The attempt to correlate the archaeological record with this early date has been 

difficult, and it has led both to objections to the 1446 BC date as well as the offer of 

a later date theory that seems to work better with the archaeological record. 

Objections to the 1446 BC date lie along three lines. First, the Old Testament uses 

many increments of 40 years, and the cumulative figure of 480 years may not be a 

mathematical one, but rather, a schematic one, approximating 12 generations. If so, 

then the traditional calculation cannot be taken at face value. Second, the Israelites 

in bondage are described as building Pithom and Rameses, the site from which they 

left on the exodus (1:11; 12:37). If these are the storage cities at Tell er-Retabeh and 

Qantir in the northern eastern delta built by Rameses II, which a number of scholars 

think, the exodus could not have been in 1446 BC, since Rameses II ruled in 1279-

1214 BC. Further, Rameses II is the only known Egyptian Pharaoh to gain notoriety 

for large scale building projects using conscripted foreigners. Finally, and most 

importantly, there is a substantial break in the culture of Canaan at the end of the 

Late Bronze Age (ca. 1250-1150 BC), a break that would better correlate with the 

emergence of Israel in the land. At the end of the 13th century BC, there was a sharp 

rise in settlements of farms, hamlets, and villages, especially in the area that 

belonged to Ephraim and Manasseh, which is to say, central Israel. This sudden rise 

in population would accord well with the emergence of Israel. Furthermore, the 

infrastructure of Canaanite city-states began to break down at the same time, 

whereas it seems to have been intact during the Amarna Period of the 14th century. 

Destruction levels at various sites (including Hazor) date to the 13th century. There 

is no such break in the archaeological record in the 15th century. 

The Amarna Period merits special mention in this regard, since we know a 

good deal about this era due to the discovery of some 382 letters between various 

kings and the Egyptian Pharaoh Akhenaten. Most of these letters are imperial 

documents, and they include correspondence from well-known Canaanite cities like 

Jerusalem, Lachish, Shechem, Gezer, Gaza, Ashkelon, Joppa, Taanach, and Hazor, 

all of which appear in the Book of Joshua. If these cities were still in a suzerainty 
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relationship with the Egyptian Pharaoh, as seems to have been the case, it doesn’t 

sound like the Israelites had already been there for more than a century.15 

The earliest mention of Israel outside the Bible comes not in the 15th century 

BC but in the 13th century BC. The Merneptah stele (ca. 1210 BC), discovered at 

Thebes in 1896, offers an account of Pharaoh Merneptah’s campaigns into Libya 

and Canaan, and in the lines of text concerning his invasion of Canaan, the name 

“Israel” (ysri’r) as a conquered group is mentioned and listed as a “people.” The 

hieroglyphic sign for “people” is one typically used of nomadic foreigners without 

a fixed city-state. The other Canaanite groups are described by a different sign, 

which typically means a “state.” Hence, if Israel was still a semi-nomadic people at 

this point, it sounds as if they are newly arrived and not yet settled, which would be 

doubtful if they had been in the land for two centuries or more. All the above has 

combined to suggest a later date for the exodus.  

Many Christians are uncomfortable with the idea that the Bible might use 

schematic numbers, preferring instead that all numbers must be treated strictly 

mathematically. Still, if the 1446 BC date is upheld, the Amarna Period fits very 

awkwardly in a Canaan that had been conquered by Joshua earlier. Currently, most 

non-evangelical scholars and many evangelical ones support the later date, while 

more conservative scholars continue to support the early date. At present, there is no 

consensus. Still, classical Christians, regardless of dating preference, agree on the 

most important thing: the exodus really happened.16 

 

THE EVENTS PRIOR TO THE EXODUS (1-4) 

Slavery in Egypt (1) 

The setting for the exodus story begins with a clear link to the sons 

of Jacob, who entered Egypt through the largess of Joseph in the closing 

chapters of the Book of Genesis. Indeed, the first six words of the Hebrew 

text in Exodus 1:1 are identical to the first six words of Genesis 46:8, which 

is probably intentional. There were seventy in all,17 and they proliferated into 

 
15 The frequent mention in these letters of a group called the Hapiru, semi-nomadic invaders threatening Canaanite 

stability, has been intriguing, to say the least. Some have suggested they might be references to the invading Israelites. 

Some have even argued that the name Hapiru itself might have a linguistic link to the name “Hebrew,” but this 

connection is now largely discounted. 
16 For a cogent and thorough discussion on the historical issue, see Tremper Longman III, Confronting Old Testament 

Controversies (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2019), pp. 79-121. 
17 The number 70 agrees with Ge. 46:27 and Dt. 10:22. However, Ge. 46;1-24 lists seventy-one, but from this list must 

be subtracted the two sons of Judah who died (Ge. 46:12; cf. Ge. 38:7, 10) and Joseph and his two sons who already 
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a large number during their sojourn in Egypt (see comments on 12:37 

concerning the number of Israelites). 

The identity of the Pharaoh who “did not know Joseph” (1:8) depends 

entirely upon how one calculates the date of the exodus (see Introduction). 

Apparently, previous Pharaohs knew about Joseph, and the most plausible 

explanation is that Jacob’s family was treated generously because they were 

Semites during the Hyksos Period. Semitics had begun to increase sharply 

in Egypt during the 12th Dynasty (20th century BC), and some Semites rose 

to levels of official power. By the 17th century BC, the whole of Egypt had 

come under the dominion of these foreigners (the word Hyksos means 

“foreigner”), and they comprised the 15th and 16th Dynasties of Egypt until 

driven out in ca. 1532 BC. They chose the East Delta for their capital and 

ruled for about a century (called the Second Intermediate Period). Naturally, 

the Hyksos would likely have been more favorable to other Semites 

relocating in Egypt, and it is probable that Jacob’s family descended into 

Egypt during this period. The Hyksos co-existed with the 16th and 17th 

dynasties, which were based in Thebes, but with the rise of the 18th Dynasty 

under Ahmose I, the Hyksos were defeated and expelled, and indeed, 

maligned in later records, since the native Egyptian Pharaohs took umbrage 

at the very idea of foreigners ruling Egypt.  

If an early date for the exodus is preferred, the Pharaoh who did not 

recognize Joseph’s family would have made the period of Israelite slavery 

relatively short. If the later date is preferred, it may have been considerably 

longer, extending into the 19th Dynasty. In any case, the Pharaohs of the 18th 

Dynasty and later and their massive distrust of Semites would have been the 

most likely situation to have given rise to the enslavement of the Semites 

who lived in Egypt. 

This proliferation of Semites prompted severe counter-measures, 

including the oppression of the Israelites, who were pressed into forced 

labor to build the storage cities of Pithom and Rameses (the LXX also adds 

the city of On, which is Heliopolis). The new Pharaoh now ordered the 

 
were in Egypt (Ge. 46:20), thus leaving 66 persons who made the trek from Canaan to Egypt. The list in Exodus 1:5, 

therefore, must include Jacob and Joseph and Joseph’s two sons, making the total 70. Acts 7:14, following the LXX, 

lists 75, but the LXX list includes five additional names of descendants of Ephraim and Manasseh (LXX Ge. 46:27). 
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execution of new-born male sons,18 an order the mid-wives disobeyed, 

which in turn caused the Israelite numbers to continue to grow.19 

 

The Early Life of Moses (2-4) 

The way out of Egypt for the descendants of Jacob begins with the birth and 

calling of an Israelite named Moses.20 Born into a slave family from the Levitical clan, 

he was hidden by his mother in an “ark” in the Nile River (the same Hebrew word 

“ark” was used in Genesis for Noah’s ark). The irony, of course, is that Pharaoh had 

commanded that the male sons be thrown into the Nile (1:22). Moses’ mother obeyed, 

using a basket to hold the baby, but in doing so preserved the life of her child. Here, 

he was discovered by Pharaoh’s daughter, and the irony was that in finding a nurse for 

the child, Moses’ own mother was chosen (2:1-10).  

Moses’ earlier years are passed over in the story until he was a grown man of 

40 (cf. Ac. 7:23). While watching the hard labor of the Israelites, he saw an Egyptian 

beating one of them, and he struck the man. Whether or not he intended to kill him, the 

Egyptian died, and Moses hid the corpse. Only after a confrontation with other 

Hebrews on the next day did he realize that the deed was known, in fact, known all the 

way to Pharaoh’s court, so with a sentence of death over his head, Moses fled for his 

life to Midian (2:11-15). The precise location of Midian is somewhat ambiguous, first, 

because the Midianites themselves were nomads, and second because ancient 

references to Midian in external sources leave an array of options. Apparently, it was 

somewhere in the northwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula. Here, as an alien in 

exile,21 Moses encountered a priestly Midianite shepherd family,22 and after gallantly 

defending the man’s daughters, came to live with them, eventually marrying one of the 

daughters, Zipporah, and fathering a son. (For more on Jethro, see comments on 

Chapter 18.) The naming of Gershom, whose name is a pun on the Hebrew verb wragA 

 
18 The Hebrew text in 1:16 contains the odd reference to “two stones” (My9n!b;xAhA), which has proved a challenge to 

translators. Traditional translations have offered “birthstool” as the meaning, but a number of English Versions will 

simply use the term “boy,” or as the NJB renders it, “look at the two stone,” referring to testicles. 
19 It may be that the mid-wives were Egyptian. While the MT is ambiguous, referring to them as the “mid-wives of 

the Hebrews,” the LXX and Josephus suggest that they were non-Israelites. If so, then they belong to those other non-

Israelites in the Old Testament who reverenced the God of the Israelites. Against this are their names, which are not 

clearly Egyptian. 
20 The Hebrew name Moshe means “to draw out,” recalling the circumstances of his protection by the Egyptian 

princess. In Egyptian, the name means “born of,” and the root is to be found in the names of various others Egyptian 

Pharaohs, such as, Ahmose, Thutmose, Amenmose and Ramose. 

21 Moses uses the Hebrew word rge (= alien) to describe himself (2:22; 18:3). 

22 The religion of Jethro/Reuel (3:1; 2:18) is unclear. Later, he seems to have been a convert to Yahweh (18:11). Ge. 

25:1-2 suggests that he was a distant relative descended from Abraham’s wife Keturah. 
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meaning “to drive away,” accentuates the fact that Moses was a stranger in a strange 

land (2:16-22). 

While Moses was in the desert, the Pharaoh in Egypt who had put a death 

sentence upon his head died (cf. 4:19), but this did not lessen the oppression of slavery. 

God in heaven saw the misery of the Israelites and remembered his ancient covenant 

with the patriarchs. Up to this point in the narrative, God has been mostly in the 

background, but here the repeated mention of God sets up the reader for Moses’ 

encounter with God at Sinai/Horeb (2:23-25). 

The Israelites’ cry comes up to God. 

God heard their groaning. 

God remembered his covenant. 

God saw the children of Israel. 

God took notice of them. 
 

Now at the age of 80,23 Moses was confronted by God at Sinai/Horeb (3:1ff.).24 

Attracted by the strange phenomenon of a bush in flames, a bush that did not burn up, 

Moses was addressed by the Mal’ak Yahweh who appeared to him from the midst of 

the bush, calling him by name (3:1-4).25 Moses was instructed to remove his sandals, 

 
23 If Moses died at 120 (Dt. 34:7) after leading the Israelites for 40 years in the desert (Ex. 16:35; Nu. 32:13; Dt. 2:7, 

etc.), then he must have been about 80 when he was called by Yahweh. This is the age specified when he confronted 

Pharaoh (7:7; cf. Ac. 7:23, 30). 
24 The Torah uses two names for “the mountain of God.” In the Book of Exodus, most references are to Sinai (though 

3:1, 17:6 and 33:6 are exceptions). Leviticus and Numbers also use the name Sinai, but Deuteronomy uses Horeb (Dt. 

33:2 being the lone exception). Exodus also uses the phrase “the mountain of God” or simply “the mountain.” 

Traditionally, since the 4th century AD, this has been identified as Jebel Musa (Arabic for “Mountain of Moses”) near 

the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula. However, uncertainty concerning the route of the exodus in turn leaves some 

ambiguity as to the mountain’s location, and other mountains have been suggested, particularly ones further north in 

the area of Edom (cf. Dt. 33:2; Jg. 5:4-5; Hab. 3:3). Here, we will assume the traditional location. 
25 The pure essence of God is not immediately accessible to humans, for as God declared to Moses, "No one may see 

me and live" (Ex. 33:20; cf. Ex. 24:9-11; Ge. 32:30; Jg. 13:22). God's self-revelation is governed by principles that 

are paradoxical.  God is invisible and spiritual.  He is also near rather than remote. Beginning in the Book of Genesis, 

the reader encounters a special manifestation of God through a unique figure variously called the Mal'ak Yahweh (= 

angel of the LORD), the Mal'ak ha-Elohim (= angel of God) or the Mal'ak Panim (= angel of the face). At times the 

Angel of the LORD seems to be distinguishable from God and at other times the figure merges into God. The figure 

can speak on behalf of God in the third person, i.e., "Yahweh has heard of your misery" (Ge. 16:11; 21:17; Jg. 6:11-

12), and he can speak as God in the first person, i.e., "I am the God of your father" (Ex. 3:4-6//Ac. 7:30-32; Jg. 2:1-

4). When one has seen the Angel of the LORD, he/she can claim to have looked upon God (Ge. 16:13; cf. Ge. 32:30; 

Jg. 6:22; 13:22), though obviously this is mediated through a theophany. The Mal’akYahweh would travel with the 

children of Israel as the leader of their army (Ex. 14:19; cf. Zec. 12:8). When Moses later would rehearse the events 

of the exodus, he would say, "Yahweh sent an angel and brought us out of Egypt" (Nu. 20:16; cf. Is. 63:9). The promise 

was held forth that God's "Angel" would lead them all the way to Canaan, driving out the Canaanites before them (Ex. 

23:20, 23; 32:34; 33:2). Many of the earliest Christians viewed this figure as an early manifestation of the preexistent 

Son of God. The interchangeability between the Angel of the LORD and God himself, sometimes speaking as God and 

sometimes speaking for God, seemed to be a temporary preincarnation of the second person of the Trinity, the Logos, 
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for this close proximity to the divine person meant he was on holy ground.26 God 

identified himself to Moses as the God of the patriarchs (3:5-6). 

God now called Moses to return to Egypt that he might lead the children of Israel 

out of their bondage (3:7-10).  He had seen the suffering of the Israelites in slavery and 

now intended to direct them to the land of Canaan, a land repeatedly described as a 

place of fertility and well-suited to herding and horticulture.27 Among the Canaanite 

nations who lived there, here numbered as six people-groups,28 one name is 

conspicuous by its absence, the Philistines, an Aegean people group which had not yet 

arrived on the south coast but would take up residence there in the late 13th and early 

12th century BC. 

If anything, Moses was a reluctant leader. He offered God a string of excuses as 

to why he should not return to Egypt (3:11-14; 4:1, 10, 13). It is in this context of 

Moses’ question, “Who am I?” that God revealed to him his sacred name Yahweh.  

Moses’ question, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your 

fathers has sent me to,” and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ then what shall I tell 

them?” is not merely the attempt to find an identity marker. In the ancient world, a 

name was more than a label. One’s name was the essence of who you are and what 

you were about. To ask about God’s name is to ask, “What is God all about? What 

does he stand for?”29 God assured Moses that he would be with him in confronting 

Pharaoh, and he would lead the people out of Egypt and back to the sacred mountain. 

When Moses raised the question of how the Israelites could be assured that Moses was 

sent by God, God responded that he was to say “I AM” had sent him. Hence, one of 

the most important things that occurred in Moses' divine call was the revelation of 

God's personal name, Yahweh (3:13-15). While the general word for God (El/Elohim) 

was used throughout the various cultures of the ancient Near East, the special name 

Yahweh (translated LORD in the English versions) was unique to Israel. Thus, when 

the Israelites looked backward to the ancestral stories found in Genesis, they were to 

understand that the God who spoke to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was this same 

 
who was with God but who at the same time was God (cf. Jn. 1:1-2). The fact that the figure disappears altogether in 

the New Testament might suggest that the ancient theophany was no longer appropriate after the incarnation of God's 

Son. Who does appear on rare occasions to New Testament Christians is the resurrected figure of Jesus Christ (cf. Ac. 

9:3-5//22:6-8//26:13-15//1 Co. 9:1; Ac. 7:55-56, 59-60; Rev. 1:10-18). 
26 Later, when the vestments of the priests are described (28:1-43; 39:1-31), the one thing conspicuous by its absence 

are sandals, which in turns suggests that the priests would enter the tabernacle bare-footed as well. As such, the burning 

bush is a sort of prelude to the sanctuary. 

27 The famous “honey” (wbaD;), while it could refer to bee’s honey, more likely refers to the syrup derived from dates 

and grapes. 
28 The Canaanite nations are sometimes listed as six, as here, sometimes as three (e.g., 23:28), sometimes as five (e.g., 

13:5), and sometimes as seven (e.g., Dt. 7:1). The main point, of course, is that the land of Canaan was not uninhabited. 
29 Rabbi Harold Kusher as quoted by Dennis Prager, Exodus: God, Slavery and Freedom (New York: Regnery Faith, 

2018), p 44.. 
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Yahweh who had intervened to deliver them from Egypt (3:16-17). The name Yahweh 

is based upon the Hebrew verb “to be,” hence, the explanation “I am who I am” or “I 

will be who I will be.”30 Hence, the name Yahweh means “Being.” This is the divine 

essence, and God cannot be further explained without anthropomorphizing him. God 

simply “Is.” 

In confronting the Israelites and later Pharaoh, Moses was instructed to use this 

sacred name, requesting a three-day reprieve so the people could go into the desert to 

offer sacrifices. However, apart from divine intervention, Pharaoh would be opposed 

to such a trip, so Yahweh would act both by miraculous judgments and by creating 

favor toward the Israelites among the Egyptian populace (3:18-22). Moses responded 

by offering a continuing series of excuses. Earlier, he asked, “Who am I?” and posed 

the problem of the Israelites not recognizing his authority or the authority behind him. 

Now, he envisioned the people rejecting him outright. He complained that he was not 

a good speaker. In view of Moses’ litany of excuses, Yahweh gave to him three signs, 

his staff that became a snake, his hand that turned white with crusted scales,31 and the 

sign of pouring water from the Nile which would become blood (4:1-12). Several 

ancient Egyptian texts describe court magicians performing signs that today would be 

considered trickery. They are depicted as changing serpents into staves (Egyptian 

charmers pressed the nape of the snake’s neck, which threw it into a type of catalepsy 

and rendered it rigid). They used a variety of methods to turn their hands bloodless and 

white. Using sediment powders, they turn river water into a blood-red color, replicating 

the annual reddening of the Nile that occurred each June. The signs God gave to Moses, 

however, do not smack of trickery, but rather, compelling indications that God was 

with Moses. 

Finally, when Moses said, “Send someone else,” his reluctance stirred God’s 

anger.32 Yahweh promised to send Aaron, Moses’ older brother, to be his mouthpiece 

or “prophet” (cf. 7:1). However, to Moses alone belonged the staff that would be 

instrumental in producing signs and judgments in Egypt, for as it would be described, 

it was the “staff of God” (4:13-17). The staff was a primary symbol of kingship, and it 

 
30 The fact that the phrase “I am who I am” is in the Hebrew imperfect tense leaves open the possibility that it should 

be rendered “I will be who I will be.” Both renderings are grammatically possible. If the former, then the phrase 

expresses God’s self-existence. If the latter, then the phrase suggests that the Israelites will come to know God by his 

acts of deliverance and redemption. In the Masoretic Text, Jewish scholars vocalized this sacred name as Yehowah, 

which uses the vowel points of the name Adonay in order to alert the synagogue reader not to pronounce aloud the 

name Yahweh. This vocalization, in turn, gave rise to the English name Jehovah, current since the 16th century. The 

name Yahweh is sometimes referred to as the tetragrammaton, because it is composed of four consonants in Hebrew 

(YHWH). 
31 Though sometimes translated “leprosy,” this Hebrew word refers to scale disease, not our modern identification of 

Hansen’s Disease. 

32 An idiom for anger in the Hebrew Bible, the one that is used here (hv!hy4 Jxa-rHay0va) is that Yahweh’s nose became 

hot. 
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demonstrated the power of Yahweh to be the true Shepherd-King, the ruler of creation 

and the master of life and death. It would later be used in the confrontation with the 

Egyptian magicians (7) as the instrument by which plagues were to be initiated (7:20; 

8:5, 16; 9:23), and eventually, to divide the sea (14:16). Once Moses led the people 

into the desert, he would use the staff to bring water from the rock (17:5-6) and to 

signal victory over Amalek (17:9). Finally, this same staff would sprout almond 

blossoms (Nu. 17).  

In the end, Moses obeyed after explaining to his father-in-law his intent to return 

to Egypt (4:18-20).33 Yahweh promised him that he would perform wonders before 

Pharaoh, even though the Pharaoh would not allow the people to leave. Here is the 

initial statement that Yahweh would “harden” Pharaoh’s heart (4:21). The events 

preceding the exodus would an intense contest between Yahweh and the gods of Egypt. 

Not only were the mighty acts of Yahweh convincing signs to the Hebrews that they 

were the objects of his choice (Ex. 4:1-9, 17, 29-31; 6:2-8), these signs were given in 

order to convince the Egyptians that Yahweh was truly God (cf. Ex. 7:1-5; 9:16). 

Moses and his spokesman Aaron represented Yahweh. Pharaoh represented the gods 

of Egypt as the god-symbol of the state.34 Thus, the conflict between Yahweh and 

Pharaoh was a kind of divine battle, a battle of divine wills and divine powers, and at 

stake was the answer to the question, “Who is truly God?”35 

The designation of Israel as Yahweh’s “firstborn son” is an example of what has 

been dubbed corporate personality, which is to say, the use of a single figure to 

represent the many. In Hebrew literature, there is a fluidity between “the one” and “the 

many,” so that a single person can represent the group and vice versa. This idea begins 

with Jacob, renamed Israel, and the names “Jacob” and “Israel” can refer to the man 

(Ge. 32:28) but also to the nation (Is. 40:27; 41:8, etc.). Hence, in Yahweh’s word to 

Moses, this idiom of corporate personality is used to describe Israel as God’s son (cf. 

Ho. 11:1), and in the New Testament, the idiom can move from the general to the 

 
33 In returning to Egypt, Moses took Zipporah, his wife, and his two sons (4:20). Moses has more than a single son 

(cf. 18:4), but it will be Gershom, the oldest, that figures prominently in the story, since the threat toward Egypt will 

be concerning first-born sons. 
34 In Egyptian religion, Pharaoh was himself a god who was believed to have come from the realm of the gods, not 

from any province or town in Egypt. There was no need to codify law since the word of the god-king was present to 

make law, cf. J. Wilson, “Pharaoh,” 1DB (1962) III.773-774. 
35 Some readers have sensed a moral problem in the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart by Yahweh, as though Yahweh 

infringed upon Pharaoh’s rights as a human being. It should be pointed out that there are three kinds of phrases and 

three distinct verbs in these passages. In some, Pharaoh hardens his own heart (e.g., kaved = to make heavy or dull, 

Ex. 8:15). In some, Yahweh hardens Pharaoh’s heart (e.g., qashah = to be heavy, hard or fierce, Ex. 7:3). In some, the 

phrase is passive and neutral (e.g., hazaq to become strong or stubborn, Ex. 7:13). This hardening of Pharaoh’s heart 

must be viewed against the background of the divine contest. It is the sovereign power of Yahweh that is at stake, and 

Yahweh will brook no rival from any other “deity,” including the god-king of Egypt. The hardening of Pharaoh’s 

heart is another sign of Yahweh’s sovereignty, and it is against this hardness of heart that Yahweh demonstrates his 

power as the true God (cf. Ex. 10:1-2; 14:4). 
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specific (cf. Mt. 2:15). In confronting Pharaoh, Moses would offer for the first time the 

prophetic phrase, “Thus says Yahweh…” (4:22). Since Israel was Yahweh’s son, and 

since Pharaoh would refuse to release the Israelites, God would kill Pharaoh’s firstborn 

son. 

Before Moses’ return to Egypt, it was important that he circumcise his son 

Gershom in conformity to the covenant God had made with Abraham (4:24-26; cf. 

Gen. 17:9-14). In this enigmatic passage, God threatens to kill either Moses or his son 

(the antecedent to the pronoun “him” in 4:24 is “firstborn son” in 4:23-24).36 It would 

be inappropriate for Moses to confront the Israelites as the representative of the ancient 

covenant if he had not himself complied with the requirement of circumcision for his 

own son. The threat to Gershom is linked to God’s threat to bring death to Egypt’s 

firstborn sons, but Moses has failed to provide the covenant sign of circumcision for 

his own son. Perhaps this negligence was due to his Midianite wife, and hence, the 

operation was performed by Zipporah.37 Her statement, “Surely you are a bridegroom 

of blood to me,” suggests reproof as does her gesture of placing her son’s foreskin at 

Moses’ “feet” (4:24-26).38 Altogether, the passage is obscure, but what seems 

reasonably clear is that first-born sons belong to Yahweh. Eventually, all the first-born 

sons of Egypt will die, and in the later rituals of the law, all Israelite first-born sons are 

to be dedicated to Yahweh and redeemed. 

At Yahweh’s word, Aaron now joins Moses, and together they assembled the 

Israelite elders to explain to them God’s intent. Aaron, in behalf of Moses, performed 

the signs God had given, and the people were convinced. Here will be the first occasion 

of worship in the Book of Exodus. 

 

MOSES CONFRONTS PHARAOH, THE ISRAELITES, AND YAHWEH 

(5:1—7:13) 

At Yahweh’s word, Moses and Aaron now confronted Pharaoh with the request 

that the Israelites be allowed to go on pilgrimage into the desert. The language “lest he 

fall on us with pestilence” communicates the question in language Pharaoh could 

understand, a request that presumably he would take in the context of polytheism and 

the assumption that the Israelites could not afford to fail to honor their deity. As 

 
36 The English Versions NAB, NET, NIV and NIB remove the ambiguity by saying “Moses,” but the name Moses is 

not in the Hebrew text; rather, it is the pronoun “him,” and I take this to mean Gershom, not Moses. 
37 Perhaps Zipporah had objected to the circumcision of an eight-day old infant, which was unusual in the ancient 

world. Typically, while circumcision was widely practiced as a puberty ritual (and so practiced in Egypt), it was 

performed on young men prior to their marriage, not on male babies eight days old. 

38 The Hebrew term Mylig4ra, which means “feet,” is also a Hebrew euphemism for the genitals. Given the context of 

circumcision, many scholars prefer the euphemistic meaning in this text. 
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predicted, Pharaoh refused. He knows of no god named Yahweh, and his question, 

“Who is Yahweh?” is dismissive (5:1-5). 

Who is Yahweh, indeed? Pharaoh, as the god-symbol of Egypt considered to be 

the incarnation and son of Amon-Re (or Horus), the ka (life-force) of Egypt descended 

from the gods in which the queen mother had intercourse with the supreme god Amun 

or Amon-Re, was quite unimpressed. When Moses says, “Thus says Yahweh…” (5:1), 

Pharaoh would know he was being directly challenged by a deity, and the words of his 

overseers to the Israelite slaves, “Thus says Pharaoh…” (5:10) uses the same language, 

which amounts to a counter-claim. So, back to work! Pharaoh now ordered his 

overseers to require the Israelites to gather their own straw for binder, thus making 

their work much more difficult. Continual pressure, beatings, and quotas were the order 

of the day (5:6-14).39 When the Israelite foremen appealed for reprieve, they were 

reprimanded for being lazy, and the request to go on a three-day pilgrimage was taken 

as a sign of their desire to shirk their duties. They took out their frustrations on Moses 

and Aaron (5:15-21). Moses, in turn, took their frustrations to Yahweh (5:22-23). At 

this point, Moses is assuming pastoral responsibilities, and he will be obliged to be a 

pastor to these people for the next four decades, suffering with them, counseling them, 

reprimanding them, and accepting considerable abuse from them. Moses would 

become the consummate pastor. In response to Moses, Yahweh reiterated his pledge 

to judge the Egyptians with “a mighty hand” (6:1). 

Now follows a fuller explanation of Yahweh’ identity, beginning with the 

declarative statement of God to Moses, “I am Yahweh” (6:2-8).40 He reiterates that he 

is the God of the patriarchs, the one who made a covenant with them concerning the 

land of Canaan, but he indicates that he was not known to them by the name Yahweh, 

but by the name El Shaddai (6:1-3; cf. Ge. 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; 49:25).41 

 
39 Sun-dried mud-bricks were typically used in Egypt, and Egyptian wall paintings show the soaking of the clay, the 

mixing of the clay with straw, and the shaping of the bricks by hand or in wooden molds. The addition of straw 

strengthened the bricks, enabling them to dry evenly while reducing shrinkage. In 2013, archaeologists experimented 

with mud-brick making under the guidance of a traditional Egyptian brick-maker. In two days, they were able to 

produce nearly 2000 mud-bricks, which is the quota listed by Egyptian overseers in an Egyptian scroll dated to the 5th 

regnal year of Rameses II (1275 BC). 

40 The Hebrew statement hv!hy4 yn9xE (= I [am] Yahweh) will appear repeatedly in the remainder of the book (6:2, 6, 29; 

7:5, 17; 8:22; 10:2; 12:12; 14:4, 18; 15:26; 16:12; 20:2, 5, 46; 29:46). This short statement not only reinforces the shift 

from El Shaddai to Yahweh, it proclaims that everything God is or has to say or will do is contained in his self-assertion 

and personal name. Hence, the reader will find that this self-assertion will continue repeatedly throughout the 

remainder of the Torah and beyond. 
41 The meaning of the compound name El Shaddai (usually rendered God Almighty in the English Versions) is 

debated. The name El (= God in Semitic language groups) is clear enough, but the name Shaddai is ambiguous. It may 

be related to the Akkadian word for mountain (sadu), and if so, may mean “God of the mountain”, cf. B. Anderson, 

“God, Names of,” 1DB (1962) 11.412. Other suggestions, though generally less accepted, are that Shaddai is derived 

from the Semitic word for breast (shad), hence, “God the Nourisher”, or from the root shadad (= to devastate), hence, 

“God the Destroyer,” cf. discussion in M. Pope, Job (AB) (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973), p. 44. A completely 

satisfactory solution has yet to be proposed, but the traditional idea of self-sufficiency, which goes back to rabbinical 
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Though they had known him as El Shaddai, now they are to know him as Yahweh.42 

After the patriarchal period, the name El Shaddai gradually faded out of common 

usage, and Yahweh became the dominant name for the God of Israel. It is significant 

that in Hebrew the name Yahweh sounds similar to the expression, “I am who I am.”43 

Because the name Yahweh was revealed to Moses and subsequently to Israel, the name 

came to be associated with the exodus itself and the covenant promises that lay behind 

this redemptive event. From the time of Moses onward, Yahweh was always the one 

who had heard Israel’s cry of oppression and who graciously intervened in the people’s 

behalf.44  

The fivefold declaration that follows describes the coming redemptive event. It 

begins and ends with the declaration, “I am Yahweh.” 

           I will bring you out… 

           I will free you…and redeem you… 

           I will take you as my own people… 

           Then you will know that I am Yahweh, your God… 

           I will bring you to the land I swore with uplifted hand…I will give it to you… 

When Moses reported this to the Israelites, they were unimpressed. Nonetheless, 

despite Moses’ protestations, Yahweh sent him to confront Pharaoh (6:9-13).45 

The two themes continually emphasized in Yahweh’s self-revelation will be 

covenant and redemption. As the covenant God, Yahweh’s ancient promises to the 

patriarchs become the basis for his relationship to the Israelites (6:4-5). His ancient 

covenant promise concerned the land of Canaan (6:8; cf. Ge. 12:7; 15:7, 13-16, 18-21; 

 
interpretations, is at least adequate. Contextually, the name seems to emphasize the might of God over against the 

frailty of humans, cf. D. Kidner, Genesis (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1967), pp. 128-129; V. Hamilton, TWOT (1980) 

11.907. 
42 Of course, the name Yahweh appears throughout the Genesis accounts, but this usage is probably to be taken as a 

scribal retrojection of the name that was familiar to the author when the actual documents reached their finished form. 

It is possible, of course, to interpret Ex. 6:2-3 as simply indicating that a new content to the name Yahweh was 

revealed. If so, then it was not the name itself which was new, but the significance of the name which was new, cf. R. 

Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), pp. 578-582. However, this solution is 

not the most natural way to read the text and may unduly strain the grammar, cf. R. Gordon, “Exodus,” IBC (1979) 

151-152. 
43Phonetically, the name Yahweh may be derived from the expression, “I am” (‘ehyeh, as a simple Qal verb). 
44With the revelation of Yahweh’s personal name and common usage after the exodus, various Yahweh compounds 

appear. When the bitter water at the Marah oasis was sweetened (Ex. 15:26), God declared himself to be Yahweh Roph’ek 

(= the LORD who heals you). After the victory over Amalek, where Moses’ with the assistance of Aaron and Hur held up 

his staff during the entire battle (Ex. 17:9-13), Moses named a shrine in honor of God by the compound Yahweh Nissiy (= 

the LORD my banner). Later in Israel, other Yahweh compounds were formed as well (cf. Jg. 6:24; Ps. 23:1; Je. 23:6; Eze. 

48:35, etc.). 
45 The Hebrew idiom in 6:12 is literally, “And Moses spoke to the face of Yahweh.” This will be the first of many 

occasions in the Book of Exodus to use this idiom. 
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17:8; 26:2-3; 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). As the Redeemer God, Yahweh promises to deliver 

the Israelites from Egyptian bondage (6:5-8). The language of redemption means “to 

buy back,” and Yahweh now promises to redeem Israel with mighty acts of judgment 

(6:6). 

Now follows an interlude, a register of family heads linked to the opening of the 

book (6:14-27; cf. 1:1-5). The reader will immediately notice that this register is 

significantly abridged, including only the first three of the twelve sons of Jacob, 

Reuben, Simeon, and Levi. The purpose of this register seems to have been to highlight 

Moses and Aaron and the Levitical clan as the legitimate leaders of the people. Their 

lineages are cited and then the register closes with the emphatic statements that these 

were the Levitical family heads, while Moses and Aaron were the ones chosen to 

confront Pharaoh. 

When Yahweh instructed Moses to confront Pharaoh (6:28-29), as he had done 

previously, Moses complained, using the expression that he was a man of 

“uncircumcised lips” (6:30; cf. 6:12), apparently an idiom for lack of eloquence (cf. 

4:10). But Yahweh countered that Moses would “be made a god” to Pharaoh, and 

Aaron, his brother, would serve as his “prophet” (7:1).46 The two brothers were to 

demand of Pharaoh the release of the Israelites, but God would harden Pharaoh’s 

heart.47 Despite many miraculous acts of judgment leveled against him and his land, at 

the end, all Egypt would know that Yahweh was truly God when he would deliver the 

Israelites (7:2-5). 

So, at the ages of 80 and 83 respectively, Moses and Aaron confronted Pharaoh, 

the god-symbol of Egypt. Here, they performed the signs that God had shown Moses 

earlier. The initial sign, the miracle in which Moses’ staff became a snake48 which 

swallowed up the staff/snakes of the Egyptians,49 was only the beginning of the contest, 

which would continue throughout the ten plagues and the climactic miracle at the sea 

 
46 This use of the word prophet helps define the role, since prophets, by definition, are spokespersons for another. 

47 Two verbs are used to describe Pharaoh’s resistance to Yahweh’s demand, the Hiphil verb hwAqA as used in 7:3, 

meaning “to harden” or “to be stiff-necked,” but far more often, the verb qzaHA, meaning “to be strong” or “stubborn” 

(4:21; 7:13, 22; 8:19; 9:12, 35; 10:20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8). The striking contrast is that the same verb is used of 

Yahweh’s “strong hand” which would be decisive in breaking down the stubbornness of Pharaoh (3:19; 6:1; 10:19; 

13:3, 9, 14; 32:11). The issue is which is stronger, Pharaoh’s stubborn heart or Yahweh’s mighty hand. 
48 Traditionally, we read “snake” here in the English versions, and it may well have been a snake. However, it is not 

the same word as used, for instance, in Ex. 4:3 (nahash = snake), and it might even refer to a young crocodile, some 

other kind of lizard or water creature, or even a dragon-monster. The word tanni’n (= sea monster, dragon or snake) 

is most often found in mythological contexts, and Pharaoh himself is later symbolized as such a sea monster by Ezekiel 

(32:1-2). The power of Yahweh’s staff/snake over Pharaoh’s staff/snakes emphasizes the power of Yahweh over 

Pharaoh himself and the gods of Egypt. 
49 The Book of Exodus does not name the magicians who opposed Moses (Ex. 7:11-12,22), but later Jewish tradition 

gave them the names Jannes and Jambres and their characters as false prophets inspired by Belial (a pseudepigraphical 

name for Satan), cf. 1DB (1962) 11.800-801; TDNT (1965) 111.192-193. This tradition was apparently known by 

some early Christians, because it is alluded to in the NT (2 Ti. 3:8). 
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(7:6-13). The use of the snake in this Egyptian context is significant, since the serpent 

(uraeus) was an emblem of Pharaoh’s power during the New Kingdom Period. On the 

pharaonic crown were two golden cobras symbolizing the connection between the gods 

and the Pharaoh and reflecting the king’s royalty and sovereignty over Upper and 

Lower Egypt. The confrontation between Moses and Aaron and the court magicians 

was a direct challenge to Pharaoh’s power and claim to be a divine son. In passing, it 

is worth noting that this divine contest is paradigmatic for at least three other such 

contests in biblical history, the contest between Elijah and Ba’al (1 Kings 17-18), the 

contest between Jesus and Beelzebub (the synoptic gospels), and the contest between 

the Lamb and the great dragon (the Apocalypse). Pharaoh, as predicted, stubbornly 

refused to release the Israelites. His recalcitrance sets the scene for the devasting ten 

plagues.50 

 

THE PLAGUES (7:14—10:29) 

The plagues loom large in the divine contest between Yahweh and Pharaoh. 

They are described by cognate Hebrew words meaning “blow” or “stroke” as well as 

words meaning “sign.” Of course the element of power is uppermost in the contest. 

Pharaoh and his court were impotent against the mighty hand of Yahweh. At a deeper 

level, some of the plagues struck at several nerves in Egyptian religion, for as would 

be stated later, Yahweh “executed judgment on their gods” (12:12; cf. Nu. 33:4).51 

When Moses confronted Pharaoh with God's message to let the people leave, Yahweh 

crushed the various Egyptian religious entities by sending plagues upon the land (7-

12). The Egyptians worshiped gods and goddesses connected with the Nile, frogs, the 

sky, bulls and cows, the sun, and the realm of the dead. In these plagues, Yahweh 

demonstrated his divine sovereignty so that the Israelites knew, without doubt, that he, 

alone, was truly God (9:16).52 

 
50In 7:14, the stubbornness of Pharaoh is described as his heart being “heavy” (dbeK), and this language may also be 

related to a long-standing feature in Egyptian mythology. In the afterlife, the Pharaoh’s heart was weighed in the 

balance of truth to determine his status. If his heart was too heavy, he would be judged a sinner and cast to the goddess 

Amenit, the Devouress. If his heart was no heavier than a feather, he would be granted eternal life. In a papyrus from 

the New Kingdom Period (1550-1090 BC), the balance of truth determines the judgment of the dead. The jackal-

headed Anubis leads the deceased to the balance. He then weighs the heart of the deceased on the left pan of a scale 

against a feather in the right pan. Beneath the scale is Amenit, the Devouress, who will eat the heart of the deceased 

if it outweighs the feather. 
51 While there are more ways than one to look at the significance of the ten plagues, the one most clearly identified in 

the biblical text is that the plagues were an attack upon Egypt’s gods, cf. Z. Zevit, “Three Ways to Look at the Ten 

Plagues,” BR (Vol. VI Nu. 3/June 1990), p. 21. 
52 A subtle indication that these plagues concerned the deities of Egypt appears in 8:26, where Moses, when asking 

permission for the Israelites to go into the desert to offer sacrifices, says that their sacrifices would be detestable to 

the Egyptians. Such a reaction would have been precisely because the Israelites were sacrificing animals that 

symbolized the gods and goddesses of Egypt. 
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The Hebrew vocabulary in the accounts of the plagues reflects the idea that this 

was a terrific contest of wills between Yahweh, the true God, and Pharaoh, the god-

symbol of Egypt. Thus, the plagues are called hpAGema (maggephah = plague, torment, 

9:14), fGen@ (nega' = assault, blow.11:1), tOx ('oth = sign, mark, 7:3), tpeOm (mopheth 

= portent, omen, 7:3) and xlAP, (pele' = something extraordinary, 3:20). The verb used 

is hken! (nakah = to strike, to batter, 7:17). This language of a divine contest helps to 

explain why Yahweh is described as "hardening Pharaoh's heart" (7:3, 13; 8:15). 

Again, the hardening of his heart must be viewed against the background of the 

question, "Who is really God?" Yahweh will brook no rival from any other so-called 

deity. The hardening of Pharaoh's heart is a sign of Yahweh's sovereignty and 

demonstrates his power as the true God (10:1-2; cf. 14:4). 

One of the things to address concerning the ten plagues is whether they were 

out-and-out miracles or extraordinary events of nature (or in some sense both). Some 

of the disasters among the plagues occur often enough in the ordinary history of this 

part of the world, like diseased cattle and locust invasions. Others are more unusual, 

such as, frogs and lice. Still others, like water turning to blood and darkness during the 

daylight hours are so extraordinary as to be one-of-a-kind events. Further, how were 

the first two plagues replicated by Pharaoh’s magicians (7:22; 8:7)? How was it that 

beginning with the plague of flies, the disasters affected the Egyptians while the 

Israelites were spared (8:22; 9:4, 26; 10:23)? 

One approach interprets the plagues along the lines of Egypt’s ecosystem so that 

the sequence of the first half dozen plagues resulted in linked disasters. The red clay 

of the Nile swept down from the Ethiopian highlands, choking fish, clogging the 

swamps where the frogs lived, and forcing the amphibians to abandon the river so as 

to seek shelter in Egyptian domiciles. Since the frogs already were infected with 

anthrax, massive deaths of frogs brought on lice and flies, who fed on the frog corpses. 

This, in turn, created conditions ripe for disease, first upon the cattle population, who 

were feeding on infected grass, and then on the human population, for whom boils 

erupted. The hailstorm was followed by a locust invasion and a severe Libyan dust 

storm that created darkness at midday. While such an ecological chain is plausible, it 

does not explain how the Israelites were exempt, or in particular, how the final plague 

only affected first-born sons. 

In the end, the interpreter must maintain some theological humility. Can God 

use natural disasters as signs of his sovereignty? Surely, the answer must be “yes.” 

However, not all the plagues can be attributed to natural disasters that were commonly 

known in the ancient world, not the least of which are the deaths of the first-born sons. 

In whatever way one reads the plague accounts, the idea of something miraculous—

not merely natural—must be maintained to do credit to the fundamental idea that these 



28 

 

disasters were a divine contest between Yahweh and the gods of Egypt. Later 

reflections on the plagues are clear: they were “miraculous signs” displaying Yahweh’s 

absolute power (Ps. 78:43; 105:27). While there seems no doubt in the biblical 

narratives that some of the plagues can be partly explained as natural disasters, the 

divine and miraculous hand of Yahweh must not be soft-pedaled as though these were 

unguided natural events. They were potent signs that Yahweh was the true God. 

The Plague of Blood (7:14-24) 

The first plague was a direct affront to the Egyptian gods Khnum, the creator of 

water and life, Hapi, the Nile god, and Osiris, whose bloodstream was believed to be 

the Nile. The staff, the symbol of Yahweh’s power and authority, was wielded by 

Aaron, though the instructions for using it were given to Moses. All the waters in Egypt 

were changed to blood. It is an obvious irony that Pharaoh’s magicians were able to 

replicate this feat, but the irony is that instead of removing it, they were only able to 

add to it. 

An ancient Egyptian text, earlier than the time of Moses, is sometimes cited that 

describes a period of chaos and distress with similar language. In “The Admonitions 

of Ipu-Wer” (ca. 2050 BC) there is the line, “Why really, the River [Nile] is blood. If 

one drinks of it, one rejects (it) as human thirsts for water.”53 Whether or not this 

description was metaphorical is unclear, but in the exodus account, the event is 

certainly not intended as metaphorical. The Egyptians even resorted to digging in order 

to find potable water. 

The Plague of Frogs (8:1-15) 

A week after the plague of blood, Moses again confronted Pharaoh with the 

request for a pilgrimage into the desert, warning him that if he refused the whole land 

would be inundated with frogs. As with the first plague, Aaron with his staff was the 

instrument of judgment, yet as before, the Egyptian magicians were able to replicate 

the phenomenon. Still, also as before, the magicians could only make things worse, 

they could not get rid of the frogs.  

Heket, the Egyptian goddess of childbirth, was represented as a frog or a woman 

with the head of a frog. She was believed to be the wife of Khnum and the protector of 

women in childbirth. What the Egyptians must have thought with this multitude of 

amphibians can only be imagined, but their abrupt death, at the very least, must have 

been a brutal affront to the life-process. 

Pharaoh now actually asked Moses to pray for the removal of the frogs, and 

Moses left Pharaoh the honor of choosing the day of reversal. Surprisingly, he said 

“tomorrow!” Most readers might have expected him to say “immediately,” but perhaps 

 
53 ANET, 441, ii 10. 
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he thought Moses needed at least a day to intercede to his deity. In any case, one more 

day with the frogs! When they died, the land was full of frog-carcasses, and the land 

reeked with the odor of decay. 

The Plague of “Fasteners” (8:16-19) 

The next plague was an infestation of Nke (= fasteners). The word has 

traditionally been translated as lice (KJV, RV), though a number of modern Versions 

render it as gnats (RSV, JPS, NAV, NASB, ESV) or even mosquitos (NJB). Here, as 

before, Aaron used his staff as the instrument of judgment, but in this case, when the 

Egyptian magicians attempted to replicate the event, they were stymied. 

While this plague does not concern any known Egyptian deity, it does have 

religious significance in that the Egyptian priests now identify the plague as brought 

on by “the finger of God.” Jesus would use this same expression centuries later in 

describing his exorcism of demons, “If I drive out demons by the finger of God…” 

(Lk. 11:20). Jesus’ use of this language, which was surely deliberate, suggests the same 

thing as voiced by St. Paul, who describes idols as fronts for demons (1 Co. 10:20). 

The Plague of “Flies” (8:20-32) 

The precise identity of the swarming creatures in the fourth plague has been 

debated in Jewish sources for centuries. The traditional English translation is “flies” 

(most English Versions) or “swarms of insects” (JPS), derived from the word br*fA (= 

swarm, mixture). However, the Hebrew text does not specify anything further (the KJV 

puts the word “flies” in italics, indicating it was not in the Hebrew text). Some rabbis 

from ancient times speculated that it might refer to predatory animals, but others, 

suggested flying insects. In the end, most English Versions go with the rendering 

“flies.”54 

Similar to the third plague, no clear referents to Egyptian deities can be linked 

to the fourth plague. However, also as in the third plague, there is a religious 

component. Here, for the first time, the reader encounters a special reprieve for the 

Israelites, for while the swarms would infest all Egypt, they would not afflict the land 

of Goshen in the eastern Delta. When Moses reiterated the request for pilgrimage, 

specifying they needed three days, Pharaoh initially refused but later indicated he 

would allow them to go so long as they didn’t go very far. Moses prayed, the flies left,55 

but as expected, Pharaoh reneged on his promise. 

 
54 Even in modern times, when Jews celebrate a seder meal at Passover, the usual identity is “wild animals.” 

Illustrations in a Passover Haggadah might include depictions of lions, bears, panthers, wolves, and other beasts of 

prey, cf. G. Rendsburg, “Beasts or Bugs?” BR (April 2003). 
55 A brief word should be said about biblical hyperbole. Like most literature, the Bible uses hyperbole as an accepted 

rhetorical device. In the plague narratives, this use is evident in phrases like “not one remained” (8:31b; 10:19b), “all 

died” (9:5), “everything growing” (9:25), “nothing remained” (10:15), “not a hoof” (10:26), and “not a dog” (11:7). 

The word “all” (lKo) is used more than 40 times. This manner of speaking, of course, raises questions, such as, if all 
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The Plague on Livestock (9:1-7) 

The plague on cattle more directly seems connected with the goddess Hathor, 

the mother and sky deity who was represented as a cow, or else Apis, the god of fertility 

who was represented as a bull (or both). This plague afflicted not only cattle, however, 

but also horses, camels,56 donkeys, sheep, and goats. As with the previous plague, the 

land of Goshen was exempt, and not a single animal of the Israelites died. 

Pharaoh even investigated the Israelite’s animals, but though he discovered it to 

be true that their animals were not infected, he remained unyielding. 

The Plague of Boils (9:8-12) 

As with the third and fourth plague, this one has no known parallel with 

Egyptian deities, but also like them, it does have a religious aspect. It was sufficiently 

severe to prevent the court magicians from even appearing! In effect, it cut off the royal 

priests from access to their gods and placed them under the dire threat of death, for as 

the text later reads, “Thus says Yahweh…for by now I could have put out my hand 

and struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from 

the earth” (9:15). 

The Hebrew terms usually translated as “boils” is the same used to describe the 

afflictions of Job (cf. Job 2:7). Some interpreters have suggested smallpox, others 

anthrax. In Deuteronomy, the “boils of Egypt” are associated with tumors, festering 

sores, and itch (Dt. 28:27). Whatever their precise nature, Pharaoh now stands alone, 

since his magicians were absent. As before, he remained immovable. 

The Plague of Hail (9:13-35) 

The next three plagues move from the land to the skies. The god Seth, brother 

to the god Osirus, was the god of war, chaos, and storm. Usually, he was depicted with 

the head of an animal with pointed snout and tall ears. That Moses could control the 

weather, bringing hail and lightning to batter the crops of flax and barley, was a direct 

challenge to Seth’s authority. 

Moses announced to Pharaoh that the worst hailstorm in Egyptian history57 

would pound Egypt, though if they would shelter their animals, the animals, at least, 

could be preserved. In Goshen, of course, the Israelites were spared. Though earlier 

 
the Egyptian cattle were killed in the fifth plague (9:6), how were any left to be killed in the seventh or the tenth 

plagues (9:22, 25; 11:5b)? It is not reasonable to demand mathematical precision, and rhetorical expressions, as seems 

clearly to be the case here, must be granted some flexibility. 
56 Some scholars argue that the mention of camels is an anachronism, since the domestication of camels has been 

thought to be somewhat later in history. However, more recently in the excavations of Shar-I Sokhta (Iran), compelling 

evidence of camel domestication has been discovered dating to as far back as ca. 2600 BC. Given this early evidence, 

it is not unlikely that some camel domestication was practiced in Egypt as well. 
57 It is not without interest that this phrase describing the founding of Egypt is likely Egyptian in origin and is to be 

found in Egyptian texts of all periods, cf. B. Couroyer, RB 67 (1960), pp. 42-46. 
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the disaster is described as striking everything growing in the fields and stripping bare 

every tree, later this hyperbole is modified. Curiously, the storm would occur just as 

the flax and barley were to be harvested, affecting these crops, but prior to the 

maturation of wheat and spelt, which would be unaffected. This, in turn, might have 

been a direct affront to Min, the god of fertility and vegetation, who was believed to 

be the protector of crops.58 At an annual celebration at the beginning of the harvest, 

Min was paid homage. The spoiling of Min’s “coming out” would extend into the next 

plague as well. 

The Plague of Locusts (10:1-20) 

Here, Min, the protector of crops and the god of rain, would be powerless to 

prevent the disaster of the locust invasion, which Moses now threatened. At this point, 

even Pharaoh’s officials began to urge him to expel the Israelites, but the Pharaoh 

refused.  

Locusts were not in themselves unusual, since they often blew into Egypt from 

time to time from the southwest, though this time they would come from the east, and 

the massive numbers would unlike anything that had been seen previously. The locusts 

would eat every green thing in their path, devasting anything that remained of Egypt’s 

food source. When Pharaoh pleaded for relief and asked for their removal, they were 

blown into the Sea of Reeds by a powerful west wind. 

The Plague of Darkness (10:21-29) 

The ninth plague of darkness is sometimes interpreted to be a Libyan dust storm, 

while other interpreters regard it as an solar eclipse. Either of these are possible, of 

course, but neither are necessary conclusions from the biblical text. It may equally have 

been a divinely sent darkness for which no naturalistic explanation need be sought. 

The removal of light resulted in chaos and would have been a direct affront against any 

of the various deities associated with the sun, such as, Amon-Re, Aten, Atum, or 

Horus. Pharaoh now summoned Moses with the promise to release the Israelites, but 

once again, when the darkness dissipated, he again reneged, even threatening Moses 

that should he ever showed his face again in the Egyptian court, he would be killed. 

Mose simply responded, “You will never see me again!” 

 

THE FLIGHT FROM EGYPT (11:1—15:21) 
 

Preparation for the Final Plague (11:1-10) 

The final plague reaches a climax, not only because it is the most severe, but 

also because it has an extended preface and a divine word to Moses that this time 

 
58 Min, the protector of crops, was usually depicted holding a flail and with an erect phallus, a symbol of his power 

over fertility. 
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Pharaoh would finally relent. The Israelites would not merely be allowed to leave 

Egypt, but they would be driven out (11:1; cf. 6:1). The Egyptian officials would 

humbly entreat them to depart (11:8). In preparation for their flight, the Israelites were 

shown favor so that they were gifted with precious objects. Taking them was not in 

any sense a theft but a blessing of things freely given (11:2-3). 

The final plague, the death of the firstborn son, is what Yahweh had told Moses 

initially (4:21-23). Now, every firstborn son in Egypt would die at midnight, and the 

anguish over lost sons would erupt into a nationwide wail of grief and misery (11:4-

8). The last plague, once again, would be an affront to the patron deity of Pharaoh, the 

god Osiris. As the righteous judge and ruler of the land of the dead, Osiris was the god 

who also granted all life, and hence, this final plague would be a “judgment on all the 

gods of Egypt” (12:12). The idea of death to the firstborn was a known concept in 

ancient Egypt. The so-called “Cannibal Hymn” (ca. 2300 BC) and coffin texts (ca. 

2000 BC) describe the judgment of slaying the firstborn on a particular night by “Him-

whose-name-is-hidden.”59 In the biblical account, the One with the power over death 

is now revealed to be Yahweh—and his name is no longer hidden! 

After delivering this final speech to Pharaoh, Moses walked out, promising 

never to face Pharaoh again (11:8b; cf. 10:29).60 Pharaoh’s continued stubbornness 

would now meet the full power of Yahweh’s mighty hand! 

The Passover (12:1-28) 

For centuries, every Passover Seder has begun with the same haunting question, 

“Why is this night different than all other nights?” The Passover is the supreme 

redemptive event in the Hebrew Bible. It tells the story of freedom after centuries of 

bondage, and there are frequent allusions to it in the psalms and prophetic literature. 

Its preeminence is marked by the fact that the month of leaving would commence a 

new calendar with the Passover month being the “head of the new moons” (Mywid!HA 

wxr*), later to be called the month of Abib (23:15; 34:18).61 The lengthy description of 

the Passover ritual, which lies between the 9th plague and the 10th, adds suspense to the 

final plague. The Passover observance takes place in the context of the family in which 

a pre-selected, unblemished yearling lamb or kid was to be kept for four days and then 

 
59 Z. Zevit, “Three Ways to Look at the Ten Plagues,” BR (Vol. VI Nu. 3/June 1990), p. 21. 
60 Mose would confront Pharaoh one more time (12:31-32), but this seems to be at Pharaoh’s, not Moses’, initiative. 
61 Our knowledge of the Hebrew calendar is fragmented. We know of only four Hebrew month-names, Abib, Ziv, 

Ethanim, and Bul, though we have additional month-names from the Babylonian calendar which the Jews began 

following during the exile. Further, the Israelites seemed to have celebrated two New Years days, one in the autumn, 

as indicated here (cf. Lv. 23:5; Nu. 28:16), and one in the spring (Ex. 23:16: 34:22). Calendar calculations developed 

over time, and some of the confusion naturally results from the dislocation of the Jews to Babylon. 
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slaughtered at twilight on the 14th day, literally “between the evenings.”62 Its blood was 

to be smeared on the headers and doorframes of the homes. The animal was to be 

roasted with bitter herbs and completely consumed before morning along with 

unleavened flat bread. If a household was too small to consume a whole animal, its 

members must join with some other family so that nothing would be left uneaten (and 

anything left over was to be burned). The meal was to be eaten quickly, and family 

members were to be clad in clothing fit for travel (12:1-11).  

The blood smeared using hyssop (a leafy plant) would serve as an instrument of 

protection when the plague of death swept through the land of Egypt. All firstborn 

creatures, both animal and human, would die, and only the application of blood would 

serve to spare the Israelites (12:12-13). When Yahweh saw the blood, he would “pass 

over” (HsaPA) those homes that were so marked. This verb of “passing over” may 

underly the noun “Passover.”63 This final plague would be the stimulus for an annual 

memorial celebration of freedom from slavery, a festival that would commence with 

the Passover day but then extend for a full week of eating unleavened bread. The week 

would be bracketed by days of sacred assembly, and anyone who ate yeast was to be 

“cut off,” which is to say, separated from God and the people (12:14-20). No 

explanation is given here as to any deeper symbolic meaning of eating bread without 

yeast, other than that it commemorates the fact that the Israelites would leave Egypt 

without sufficient time to allow the yeast to work. In a later passage, it is called the 

“bread of affliction” (Dt. 16:3), and later writers took the yeast to be a symbol of evil.64 

Elsewhere in the Torah, various offerings were specified throughout the week of 

unleavened bread (Nu. 28:17-24). While initially the Passover was a family event, after 

the Israelites arrived in the land of Canaan, they were to celebrate the festival at a 

central sanctuary (Dt. 16:2, 5-8). This law effectively transformed the festival into a 

pilgrimage in which it was compulsory for all males to participate (Ex. 23:14-15, 17; 

34:23).65 

Moses summoned Israel’s elders and gave them final instructions according to 

the foregoing description with the addition that once the blood was applied, no one was 

 
62 While the Book of Exodus clearly indicates that the sacrificial animal could be taken either “from the lambs or from 

the goats” (Myz0ifihA-NmiU MyWibAK;ha-Nmi, 12:5), it is the lamb that is described specifically (12:3-4, 21), and lambs became 

the animal of choice in the long history of Israel (2 Chr. 30:15; 35:1; Ezr. 6:20; Mk. 14:12). 
63 There has been a good deal of scholarly discussion about this verbal spelling, since it is a homonym for two words. 

One means “to pass over,” and the other means “to limp.” In the opinion of this author, the idea of “passing over” 

seems the best contextually. 
64 In the NT, Jesus and Paul both used the idea of yeast to symbolize the spread of corruption (Mk. 8:14-21; 1 Co. 5:6-

8; Ga. 5:7-9), and in his 1st Corinthian letter, Paul specifically links this idea to the Festival of Passover and Unleavened 

Bread. The fact that fermentation through yeast is a form of decomposition, i.e., death, reinforces this concept. 
65 Various Passover celebrations are described in the history of Israel, including ones under Joshua (Jos. 5:10-12), 

Solomon (2 Chr. 8:12-13), Hezekiah (2 Chr. 30), Josiah (35:1-19), and Ezra (Ezr. 6:19-23). 
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to leave the home until morning (12:21-23). When later generations would enquire 

about the meaning of this annual ritual, they should explain its meaning by referring to 

the event of the first Passover (12:24-28). 

The Final Plague (12:29-30) 

The requirement that no one leave their homes after the Passover ritual now 

becomes apparent, for at midnight the Destroyer, the agent of Yahweh, passed through 

Egypt.66 All the first-born in Egypt now died, both human and animal, and apart from 

those homes marked with the Passover blood, every home experienced the horror of 

death. 

Leaving Egypt (12:31-42) 

In the midst of overpowering national grief at the loss of Egypt’s first-born sons, 

Pharaoh now orders the departure of the Israelites, the thing that Moses had first 

requested and Pharaoh had repeatedly refused.67 In addition, Pharaoh asks Moses for a 

blessing, possibly because he considered his own life to be in danger (12:31-32). 

The Egyptians, also, urged the Israelites to leave, emphasizing this urgency by 

showering them with gifts of gold, silver, and clothing (12:33-36; cf. 3:21-22; 11:2-3). 

Already, the Israelites were dressed to go, so there was nothing left to do but to scoop 

up the dough laid out for the next day and pack it on boards or wrapped in cloth (12:33-

36).  

The Israelites departed Egypt from Rameses in full view of the Egyptians, who 

were burying their dead (Nu. 33:3-4), and from there they set out for Succoth 12:37-

39). Both these locations are problematic. The Bible locates the Israelites in the 

northeastern Delta, called the “Land of Rameses” (Ge. 47:11). While the capital of 

Egypt during the 13th through the 12th centuries is known to be Pi-Rameses, and further, 

the site built by Israelite slaves is called Rameses (Ex. 1:11), the highwater tables in 

the Delta make archaeological excavation difficult, not to mention, expensive. Hence, 

though the biblical record indicates the point of departure was Rameses (12:37; Nu. 

33:3), there has been difficulty in pinning down an actual site. Also due to the Delta’s 

highwater table, no historical or administrative papyri seem to have survived. To make 

things more difficult, Pi-Rameses was abandoned as the Egyptian capital in the 11th 

 
66 At first glance, 12:23, 27, 29, seem to say that the one who brought death to all the first-born was Yahweh himself. 

However, there is the additional phrase in 12:23 that these deaths come from “the Destroyer,” (tyHiw;m0aha), and this 

instrument of death seems to be distinguishable from Yahweh himself. In other words, the Destroyer comes to Egypt, 

but Yahweh intervenes wherever there is a home marked by Passover blood. Out of this language arises the idea of 

the angel of death, even though no reference to an angel appears in this text. A similar passage in 1 Chr. 21:14-16 

distinguishes between Yahweh and the Angel of Yahweh who threatens the kingdom of Israel with death. 
67 While modern people might ask whether or not the first-born in Egypt included females as well as males, the Hebrew 

word rkoB; is masculine. Most English versions simply read “first-born;” however, the NLT here correctly extends this 

to “first-born sons” as does the NIV in 11:5. Later, the dedication of Israel’s first-born sons implies the same thing 

(13:12). 
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century and a new capital was built elsewhere, so Pi-Rameses has a limited history. 

Pithom, the other site connected with Israel’s life in Egypt, is equally debated. All these 

factors converge to say that we have no clear archaeological data about Israel’s sojourn 

and departure from Egypt. At the same time, there are significant data that fit with the 

biblical description of the Israelites in Egypt, as discussed earlier (cf. pp. 7-8).68 

Yet another controversial issue concerns the number of Israelites leaving Egypt 

(12:37; cf. 38:26). The general figure of 600,000 men plus women and children would 

mean a departing group of around 2 million individuals, which even though it agrees 

with the census figure provided later in the Book of Numbers (Nu. 1:46; cf. 26:51), is 

an astronomical figure in the context of the ancient world. This is a difficult number 

both internally and externally. Internally, the Bible itself says that the Israelites were 

the “fewest of all peoples” (Dt. 7:7). Further, there seem to be only two mid-wives 

authorized by Pharaoh to handle the births within this community (Ex. 1:15-21). A 

number of internal logistical problems loom large, such as, how could Moses (or later, 

Joshua) “speak” to such a huge group? How could a group the size of modern Detroit 

and all their animals cross a body of water in a single day? How could they provide 

fodder for the livestock of such a large group? How could 70 people (cf. Ex. 1:5) 

proliferate into a group of over 2 million in only four generations (Ge. 15:16). If there 

were approximately 600,000 warriors (Nu. 1:45-46), how could they manage the most 

basic necessity of sanitation, especially if they had to leave the camp to do so (Dt. 

23:12)? When they came to the land of Canaan, the seven Canaanite nations were 

described as “larger and stronger” than the Israelites (Dt. 7:1). Most difficult is the fact 

that if there were 22,273 firstborn males over a month old (Nu. 3:39-43), to account 

for such a relatively small number for a group of 2 million would mean that each 

household would need to produce 27 sons and additional daughters, and each Israelite 

mother would need to bear about 50 children. 

Added to these internal issues are external factors. Known armies of the period 

averaged only about 5000 or 6000, and the largest known to date was only 20,000. 

Would a huge body of some 600,000 warriors be intimidated by Egypt’s much smaller 

army? According to population density estimates by scholars, the total population of 

Egypt at this time was hardly more than 3 million, and there is no evidence for a 

massive depopulation of the country. 

All these factors have led to the attempt to reduce this number of 600,000 to 

some more manageable figure that would better suit our knowledge of the ancient 

world. One that is frequently employed is linguistic, and it concerns the Hebrew word 

Jl,x,, which normally means “thousand,” but is also a homonym for a military unit or 

 
68 James K. Hoffmeier, “Out of Egypt: the Archaeological Context of the Exodus,” BAR 33.1 (Jan/Feb 2007), pp. 30-

37, 39-41. 
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a clan. Could “six hundred thousand” be translated differently to read “six hundred 

units?” While at first glance this solution seems attractive, it does not solve the problem 

of trying to coordinate the bottom-line number with the individual numbers of the 

various tribes listed in the Book of Numbers. Other solutions suggest symbolic 

numbers, or perhaps the census figures in the time of David that were retrojected back 

into the exodus account, but none have won the day. Most translators have chosen to 

retain the 600,000 number of warriors, albeit with considerable discomfort and the 

caveat that such a number fits awkwardly with what we know of the ancient world. 

Hopefully, there may be a satisfactory solution in the future.69 

Besides the Israelites themselves, a large number of other people accompanied 

them in their exodus from Egypt, a group described as br@fe, a term meaning a mixed 

people or race (12:38). Presumably, they were not blood descendants of Jacob, and in 

all likelihood, they were drawn from the lower classes of Egyptian society. Neither 

God nor Moses objected. Earlier, there is mention of Israelite women who might have 

had a sojourner in her home (3:22). Though they are called “many,” there is no 

indication as to how large this group might have been, but they may be those referenced 

later in the desert travels (Nu. 11:4; Dt. 29:10; Jos. 8:35). At the least, their presence 

demonstrated that what mattered most was their allegiance to the values of Israel, 

primitive though they doubtless were at this point. 

Finally, we come to the 430 years that the people of Israel lived in Egypt (12:40-

42), a figure rounded off at 400 years (Ge. 15:13) and given even more generally as 

four generations (Ge. 15:16). Assuming a 13th century date for the exodus, this would 

put Jacob’s family in Egypt at about 1700 BC, more or less. This figure would fit 

reasonably well with the elevation of Asiatics in Egypt leading to the Hyksos Period 

in the 17th century BC. 

Passover Restrictions (12:43-51) 

In the context of a group of non-Israelites accompanying the Israelites in the 

exodus, final instructions are now offered about the annual Passover celebration. The 

Passover was a festival for the covenant people of Israel, and non-Israelites could only 

participate if they submitted to circumcision and embraced the covenant faith. What is 

most remarkable about this directive is the additional legal point that “…there shall be 

one law for the citizen and for the stranger who dwells among you” (12:49). In the 

ancient Near East, there was little legal protection for foreigners, and this law is 

exceptional in that it provided for equal treatment under the law, both for citizens as 

well as aliens. 

 
69 See, especially, the lengthy treatment in the NET Bible, Footnote #40 concerning Numbers 1:21. See also the 

extended discussion in K. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,2003), pp. 264-

265. 
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Dedication of the Firstborn (13:1-16) 

Firstborn males, both human and animal, belonged to God (13:1-2; 22:29-30), 

and this in turn was a reflection on the Passover, when firstborn sons were either killed 

or spared during the final plague in Egypt (13:14-15). Indeed, the nation of Israel was 

itself regarded as the firstborn of God (4:22). The annual festival of unleavened bread 

was intended to reinforce this memory of the deliverance from Egypt (13:3-10). As 

such, the firstborn could not be used for secular purposes (13:11-13; 34:19-20; Dt. 

15:19). Firstborn sons were to be redeemed (13:12-13; Dt. 18:15), while firstborn 

“clean” animals could not be redeemed but were to be sacrificed unless they had some 

blemish which disqualified them (Lv. 27:26-27; Nu. 18:15-17; Dt. 15:21). 

Parents were to educate their sons regarding the meaning of these practices. 

They would be signs and symbols on their hands and foreheads of God’s great 

deliverance (13:16; cf. Dt. 6:8; 11:18).70 

Crossing the Sea (13:17—14:31) 

Pharaoh now “drove” the Israelites out of Egypt (13:17a).71 The route of their 

departure is not handily condensed in a single passage but stretches over several 

intervening blocks of material, though a summary version of the whole is offered in 

Numbers 33. In leaving Egypt, God did not direct the people toward the shortest route 

to Canaan, which would have been up the seacoast (3:17).72 Rather, he led them 

southward toward the Sinai Peninsula. Egyptian records document that the coastal 

route was a well-fortified military road, which the Egyptians called the “Way of 

Horus.” In a relief discovered in the Karnak Temple, Seti I (1294-1279), the father of 

Rameses II, names a series of Egyptian forts along this route, and as the biblical text 

indicates, taking such a route would immediately have resulted in military conflict. 

Also, the Anastasi Papyrus V in the British Museum documents these heavily-guarded 

areas through which no one was allowed to pass without a permit, and it describes two 

runaway slaves who fled into the Sinai desert to escape capture along more-or-less the 

same route described in the Bible for the fleeing Israelites.  

The precise route of the exodus has generated a considerable amount of 

scholarly discussion, and to date, there is no consensus. Here, I will tentatively follow 

the suggestions of archaeologist and professor James Hoffmeier, who spent several 

 
70 We do not know when the Israelites began to interpret these passages literally and use phylacteries tied to their 

forearms and foreheads, but they obviously were doing so by the time of Christ (Mt. 23:5).  

71 Most English versions render this as “sending” or “letting [them] go,” which indeed is the meaning of the verb HlawA. 

However, because the verb is in a Piel form, which intensifies its basic meaning, a stronger verb is appropriate (cf. 

3:20). 
72 The mention of the “land of the Philistines” (13:17; cf. 23:31) is an anachronism, since the Philistines would not 

arrive in Canaan until somewhat later, ca. 1175. Such an anachronism immediately suggests composition of at least 

this section by a hand later than Moses. 
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seasons excavating in the area, but the reader must bear in mind that the attempt to 

identify sites with certainty is fraught with competing theories. Beginning their trek 

from Rameses, the Israelites traveled to Succoth (12:37; cf. Nu. 33:5), and from 

Succoth they camped at Etham (13:20; cf. Nu. 33:6). Here, God directed them to take 

a sharp turn northward toward Pi-Hahiroth, between Migdol and the Mediterranean. 

There, they camped by the sea opposite Baal-Zephon, a tactic seemingly aimed at 

convincing the Pharaoh they were wandering around in confusion and equally serving 

as an enticement for him to pursue them (14:1-3). This route was evidently through the 

marshes surrounding the el-Ballah Lakes south of a barrier island in the Mediterranean 

Sea.73  Thus, they camped by the sea (14:2),74 a body of water referred to as the Sea of 

Reeds (13:18; 15:4, 22; etc.).75 

Three intrusions into the travel sequence are briefly narrated. The first indicates 

that the bones of Joseph, which many years earlier had been interred in a coffin after 

embalming (13:19; cf. Ge. 50:24-25; Acts 7:16), were taken with them in the flight 

from Egypt. The second concerns a pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire, which served as 

both a guide as well as a light enabling them to travel day and night (13:21-22). 

Yahweh was leading the way in this pillar of cloud and fire, and what Moses had earlier 

experienced in the burning bush, the Israelites now experienced as they escaped Egypt. 

The third concerns Yahweh’s additional hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, which would 

entice him to pursue the fleeing Israelites and, in turn, would become the background 

for the greatest nature miracle of all, the crossing of the sea (14:4). 

So, Pharaoh changed his mind again (14:5). Concerned over losing his source 

of cheap labor, he mustered his chariot corps and infantry to chase down the escaping 

Israelites.76 God hardened Pharaoh’s heart in the direction his heart had already been 

set (14:6-8), much as centuries later Paul would say God “gave them over to go their 

own way” (Ro. 1:24, 26, 28). The Egyptians overtook the people of Israel where they 

 
73 For the archaeological and historical data of this route, see J. Hoffmeier, “Out of Egypt: the Archaeological Context 

of the Exodus,” BAR 33.1 (Jan/Feb 2007), pp. 30-37, 39-41. 
74 This whole area has been significantly disrupted by the modern Suez Canal, and there is evidence of a shift in the 

Mediterranean coastline since the 13th century BC. At the time of the exodus, the edge of the Mediterranean lay 

approximately 20 miles south of the coastline today. 
75 It is unfortunate that the translation “Red Sea,” which was first adopted in the Septuagint and later by Jerome in the 

Latin Vulgate, has survived into English Bible translation. The Hebrew term is not “Red Sea” but “Sea of Reeds” 

(JUs-My1 = Yam Suph), and it reflects the Hebrew transliteration of the Egyptian word t-wf(y), meaning “reeds.” While 

no doubt it refers to a significant body of water, it probably does not refer to what today we call the Red Sea between 

Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Still, the identity of the exact body of water is debated, and in addition to the possibility that 

it refers to one of the large lakes nearer the Mediterranean, other passages in the Hebrew Bible seem to use the term 

Yam Suph to refer to the Gulf of Aqaba (Ex. 23:31) and the Gulf of Suez (Ex. 10:19). Minimalists, of course, can 

escape this discussion entirely, since they do not accept the historicity of the exodus story. For those who do, however, 

the identity of the exodus route and the body of water called the Yam Suph remain elusive. 
76 As depicted in various bas-reliefs and wall paintings, the Egyptian war chariots were usually drawn by two horses 

and manned by a driver and an archer. 
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were camped next to the sea (14:9). The Israelites, in turn, were thrown into panic, and 

they immediately cried out to Yahweh and began to blame Moses (14:10-12). Moses, 

however, was unruffled. He calmly announced that if they would stand firm, they 

would see with their own eyes the deliverance that God would bring (14:13-14). 

God commanded Moses to raise his staff over the sea, and when he did the water 

would divide, opening a pathway for escape. In this miracle, God would be glorified 

in the destruction of Pharaoh, the god symbol of Egypt, and the Egyptians would be 

convinced that Yahweh was truly God (14:15-18). The Mal’ak Yahweh now withdrew 

from the front of Israel and relocated the pillar of fire and cloud to their rearguard 

(14:19-20).77 As is often the case, the figure of the Angel of Yahweh is somewhat fluid 

and can refer to Yahweh himself (e.g., 13:21; 14:24) as well as to a representative of 

Yahweh. At God’s command, Moses stretched out his hand,78 and all night long a 

powerful east wind drove back the sea and divided it, drying out a pathway between 

the walls of water on each side (14:21-22).79 In the morning, the Israelites began their 

march to freedom. 

With the morning light, the Egyptian army pursued the Israelites into the 

pathway through the sea. Yahweh disrupted the chariot wheels so that the drivers were 

unable to control their vehicles (14:23-25). With the Israelites now emerging on the 

other side from the pathway through the sea, Yahweh instructed Moses to once more 

stretch out his hand. When he did so, the waters converged, submerging the Egyptian 

army and drowning them all (14:26-28).80 

Thus, Yahweh saved the fleeing Israelites by a miracle, and they saw the corpses 

of the Egyptian army as they washed up on the shore. Here, perhaps for the first time, 

the Israelites began to trust in Yahweh and Moses, Yahweh as the one who fulfills his 

promises, and Moses as the reliable servant who speaks in behalf of God. 

The Song of the Sea (15:1-21) 

 
77 This is the first occasion in the Book of Exodus since the story of the burning bush where the Angel of Yahweh is 

directly mentioned (cf. 3:2), see Footnote #24. 
78 Earlier, it indicates a “staff” (14:16), but here and later (14:26), it speaks of Moses’ “hand.” This may be a distinction 

without a difference, since his hand holds the staff. 
79 A miracle is an extraordinary event manifesting divine intervention. Scottish philosopher David Hume’s famous 

definition was that a miracle was a “transgression of the law of nature…by the interposition of some invisible agent.” 

However one defines a miracle, what happened at the sea was a stupendous and one-of-a-kind event. As Eric Metaxas 

has stated, a miracle “is to point to the God behind the miracles,” and this is certainly the case here, where the miracle 

of dividing the sea was intended to bring glory to God (4:18), cf. E. Metaxas, Miracles (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 

Ltd., 2014), p.17. 
80 The question may well be asked whether or not the Egyptian Pharaoh went into the sea and drowned with his army. 

Probably not. The biblical description does not actually indicate that Pharaoh himself went into the sea, but rather, 

that his “horses and chariots” went into the pathway through the sea (14:23, 28; 15:4, 19). This is significant in that 

archaeologists have discovered both the mummies of Thutmose III and Rameses II, so regardless of what date one 

prefers for the exodus, neither Pharaoh died by drowning. 
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The Song of the Sea, like the Song of Deborah (cf. Jg. 5), is set apart from the 

surrounding text in the Hebrew Bible in a pattern resembling brickwork, a pattern 

derived from a Masoretic formatting tradition. Scholars generally agree that the poem 

contains some of the oldest Hebrew in the Hebrew Bible. This victory song, sung by 

the Israelites, celebrates Yahweh as the divine warrior, lit. “Yahweh is a man of war” 

(15:3a). Indeed, Moses does not figure in the events of the song at all. In the line, “Yah 

is my strength and song” (15:2) there appears for the first time a shortened form of 

Yahweh.81 

Structurally, the poem falls into four parts, the introduction depicting Yahweh 

as the warrior and the source of salvation (15:1-3), the second describing the 

annihilation of the Egyptian army (15:4-12), the third a declaration of Yahweh’s love 

in establishing Israel as a nation (15:13), and the fourth anticipating the entry into 

Canaan, and ultimately, the procession of the Israelites to the holy mountain of God’s 

dwelling (15:14-18). The introductory lines exalt Yahweh who has overturned the 

Egyptian army in the waters of the sea. Such an event defines salvation as rescue. The 

word “rider” (bkr) is probably better translated as “driver” or “charioteer,” as in 1 Kg. 

22:34, since the Egyptian army did not consist of cavalry. 

The drowning of the Egyptian army is attributed to Yahweh’s right hand and 

divine breath. Such a profound miracle, a direct affront to the gods of Egypt, prompt 

the question, “Who among the gods is like our God?” a refrain echoed throughout 

Israelite history (18:11; Dt. 4:7; 1 Kg. 8:23; Ps. 35:10; 71:19; 77:13; 89:6, 8; 95:3; 

96:4; Je. 10:6, etc.). The reference to Yahweh being higher and more powerful than 

“the gods” does not necessarily suggest that these pagan deities were real; the point is 

that the nations considered them to be real, but nevertheless, Yahweh is supreme. The 

presumptuous claims of the enemy (15:8-9) are futile before Yahweh’s divine breath, 

which blows them away. 

The flight from Egypt was more than just an escape; Yahweh was leading the 

Israelites to his “holy dwelling” (15:13). That this “holy dwelling” is unnamed leaves 

some ambiguity. Does it refer to Mt. Sinai, the mountain of God, or Mt. Zion, the 

eventual site of the 1st Temple? Since it also is called the “mountain of Yahweh’s 

inheritance” and the place of his “sanctuary” from which he reigns (15:17), the more 

likely site is Mt. Zion, where Yahweh would take up residence in the temple of 

Solomon (1 Kg. 8:10-12; 2 Chr. 5:14). The mention of Canaanite nations also implies 

that this holy dwelling was in the land of Canaan. To be sure, the Israelites were on 

their way to Mt. Sinai, the mountain of God, but symbolically, Mt. Sinai would relocate 

to Mt. Zion (Ps. 68:15-18). The poem concludes with a prose summary (15:19-20) and 

 
81 Mostly, this shortened form appears in the Psalms (e.g., Ps. 68:5, 19; 77:12; 89:9; 94:7, 12; 102:19; 105:45; 106:1), 

but occasionally elsewhere (e.g., Is. 12:2; 26:4; 38:11, etc.). 



41 

 

a short description of Miriam leading the Israelite women in a victory recitation 

(15:21).82 

 

THE JOURNEY OF FAITH TOWARD MT. SINAI (15:22—18:27) 
 

The next series of narratives occurred en route to Mt. Sinai. These were tests of 

faith and parental disciplines, where Yahweh “tested them” (15:25), saying, “I will test 

them and see whether they will follow my instructions” (16:4). Later, in Deuteronomy, 

Yahweh would say, God led you all the way in the desert…to humble you and to test 

you in order to know what was in your heart…  Know then in your heart that as a man 

disciplines his son, so Yahweh your God disciplines you (Dt. 8:2-5). 

The actual sites, though named in the biblical narratives and probably clear 

enough when the stories were written, are no longer apparent to us. A number of 

identifications have been suggested, none of them with certainty,83 and of course, the 

actual location of Mt. Sinai itself is debated. Here, as mentioned earlier, we will accept 

Jebel Musa as Mt. Sinai, the oldest and probably best identification, though such an 

identification must be offered only tentatively.84 

The Test at Marah and Elim (15:22-27) 

Their initial trek toward Sinai led the Israelites to the Desert of Shur (Shur means 

“wall,” probably referring to the buffer zone separating the Egyptians and the area 

outside Egyptian jurisdiction). Water is always a matter of life and death, especially in 

the desert, and they now faced the desert without water. This deprivation was a test of 

their capacity to trust in the God who had delivered them from Egypt (15:25b). They 

discovered an oasis at Mara, but the water was undrinkable. (The word Marah means 

“bitter.”) The people, now in extremity, grumbled against Moses who then turned to 

Yahweh. Yahweh showed him a piece of wood that would purify the bitter water. 

Explanations of chemical reactions have been offered as to how a piece of wood would 

make bitter water sweet, but they are somewhat speculative. To be sure, modern 

nomads still use vegetable matter to sweeten bitter waters, but this notwithstanding, it 

seems better to simply credit the miracle to God without any attempt to explain it in 

terms of natural phenomena. It would be one thing to sweeten water for a person, 

 
82 Another fragmented version of Miriam’s short song (15:21) was discovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q365). The 

seven legible lines read: 1) You despised (or, you plundered…  2) for the triumph of… 3) You are a great, a savior… 

4) the hope of the enemy perishes and he is… 5) they perished in the mighty waters, the enemy… 6) and he exalted 

her to their heights…you gave… 7) [wor]king a triumph. George J. Brooke, “Power to the Powerless—A Long-Lost 

Song of Miriam,” BAR 20.3 (1994): 62-65. 
83 J. Hyatt, Exodus [NCB] (London: Oliphants, 1971), pp. 172-173. 
84 For a more thorough treatment of the different route options, see, K. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), pp. 265-274. 
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family or small group, but a people group the size of the Israelites was surely beyond 

a natural chemical reaction using a small piece of wood.  

At the scene of this event, Yahweh now promised the people that if they would 

listen and obey, he would spare them any of the diseases of Egypt. It is unclear whether 

this promise refers to the plagues of Egypt or other diseases, and to be precise, the 

promise did not guarantee that there would never be any sickness all. A compound 

name, Yahweh-roph’ka  (= I am Yahweh, your healer), was now revealed to seal the 

promise.85 

Moving on from Marah, the people found respite by camping at Elim, an oasis 

filled with springs and palm trees, a place of water and shade. If Elim is the same as 

Feiran, the largest oasis in the Sinai desert, there were nearly three miles of palm-

covered shade surrounded by pure spring water. This oasis lies about 60 miles south 

of the modern town of Suez. The name Elim probably indicates a type of tree 

(terebinth) or perhaps an entire palm grove. Alternatively, though less likely due to the 

spelling, it might mean “gods.” 

The Test in the Desert of Sin (16) 

In the next test, the Israelites grumbled that they were starving to death. It had 

been a month and a half since leaving Egypt, which presupposes that they spent much 

of this time at the oasis of Elim (16:1). The placename “sin” is a transliteration, but it 

probably has a morphological link with the place-name Sinai. (It should not be 

connected to the word “sin” as transgression, since this is an entirely different Hebrew 

word. Only in English does it seems similar.) Voicing their complaint against Moses 

and Aaron, they complained it would have been better to have died in Egypt rather 

than starve in the desert (16:2-3). Their language about pots of meat and eating all the 

bread they wanted, of course, is hyperbolic.  

Once again, this was a test of their faith. The first concerned water; this one 

concerned food. The Israelites were now establishing a pattern of forgetfulness and 

unfaithfulness. After the miracle at the sea and the sweetening of the waters at Marah, 

one might suppose they would not stumble over the temporary lack of food, but 

miracles, in themselves, do not necessarily establish enduring faith, as would be made 

clear many centuries later by Jesus (cf. Jn. 2:23-24). One of the Psalm-writers would 

poignantly say, “They soon forgot his works; they did not wait for his counsel; but 

lusted exceedingly in the wilderness, and tried God in the desert. And he gave them 

their request, but sent leanness into their soul” (Ps. 106:13-15, JPS). 

 
85 In Hebrew thought, a person’s name was inextricably bound up with his/her existence, personality, and reputation. This 

dynamic is also true for God. One of the remarkable features of the Hebrew Bible is the frequency with which one finds 

compound names for God. These come in two forms, the “El” compounds and the “Yahweh” compounds. Generally, these 

compound names highlight various attributes of God, and often enough, they arise in the context of his interactions with 

people who see God’s divine character in new ways through his mighty acts in history. 
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Yahweh then provided them with heavenly bread and quail, but he stipulated 

that the gathering of this food must occur for only the first six days of each week, 

leaving the seventh day free of work (16:4-5). On the sixth day, they must gather 

sufficient food for the seventh day. These instructions clearly anticipate the Sabbath. 

Like the deprivation of water at Mara, the deprivation of food in the Desert of Sin and 

the instruction for how the food was to be gathered was a test of obedience (16:4b). 

Moses clearly understood that their grumbling against him was implicitly a grumbling 

against Yahweh (16:6-8). 

While Moses and Aaron were speaking to the assembled people, calling them 

near to the face of God,86 the glory of Yahweh appeared in a cloud, and in this 

theophany, God instructed Moses that meat (lit. “flesh”) would be available in the 

evening and bread available in the morning (16:9-12). This is the first occasion in the 

Book of Exodus where the Israelites actually “see” the glory of God (16:10; cf. 16:7). 

What they actually saw as they looked across the desert is obscure. Later, this same 

glory will appear on Mt. Sinai, where it says the glory of Yahweh looked like a 

devouring fire (cf. 24:6-17). The glory of God, his kavod, derives from the notion of 

heaviness.87 It is probable that the kavod was visible, since it is constantly associated 

with light phenomena and/or a cloud (‘anan).88 The result of this miraculous feeding 

would be a further confirmation that Yahweh was truly God, but it also shows that the 

Israelites’ faith was still tentative.  

When the quail and manna began to appear, the people asked, “What is it?” The 

Hebrew expression xUh NmA (= man-hu’ or manna) is a question, “What is it?” Even 

today, a species of honey dew is known to accrue in the desert, and the Bedouins still 

call it “mann,” either a species of lichen, a gum resin produced by flowering trees, or 

a scale produced by insects. Also, migrating quail, after crossing the sea, even today 

fall exhausted to the ground in the desert and are easily scavenged. Moses explained 

that it was bread given by Yahweh, and each day’s gathering was to be consumed 

before morning (16:13-19).89 

Though there were some exceptions (16:20), most of the Israelites followed 

Moses’ instructions, especially concerning the double portion to be gathered on the 

 
86 Literally, the text says, “…come near to the face of Yahweh.” This idiom, which began in 6:12, is used extensively 

throughout the text of Exodus, but it is not obvious to readers of the English Versions, which generally shorten the 

phrase and do not include the word “face.” 
87 The verb kaved (= to weigh heavily) and its cognates are used both literally and figuratively, literally to refer to 

such things like the weight of burdens or the heaviness of the eyes, and figuratively to refer to honor, respect, and 

dignity. 
88 The Hebrew word ‘anan (= cloud) is from a root which means to appear or intervene (clouds appear and intervene 

between the viewer and the sky), BDB, 777-778. As such, it is a particularly appropriate word for the visible glory of 

God. 
89 An omer is a dry measure of approximately two quarts. 
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sixth day in anticipation of the Sabbath (16:21-26). The gift of manna coincides with 

the beginning of Sabbath observance, and the order was for the people to trust the Giver 

(and not merely the gift), which is why they were forbidden to collect manna on the 

seventh day, but to observe this as a day of rest. Essentially, the Sabbath is a basic 

expression of faith in God’s presence and provision, and later its observance would be 

required as one of the 10 commandments, where it is linked to God’s rest at the climax 

of creation (20:11; cf. Ge. 2:1-3). The word “Sabbath” derives from the Hebrew verb 

tbawA (shabath = to stop).  

Earlier, it was briefly noted that some Israelites paid no attention to Moses’ 

instructions (16:20), and here this neglect is addressed again, because it entailed 

stubbornness and rebellion (15:27-28). Failure to observe the Sabbath would later be 

reckoned as an act of treason punishable by death (cf. 31:15; Nu. 15:32-36). Most of 

the people, however, seem to have obeyed the Sabbath injunctions (16:29-30). 

One final act concludes this section on the miraculous gift of bread. One omer 

of manna, a single day’s ration, was to be preserved for future generations, since the 

manna would not last indefinitely. It would sustain the Israelites for their sojourn in 

the desert, but when they finally crossed the Jordan River and entered the land of 

Canaan, it would cease (cf. Jos. 5:12). Hence, they were to preserve a jar of manna and 

deposit it in front of the Ark, here simply called “the Testimony” (cf. 25:16, 21-22). 

Of course, this reference to the Ark of the Testimony is anachronistic, since it was yet 

to be constructed, but the omer of manna is mentioned here because of its relevance to 

the original gift of manna (16:31-36). Finally, as would be stipulated later, this gift of 

manna was indeed a test of their faith to teach them that no one lives by bread alone, 

but by every word coming from the mouth of Yahweh (cf. Dt. 8:2-3; Mt. 4:4; Lk. 4:4). 

The Test at Rephidim (17:1-7) 

Once again, the Israelites were tested by scarcity of water, this time at Rephidim. 

The underlying issue in all these tests, and here as well, is their skeptical question, “Is 

Yahweh among us or not” (17:7b). The irony, of course, is that by their grumbling the 

Israelites were testing Yahweh (17:2, 7) without realizing that he was testing them (cf. 

Dt. 8:2). As usual, they blamed their predicament on Moses (17:1-3), and Moses, of 

course, turned to Yahweh, even fearing that the people were on the verge of violence 

against him (17:4). 

Yahweh’s instruction was for Moses and the elders to walk ahead of the people 

until he came to a rock. Yahweh himself would be standing on that rock! Exactly what 

form was to be seen is not mentioned, whether the Mal’ak Yahweh or some other 

theophany, but clearly, the elders with Moses were there to serve as witnesses 

concerning what they saw (17:6b). That the rock is “at Horeb” suggests that they are 

now in the vicinity of Mt. Sinai, the place where Moses encountered God in the burning 
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bush (cf. 3:1ff.).90 God’s instruction to Moses was to strike the rock with his rod, the 

same rod he had used in Egypt to bring plagues (e.g. 7:20, etc.). In striking the rock, a 

miracle of water occurred to slake the thirst of the people. 

Two special names would mark this place and incident, Massah (= testing) and 

Meribah (= quarreling). These place names would live on as examples of unbelief and 

shame (cf. Dt. 6:16; 9:22; 33:8; Ps. 81:17; 95:8; 106:32). Their question, “Is Yahweh 

among us or not?’ demonstrated that they would only recognize God as among them 

if he gave them what they wanted. 

As an aside, it is fascinating to see what St. Paul makes of this incident in the 

New Testament. He says, “They…drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from 

the spiritual rock that followed them, and that rock was Christ” (1 Co. 10:3-4). Quite 

literally, the Greek text reads, “…they were drinking from a spiritual following rock,” 

and the imperfect verb e@pinon (= were drinking) carries the nuance of continuing 

action. As such, the Israelites were sustained for their whole sojourn in the desert by 

this spiritual Messianic Rock, and it is to the point that the miracle of bringing water 

from a rock happened not only once, but twice (cf. Nu. 20:11). Paul may have been 

drawing from rabbinical tradition, which also suggested that the Mal’ak Yahweh 

accompanied Israel in the form of a moving rock. Regardless, the idea that God was a 

Rock was a common metaphor in the Old Testament (Dt. 32:4, 15, 18, 30-31; Ps. 18:2, 

31, 46; 62:2, 6; 89:26; 92:15, etc.). 

The Test of War with Amalek (17:8-15) 

While in the desert, the Israelites were attacked without provocation by a 

warlike people called the Amalekites, descended from a grandson of Esau (Ge. 36:12, 

15). This group is not mentioned in texts outside the Bible, though later in the Torah, 

Balaam, the Mesopotamian prophet, describes them as an ancient people (Nu.24:20). 

Presumably, they were nomadic, which is why they seem to have ranged by camel 

across a large area from the western Sinai desert to Arabia (cf. Nu. 13:29a; Jg. 6:3-5; 

7:12; 12:15; 1 Sa. 15:7; 30:1-2). 

While earlier Yahweh was described as a “man of war” (15:3), here is the first 

occasion of holy war in which the Israelites engage in combat. Here, also, we are 

introduced to Joshua, who will serve as the Israelite field commander as well as Moses’ 

aide throughout the desert sojourn, and ultimately, will succeed him as the leader when 

Moses dies. The success of Israel’s defensive battle would be determined by Moses 

holding up his rod, and to aid him, Aaron and Hur stood on each side to help him hold 

his arms up. The significance of the upraised arms is not directly described, but the 

“staff of God” that Moses held suggests that it symbolized the divine presence, while 

the later compound name Yahweh-Nissy (= Yahweh is My Banner) infers that the 

 
90 For the two names of the mountain of God, see Footnote #24. 
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raised staff was a kind of battle ensign (17:15). As such, it represents the rallying point 

and cause for which Israel fights. Perhaps in holding it aloft it signified an appeal for 

help or perhaps Yahweh’s blessing, which may be the meaning of the phrase “a hand 

upon the throne of Yah” (17:15b).91 The prediction of Amalek’s future extinction 

served as a paradigm for the later wars of Israel against the Canaanites. 

The battle against Amalek becomes the first occasion when the outcome was to 

be written out for later reference. Presumably the writing was an archaic form of 

Hebrew written on a scroll (the word “book” in some English versions cannot refer to 

a codex, which would not be invented for another millennium or more).92 Altogether, 

the battle foreshadows the essentials of Israelite leadership: Yahweh, the divine King, 

represented by Moses; Joshua, the Ephraimite field commander; Hur, a prince of 

Judah, anticipating the kingship of David; and, Aaron, the priestly line from Levi. 

The Reunion of Two Abrahamic Family Lines (18:1-12) 

The reader is initially introduced to Jethro when Moses fled Egypt after killing 

the Egyptian taskmaster (cf. 2:15ff.). Here, Moses married Zipporah, one of Jethro’s 

seven daughters (cf. 2:21). To complicate matters, there are three additional names 

connected with this desert dweller, Ruel (2:18), Jether (4:18, MT), and Hobab (Jg. 

4:11), and their relationship is unclear. In the story of Moses’ flight from Egypt and 

his marriage, his father-in-law is called Ruel (2:18), while in the story of Moses 

meeting with his father-in-law near Sinai, he is called Jethro (18:1). Most translators 

take the name Jether (rt@y@) in 4:18 as simply a spelling variation of Jethro (Ort4y9), so 

they render the name as Jethro despite the spelling difference. The name Hobab, on the 

other hand, is even less clear, since he is also called Moses’ father-in-law in Judges 

4:11 (so KJV, NJB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB, NET, RSV, NRSV). Several versions 

change this to brother-in-law, based on Nu. 10:29, and conclude that the name refers 

to the son of Jethro/Ruel (so ASV, ERV, NIV, NIB, NLT). 

A central feature of this story is the relationship between two lines of 

descendants from Abraham. Moses, of course, was from the Sarah/Jacob side of the 

family, while Jethro was from the Keturah/Midian side (Ge. 25:1-4). These family 

lines had been separated since the time of Abraham after he gave gifts to Keturah’s 

sons and sent them to the east (Ge. 25:5-6). Hence, when Moses married into the 

Midianite clan, his new family was in some sense a part of his old family. In turn, this 

 
91 The Hebrew in this line is difficult. Some translations understand it as a form of oath-taking (so KJV, ASV, ERV, 

NASB), others as taking hold of the banner (NAB, NJB, RSV, NRSV), still others that it describes Amalek’s attack 

upon Yahweh’s throne (NLT, NIV, NIB). 
92 Early examples of an alphabet using Phoenician-type script includes the Isbet Sartah Abecedary, which dates to 

about 1200 BC and the Tel Zayit Abecedary, which dates to about the late 10th century BC. These are the precursors 

of biblical Hebrew, cf. Christopher Rollston, “What’s the Oldest Hebrew Inscription?” BAR (38.3 (2012): 32-40, 66-

68. 
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raises the question of religious affiliation. Did these eastern sons follow the faith of 

Abraham? Several possibilities exist, including the theories that:  1) Moses learned of 

the faith of Yahweh from Jethro and the Midianites, 2) Jethro learned of the faith of 

Yahweh from Moses and the events in Egypt, and 3) the Israelites and Midianites had 

a faith common to both of them.93 There is simply insufficient biblical data to land 

definitively on any of these theories, but what seems clear enough is that there is now 

a reconciliation between disparate family lines. Moses is the mediator, since he belongs 

to both, the one by birth and the other by marriage. 

That Jethro was a priest of Midian is plainly stated (2:16; 18:1), but the nature 

of his priesthood and the God whom he served is less clear. Was he similar to 

Melchizedek and Job, both non-Israelites who legitimately served as priests to the one 

true God? Had he and his family line followed the faith of Abraham all these 

intervening years? Was Jethro a convert to the faith of Yahweh after hearing of the 

miracles that happened in Egypt? Whatever the case, his confession of faith that 

Yahweh was greater than all other gods joined Jethro and Moses into the same religious 

orientation (18:10-11). Jethro now presided over a sacrifice and a covenant meal, 

symbolizing the family reunion (18:12). 

The reunion of Moses’ with his wife and two sons serves as a microcosm of the 

larger reunion of the two Abrahamic family lines. When Moses had returned to Egypt 

after the incident of the burning bush, initially he took his family with him. Later, 

apparently, he sent his wife and two sons back to Jethro to be taken care of while he 

was preoccupied with his confrontation with the Pharaoh (18:2-3a; cf. 4:18-26). 

Earlier, it mentions that Moses had sons (4:20), but only Gershom was mentioned by 

name (2:22). Here both sons are named, Gershom, the firstborn, whose name means 

“an alien there,” and Eliezer, whose name means “God is [my] helper” (18:3b-4). 

When Moses and the Israelites drew near to Mt. Sinai, Jethro brought Moses’ family 

to be reunited with him (18:5-8). 

The Beginning of a Legal System (18:13-27) 

Already before reaching the mountain of God there had been one important 

piece of legislation put in place, the observance of the Sabbath. Now, there will be a 

second one, the establishment of a judiciary. As Moses attempted to adjudicate the 

various issues that natural arose among the Israelite families, when there were a 

number of cases it meant that people had to stand long hours before gaining a hearing. 

Jethro recommended that Moses appoint justices to hear these many claims. Moses 

himself should instruct the justices in the “laws and decrees,” and he could retain his 

position as judge for a higher claims court. The more ordinary cases could be handled 

 
93 John Durham, Exodus [WBC] (Waco, TX: Word, 1987), p. 241. 
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by this appointed judiciary (18:13-23). It was paramount, of course, that such justices 

be capable, God-fearing, trustworthy, and incorruptible. 

It should be observed that already there is mention of “decrees and laws” (18:16, 

20). This immediately suggests that this narrative is anachronistic and probably 

belongs after Chapter 24 or even later, if taken sequentially, since at present no laws 

or decrees had been given other than Sabbath observance. It is equally clear that Moses 

is merely the mediator of such “decrees and laws,” but their origin is from Yahweh 

himself. Moses is often dubbed by the title “law-giver,” but strictly speaking, he is a 

mediator of divine law, not its creator. 

Moses took the advice of Jethro and made the appropriate appointments (18:24-

26). Afterwards, Jethro and Moses parted, Jethro to his own territory and Moses to the 

foot of the mountain of God (18:27). 

 

AT THE MOUNTAIN OF GOD (19:1—20:21) 

If Jebel Musa is the correct Mt. Sinai (this is the oldest tradition), the journey 

from Egypt to the tip of the Sinai Peninsula was arduous. Pilgrimages to the site have 

been ongoing since the early centuries of Christianity, and the testimonies of pilgrims 

are uniform that the trek was insufferably hot, travel by camel thoroughly miserable, 

and conditions wretched.94 It must have been worse by foot. Given their periodic 

encampments, it took the Israelites nearly three months to get there (lit. “in the third 

new moon,” 19:1-2). 

The Calling of Israel (19:3-8) 

At Sinai, Moses ascended the mountain to hear the voice of Yahweh. Here God 

announced his purpose for the Israelite nation, calling them to be a kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation, a calling that would ultimately stretch all the way to the New 

Testament (cf. 1 Pe. 2:5, 9). Like the eagle that carries its young on its wings, since 

they fly higher than other birds, this imagery expresses Yahweh’s protective love. 

Hence, the redemption of Israel from Egypt was far more than an escape—it was a 

calling, a commission to be Yahweh’s servant (19:3-6). This commission of the nation 

to be a kingdom of priests set apart for God’s larger purpose is theologically connected 

with God’s promise to Abraham that in his seed all the nations of the earth would be 

blessed (cf. Ge. 12:3). Priests, by definition, are mediators, and if the whole nation was 

to be a priesthood, this immediately implies that they were to be priests to the nations 

of the world. 

 
94 For early accounts of such pilgrimages, see James Bentley, Secrets of Mount Sinai (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 

1986). For a fascinating and engaging modern description, see Bruce Feiler, Walking the Bible: A Journey by Land 

Through the Five Books of Moses (New York: HarperCollins, 2001). 
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Covenant language is woven throughout this calling, not the least because of the 

word “covenant” (tyr9B;) itself (19:5). Further, the word “treasure” is paired in Ugaritic 

texts with “vassal,” where the vassal becomes the cherished treasure of the Great 

King.95 This was not a forced covenant, however, and the “if” clause at the beginning 

clarified that Israel had a choice to make, a choice that would be repeated in subsequent 

history (e.g., Jos. 24:15). God’s choice of Israel, as would be expressed later, was out 

of divine love (cf. Dt. 4:37; 7:8; 10:15). This did not mean that Israel was superior to 

other people groups and so deserved special privilege. Rather, it meant that their level 

of responsibility, obedience, and loyalty were elevated. As a “holy nation,” they were 

to be distinct, living differently than the surrounding nations. Only in this way would 

they be able to serve as a holy priesthood, a mediator between Yahweh and the other 

nations. 

Preparations for Experiencing the Presence of God (19:9-15) 

Moses, already, had heard the voice of Yahweh, first at his calling at the burning 

bush, then in his return to Egypt, his later interactions with Pharaoh, the Passover, the 

escape from Egypt, the crossing of the sea, and once again at the mountain itself (19:3). 

Now that the people had pledged themselves to covenant loyalty and obedience (19:8), 

what Moses experienced the people are to experience as they, too, would listen to God 

talking to Moses (19:9). However, before they could be that close to the divine 

presence, they must prepare themselves. Any direct confrontation with a holy God 

requires each person to be fit, and this involved the ritual purification of washing their 

clothes, a symbolic cleansing of those things associated with mortality (sexual 

relations), since God is immortal and not subject to reproduction (19:14-15). These 

same regulations would be incorporated into the rules governing the sanctuary. God is 

a consuming fire, and he must not be approached casually. A full vision of God would 

result in death, which is why communications were to be mediated through Moses. 

The people were to complete their preparations by the third day. 

Part of the preparations involved the marking off of holy space. Moses was 

instructed by Yahweh to put a barrier at the foot of the mountain, and the people were 

confined outside the barrier (19:12-13). Later, Aaron and the elders of Israel would be 

allowed part way up the mountain inside the barrier (19:24a; 24:9-11). Moses, alone, 

would be allowed to enter the cloud of Yahweh’s presence at the mountain’s peak 

(19:20; 24:15-18). What is important to observe is that these concentric spaces of 

holiness would be replicated in the tabernacle, which becomes the focus of the final 

half of the book. The tabernacle would become a kind of portable Mt. Sinai, and the 

concentric circles of holiness at the mountain would be reproduced in the sanctuary. 

 
95 See comments in Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible Vol 1 (New York/London: W.W. Norton, 2019), p. 291. 
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Yahweh’s presence on the mountain would be matched by his presence in the Most 

Holy Place. 

The Third Day (19:16-25) 

On the third day Mt. Sinai was covered with a thick cloud accompanied by 

lightning and thunder and the shattering blast of a ram’s horn, causing everyone to 

tremble. Moses led the people from their encampment to the barrier at the foot of the 

mountain (19:16-17). The divine theophany caused the whole mountain to shake, and 

the ram’s horn grew louder and louder. Finally, Moses spoke to God and God spoke 

in return (19:18-19). He summoned Moses to the mountain peak, warning him that the 

people must remain behind the barrier and not attempt to see Yahweh (19:20-23). The 

absolute danger in seeing Yahweh is preeminent, for as would be stated later, no one 

may see God and survive (cf. 33:20; He. 12:29).96 The God who in love carried them 

from Egypt on eagles’ wings now caused them to fear him as well, and these two 

things, love and fear, would be central in their relationship with the Divine Being. 

So, finally the Israelites are privileged to meet Yahweh at the holy mountain, 

just as did Moses when he was called. Yahweh had spoken directly to Moses; now he 

would speak directly to the nation of emancipated slaves. 

The Ten Words (20:1-17) 

What has traditionally been called “The Ten Commandments” is a somewhat 

simpler phrase in the Hebrew Bible, “The Ten Words” (Myr9bAD;ha tr@W,fE). (In Greek, 

the designation is de<ka lo<gouj = ten words). As familiar as the phrase “Ten 

Commandments” may be, it comes as something of a surprise to most readers that this 

language is only used later (34:28; cf. Dt. 4:13; 10:4). Since the Ten Words are not 

enumerated in the text, there are diverse traditions as to how they should be counted, 

and of course, it must be remembered that in the Hebrew text there are no verse 

divisions. Here, we will follow the Orthodox/Reformed/Anglican enumeration. 

 JEWS  ORTHODOX/REFORMED/ANGLICAN LUTHERAN/CATHOLIC 

 1 20:2  1 20:2-3      1 20:2-6 

     2 20:3-6  2 20:4-6      2 20:7 

 3 20:7  3 20:7      3 20:8-11 

      4 20:8-11  4 20:8-11     4 20:12 

   5 20:12  5 20:12      5 20:13 

   6 20:13  6 20:13      6 20:14 

 
96 It is an anomaly that the priests are mentioned here, since as yet there has been no establishment of the priesthood 

per se. Perhaps Moses already had designated some to serve as priests, since earlier, sacrifices were offered after the 

battle of Amalek (1`7:15-16). Perhaps the firstborn sons served in a priestly role. 
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   7 20:14  7 20:14      7 20:15 

   8 20:15  8:20:15      8:20:16 

   9 20:16  9 20:16      9 20:17a 

 10 20:17             10 20:17                  10 20:17b 

The Ten Words are the core of the covenant, and the phrase “Ten Words” is 

used in apposition to “the covenant” (34:28b; cf. Dt. 4:13b). Hence, these 

commandments are central to covenant law, not only because it was the first part to be 

given, but also because it would be encoded on tables of stone and deposited in the ark 

of the covenant (25:21; 40:20). All of the laws of the Torah, counted as 613 by the 

rabbis, flow from these original Ten Commandments. It is fair to say that the remainder 

of the laws are to be considered as extensions of these central covenant words. Since 

the Ten Commandments are at the heart of God’s covenantal relationship with Israel, 

violators were severely punished, since breaking them was not merely a matter of 

private morality but a threat against the entire covenant and the whole people of the 

covenant.  

The commandments are equally divided into two categories, the first four 

concerning Israel’s relationship to Yahweh and the last six concerning the 

relationship of community members to each other. Indeed, this structure parallels 

the basic summary of Christ that God’s Torah can be summarized as love toward 

God and love toward one’s neighbor. Authentic love for God has implications, and 

those implications concern other humans. 

The Ten Commandments are unique and unparalleled in the ancient Near East. 

They are the only examples of a covenantal relationship between a deity and an entire 

people group. They describe not merely the relationship of the people to God, but also, 

the relationship of individuals to each other; they involve both religious obligations as 

well as moral ones. In particular, they are apodictic laws, which is to say, absolute. A 

number of ancient Near Eastern law codes have been discovered by archaeologists (Ur-

Nammu, Hammurabi, Eshnunna, Lipit-Ishtar, etc.). The laws typical in these other 

codes are case laws, that is, if “such and such” is the case, then “such and such” is the 

penalty. The laws of Moses also contain many such case laws (Ex. 21, etc). However, 

the Ten Commandments are absolute, using the language “you shall” and “you shall 

not.” Such laws are unique in the ancient world, and in the laws of Moses, they are the 

more important of the two kinds. Hence, the Ten Commandments are obligations, not 

inherent rights. Certainly, the Torah recognizes certain inherent rights (the right to life, 

for instance, as a creature created in the divine image), but the Ten Commandments 

are formulated as duties. It also is important to note that the Ten Commandments are 
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formulated in the singular, not the plural, which in turn emphasizes that each person is 

individually responsible.97 

Altogether, the Ten Commandments were issued three times, first orally by the 

voice of God (cf. 20:22), then in written form on tablets of stone, which Moses 

shattered (31:18; 32:15-19), and finally once more in a second set of stone tablets, the 

ones that would be deposited in the Ark of the Covenant (34:1, 28-29; 40:20). Our 

earliest textual copies of the Ten Commandments include the Dead Sea Scrolls (which 

reflects both versions in Exodus and Deuteronomy) and the Nash Papyri, both dating 

to the 2nd century BC. 

The First Word (20:2-3) 

The first commandment bans polytheism and the worship of foreign gods. Its 

preface, that Yahweh is the God who brought the Israelites out of Egypt, means that if 

the Israelites were to accept the Ten Commandments as the core of their covenant with 

God, they must acknowledge that he exists and that he had revealed himself as the one 

true God in this mighty act of deliverance. (This basic rubric will reach all the way into 

the New Testament, cf. He. 11:6.) Hence, it was his divine right to require obedience. 

This, then, becomes the mother of all commandments—one God only is to be 

worshipped. Ethical monotheism underlies everything. Some scholars have chosen to 

view the emergence of Israelite monotheism as a religious evolution. Rather than 

God’s self-revelation, they argue for a gradual development of religious ideas which 

began with the animism and polytheism98 common to the ancient Near East, a gradual 

progression to henotheism99 or monolatry,100 and an eventual development into 

monotheism.101 While it must be admitted that in early Israel the theoretical existence 

of other gods was not directly addressed, at least as it was in the language of later times, 

as for instance in the Book of Isaiah (cf. 43:10-12; 44:6-20; 45:5-6, 14-18, 20-24; 46:9), 

this naturalistic explanation is not what Torah itself sets forth. To be sure, there was a 

progressive understanding of Yahweh in Israel, but the Torah still describes such 

progress in terms of God’s initiative to reveal himself, not in terms of human 

speculation. God chose Israel far more than Israel discovered God. For Israel, God’s 

self-revelation was a product of grace, not human investigation. To be sure, his self-

revelation did not come in a single period or within a single event, but gradually, but it 

 
97 Unlike English, where the pronouns “you” and “your” function as both singular and plural, in Hebrew there are 

different spellings for singular and plural. Here, the pronouns are singular. 
98 Animism is the belief that every natural object is inhabited by a supernatural spirit. Polytheism is the belief in many 

deities. 
99 Henotheism is the worship of one god without necessarily denying the existence or reality of other gods. 
100 Monolatry is the worship of one god while leaving the theoretical question about the existence of other gods 

unanswered. 
101 Monotheism is the worship of one God and the implicit denial of the reality of any other gods. 
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was revelation none-the-less. As new covenants, new relationships, and new divine 

actions occurred, God continued to demonstrate his identity as the one true God. 

The Second Word (20:4-6) 

The second commandment bans any image of God carved in wood or stone. 

Yahweh is unlike any created thing, and his mystery is to be preserved. God is not a 

material being with a physical form (cf. Dt. 4:15-19). Again, this is unique, for virtually 

all other ancient Near Easter religions practiced idolatry.  

The language of jealousy is aimed at the fact that Yahweh will brook no rivals. 

This is the idiom of anthropopathism, which is to say, the poetic attribution to God of 

human emotion despite the fact that God is not human. As such, he will hold the 

Israelites accountable for disloyalty in the same way spouses are accountable to each 

other for absolute loyalty. Divine jealousy is an expression of divine love. It is not the 

petty jealousy of a tyrant but the appropriate jealousy of true commitment. At the same 

time, the character of Yahweh is such that his mercy is much greater than his capacity 

for punishment. The language in 20:5 about the “children to the third and fourth 

generation” as opposed to “thousands” (of generations) is a Hebraic idiom of 

comparison (repeated in 34:7; cf. Nu. 14:18; Dt. 5:9). The issue is not a mathematical 

one, but rather, a comparison between the vastness of God’s mercy to those who love 

him as opposed to the relative brevity of his punishment even to those who hate him. 

Later, Deuteronomy 24:16 indicates that such a comparative statement should not be 

taken in an absolute way. Some interpreters have sought to make this statement a 

“generational curse,” but this is unlikely to be the intent, and such a meaning would be 

directly rebutted by Ezekiel and Jeremiah. Based on Dt. 24:16, Ezekiel challenged the 

notion of generational curses (Eze. 18), and Jeremiah in Jerusalem did the same (Je. 

31:29-30). 

The prohibition of idolatry should not be taken as a ban on art in general or even 

religious art in particular, though some within the more radical side of the Protestant 

Reformation adopted this point of view. The construction of the Tabernacle involved 

several types of art, not the least of which were the images of cherubim which rested 

on the top of the ark (25:18-20). 

The Third Word (20:7) 

The Third Commandment bans the abuse of God’s sacred name, quite literally, 

using it in an “empty” way, or more colloquially, “lying.”102 This sin is unforgiveable. 

The verb xWAn! (= usually translated as “to take”) suggests the taking of a vow or 

 
102 The Hebrew noun xv4wA0la in the opening and conclusion of the prohibition means “toward emptiness,” and there is 

a play on meanings between this noun and the verb hq!n!, which means “to acquit” but also “to be empty.” 
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swearing an oath.103 In addition to vows and oath-taking, the other primary occasion 

for using Yahweh’s name in an empty way is through prophetic word. In all these 

instances, either explicitly or implicitly, one utters the sacred name of Yahweh. The 

one who takes a vow implicitly invokes Yahweh’s name, promising to do or refrain 

from doing some action (which is why vows are not to be broken, since they are taken 

“in Yahweh’s name”); the one who swears an oath says, “As Yahweh lives…” The 

one who speaks in prophecy prefaces his message by saying, “Thus says Yahweh…” 

Any lack of seriousness is tantamount to attempting to manipulate God, to subject him 

to disrespect, to scorn his sovereignty. Humans must not seek to manipulate God’s 

power for their own ends. Later, such blasphemy would be counted as a capital crime 

(Lv. 24:10-16). 

This Third Commandment immediately sheds light on the saying of Jesus about 

the unpardonable sin (Mt. 12:31-32; Mk. 3:28-30; Lk. 12:10). Jesus’ statement that it 

was an eternal sin and would not be forgiven either in this age or the age to come is 

directly parallel to the words of the Torah that God would not hold guiltless a person 

who so misused his name. The sin of blaspheming against the Holy Spirit is to act in 

God’s name for the sake of evil. 

The Fourth Word (20:8-11) 

The Fourth Commandment is the longest of the ten. It concerns respect for 

divine grace through rest. The seventh day was to be set apart from the other days of 

the week, a day that was anticipated earlier in the giving of the manna, which was not 

to be gathered on the seventh day (Ex. 16:23-30).  

The word “Sabbath” is derived from the verb tbawA, meaning “to stop, cease.” 

Each Israelite was to “remember” the Sabbath, which is a positive command in contrast 

to the several prohibitive commands.104 This means the day was to be set apart for holy 

purposes, distinctly different than the other days when labor was the order of the day. 

All members of the household, including farm animals, were to observe it. Especially, 

it recalls the creation account in Genesis, when God rested on the seventh day (Ge. 

2:2-3).105 Still, it should also be observed that the primary object of setting aside the 

seventh day was that it was to be holy “to Yahweh your God,” which means that the 

object was “holy rest,” not merely cessation of labor or relaxation. It was a day of 

recognizing Yahweh as the Creator of the world. Indeed, certain kinds of “holy work” 

 
103 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation and Commentary (New York/London: W. W. Norton, 2019) I.296. 

104 The form of the verb rOkz! is an infinitive absolute, which carries the force of an imperative. The only other 

commandment using the positive “you shall” rather than the negative “you shall not” is the one on honoring one’s 

parents. 
105 The account of the Ten Words in Deuteronomy has an expansion which, instead of Yahweh’s rest on the seventh 

day of creation, adds the freedom from Egypt as also the reason for this rest day (Dt. 5:15). 
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was to be allowed, as Jesus himself pointed out (cf. Mt. 12:5, 11-12; Mk. 2:27; 3:4; 

Lk. 6:9). 

The Fourth Commandment is the only code in the ancient Near East to grant 

slaves a rest day (cf. 23:12). This, in turn, implies fundamental human rights, both for 

slaves as well as for aliens. 

The Fifth Word (20:12) 

The Fifth Commandment aims at preserving the family. In one sense, this 

commandment is transitional, linking the first four commandments, which concern the 

Israelites’ relationship with God, to the final six commandments, which concern the 

Israelites’ relationship with each other. Social relationship begins with the family. If 

God is the heavenly Father (cf. Dt. 14:1a; 32:6, 18), then the relationship of children 

to parents is a human relationship that derives from God’s divine fatherhood (cf. Ep. 

3:14-15). The piel verb dbeKA (= to give weight, to honor) means more than that children 

should be respectful or subject to their parents, though it surely means that as well (cf. 

Lv. 19:3a). Even more, parents are to be shown a priority which is theirs by right, since 

they are the co-creators and source, the means by which life is given. It is also 

important to observe that both father and mother are to be equally honored, and this is 

especially significant in an ancient Near Eastern patriarchal world.106 And, as St. Paul 

observes, this is the first commandment with a promise, the promise that those who 

practice such honor will long survive (Ep. 6:1-3). This promise is a collective reward 

for the nation as much as it is an individual benefit for each person. 

From this basic commandment flow extensions, such as, the law that makes 

cursing or attacking one’s father or mother a capital crime (21:15, 17; cf. Dt. 27:16). 

A flagrantly rebellious son could even be sentenced to death by the elders of the 

community (Dt. 21:18-21). 

There is, of course, a moral authority higher than one’s parents, God himself. 

Parents are humans subject to the shortfall of all limited creatures. Hence, to “honor” 

one’s parents might not always mean to obey or follow their patterns. Further, the 

honoring of father and mother is not confined to small children. Jesus pointedly 

rebuked those who found ways to dishonor their aged parents by neglect (Mk. 7:9-13). 

The Sixth Word (20:13) 

The next three commandments are terse, each composed of only two words in 

the Hebrew text. The Sixth Commandment forbids murder. It should be observed that 

there are several verbs in biblical Hebrew that entailed killing. These include gr1hA (= 

 
106 This equal honor to both father and mother is explicit in the Hebrew text, since it speaks of “your father” and “your 

mother,” not just “your father and mother.” The possessive pronouns attached to both father and mother is important. 



56 

 

to slay), Hbaz! (= to slaughter), tUm (= to put to death), hkAn! (= to smite causing death), 

FHawA (= to slaughter, to kill), and HcarA (= to murder). It is the last of these that is used 

in the Sixth Commandment, a verb that appears some 40 times in the Hebrew Bible, 

much less frequently than some of the other words. The verb here refers to the killing 

of another human being.107  

A distinction will later be made between premeditated murder and manslaughter 

(21:12-14; Nu. 35:9-28; Jos. 20:1-6), and further, it should be observed that the Sixth 

Commandment does not refer to capital executions, killing in war, or even the killing 

of animals for sacrifice or food. While this commandment sometimes is used to support 

pacifism, pacifism is not its original intent. 

The Seventh Word (20:14) 

The Seventh Commandment is aimed at preserving the sanctity of marriage. 

Like murder, adultery was a capital offense (Lv. 20:10). It represented defiance against 

God, who unites a man and woman in marriage, and it is a fundamental act of 

unfaithfulness. It also underlies other sexual offenses to be taken up later (e.g. Lv. 18, 

etc.). In the ancient Near East, even among other cultures, adultery was called “the 

great sin.”108 In the Hebrew Bible, the verb Jxan! (= to commit adultery) is used with 

both men and women as the subject of the verb. Specifically, it refers to sexual 

intercourse between one person and the spouse of another person (cf. Lv. 18:20; Dt. 

22:23-27). 

Because adultery was considered to be a serious violation of a covenant 

relationship, it was frequently used by the prophets as a metaphor for the covenant-

breaking pattern of the Israelites and their waywardness from God (Is. 57:3-13; Je. 3:6-

13; 23:9-15; Eze. 16:30-43; 23:36-45; Ho. 2:2). Adultery was certainly a crime against 

another person, but more to the point, it was a crime against Yahweh himself (cf. Ps. 

51:4). 

The Eighth Word (20:15) 

The Eighth Commandment preserves the sanctity of personal ownership. While 

this commandment concerns petty theft and robbery in general, it also can have persons 

as its object and refer to kidnapping, where the same verb is used (cf. 21:16). In one 

sense, this commandment encompasses several of the other commandments with their 

 
107 There is a long and unfortunate tradition in English Bible translation that renders this commandment as simply, 

“Thou shalt not kill” (so KJV, ASV, NAB, NJB, RSV), leading to a whole range of inappropriate theological 

conclusions, such as, demanding vegetarianism, eliminating capital punishment, requiring absolute pacifism, etc. 

There may be valid reasons for defending such theological conclusions, but whatever one thinks about them, they 

cannot be grounded on the Sixth Commandment. 
108 John Durham, Exodus [WBC] (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987), p. 293. 
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prohibitions against murder (stealing another person’s life), adultery (stealing another 

person’s spouse), perjury (stealing another person’s right to justice), and covetousness 

(the inward desire to steal something from someone else). However, this Eighth 

Commandment is open-ended rather than specific, meaning one is forbidden to steal 

anything. While the primary intent of the commandment concerns material property, 

such as, land or objects, it can reasonably be extended to include immaterial things, 

such as, reputation, dignity, trust, and intellectual property.109 

The Ninth Word (20:16) 

The Ninth Commandment, using the language of false testimony, prohibits 

perjury. The extension “against one’s neighbor” sets the focus within Israel’s legal 

system. The noun rq@w,, meaning falsehood or deception, especially refers to lying in 

court (cf. Dt. 19:16-19). Extensions of this commandment that seek to protect against 

false accusation include the requirement of two witnesses (Dt. 17:6; 19:15; Nu. 35:30). 

Especially in capital cases, perjury could be tantamount to murder (cf. 1 Kg. 21:7-14, 

19).  

In a broader sense, of course, the prohibition against perjury must extend beyond 

the court case to ordinary life as well (23:1). Hence, it is appropriate in this broader 

sense to understand the commandment as simply, “You shall not lie” (Lv. 19:11). In 

this broader sense, when applied to the greater social context, it prohibits corruption, 

including bribery (23:8) and falsifying public information in the interests of personal 

or ideological preference. Such lies have created some of the greatest evils in the world, 

and some of the worst perpetrators have been governments, their representatives, and 

political activists attempting to sway public opinion or hide the truth. 

The Tenth Word (20:17) 

The Tenth Commandment addresses not crimes committed, but rather, the root 

of crime itself, which lies within the inner self. The verb dmaHA (= to desire, to covet, to 

yearn for) is essentially an inward mindset or attitude to possess something or 

someone, especially motivated by self-interest. The version in Deuteronomy expands 

this prohibition by using an additional verb hv!xA, “You shall not set your desire 

upon…” (Dt. 5:21). As such, while the previous nine commandments address 

behavior, this one addresses thoughts. No breach of this law could be adjudicated by a 

human court. The chief judge could only be God himself, who alone sees and assesses 

the human heart.  

The Tenth Commandment is in many ways a summary of all the others, for it 

addresses the mental condition that precedes all the other violations. The short list of 

 
109 Dennis Prager, Exodus: God, Slavery, and Freedom (Delaware: Regnery Faith, 2018), pp. 266-267. 
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things typically desired is suggestive, not exhaustive. It is intended to call attention to 

the sorts of things that people usually lust after. 

The Fearful Reaction of the People (20:18-21) 

The voice of Yahweh from the holy mountain accompanied by the phenomena 

of thunder, lightning, shophar blast, and smoke left the congregation of Israel in terror, 

not to mention Moses himself (cf. Heb. 12:29). The people pled with Moses to mediate 

God’s overwhelming presence, shielding them from his voice and manifestation. 

Moses countered that this awesome experience was intended as a test of their reverence 

and a powerful incentive not to break covenant. So, Moses crossed the boundary at the 

foot of Mt. Sinai (cf. 19:12) and moved toward the mysterious cloud of the divine 

theophany. This, then, concludes the first stage of the giving of the covenant. 

 

THE BOOK OF THE COVENANT (20:22—23:19) 

The next major section details the laws of the covenant, a section that would 

subsequently be labeled the “book of the covenant” (24:7).110 This collection of laws 

given by Yahweh at Mt. Sinai was mediated through Moses to the people. Most 

scholars agree that this is the oldest Israelite compilation of legal statutes. Most of the 

laws in roughly the first half of the collection are case laws, which is to say, they are 

situational and commence with an “if” clause, the kind typical in other ancient Near 

Eastern law codes. The case laws extend through 22:16. Most of the laws in the second 

half are apodictic, which is to say, absolute, similar to the Ten Commandments. 

The use of the term covenant is important in that it describes a binding 

relationship between Israel and Yahweh. The cultural institution of covenant was 

widespread in the ancient Near East among city-states and tribal structures when there 

was no international law. A covenant was a solemn promise made binding by an oath 

so that each party was obliged to fulfill the terms set down in the covenant. Especially 

between parties of unequal status, the covenant was in the form of a suzerainty-treaty, 

an overlord and a subject. Here, Yahweh was the suzerain (the Great King), and Israel 

was the vassal (the lesser party).  

Many examples of such treaties exist outside the Bible from ca. 2500 BC to ca. 

650 BC, altogether some 80-90 documents. These covenants come in half a dozen 

phases, each with distinctive differences in form and format. The covenants that have 

the most striking parallels with the biblical material in Exodus are from the late 2nd 

Millenium BC. Numerous Hittite imperial treaties from the 14th and 13th centuries have 

been discovered, and their form characterized the Sinai Covenant. Here is the form: 

 
110 Of course, as a “book” we should think of a scroll, since the codex would not appear until many centuries later. 
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Preamble (Ex. 20:1): “God spoke all these words…” 

Historical Prologue (Ex. 20:2): “I am Yahweh your God who has brought you out of the  

land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” 

Basic Stipulations (Ex. 20:3-17): The Ten Commandments 

Detailed Stipulations (Ex. 21-23):  The Book of the Covenant 

Deposit of the Testimony (Ex. 25:16): A record of the covenant is to be deposited in the  

Ark of the Covenant in the sanctuary 

An Altar and 12 Stelae as Witnesses (Ex. 24:4-8): The 12 tribes of Israel, represented by 

12 standing stones, serve as mute witnesses 

Blessings and Curses (Lv. 26): Blessings for covenant obedience; curses for covenant 

 violation111 

The Book of the Covenant and the Ten Commandments 

The Book of the Covenant contains the detailed stipulations of covenant 

demands, presenting three basic categories in two forms. The three basic categories are 

the laws concerning piety, justice, and charity. The two forms, as mentioned earlier, 

are apodictic and case laws. That the Book of the Covenant depends upon the basic 

stipulations in the Ten Commandments is apparent. However, the detailed stipulations 

are randomly cited and do not follow the order of the Ten Words. Still, clear parallels 

exist between the Ten Words and the Detailed Stipulations: 

Based on the First word:  The exclusive worship of Yahweh meant no 

recognition of other deities (22:20). Sacrifice to any deity but Yahweh was a 

capital offense. Here is the first appearance of the word herem (= “banned” 

or “devoted to destruction”). 

Based on the Second Word: Fashioning likenesses of God in gold or silver 

was strictly forbidden, since the mystery of God was to be preserved (20:23). 

Based on the Third Word: Reverence for Yahweh’s name also meant that the 

names of other deities were not to be invoked (23:13; 22:28). 

Based on the Fourth Word: Sabbatical laws concerned not only the seventh 

day but the seventh year (23:10-12). Also, attendance at three annual pilgrim 

festivals was required (the Haggim): 1) Passover/Unleavened Bread, 2) 

Harvest, and 3) Ingathering (23:14-17). Details for these festivals would be 

provided later (34:18-24; cf. Lv. 23; Nu. 28-29; Dt. 16). 

 
111 K. Kitchen, “The Patriarchal Age: Myth or History? BAR 21.2 (1995) pp. 48, 50, 52-57, 88, 90, 92, 94. See also, 

G. Mendenhall, BA 17 (1954), pp. 540-576. 
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Based on the Fifth Word: Each person owed his life to his parents, and more 

remotely, to God himself. To attack one’s parents was implicitly to attack God 

(21:15, 17). 

Based on the Sixth Word: Distinction is made between premeditated murder, 

manslaughter, and negligent homicide. Sanctuaries for those guilty of 

manslaughter are anticipated (21:12-14, 18-32; cf. Dt. 19:1-13; Jos. 20).112 

Based on the Seventh Word: Distinction is made between adultery and 

premarital sex (22:16-17), and bestiality is cited as a capital crime (22:19). 

Based on the Eighth Word: Kidnapping is a capital offense (21:16). Killing 

an intruder is justifiable (22:2), especially if it happens in the dark; however, if 

one kills an intruder after sunrise, he is guilty of bloodshed (22:3).  Negligence 

and breaches of trust call for restitution (21:33-36; 22:1-15). 

Based on the Ninth Word: The commandment about false witness includes 

perjury, defamation of character, and bribery (23:1-3, 6-8). 

Based on the Tenth Word: Inasmuch as the final commandment concerns 

internal motives, there are no explicit expansions in the Book of the Covenant. 

However, it should be remembered that internal motives implicitly lie behind 

other commandments (i.e., murder, adultery, lying, theft), and the charity laws 

urge a generosity that is the opposite of covetousness. 

Other Laws 

           Scattered among the detailed stipulations are various other kinds of laws that 

would guide the Israelites when they entered the land of Canaan. As others have 

observed, some of these laws are agrarian, which is to say, they are not immediately 

suitable for a semi-nomadic people living in the desert (though desert dwellers, in fact, 

were involved in at least a minimum of farming). Rather, they are oriented toward a 

settled people with fields, vineyards, houses, and so forth (e.g., 22:5-7; 23:10-13). This 

feature, surely, anticipates the future when, as God promised, they would “reach the 

place I have prepared” (23:20). 

Altars were to be constructed of earth (i.e., packed dirt or mudbrick) or unhewn 

field stones; they were not to be approached by steps (20:24-26). Archaeologists have 

uncovered such altars of unworked stones in Arad, Judah, which fits the 

 
112 The phrase “take him from my altar” (21:14) suggests that altars were used as places of temporary sanctuary until 

either innocence or guilt could be established. However, such sanctuary was not available to someone committing 

murder (cf. 1 Kg. 2:28-34). 
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requirements,113 and later, Joshua would build such an altar (Jos. 8:31; cf. Dt. 27:5-6).114 

Presumably, such an altar was to be distinctively different than what was typical in 

Canaanite altars,115 where sex and religion were often mixed.  Various scholars have 

pointed out scenes of ritual nudity in ancient Near Eastern art.116 The specification 

against unwarranted exposure by the priests serving at such an elevated altar probably 

lies behind the later ordinance for the undergarments of the priests (28:42-43; Lv. 

6:10). 

The phrase “every place where I cause my name to be remembered” implies that 

multiple altars would be at various sites, something that would later be restricted (cf. 

Dt. 12:13-14). Prior to David’s purchase of Mt. Zion to the north of Jerusalem, where 

the 1st Temple would be built, altars were constructed at various holy sites throughout 

the period of the judges. 

The lex talionis, where the punishment resembles the offense in kind and degree 

(21:23-25; cf. Lv. 24:19-20; Dt. 19:21), far from being a primitive type of vengeance, 

prohibited unlimited revenge and was a controlling factor for unreasonable 

punishment. In the ancient world, it was more the order of the day to avenge an injury 

far beyond the original wound. This law limits retaliation to no more than the original 

offense. Various statutes, of course, call for restitution (22:3b-15). 

Charity begins at home, so the saying goes, but the charity envisioned here 

moves far beyond such a boundary. The charity laws are the obverse of what the Tenth 

Commandment prohibits. If coveting is the inward desire to possess something that 

belongs to someone else, charity is the expression of kindness that flows from a 

generous heart. Such generosity often requires self-sacrifice. It includes generosity to 

foreigners, since the Israelites were to remember that they, also, were foreigners in 

Egypt, and it extends to the most disadvantaged, such as, widows and orphans (22:21-

24; 23:9). It envisions loaning money to the poor without interest who subsist day-to-

day, and it reduces collateral (22:25-27). It even includes kindness to one’s enemies 

(23:4-5), a commandment that surely underlies the teaching of Jesus (cf. Mt. 5:43-48). 

 
113 Aharoni, Miriam, Ze’ev Herzog, and Anson F. Rainey, “Arad—An Ancient Israelite Fortress with a Temple to 

Yahweh,” BAR 13.2 (1987), pp. 16-25, 28-30, 34-35. 
114 Whether or not the altar discovered on Mt. Ebal was the one built by Joshua, it seems to have been built according 

to the pattern stipulated here, A. Zertal, “Has Joshua’s Altar Been Found on Mt. Ebal?” BAR (Jan/Feb 1985), pp. 26-

43. As with all archaeological discoveries, interpretations vary. One archaeologist, Aharon Kempinski, suggested the 

structure might simply be an Iron Age I watchtower, cf. BAR (Jan/Feb 1986), pp. 42, 44-49, but see Zertal’s pointed 

rejoinder, cf. BAR (Jan/Feb 1986), pp. 43, 49-53. Scholar Michael Coogan (Harvard) agreed that the site was cultic 

but suggested it may have been a Canaanite site taken over by the Israelites, cf. H. Shanks, “Two Early Israelite Cult 

Sites Now Questioned,” BAR (Jan/Feb 1988), pp. 48-52. In spite of objections, the evidence suggesting that this was 

an early Israelite cultic site remains strong. 
115 At least this is the explanation of Maimonides (1138-1204) in his Guide for the Perplexed, III, Chap. 45. 
116 William Propp, Exodus 19-40 (New York: Doubleday, 2006), p. 185. 
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Slavery in the ancient Near East was of different kinds, some by war, some by 

alienation from family, some by debt. However, while the Torah did not ban all types 

of slavery, it did ban kidnapping free persons and selling them as slaves, which is 

implied in the Eighth Commandment. Such action was a capital offence (21:16). 

Slavery in the ancient world was not based on race, as would be the case with African 

slavery, and it usually occurred due to one’s economic situation, which is to say, one 

could sell himself into slavery to pay a debt, and he could buy himself out of slavery 

by paying the debt. Such slavery was more-or-less on the order of indentured servitude. 

Hence, these laws recognize such servitude but limit the service to six years. If married, 

the slave’s wife was free when her husband was free (21:3). Indeed, later this law 

would be expanded so that when a slave was free, he was not to be sent away empty 

(cf. Dt. 15:12-15). Permanent slavery was not to be imposed, though slaves could opt 

for permanent slavery by their own free will (21:1-11).117 Slaves were given the right 

to life (21:20-21) and freedom from injurious treatment (21:26-27). Indeed, the Torah 

would be the only ancient law that included punishment for mistreating a slave. Special 

protections were granted to female slaves (21:7-11). 

The law concerning firstborn sons and firstborn animals (22:29b-30) is related 

to the Passover, when the firstborn males of Egypt were stricken, both human and beast 

(cf. 4:22-23; 11:5; 12:12, 29). Of course, firstborn sons and animals are not consigned 

to destruction but are to be redeemed (13:13; 34:20; cf. Dt. 15:19). The general law 

about offering to God the first-fruits of the harvest will eventually be detailed more 

specifically (22:29a; 23:19; cf. Dt. 26). 

Several laws do not easily fall into any category. One such is the law concerning 

magicians (22:18), probably referring to free-lance wonder-workers or witches 

operating outside the faith of Yahweh. Hence, a sorceress was condemned to death. 

Another was the law about boiling a kid in its mother’s milk, which likely concerns an 

insensitivity to animals (23:19b), since similar concerns are to be found in other laws 

(e.g., Dt. 22:6-8).118 While this passage is admittedly obscure, the core idea may be an 

opposition to mixing life and death. A substance that sustains life (milk) should not be 

fused with a process associated with death (cooking).119 The law about not eating flesh 

torn by beasts (22:31) likely derives from the situation in which the animal was not 

 
117 The noun ‘elohim appears in 21:6 (also, in 22:8-9) in the phrase “his master must take him before the ‘elohim.” 

Several English translations take this to mean “the judges” (so KJV, NET, NIB, NIV, NKJV), while others take it to 

mean God himself (so ASV, ERV, ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB, NJB, NLT, RSV, NRSV). This word is the most frequent 

one for “God” in the Hebrew Bible, but if it should refer to local magistrates, they would be judges acting in behalf of 

God. The law concerning slaves who opt for life-slavery is quite vivid in that it focuses on the ear which was pierced 

as a sign of the slave’s free decision to remain in his master’s household. The ear was apparently a symbol of slavery, 

but by contrast, in the Code of Hammurabi the punishment for a slave who attempted to gain his freedom was to sever 

his ear (Code 282). This law in the Book of the Covenant may well be a deliberate contrast to such an ancient code. 
118 This law became the basis for the general prohibition of mixing meat and dairy in Jewish kosher law. 
119 J. Milgrom, “You Shall Not Boil a Kid in its Mother’s Milk,” BR (Fall 1985). 
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properly slaughtered and bled (cf. Dt. 12:16, 23). The law concerning premarital sexual 

relations (22:16-17) aims at protecting the female, especially her ability to marry. It 

clearly locates sexual intercourse in the context of marriage. 

Some Comparisons with Hammurabi’s Code 

Ancient near Eastern law codes begin appearing in Mesopotamia several 

hundred years before the exodus. The typical form was case law, the most formally 

organized collection from the period of Hammurabi of Babylon (1792-1750), which 

had far-reaching influence and longevity. It is not surprising, then, that the laws in the 

Book of the Covenant are similar. Following are a handful of comparisons that 

illustrate this similarity: 

 

HAMMURABI 

If a man is in debt and sells his wife, son, 

or daughter, or binds them over to service, 

for three years they shall work in the house 

of their purchaser or master; in the fourth 

year they shall be given their freedom. 

(#117). 

 

MOSES 

When you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve 

six years, and in the seventh he shall go free, 

for nothing (21:2). 

HAMMURABI 

If a man destroys the eye of another man, 

they shall destroy his eye. If he breaks 

another man's bone, they shall break his 

bone. If a man knocks out a tooth of a man 

of his own rank, they shall knock out his 

tooth (#196-197, 200). 

 

 

MOSES 

But if there is harm, you shall pay life for life, 

eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, 

foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for 

wound, stripe for stripe (21:23-25). 

HAMMURABI 

If a man has struck a free woman with 

child, and has caused her to miscarry, he 

shall pay ten shekels for her miscarriage 

(#209). 

 

 

MOSES 

When men strive together and hit a pregnant 

woman, so that her children come out, but 

there is no harm, the one who hit her shall 

surely be fined (21:22). 

HAMMURABI 

If a man's ox be a gorer, and has revealed 

its evil propensity as a gorer, and he has 

not blunted its horn, or shut up the ox, and 

then that ox has gored a free man, and 

caused his death, the owner shall pay half 

a mina of silver (#251). 

 

 

 

MOSES 

But if the ox has been accustomed to gore in 

the past, and its owner has been warned but 

has not kept it in, and it kills a man or 

woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner 

also shall be put to death (21:29). 
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ANTICIPATING THE CONQUEST OF CANAAN (23:20-33) 

From the beginning, the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt was in order to 

bring them into a new land and so fulfil God’s covenant promises to Abraham (6:6-8; 

cf. Ge. 13:14-17; 15:18-21; 17:8). The messenger (or angel) is probably another 

example of the Mal’ak Yahweh, who now would lead them to the land of Canaan, 

where they would confront the Canaanite nations in war (23:20-23). The Angel of 

Yahweh turns out to be Yahweh himself (cf. 33:14).120 To rebel against the divine 

theophany was to rebel against God himself, but faithful obedience would result in 

divine protection from enemies. 

The Canaanite nations are variously listed as five (13:5) or six (3:8, 17; 23:23; 

33:2; 34:11). Later in Deuteronomy, the Girgashites are added, making seven (Dt. 7:1). 

Two expressions are used to describe the fate of the Canaanites. First, God says, “I will 

blot them out” (23:23b). Second, he says, “I will drive them out…little by little” 

(23:28b-30). This sort of language, of course, raises the issue as to what historically 

happened in the books of Joshua and Judges, but however one interprets things, it 

seems clear enough from the biblical record that many Canaanites remained in the land 

long after the Israelites had arrived.121 Hence, this language of “blotting them out” and 

“driving them out,” whatever else it means, must be understood as an ideal that never 

quite materialized. 

Of central importance was the worship of Yahweh alone, and there was to be no 

tolerance of Canaanite religion. Until about a century or so ago, our knowledge of 

Canaanite religion was mostly limited to what could be gleaned second-hand from the 

Bible. However, with the discovery of large ancient libraries in Ugarit and Ebla, and 

more indirectly from Mari, our current knowledge, while still limited, is considerably 

better than it was. Canaanite culture and religion belonged generally to the Northwest 

Semitic traditions with considerable commonality in regard to deities, temples, beliefs, 

and rituals. Their religion was polytheistic, the primary deity was El, and the pantheon 

included notable gods like Ba’al (God of lightning and storm), his consort Ashtaroth 

(goddess of sex and war), Yam (god of the sea), and Mot (god of death or the 

underworld). Altogether, there were some 70 gods and goddesses.  

The religions of the Canaanite nations were fertility cults using imitative magic 

to induce fertility in the land, livestock, and people. In their mythology, the annual 

cycle of the seasons, wet to dry, was based on the idea that Ba’al, the god of rain and 

storm, was imprisoned in the underworld each year by Mot, the god of death, thus 

causing the dry season. In the spring, Ashtaroth, the goddess of sex and war, rescued 

 
120 See Footnote #25. 
121 For an extended discussion about how to understand what happened when the Israelites entered Canaan and several 

hermeneutical options, see Charlie Trimm, The Destruction of the Canaanites (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2022). 
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Ba’al from the power of Mot, enabling Ba’al and Ashtaroth to mate, which in turn was 

believed to cause fertility in the soil, farm animals, and humans as well. To induce the 

mating of Ba’al and Ashtaroth, humans participated in sacred prostitution at the high 

places in a kind of imitative magic, producing a sort of fertility energy, in what 

Jeremiah would late describe as happening “on every high hill and under every green 

tree” (Je. 2:20b). Both male and female prostitutes, the qedeshim and qedeshot, served 

in the Canaanite temples and open-air sacred sites on the mountains. At the various 

bamot or high places were matstsebot or stone pillars, which is to say, phallic symbols, 

and an asherah pole, the symbol of the female goddess. Some versions of Canaanite 

religion, especially Molech, engaged in human sacrifice. 

When the Israelites entered Canaan, they were to demolish all the practices and 

relics of Canaanite religion. In following Yahweh alone, they would ensure for 

themselves health and victory. The boundaries of the territory that God promised 

would extend from the border of Egypt in the south to the Mediterranean to the 

Euphrates River in the north (23:31). Above all, the Israelites were to avoid all ties 

with Canaanite religion, for such syncretism would become a snare to them, which in 

fact, the remaining history of the Old Testament would prove again and again. 

The Covenant Ceremony (24) 

The formal ratification of the covenant was conducted in a special ceremony 

consisting of two parts, a sacred meal and a blood ritual. Once more, as at the foot of 

the mountain originally (cf. 19:12, 21-24), concentric areas of sacred space are 

demarcated. Aaron and his sons (cf. Nu. 3:2) along with 70 elders of Israel were to be 

positioned at some distance, but Moses alone was allowed to come near God. The 

people were at an even greater distance (24:1-2). Here, for the first time, the terms of 

the covenant were written down after the people gave their assent (24:3-4a).  

Moses built an altar, presumably according to the instruction given in 20:24-26, 

and erected 12 standing stones representing the twelve tribes (24:4b). Here, they 

offered burnt offerings (‘olah) and fellowship offerings (shelamim). Later instructions 

for precise procedures for these offering would be given (24:5; Lv. 1, 3), so here they 

may have been in a more primitive form. Moses collected the sacrificial blood and 

dashed it on the altar as well as the people, binding them to Yahweh in a blood oath 

(24:6, 8). Finally, Moses read aloud what he had written, and the people of Israel 

affirmed their assent (24:7). 

Now Moses began his ascent up the mountain of God accompanied at least part 

way by those mentioned earlier. Here, they “saw the God of Israel,” which is to say, a 

theophany, and they shared in a sacred meal (24:9-11). While no mortal is able to 

survive a full vision of God (cf. 19:21; 33:20; Dt. 4:12), various degrees of partial 

vision are granted on rare occasions. These degrees of visibility correspond to the 
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religious hierarchy of the nation. The people behold Yahweh from a distance. The 

leaders behold Yahweh from below but closer than the people. Moses is granted the 

closest vision of all, and later, he will be granted an even greater degree of vision (cf. 

34:29-36). This vision draws from the ancient Near Eastern depictions of kingship, 

where kings sat on elevated seats, their feet resting on a footstool. While for humans 

the sky is, so to speak, the ceiling, it is only the dais for Yahweh. The whole earth is 

his footstool (cf. Is. 66:1). The fact that the leaders of Israel ate and drank in the 

presence of God, their divine King, constitutes a covenant meal, acknowledging his 

provision and their dependence upon him (cf. 1 Kg. 1:25). This vision of God is a 

prelude to later visions of God by Isaiah (Is. 6), Ezekiel (Eze. 1), and eventually, John 

(Rv. 1, 4-5). 

Now Yahweh directed Moses to come further up the slope where he would be 

given the Ten Words on tables of stone. Joshua ascended part way up the mountain 

with Moses, the priests and elders remaining where they were, but Moses alone entered 

the cloud at the top (24:12-15). Though not mentioned, apparently Aaron, his sons, and 

the elders would descend the mountain back to the people, since we find them there in 

the episode of the golden calf (cf. 32:1ff.). For six days the cloud of Yahweh’s glory 

settled over the mountain top, and on the seventh day, Yahweh called to Moses from 

within the cloud, very much like when he spoke to him from within the burning bush. 

From the foot of the mountain, the Israelites could see what seemed to them like a 

consuming fire (but again, as at the burning bush, Moses was not consumed). Moses 

then entered the cloud, staying for 40 days and nights. 

THE PLANS FOR THE TABERNACLE (25-27) 

Standing alongside law and covenant were cult and ritual. Much of the 

remainder of the Book of Exodus, all of Leviticus, and much of Numbers concerns this 

aspect of Israel’s national life. Israelite temple practice and Israelite theology were 

essentially one and the same. The theology of Israel was expressed, not merely in 

words, but in ritual, including the structure of the sanctuary, the performance of 

sacrifice, and the observance of purity laws. Here, the nature of Yahweh himself was 

revealed in the ancient forms of worship. Through cult and ritual, the people of Israel 

were called to forsake common life and to separate themselves from the world in order 

to live a life of holiness, separating themselves unto Yahweh.  

This immediately suggests the striking difference between the religion of 

Yahweh and the religion of the surrounding nations. The Israelites coming out of pagan 

Egypt were now to become the people of Yahweh alone. Yahweh religion is based on 

the nature and character of God himself. He is one, and he is holy. His actions in the 

world are always in concert with his basic moral attributes, such as, his power, 

righteousness, faithfulness, love, holiness, and wisdom. Access to God is by 
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reconciliation from a condition of estrangement going back to the original human 

parents and their disobedience (cf. Ge. 3). Pagan religion, on the other hand, is based 

on human needs and desires, especially concerning agriculture. It is polytheistic with 

many gods, both good and evil. The actions of the gods are mirrored in the physical 

world, especially through nature. By magic, one can access the divine world and 

manipulate the gods to answer one’s needs. Yahweh, by contrast, is not an element of 

nature, and he cannot be manipulated by magic. 

The term “cult,” when used of religion, refers to the system of worship through 

the use of a sanctuary, sancta, and rituals. The sanctuary is a place regarded as holy, 

which is to say, a shrine or temple, or in this case, a tent called the Tabernacle. The 

sancta refer to holy objects, such as, altars, lavers, bowls, and so forth. The rituals are 

a system of formalized words and activities referred individually as rites. 

While Moses was on Mt. Sinai for 40 days and nights (24:18), Yahweh revealed 

to him the architecture for a moveable worship center variously called the Tabernacle 

or the Tent of Meeting. More detail is given to this structure than any other single thing 

in the Torah. The sanctuary was to be at the center of the nation surrounded by 

concentric circles of holy space (Most Holy Place, Holy Place, Courtyard). The most 

sacred piece of furniture was the Ark of the Covenant containing the Ten 

Commandments. Because the glory of Yahweh that had enveloped Mt. Sinai would 

take up residence in the Tabernacle, the Tabernacle was a kind of moveable Mt. Sinai. 

This, then, was to be the center—Yahweh’s presence in the midst of his people (25:8). 

Earlier, the Israelites had asked, “Is Yahweh among us or not?” (17:7). In the 

Tabernacle, there would be a resounding “yes” to this question. 

The Gifts (25:1-8) 

Yahweh’s initial instructions to Moses began with the collection of gifts and 

materials (25:1-7). These gifts included precious metals, dyed yarns, fabrics, leathers,122 

timber, oil, spices, and gemstones. The graduated value of the precious metals, in turn, 

would reflect the graduated spaces of holiness, bronze for the entrance, silver for the 

Holy Place, and gold for the Most Holy Place.123 It is to the point that such offerings 

 
122 English translators have struggled to render the ambiguous term MywiHAT4, and the scholarly guesses have ranged 

from the skins of porpoises or seals (ASV, ERV, JPS, NASB), badgers (KJV, NKJV), and goats (ESV, NLT, RSV). 

Some simply offer the circumlocution “durable leather” (NET, NIB, NIV, NJB), and at least one Version does not 

even attempt a translation and simply transliterates the word as “tahash” (NAB). Robert Alter suggests a leather with 

yellow or orange dye based on an Akkadian term, cf. The Hebrew Bible (New York/London: W. W. Norton, 2019), 

1.317. 

 123 Though the following idea seems a bit more subjective, traditional interpretation holds that the colors had symbolic 

meaning as well, with blue representing the heavenlies and creation, purple representing royalty and Yahweh’s 

kingship, and crimson representing human sinfulness. 
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were to be made from each person “whose heart prompts him to give” (25:2a). Hence, 

all gifts were voluntary. Intentions mattered in the ritual of worship. 

The Pattern (25:9) 

Yahweh instructed Moses to construct the Tabernacle “according to the pattern 

I will show you.” This immediately indicates that there was something for Moses to 

see, and whatever it’s exact form, it included the details of how the Tabernacle was to 

be constructed. The Hebrew word Myn9b;Ta, usually translated as “pattern,” is related to 

the verb “to build” and seems to suggest an architectural sketch or even a three-

dimensional model (cf. 1 Kg. 16:10). Some suggest that this model represented a 

heavenly sanctuary after which the earthly Tabernacle was to be patterned.124 This 

earthly sanctuary was not to be a free artistic composition, however, as though the 

worshippers could design their own shrine, but rather, was to be built precisely after 

the heaven pattern shown to Moses. 

The New Testament author of Hebrews seems to have understood this text as 

describing such a heavenly sanctuary, for he describes the earthly Tabernacle as a 

“copy” (tupoj) of what is in heaven (He. 8:5; 9:24), what he says is the “true 

Tabernacle set up by the Lord, not man” (He. 8:2). Similarly, in the Book of 

Revelation, John also draws deeply from this concept of a heavenly sanctuary (Rv. 

7:15; 11:19; 14:15, 17; 15:5-8) in which the furnishings include an ark (11:19), an altar 

(Rv. 6:9; 8:3, 5; 11:1; 14:18), incense (Rv. 5:8; 8:3), a candelabra (Rv. 1:12-13, 20; 

2:1), and a laver or sea (Rv. 4:6). To be sure, John in the Book of Revelation finds 

multiple symbolisms in these objects, but the fact that he locates them in the heavenlies 

agrees with the idea of a heavenly sanctuary as described in the Letter to the Hebrews. 

If this is so, then the instruction that the earthly Tabernacle was to follow 

precisely the pattern of the heavenly sanctuary makes sense. What Moses was to 

construct on earth was to be a mirror of what was in the heavenlies, and the pattern of 

worship on earth was to follow the pattern of worship in heaven. This precise pattern 

Moses saw while on Mt. Sinai (cf. 26:30; 27:8). The basic form of this sanctuary, with 

its inner and outer rooms and various furnishings, would later be repeated in both the 

1st and 2nd Temples. 

The Ark (25:10-22; cf. 37:1-9) 

The instructions Yahweh gave to Moses on the mountain top would eventually 

be carried out in the actual building of the sanctuary along with its furnishings. Hence, 

there is considerably repetition, though these two events, the instruction and the 

building, will be separated in the Book of Exodus by the incident of the golden calf. In 

 
124 TDNT 8.256-257. 
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Exodus, the objects to be constructed are ordered from the most holy to the least holy. 

While one might expect considerable agreement between these two sections, a close 

reading will reveal some minor variations. 

The first set of divine instructions were for the Ark, since it would be the single 

most important holy object. It would contain the tables with the Ten Commandments, 

the “testimony,” which Moses chiseled out in advance and brought up the mountain 

with him (cf. Dt. 10:1-5). The fact that the Ten Words were to be kept in this chest in 

turn affirms their role as the core of Israel’s covenant law. Made of acacia wood125 and 

sheathed in gold inside and out, the chest measured some 2 ½ cubits long, 1 ½ cubits 

wide, and half a cubit high.126 Rings to hold carrying poles were to be attached to the 

sides, probably the short sides.127 The carrying poles ensured that human hands would 

not touch the ark, which later texts show was fatal (2 Sa. 6:6-7). On the top was the 

golden kapporet, the cover, and it is to the point that the term for this cover comes from 

the same root as the Hebrew word for atonement (tr@P*ka = cover; rpK = atonement). 

Hence, some English Versions render this as “mercy-seat.” Here begins the language 

of atonement that will become so central in the Book of Leviticus in the rituals of 

sacrifice. The word itself, depending on context, can mean reconciliation, expiation, or 

pardon.128 This, of course, means that just as the centerpiece of the Tabernacle was the 

ark of the covenant, so atonement was its central function. 

On the top of the atonement cover were to be two golden cherubim facing each 

other with their wings outstretched but their faces “looking toward the cover,” which 

is to say, downward. The form of these angelic creatures was similar to the ancient 

Near Eastern iconic winged creatures discovered widely throughout the late 2nd and 

early 1st millennium BC from Taanach, Carchemish, Tell Halaf, Aleppo, Nimrud, and 

Samaria. Invariably, they show a figure with a human face and two large wings. In the 

Bible, they are first mentioned as guardian figures (Ge. 3:24), and later, as the vehicle 

by which God moves across the heavens (2 Sa. 22:11). In Ezekiel’s vision, he saw the 

cherubim as supporting a kind of chariot throne for Yahweh (Eze. 1:5-28; 10:1). In 

later texts, the atonement cover is regarded as a throne (1 Sa. 4:4; 2 Sa. 6:2; 2 Kg. 

 
125 There is no direct explanation of why acacia wood is the designated wooden material throughout the Tabernacle 

and its furnishings, but one possible reason is that acacia trees were not fruit-bearing. Later, it will be forbidden to cut 

down fruit trees (cf. Dt. 20:19-20). 
126 The ancient linear measurement of a cubit, the approximate length from the tip of the middle finger to the elbow, 

is mentioned more than 100 times in the Hebrew Bible. The Siloam inscription from Hezekiah’s tunnel (701 BC) gave 

the tunnel length as 1200 cubits, which in turn would make the cubit about 17.5 inches, since the tunnel still exists 

and can be measured today. 
127 Since the carrying poles were not to be removed, they are mentioned many years later when Solomon built the 

temple and installed this ark within it. The fact that they were so long and their ends could be seen by someone looking 

face-on toward the Most Holy Place (2 Chr. 5:9), suggests that the poles were installed on the shorter sides of the chest 

(contra most modern visual depictions, which usually show them on the long sides).  
128 ISBE (1979) 1.352. 
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19:15; 1 Chr. 13:6; Ps. 80:1; 99:1; Is. 37:16). Doubtless, this concept of Yahweh 

enthroned between the cherubim derives from the final statement in 25:9 that here, 

from between the two cherubim, Yahweh would speak. 

Everything in this arrangement of parts served to shield and protect. The 

outstretched wings of the cherubim with faces toward each other but angled downward 

toward the atonement cover prevented them from gazing upon God, and they shielded 

the atonement cover. The atonement cover shielded the ark itself. The ark shielded the 

stone tablets inside. 

In addition to serving as a chest for the Ten Commandments, the ark also served 

as a palladium for war (Nu. 10:35; cf. Jos. 6:4-14; 1 Sa. 4:3-6; 2 Sa. 11:11). Hence, 

whether in war or in religious ritual, the ark embodied the presence of Yahweh among 

his people. 

There is rich symbolic value in the fact that between the chest itself that 

contained the core of God’s law, which code made possible prosecution, guilt, and 

condemnation, and the presence of Yahweh between the two cherubim over the top, 

there was a seat of mercy. God’s law and God’s judgment are always mediated through 

his mercy. 

The Table (25:23-30; cf. 37:10-16) 

The second piece of furniture was a table, again constructed from wood but 

sheathed in gold.129 Like the ark, the table was also supplied with carrying poles fitted 

into golden rings. The table was to have four types of vessels, all of them gold: a dish 

for holy bread, a ladle for handling frankincense, a pitcher for pouring wine, and a 

bowl into which the wine was to be poured. As such, the elements on the table 

interacted with the four human senses of sight, smell, taste, and touch. Later, the 

priestly regalia would contain small bells (cf. 28:33-35), thus completing the five 

human senses. The priests were to set out the bread each Sabbath in 12 loaves and two 

rows or stacks, six in each stack. They could see it and touch it, of course, and they 

also were to eat it (Lv. 24:5-6, 9). The frankincense, which was to be burned, would 

constitute a kind of incense with its sweet, acrid odor (cf. Lv. 24:7). It is surely more 

than coincidental that the ideas of table, bread, and wine will centuries later become 

central in the Christian Eucharist. 

The special bread was called “the bread of the Face” or “bread of the Presence,” 

or in older English Versions, the “showbread” (25:30). The idea of the divine “Face” 

is not immediately apparent in most English Versions, since none of them translate 

Myn9PA (panim) as face. However, the anthropomorphism of God’s face is important. In 

a special sense, the panim represents the presence of God without reservation. Later, 

 
129 In later texts, this will be called the “Table of the Face/Presence” (Nu. 4:7) 
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Yahweh would instruct Moses to depart with the people from Mt. Sinai for Canaan, 

but initially he said that he himself would not accompany them because of their 

stubbornness (33:1-6). Moses, however, would plead with God so that God promised 

to send his panim with the Israelites (33:12-17). Later, Moses could say that God 

brought the entire company out of Egypt by his panim (Dt. 4:37; cf. Is. 63:9). Hence, 

because God was so powerfully present in the Tent of Meeting, the sacred bread, which 

was to be displayed at all times, was quite literally the “bread of the Face” (25:30; 

39:36). Similarly, the table upon which the sacred bread was placed was called the 

“table of the Face” (Nu.4:7).  

The Lampstand (25:31-40; cf. 37:17-24) 

Like the Ark of the Covenant and the Table of the Face/Presence, which denoted 

the presence of Yahweh, the Lampstand (also commonly known by the Hebrew term 

Menorah) was to be constructed from gold, this time not out of wood overlaid with 

gold, but rather, solid gold hammered out of a single piece weighing a full talent.130 As 

the only light in the Tabernacle, it would contain seven lamps with a central trunk and 

three branches extending out of each side.131 The bud and blossom arrangement 

suggests a budding tree, possibly recalling the tree of life in the Garden of Eden, though 

the text does not say this specifically. Later, in the Post-exilic Period, the prophet 

Zechariah indicates that the seven lamps represent the “seven eyes of Yahweh” (Zec. 

4:2, 10b). Later still, John in the Book of Revelation uses them as symbols of seven 

churches in Asia Minor (Rv. 1:20b). 

From the 2nd Temple Period, we have an actual visual depiction of the 

Lampstand, since when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem, they carried the Lampstand 

back to Rome as a trophy of war, and it is depicted in the Arch of Titus constructed 

near the end of the 1st century AD by Domitian in honor of his older brother Titus. 

While we are not certain that the Lampstand in the 2nd Temple was the same as the one 

in the 1st Temple, or even more remotely like the one the Tabernacle, presumably it 

was somewhat similar if not identical. 

The closing verse following the description of the Ark, the Table, and the 

Lampstand reaffirms that everything was to be constructed precisely as was being 

shown to Moses on Mt. Sinai (25:40).132 

The Tent (26:1-37; cf. 36:8-38) 

 
130 A talent weighs about 75 pounds. 
131 For contemporary Jews, the Hanukkah menorah has nine lamps representing the eight days in which a single day’s 

oil miraculously lasted for eight days during the rededication of the temple after its desecration by Antiochus IV 

Epiphanes in the 160s BC. The ninth lamp is used to light the others (Shabbat 21b). 
132 The use of a Hophal participle in the Hebrew text denotes continuing action, i.e., that Moses was in the process of 

being shown how to construct the various furnishings. 
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By definition, a tent is movable while a temple is not. The Tabernacle as a 

portable sanctuary, once constructed, would serve the Israelites until the building of 

the 1st Temple, and it is to the point that this would be the dwelling place of Yahweh 

in the midst of Israel. The term NKAw;mi (mishkan = tent, Tabernacle) means “dwelling.” 

Altogether, there would be seven fabrics and materials: blue wood yarn, purple 

wool yarn, crimson wool yard, fine linen, goat’s hair, ram skins, and leather. The 

lengthy description of these materials begins with the innermost layer of linen fabric 

(26:1-6), the next layer of goat’s hair (26:7-13), the third layer of ram’s skin, and the 

final layer of tahash (26:14).133 The elaborate instructions include the ten curtains of 

woven yarn, two sets of five curtains each connected by loops and fasteners to form a 

continuous length. Into these curtains was to be embroidered the images of cherubim. 

(It is important to observe, of course, that embroidery does not violate the Second 

Commandment, which concerned carved three-dimensional images in wood or stone.) 

The goat’s hair layer (it is uncertain whether this was a goat hair fabric or goat leather 

with the hair still in place) would protect the inner layer from rain and dust. The 

coverings were sufficiently long to shelter the tent from top to bottom, and the outer 

layers were longer than the inner layers for additional protection. 

The framework served as a sort of skeleton to hold in place the fabrics and 

leather coverings. Acacia wood, which earlier was used for the ark and other furniture, 

is the designated material for the vertical boards and cross-beams (26:15-30).134 It must 

be conceded that some of the Hebrew terms used for this construction are ambiguous, 

and translators must offer educated guesses, which end up as “supports,” “braces,” 

“hooks,” and “cross-beams.” 

The Tabernacle was to be divided into two rooms separated by an inner curtain 

or veil embroidered with cherubim (26:31-35). The inner room, the Most Holy Place, 

was a perfect cube (10 cubits) and would contain only one object, the ark of the 

covenant. Inasmuch as there was no light in this space, this room was totally dark. The 

outer room, the Holy Place (double the size of the inner room), would contain the Table 

(on the north side) and the Lampstand (on the south side).135 As such, the Tabernacle 

was oriented facing the east, and priests entering the Tabernacle would be moving from 

east to west. This direction, in turn, matches the Genesis accounts that moving 

eastward is moving away from God (Ge. 3:24; 4:16; 11:2). Moving towards God 

requires a westward direction. The entrance to the tent on the eastern end was also 

covered by an embroidered curtain (26:36-37). 

 
133 For the debated meaning of tahash, see Footnote #122. 
134 For acacia wood, see Footnote #125. 
135 The altar of incense is not described until later (cf. 30:1ff.), but it also would be situated in the Holy Place. 
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The Altar (27:1-8; cf. 38:1-7) 

The term HaBez4mi (mizbeah = altar) is derived from the root Hbz, which means 

“slaughter.” Here, animals as well as grain offerings were to be offered, although any 

actual slaughter did not take place on the altar itself but nearby within the courtyard. 

Earlier instructions already had been given for the construction of altars (cf. 20:24-26). 

Presumably, the altar for the Tabernacle was similar, but because this altar would be 

portable, it was to be made from acacia wood sheathed with bronze, not made from 

stone or earth. Some ambiguity remains about its construction, especially regarding the 

practical detail of how the acacia wood could survive when offerings were burned on 

the bronze top. Since the altar was hollow, some have suggested that perhaps the space 

inside could have been partially filled with dirt to dissipate the heat. However, since 

the grate at the top extended downward for half the altar’s height, this suggestion is 

dubious. Regardless, the instructions clearly call for four projections on the corners, 

the famous “horns” of the altar which are mentioned at various times in the Hebrew 

Bible. Several Israelite altars have been discovered by archaeologists, and on two of 

them, the four horns are quite evident.136 

While the meaning of the horns is not given, they seem to have been the holiest 

part of the altar, since sacrificial blood was daubed on them (cf. 29:12; Lv. 4:18; 1 Kg. 

2:28). Later, Amos describes the removal of Israel’s final refuge as the cutting off of 

the horns of the altar (Am. 3:14). Perhaps the horns were used to snub down sacrificial 

offerings with cords (Ps. 118:27), though the translation of this passage is debated.137 

No mention is made of a ramp instead of steps as implied in 20:26. Since the 

altar was to be only three cubits high, or about 4 ½ feet, no ramp would have been 

needed. Like other pieces of furniture, the altar was to be carried by poles.  

The Courtyard (27:9-19; cf. 38:9-20) 

An enclosed courtyard surrounded the Tabernacle, approximately 150’ x 75’. 

As with the Tabernacle itself, the entrance was on the eastern end. Curtains around the 

perimeter were hung on posts, and the entrance curtain was embroidered fabric. The 

height was only about 7 ½ feet, so the perimeter curtains were not intended to entirely 

block the view from the outside, merely to set apart this space as the final graduated 

area of holiness separated from the outside world. 

The diminishing levels of holiness as one moves from the exterior to the interior 

is reflected in the classes of individuals who were permitted to move and/or officiate 

 
136 “Horned Altar for Animal Sacrifice Unearthed at Beer-sheva,” BAR (March 1975), pp. 1, 8-9, 15; Y. Elitzer and 

D. Nir-Zevi, “Four-horned Altar Discovered in Judean Highlands,” BAR (May/June 2004), pp. 35-39. 
137 The traditional rendering, “Bind the sacrifice with cords” (so KJV, ERV, ASV, NASB, ESV, NLT), can also be 

rendered as “with boughs in hand, join the festal procession” (NIV, NIB, JPS, NAB, NJB, RSV, NRSV), cf. L. Allen, 

Psalm 101-150 [WBC], (Waco, TX; Word, 1983) p. 122. 
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between these levels. The Israelites themselves were permitted to move between the 

outside encampment and the courtyard, but they could come no closer to the sanctuary 

than the altar. The large class of priests were permitted to move farther inward, and as 

duty dictated, they could enter from the courtyard into the Holy Place (cf. 29:44). The 

high priest alone was permitted to move between the Holy Place and the Most Holy 

Place, and that only once per year on Yom Kippur, the National Day of Atonement (cf. 

Lv. 16).138 

The Oil (27:20-21; cf. Lv. 24:1-3) 

Pure oil extracted from olives with pestle and mortar was ordered for the lamps 

of the Lampstand. This light was to burn continually throughout the night, from 

evening to morning (cf. 1 Sa. 3:3).139 

 

THE PRIESTS (28-29) 

While it is fair to say that no system of transition between officials is without 

risk, there are some benefits to a hereditary priesthood, which began with Aaron and 

his sons (28:1). No one could buy their way into it, which reduces at least one kind of 

corruption. Priests do not come into office due to popular personality, and while they 

have influence, they do not wield political power.140 Priests were separated into a semi-

monastic life, overseeing the sacrificial system and religious rituals while serving as 

mediators between Yahweh and the people. A primary role was to be a teacher of the 

laws of the Torah (cf. Dt. 17:18; 31:9-13; Ezra 7:10; Je. 18:18; Eze. 7:26; Mal. 2:7). 

The Priestly Regalia (28:1-43; cf. 39:1-31) 

While there were many priests, there was only a single high priest at a time, a 

male descendant of Aaron. In contrast to the pagan religions of the ancient Near East, 

the religion of Israel was desexualized, and only male descendants could serve. 

Appropriate to his office, the High Priest’s clothing was to signify dignity, beauty, and 

 
138 The Tabernacle would accompany the Israelites during their 40-year sojourn in the Sinai Peninsula. Upon arriving 

in Canaan, it was pitched in Gilgal, near the Jordan River, and it remained there throughout the period of the conquest 

(Jos. 4). Near the end of Joshua’s life, it was relocated to Shiloah in the central hill-lands (Jos. 18:1; 19:1; 1 Sa. 1:3, 

9; 3:3, 15; Ps. 78;60ff.). After Shiloh was destroyed, it was relocated to Nob (1 Sa. 21:1ff.), and from there, it was 

relocated to Gibeon (1 Chr. 16:39; 21:29; 2 Chr. 1:3-6, 13). After Solomon erected the 1st Temple, the Tabernacle was 

dismantled and stored within the new shrine (1 Kg. 8:4; 2 Chr. 5:5). 
139 Josephus indicates that some lamps burned both day and night, cf. Antiquities 3.199. The custom of a perpetual 

light is also noted in the Talmud (m. Tamid 3:9; Sifra ‘emor 13:7), but as Propp legitimately points out, if the lamps 

never went out, what would be the point of 27:21, unless a priest would keep vigil over the lamps to tend the oil so 

that it never ran out, cf. W. Propp, Exodus 19-40 [AB] (New York: Doubleday, 2006), p.429. 
140 D. Prager, Exodus: God, Slavery, and Freedom (Delaware: Skyhorse, 2018), pp. 393-394. 
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holiness (28:2-3), and several unique pieces are included, each to be described in detail 

(28:2-7). 

The Ephod (28:6-14; cf. 39:2-7) 

The ephod, which consisted of four parts (the two halves, the onyx stones, and 

the belt), was a sleeveless vest of colored fabrics fastened at the shoulders and probably 

extending below the waist. On the shoulders were two engraved stones with the names 

of the Israelite tribes in birth order, signifying that the High Priest represented the 

whole nation.  

The Breastpiece (28:15-30; cf. 39:8-21) 

Over the ephod, the High Priest wore a breastpiece, a square bag woven of multi-

colored yarn to which were attached 12 gemstones in four rows, each engraved with 

the name one of the 12 tribes of Israel. As with the shoulder pieces, the names of the 

tribes identified the High Priest as Israel’s intercessor. Whenever he entered the outer 

room of the Tabernacle, he was to wear this breastpiece with the names of the sons of 

Israel over his heart. As such, the breastpiece is called “the breastpiece of judgment” 

(28:29), indicating his priestly role in handling disputes (cf. Dt. 21:5). 

The breastpiece was folded (28:16), and into this fold were to be deposited the 

mysterious implements called Urim and Thummim, apparently small objects for 

casting lots with respect to public matters. Possibly they were small pebbles or a form 

of dice or even small sticks141 used to secure a “yes” or “no” answer from Yahweh (cf. 

Nu. 27:21; Lv. 16:7-10; 1 Sa. 23:9-12; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65). 142 

Other Priestly Implements (28:31-43; cf. 39:22-31) 

Several other items were unique to the High Priest’s regalia. These included a 

blue undergarment, the Robe of the Ephod, to be worn beneath the ephod and 

breastpiece. As a single article without fastenings, it was a tunic with openings only 

for the head and arms. The hem was embroidered with images of pomegranates 

interspersed with golden bells. The tinkling of the bells “so that he will not die” 

suggests that so long as they could be heard when he was moving in and out of the 

Holy Place, the priest was alive and well. Precision of the rituals was paramount, 

however, else the priest could die. Later, Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, would 

indeed die for violating the ritual with unauthorized fire (cf. Lv. 10:1-3). 

 
141 R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), p. 352. 
142 Though not in the Masoretic Text, the LXX prayer in 1 Sa. 14:41 reads, “Why have you not answered today? If 

the fault is in me or my son Jonathan, respond with Urim, but if the men of Israel are at fault, respond with Thummim.” 

This suggests that when the Urim and Thummim were used, the one resulted with a “yes” while the other with a “no” 

(followed by the ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NIB, NJB, NRSV). 
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A golden medallion engraved with the words “Holy to Yahweh” was to be worn 

on the front of a turban. It symbolized the High Priest’s role as Israel’s intercessor and 

a sign of God’s grace. A turban, headbands, tunic, and sash were to be worn for dignity 

and beauty. Finally, the High Priest and the sons who were to succeed him were to 

wear plain linen undergarments, and as was stated before, it was “so that they will not 

die.”143 

The one article of regalia that is conspicuous by its absence is any sort of 

footgear. Presumably, this means that the priests would enter the Tabernacle bare-

footed. 

Ordination of the Priests (29:1-46; cf. Lv. 8:1-33) 

The value of ceremony lies in its capacity to recognize something greater than 

ourselves. It communicates awe, devotion, continuity with the past, and unity based on 

shared beliefs and values. As a community activity, ceremony and ritual are a deeply 

seated need connecting humans with the divine, the higher source that gives life and 

gives meaning to all life. Instinctively, humans know that they are not the highest 

power in the universe, and ceremony calls attention to that fact. Insofar as it does, 

ceremony and ritual are profoundly spiritual.  

Yahweh’s detailed instruction for the consecration of Aaron and his sons as 

priests expresses these same values. The ceremony entailed several parts: 

• Preparation of unblemished animals and unleavened bread (29:1-3) 

• Bathing (29:4) 

• Clothing in the special regalia (29:5-6, 8-9) 

• Anointing (29:7; cf. 30:22-35) 

• Bull sin offering with the imposition of hands, slaughter, the smearing blood on the 

horns of the altar with the remainder poured out at the altar base, burning the entrails 

on the altar, and burning the remainder outside the camp (29:10-14) 

• Ram holocaust with the imposition of hands, slaughter, sprinkling of blood on the 

sides of the altar, dissection, burning the entire ram on the altar (29:15-18) 

• Ram for ordination with the imposition of hands, slaughter, the smearing of blood on 

the extremities of head, hands, and feet (right ear lobe, right thumb, and right big 

toe), sprinkling of blood on the sides of the altar, and sprinkling of blood and oil 

(29:19-21) 

• Elevation of unleavened bread and burning it on the altar (29:23-25) 

• Elevation of Ram breast (29:26) 

• Sacred meal (29:22, 27-28, 31-34) 

 
143 For visuals of all these accoutrements, see Moshe Levine’s, The Tabernacle (London/Tel Aviv: Soncino Press, 

1969). 
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Each step in this ceremony is outlined specifically (29:9b, 35), perhaps so that the 

Israelites would not design their own ceremony and lapse into paganism. In any case, 

they were to follow the instructions to the letter. Blood was to be smeared, poured, and 

sprinkled, but it was never to be eaten, since it represented life that belongs solely to 

God (cf. Lv. 17:10-12; Dt. 12:16). The priestly regalia was to be handed down from 

Aaron to his sons (29:29-30). The concluding sacred meal was to be completely 

consumed, and anything remaining was to be burned (29:31-34). 

While it can be reasonably assumed that all these ceremonial details had 

symbolic meaning, no explanation is given. Hence, the modern reader or scholar can 

only speculate about such symbolism. One possibility, voiced by the Sephardic rabbi 

Maimonides (1238-1204), is that the ceremony was a specific repudiation of paganism 

in Egypt, and he lists some 51 of the Torah’s 613 commandments as directed against 

idolatry. For instance, bulls and rams were worshipped in Egypt as gods, so the 

ordination ceremony, in a sense, was the burning up of the Egyptian deities. Leavened 

bread, reputedly invented in Egypt, was likewise rejected by using unleavened bread. 

The burning of entrails was a rejection of the pagan practice of using animal entrails 

for divination and magic.144  

Other symbolisms might include the imposition of hands as a way of 

transferring guilt onto the sacrificial animal, or at the very least, expressing the close 

relationship of the person with the animal. Smearing blood on the extremities of head 

(earlobe), hands (thumb), and feet (toe) might symbolize the dedication of the priest’s 

whole body to the service of God. These extremities are the only areas of his body not 

covered by the priestly regalia. He uses his ears to hear the voice of God, his hands to 

do the duties of sacrifice, and his feet to move about the Tabernacle. The elevation 

(waving) of unleavened bread and the ram breast might indicate special reverence 

toward God. Smearing blood on the four horns of the altar might symbolize the totality 

of the offering. Why such sacrifices were described as having a pleasing aroma to God 

is unclear; perhaps this is simply an anthropomorphism speaking to his satisfied 

acceptance. None of these suggestions have complete certainty, however. 

The ordination process was to occupy seven days (29:30b, 37), and on each day 

an atonement offering was to be made (29:36-37).  

At the end, a supplementary notation is added concerning the morning and 

evening sacrifice (29:38-43). These sacrifices would continue throughout the period of 

the Tabernacle and the 1st Temple, resuming after the return to Jerusalem following the 

Babylonian exile (Ezr. 3:3). The process of ordination along with the Tabernacle in 

which the priests would serve completes the idea begun in 25:8, that Yahweh would 

dwell among his people (29:44-46). 

 
144 D. Prager, Exodus: God, Slavery, and Freedom (Delaware: Skyhorse, 2018), pp. 409-412. 
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SUPPLEMENTARY INSTRUCTIONS (30-31) 

The supplementary instructions, beginning with the incense altar, seem oddly 

placed. One might have expected instructions concerning the incense altar to be 

alongside the other pieces of furniture for the Holy Place (chapter 25). Historical-

critical scholars usually attribute this seemingly odd placement to be the remnants of 

pre-existing materials that were brought together much later (which may or may not 

be the case). One should guard, however against the assumption that western culture’s 

notions of organization must be expected of ancient Israel.  

The Altar of Incense (30:1-10; cf. 37:25-28) 

Like other pieces of furniture, the incense altar was to be made of acacia wood 

sheathed in gold, and like the great altar outside, it was to have horns at the four corners 

as well as carrying poles. The incense altar was to be positioned in the Holy Place 

directly in front of the curtain separating the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place 

containing the ark. Here, incense was to be offered using the special recipe to be 

described later (cf. 30:34-38). While this was an altar, it was not a sacrificial altar for 

burnt offerings, cereal offerings, or libations. It was for the daily offering of incense. 

Once each year, presumably on Yom Kippur (cf. Lv. 16), the High Priest was to apply 

blood to the altar’s horns as an atonement. 

There is an anomaly regarding this altar in the Book of Hebrews, which seems 

to situate it inside the curtain in the Most Holy Place (He. 9:3-4). There is some 

dispute about whether the Greek term thymiaterion (from the verb thymiao = to burn 

incense) refers to the altar of incense per se (so NIV, RSV, NEB, NAB, JB, TEV) 

or to a censer (so KJV, NASBmg, ASVmg). The above term, appearing only here in 

the New Testament, is used in the LXX to refer to a censer but in other Greek 

versions, as well as in Josephus and Philo, it is used to refer to the incense altar 

itself.145 If the former translation is adopted, then it introduces an inconsistency with 

the Old Testament placement of the incense altar outside the Most Holy Place (cf. 

Ex. 30:6; 40:26; Lv. 16:18). The author of Hebrews must have had in mind the ritual 

of Yom Kippur, the one day each year when incense was taken inside the curtain (Lv. 

16:12-13), and as such, the altar belonged to the Most Holy Place even though placed 

outside it. 

The Census and Atonement Money (30:11-16; cf. 38:25-28) 

Materials for the Tabernacle came from two sources, voluntary gifts (25:1-2; 

35:4-39) and mandatory taxes (38:21-31). A national census was taken of those of 

military age in order to facilitate the mandatory taxation (and a full account is 

 
145 N. Hillyer, NIDNTT (1976) II.293-294.   
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provided in Numbers 1-4).146 The half-shekel tax of silver (cf. 38:25), which was a 

relatively small amount, was collected before the construction began (38:24-26). 

This tax was a ransom for the lives of the people so that no plague would be among 

them due to the census (30:12, 16).147  

Census-taking, by definition, is a means of exercising power over people by 

government. It implicitly raises the question, “To whom do the people belong?” 

Hence, the threat of epidemic disease that accompanied census-taking aimed at 

preventing the unwarranted expansion of government over the people, which 

implicitly displaced Yahweh as the true king. Taking a census in order to calculate 

provisions for building the Tabernacle were acceptable. Taking one motivated by 

pride was not.148 

The Laver (30:17-21; cf. 38:8; 40:30-32) 

A bronze wash basin to be situated on a stand (cf. 30:28b) between the great 

altar and the Tabernacle so that the priests could wash their hands and feet before 

approaching the altar or entering the Holy Place. Such washing seems to have been 

a symbol of purity. 

The Anointing Oil (30:22-33; cf. 40:9-16) 

Two unique recipes are now provided, and the first was for the anointing oil. 

This oil was for anointing the Tabernacle itself and the various pieces of furniture in 

it along with Aaron and his sons, thus consecrating them all for holy service. Because 

it was specially dedicated for such acts of consecration, it was not to used for any 

other purpose. It is significant that this holy oil transferred holiness to the objects it 

touched (30:29), which is unlike what was the case for things outside the Tabernacle 

(cf. Lv. 6:25-27). Normally, holy things do not create a chain of consecration for 

mundane things, but rather, mundane things pollute holy things (cf. Lv. 11:28; 22:4-

8; Nu. 9:11-16; cf. Hag. 2:11-13). Here, however, it worked just the opposite.149  

This restriction may also shed light on some other obscure laws, such as, the 

law of not sowing two kinds of seed in a field, the law about not plowing with an ox 

 
146 For the number 603,550, see the discussion at 12:37. 
147 It should be observed, of course, that the half-shekel is a weight (about 6 grams), not a coin. Coins would not appear 

for several centuries. 
148 Many years later, David would violate this principle by taking an unauthorized census. A plague among the people 

was the result (2 Sa. 24; 1 Chr. 21), for while David took the count, the people did not pay the half-shekel tax. 

Presumably, David’s census was due to personal hubris on his part, and this was totally unacceptable. The Destroyer 

who killed the first-born in Egypt now killed Israelites, and David was to blame (2 Sa. 24:15-16; 1 Chr. 21:14-16, 27). 
149 Such transfer of holiness may be behind the use of anointing oil by Jesus’ disciples to anoint the sick (Mk. 6:13). 

Some illnesses, especially for things like a hemorrhage, which involved blood, would normally transfer uncleanness, 

but by using the holy anointing oil, it worked in reverse. 
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and a donkey, and the law against wearing clothes mixed of wool and linen (cf. Dt. 

22:9-11). Behind all this there seems to be a principle of not mixing the holy with 

the profane. Oxen were clean animals; donkeys were not. Wool and linen were 

mixed in the Tabernacle curtains and High Priest’s ephod, thus making them a holy 

combination. Fields of mixed seed may have been the kind dedicated to the sanctuary 

(cf. Lv. 27:16-25). Such combinations, then, were restricted from common purposes. 

The Incense (30:34-36; cf. 40:26) 

The recipe for incense called for grinding to powder the various ingredients 

for burning on the Altar of Incense in front of the curtain. Like the anointing oil, the 

incense was never to be used for any purpose other than in the Tabernacle rituals. 

Misappropriation would be a serious violation with the severe consequence of being 

ostracized from the community.  

The Artisans (31:1-11; cf. 35:30—36:1) 

Two things stand out in the description of the artisans who would build the 

Tabernacle and its accoutrements. First, Christians normally speak of the gifts of the 

Holy Spirit in the context of New Testament blessings, but both the idea of being 

filled with the Spirit and gifted by the Spirit have their Old Testament roots here. 

Two artistic craftsmen were singled out by Yahweh, Bezalel ben Uri of Judah, the 

supervisor, and Oholiab ben Ahisamach of Dan, his first assistant. Bezalel is directly 

described as being filled with the divine Spirit (31:2), specially gifted to lead the 

work of craftsmanship on the Tabernacle along with the various other craftsman 

working under him. His specialty seems to have been in metal-working and carving 

(31:4). Oholiab, according to a later comment, was especially skilled in embroidery 

and working with fabrics (cf. 38:23) In choosing and blessing the artisans with the 

gift of the Holy Spirit, one sees that the aesthetic beauty in God’s service is fully 

appropriate and God-empowered.  

Second, the 2nd Commandment clearly does not prohibit art, only idolatry. To 

be sure, the artistry in the Tabernacle was not free-floating, which is to say, the 

design was to follow precisely Yahweh’s instructions “just as I commanded you” 

(31:11b). This is important, for the artist must see him/herself as an avenue toward 

God, under God, and in imitation of God the master Creator, not as an avant-garde 

creator without boundaries. It is significant that the description of the design and 

artwork are clearly enunciated prior to the choice of the artisan.  

The Sabbath (31:12-17; cf. 35:1-3) 

Yahweh’s reaffirmation about keeping the Sabbath concludes the revelation 

given to Moses on the Mountain of God. This reiterates what was given in the 
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Decalogue with the added stipulation that Sabbath-breaking was a capital offense.150 

Observing the Sabbath would be a “sign” of Israel’s loyalty to Yahweh alone. As a 

perpetual covenant sign, it was equally applicable to both men and women (whereas, 

circumcision was not). To neglect the Sabbath was to disregard Yahweh himself. To 

build a fire (cf. 35:3) or gather wood (cf. Nu. 15:32-36) or carry a load through the 

city gates (cf. Je. 17:19-27) was absolutely forbidden. Just as Yahweh himself rested 

on the seventh day, so Israel must do the same. In the command for Sabbath-keeping, 

Yahweh sanctifies time even more than space, since the craftsmen would observe 

the Sabbath even while building the Tabernacle. Since this commandment concerns 

time, it can be observed anywhere, while priestly service can only be conducted in 

the Tabernacle. Hence, the faith of Israel was independent of a place, even though 

eventually a temple would be built at the place God would choose. 

Now, at the end of the 40 days and nights of special revelation, Yahweh gave 

Moses the two tablets of stone containing the Ten Commandments inscribed by the 

finger of God, front and back (cf. 32:15). It is common to assume that the 

commandments were split between the two tablets of stone, five on one face and five 

on the other. This may not have been the case, especially since they were inscribed 

on both sides. It seems more likely, since the Mosaic covenant followed the ancient 

Near Eastern pattern, that all Ten Words were inscribed on each tablet. If the Sinai 

covenant between Yahweh and Israel followed the pattern of other known covenants, 

two copies were usually made to be deposited in the respective temples of each party. 

Of course, since the Tabernacle of Israel was equally the resting place of Yahweh, 

here both copies were deposited in the Ark of the Covenant. 

 

THE DEBACLE OF THE GOLDEN CALF (32-34) 

Inserted between Moses’ 40-day sojourn on the top of the mountain, where he 

received from Yahweh the detailed instructions for building the Tabernacle 

(Chapters 25-31), and the actual description of the construction itself (Chapters 35-

39), is the story of Israel’s first major violation of the covenant. In spite of their 

affirmation, “Everything Yahweh has said we will do” (24:3), they had shown a 

marked propensity toward moral weakness and failure. Now, this tendency would 

reach a climax while Moses was on the Mountain of God. Moses was out of sight 

for so long, whether by abandonment or disaster they were not sure, the people 

determined to find a replacement for him, not to mention, implicitly a replacement 

for Yahweh himself (32:1). Aaron became complicit in this rebellion by gathering 

 
150 The difference between execution and being cut off from the community for Sabbath-breaking is not entirely clear, 

but it may concern whether or not the deed was public or private. Public Sabbath violation was more serious, since it 

could easily lead others to follow. Private Sabbath-breaking was also severe but without the same public influence. 



82 

 

all the gold jewelry that the people had taken from Egypt (cf. 12:35-36). From these 

gold objects he cast an idol of a calf, even fashioning its final form with a tool, what 

was expressly forbidden in the 1st and 2nd Commandments (32:2-4; cf. 20:3-5). The 

people responded by acclaiming the calf-idol as representing the deities that brought 

them out of Egypt.151  

When Aaron had heard their acclamation of the calf-idol, he set up an altar 

and announced a festival to Yahweh for the next day (32:5-6).152 Theoretically, they 

were not rejecting Yahweh, but practically, by clearly disobeying his commands, 

what they did amounted to the same thing, for they were implicitly acknowledging 

the pagan pantheon.153 In their festival, there is also the hint of sexual activity, since 

the verb qHacA (= to revel, to make sport) can have this nuance (cf. Ge. 26:8; 1 Co. 

10:7-8). This fundamental act of rebellion threatened the total loss of everything that 

had been gained (32:7b).154 If the Israelites would now descend into the murky world 

of paganism, Yahweh’s revelation of himself, his calling that this people should be 

a kingdom of priests to the world, and that they should be a holy people set apart for 

his service would be gone. Psalm 106:19-21 reflects on this debacle: 

At Horeb they made a calf and worshipped an idol cast from metal. 

They exchanged their Glory for an image of a bull, which eats grass. 

The forgot the God who saved them, who had done great things in Egypt. 

Moses Discovers the Rebellion (32:7—33:6) 

 It was Yahweh who alerted Moses to the fact that something was dreadfully 

wrong at the foot of the mountain. Yahweh was fully aware of the calf-idol incident 

and the people’s lapse into false worship (32:7-8). Clearly, in spite of all the signs 

and wonders Yahweh had performed in the ten plagues, the crossing of the sea, and 

the sustenance he provided in the desert, not to mention the pyrotechnics at the 

Mountain of God which so severely frightened the people that they pled with Moses 

to talk to God instead of hearing him themselves, miracles did not necessarily lead 

to genuine faith. The compelling evidence of a miracle seemed short-lived, 

 
151 Whether or not this calf-idol was related to the Apis-bull in Egypt or the pedestal of Ba’al in Canaanite religion is 

unclear. Certainly, there was widespread use of the bull image in ancient Near Eastern religion, so it is not unlikely 

that Aaron and the people were aware of the calf imagery as a religious icon and symbol of deity. 
152 It is not without significance that the calf-idol that Aaron manufactured is essentially the same as would be 

manufactured centuries later by Jeroboam I in the northern kingdom of Israel (1 Kg. 12:26-30). 
153 In 32:1, 4, 8, 23 and 31 the plural term ‘elohim is accompanied by a plural verb, so the translation “gods” is 

warranted (contra the NKJV, NJB, NASB). When the term ‘elohim is used with a singular verb it refers to Yahweh, 

but when it is used with a plural verb, it refers to the collection of pagan deities. 

154 While most English versions render the verb tHaWA in 32:7 as “corrupt,” the actual meaning in Hebrew is “to spoil” 

or “to ruin.” Quite literally, Yahweh says to Moses, “Your people have ruined [everything].” 
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something that would be painfully evident centuries later in the ministry of Christ 

(cf. Jn. 6:66; 10:31-32, 38; 14:10-11; 15:24). 

There is a fascinating, almost humorous, interplay here between the phrase 

“your people” first used by Moses and then by Yahweh. Usually, God refers to the 

Israelites as “my people” and claims credit for bringing them out of Egypt, but here 

he says to Moses that they are “your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt” 

(32:7). In response, Moses will use the same language, but he will reverse the 

orientation, saying to Yahweh that these are “your people, whom you brought out 

of Egypt” (32:11). It is almost as though neither Yahweh nor Moses wanted to claim 

these rebels! Indeed, Yahweh threatened to wipe them out altogether, starting over 

with Moses just as he once did with Noah (32:9-10).  

Interpreters have read this statement of Yahweh in different ways. Those who 

view God as more finite, such as those who embrace Open Theism, argue that Moses 

changed God’s mind through intercession.155 A better alternative is to read God’s 

statement to wipe out Israel as an invitation for Moses to produce a counter-

argument, and this fits much better the larger biblical picture of divine sovereignty. 

God is not whimsical, flitting back and forth between possible options. Rather, he is 

constant, and his acts in history are always in concert with his moral character. 

Moses, for his part, responded precisely as he should have. His intercession 

reminded God that these really were his people, and if he abandoned them in the 

desert for their waywardness, any witness to the Egyptians would be emptied of its 

force (32:11-13). God’s own reputation was on the line! Finally, Moses reminded 

God of his divine promises to the patriarchs (32:13). God, who is the embodiment 

of truth, cannot go back on his own word. When citing Yahweh’s promises to the 

patriarchs, it is striking that he speaks of Jacob as “Israel,” thus firmly linking the 

people with their ancestor. Yahweh now relented any threatened annihilation of 

Israel, and it is to the point that the text now speaks of Israel as Yahweh’s people 

once again, not Moses’ people (32:14). 

Moses now descended the mountain with the two tables of stone upon which 

were inscribed the Ten Words by the finger of God, front and back (32:15-16). As 

he came abreast to Joshua, who was stationed part way down the mountain (cf. 

24:13-14), they both could hear the celebration going on below (32:17-18). Joshua 

thought it might indicate a war effort, but Moses quickly dispelled that suggestion, 

recognizing the sound of singing. Descending further, they saw the calf-idol and the 

 
155 Open Theists, in the interest of solving the problem of evil, argue that God cannot concretely know what decisions 

his free creatures will make until they make them. In a word, this means that God stands within the time continuum 

rather than outside it. For this author, such a solution is deeply flawed. It is much better to take God’s statement to 

Moses about wiping out the Israelites as a test for Moses so that he may respond appropriately, not as a divine intent 

about which God would later change his mind. 
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people dancing around it. In righteous anger,156 Moses threw the stone tablets, 

breaking them as a potent symbol that the Israelites had shattered God’s covenant. 

He then destroyed the calf-idol by burning it and grinding it into powder, mixing it 

with water, and forcing the people to drink it, which as some have pointed out, was 

psychological punishment as well as physically choking (32:19-20). 

Turning to his brother Aaron, Moses began to interrogate him as to how he 

had let things get so far out of hand (32:21). He was, after all, the designated leader 

in Moses’ absence, and therefore, responsible. Aaron’s excuse, rather paltry, was to 

blame the people. His feeble explanation, “They gave me the gold, and I threw it 

into the fire, and out came this calf,” would be laughable if it was not so serious 

(32L22-24). The idea that the Israelites’ moral failure left them vulnerable to ridicule 

from their enemies presupposes that even in war the Israelites were to act out of 

moral rectitude, and when they did not, they gave their enemies every excuse to 

dismiss them as moral frauds (32:25; cf. Eze. 22:4). Moses now singled out the 

Levites to serve as executioners, and they slaughtered some 3000 of their fellow 

Israelites (32:26-29). 

The following day, Moses once more interceded for the nation that Yahweh 

would forgive their flagrant sin, even offering himself as a substitute. Moses’ 

willingness to allow himself to be blotted from God’s book157 stood in sharp relief to 

Aaron, who seemed mostly concerned for himself (32:30-32). Yahweh’s response 

left the status of the Israelites uncertain. He could not allow Moses to substitute 

himself for their failure, and he equally could not overlook what they had done. Only 

Yahweh himself was able to offer a remedy for such disobedience, and in the end, 

the Tabernacle and the sacrificial system will be that remedy. In the meantime, 

Yahweh restated his purpose that Moses should lead the people of Israel forward, 

and he promised to send his angel in advance, a clear hint that there was, indeed, a 

way forward (32:3334). Nonetheless, the Israelites were sent a plague for their 

disobedience, though of what nature we are not told (32:35). 

Hence, the overall plan was still intact (33:1-3; cf. 23:20-33). The Israelites 

still were to dispossess the Canaanites of their land (cf. 13:5; 23:20-33). God had not 

forgotten his covenant promises to the patriarchs (cf. Ge. 13:14-17; 15:18-21; 17:8; 

 
156 The Hebrew idiom for anger is used here, that is, that Moses “nose became hot.” This is the same idiom used earlier 

for Yahweh (32:10). 
157 The ancient Near Eastern practice of preserving records has an analogy in the idea of heavenly records in what is 

called the “book of life” (Ps. 69:28). To be blotted out of “the book” is to end one’s life prematurely. The days of 

one’s life apparently are entered in the book at the time of birth (Ps. 139:16). Also included in these records are the 

accounts of actual deeds in this life (Ps. 56:8). In time, this idea of a heavenly record would be envisioned as a factor 

in final judgment (Da. 7:10; 12:1; cf. Jubilees 30:20, 22; 36:10; 39:6; 1 Enoch 47:3; 108:3; Phil. 4:3; Rv. 3:5; 13:8; 

17:8; 21:27). Whether or not Moses’ reference to “the book” is simply a metaphor for God’s unfailing memory or is 

considered to be an actual set of written records is unclear. 
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26:3; 28:3-4, 15; 35:12; 50:24-25), and the failure of Israel did not mean the failure 

of God. Still, the unresolved problem of the nation’s rebellion left with the Israelites 

the deep distress of uncertainty, especially Yahweh’s threat that even though he 

would send them northward to the land of Canaan, he would not accompany them 

(33:4-6). They were to be expelled from the region of God’s holy presence at Mt. 

Sinai, just as Adam and Eve were once expelled from the Garden of Eden. Hence, 

the deep grief and mourning. 

The Tent of Divine Encounter (33:7-11) 

Though Moses was shown the specifications for the Tabernacle, already there 

was a special tent pitched outside the camp where Moses encountered Yahweh while 

attended by Joshua (33:11b). The fact that Moses called it the “Tent of Meeting” 

(33:7a; cf. Nu. 11:16, 24; 12:4; Dt. 31:14-15) can be confusing, since this is the same 

term also frequently used for the Tabernacle itself.158 However, clearly the two are 

distinct, since the one described here was located outside the camp, whereas the 

Tabernacle, not yet constructed, would be situated in the very center of the camp (cf. 

Nu. 2:2). Unlike the Tabernacle, this special tent of divine encounter had no holy 

furniture, no rituals, and no sacrifices. Indeed, so far as we know, it was empty 

altogether. It existed solely as a place for Moses to approach the divine theophany, 

either for himself or in behalf of the people (33:7b). Whenever Moses would enter 

this tent of divine encounter, the people stood in awe, because the cloud of Yahweh’s 

glory would descend and envelope the entrance (33:8-10). Here, Moses would 

confront God “as a man speaks with his friend” (33:11a). This language, of course, 

is anthropomorphic, since Yahweh has no physical form (cf. Dt. 4:12). Still, while 

prophets and others might encounter God in the future, Moses’s experience would 

be unique (cf. Dt. 34:10). 

The description of the tent of divine encounter interrupts the text of Exodus 

between Yahweh’s threat of not going with the Israelites (33:3) and Moses’ 

conversation with God about what this divine absence would mean (33:12). 159 Much 

 
158 The expression dfeOm lhexo (= Tent of Meeting) is used extensively of the Tabernacle (27:21; 28:43; 29:4, etc; 

throughout Leviticus and Numbers). The Tabernacle is also called the NKAwmi (= dwelling place), but this term is never 

used of the special tent of divine encounter. 
159 An ancient literary technique is to place one story within another story. Here, the announcement by Yahweh that 

he would send the Israelites northward but would not go with them, and the resolution of that threat with the 

intercession of Moses, is interrupted by the description of the special tent pitched outside the camp, where Moses 

encountered God. This sort of “sandwiching” a story within a story interweaves the two accounts so that the middle 

bears upon the meaning of the outside bookends. Here, Moses directly encounters Yahweh in the special tent, and this 

stands in contrast to the announcement that God will not go with the Israelites and the final affirmation that he will 

indeed go with them after all. As such, the description of this special tent of meeting, where the glory of God shrouded 

the entrance and Moses spoke to Yahweh “face-to-face,” emphasizes the supreme importance of Yahweh’s “face” or 

presence when the people would depart Mt. Sinai. 
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scholarly ink has been spilled on the seemingly awkward placement of this section, 

and most scholars land on the conclusion that it was inserted in the text at some later 

point.160 We can never know for sure, of course, and there is no Hebrew text that 

omits it or places it elsewhere. In any case, the reader of exodus, when passing on to 

33:12ff., must bear in mind that this section depends upon Yahweh’s earlier 

statement in 33:3. 

Moses and the Glory of Yahweh (33:12-23) 

Yahweh’s threat that he would send the Israelites to the land of Canaan 

without his divine presence was a deeply distressing announcement (cf. 33:3). The 

whole point of the elaborate directions for building the Tabernacle was so that 

Yahweh could dwell in the midst of his people as they traveled (cf. 25:8), and this 

ideal was now in doubt. Even if they went ahead and built the structure, it would be 

an exercise in futility, for the Tabernacle had but a single purpose, a place for 

Yahweh to dwell. Without him, it would be an empty shell. How could Israel even 

be God’s people at all if he abandoned them? Moses immediately began to question 

Yahweh, first asking about the command to leave Mt. Sinai (cf. 33:1). How could 

Moses lead the people anywhere without a divine guide (33:12)? Moses needed to 

know more about this God who had called him to lead the Israelites—what were his 

purposes and what were his ways, and above all, what, if any, would be his 

relationship to Israel if he withdrew his divine presence (33:13)? After all, these 

Israelites were Yahweh’s people!  

Yahweh responded by assuring Moses that his “face” would go with them and 

bring them to a place of security (33:14).161 Moses instinctively recognized that if 

Yahweh’s presence did not go with them, nothing mattered any longer. Moses’ 

leadership would be in question, and indeed, Israel’s identity would be equally in 

question (33:15-16). Yahweh’s final promise was that he would indeed go with the 

Israelites to the land of Canaan. Moses, the great intercessor, had now responded in 

precisely the role God had intended for him (33:17). 

Following Yahweh’s sacred promise to lead the Israelites up from Mt. Sinai 

toward the promised land, Moses now asked, “Show me your glory.” Given that 

Moses already had viewed the cloud of divine glory at Mt. Sinai (16:7, 10),162 not to 

mention the fact that Moses had been enveloped in the cloud at the top of the 

mountain (24:15-18), it begs the question as to just what Moses was asking? Since 

the word “glory” essential means “weight” and idiomatically means praise, honor, 

and majesty, it seems that Moses was asking to receive a deeper understanding of 

 
160 For one example, see the discussion in J. Durham, Exodus [WBC] (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), pp. 440-442. 
161 Once again, the “presence” of Yahweh is described as his “face” (see the comments on 25:30). 
162 For the meaning of the word “glory,” see Footnote #87. 
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God’s essential character. Earlier, Moses had asked Yahweh, “Show me your ways 

so that I may know you” (33:13). The present request, “Show me your glory,” aims 

at the same thing (33:18). It is not merely an attempt to prove that God exists, but 

more, the earnest desire on the part of Moses to know God’s heart. Much later, one 

of the psalmists would reflect on this request by asserting, “He made know his ways 

to Moses, his deeds to the people of Israel” (Ps. 103:7). To know God’s ways and to 

see God’s glory is to understand, at the deepest level, who God is—his essential self. 

In response, Yahweh defined his glory as his goodness, a goodness that is embodied 

in his divine name (33:19). This goodness reaches its supreme manifestation in 

mercy and compassion. Surely, this must be one of the most amazing and unique 

ways of understanding God in the whole of the ancient Near East. Nothing—

absolutely nothing—in Mesopotamian, Egyptian, or Canaanite religion comes even 

close! The gods of the various pantheons are essentially deities of power. Yahweh 

has supreme power, of course, which he clearly demonstrated in the plagues sent 

upon the Egyptians, but power is not his deepest character trait—goodness is, and 

this goodness comes in the form of mercy and compassion, or to put it in New 

Testament terms, love (Jn. 3:16; 17:24; 1 Jn. 3:1, 16; 4:7-12, 16b).163 

Of course, Moses’ request to understand God’s inner character does not mean 

that he would be able to see God visibly as some object to be viewed and described. 

Yahweh himself puts it tersely, “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me 

and live” (33:20). There is, to borrow the language of Soren Kierkegaard, an “infinite 

qualitative difference” between finite creatures and the infinite and eternal qualities 

of God. Hence, Yahweh will permit Moses to only see, as it were, an afterglow of 

the divine glory. Moses would be hidden in a crack in the rock face, sheltered by the 

hand of God, when God’s glory would pass by. Only at the end would God remove 

his divine hand and allow Moses to see God’s “back.” In the New Testament, this 

ineffable and invisible God is described as the One who is “immortal and who lives 

in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see” (1 Ti. 6:16). In this sense, 

only the divine Son, Jesus Christ, has this level of intimacy with God, the Father (Jn. 

1:1-2, 18). 

New Stone Tablets and Covenant Renewal (34:1-28) 

 
163 This is where the Jewish commentator Dennis Prager falls short. While he rightly acknowledges that the essential 

character of God is his goodness, he manages to miss altogether the qualifying phrases that this goodness is to be 

demonstrated in divine mercy and compassion. Indeed, Prager strikingly asserts, “…the expression, ‘God is love,’ is 

not to be found in the Hebrew Bible,” Dennis Prager, Exodus: God, Slavery, and Freedom (New York: Regnery Faith, 

2018), p.461. Technically, he is correct. That phrase is in the New Testament, not in the Hebrew Bible. However, the 

definition of God’s goodness as expressed in his mercy and compassion are frequently in the Hebrew Bible, and 

another way of stating that God is love; his goodness is such that he maintains love to thousands, forgiving their sins 

(cf. 34:6-7). 
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With the assurance that Yahweh will not abandon Israel, there now seems to 

be a way forward. Yahweh instructs Moses to chisel out two more stone tablets like 

the ones he broke in anger (cf. 32:19). Originally, Yahweh had given to Moses the 

first stone tablets, but now Moses is himself to chisel out the new ones (24:12; 

31:18). Like the first ones, Yahweh would engrave on them the Ten Words (34:1). 

Moses was to ascend Mt. Sinai once again, and as before, he was to go alone with 

all others remaining safely at a distance at the foot of the mountain (34:2-3). Moses 

did as he was bidden, and when he reached the mountaintop, Yahweh proclaimed 

his name from within the cloud of glory in a double pronouncement, “Yahweh! 

Yahweh,” a subtle echo of the declaration, “I am who I am” (cf. 3:14-15). Once 

more, Yahweh emphasizes his essential divine goodness in which the dominate traits 

are compassion, grace, love, and faithfulness. However, his love is also a holy love, 

so his capacity for justice is also affirmed (34:4-7; cf. 20:5). 

The language of Yahweh’s self-declaration merits further comment. First, this 

self-declaration is repeated in various later passages, again showing that Yahweh’s 

primary character of goodness is exemplified in his compassion, grace, love, and 

faithfulness (cf. Nu. 14:18; Ps. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8-9; Joel 2:13; Neh. 9:17; Jonah 

4:2; 2 Chr. 30:9). He is quick to forgive, but he is slow to anger. Hence, as James in 

the New Testament will say, mercy triumphs over judgment (cf. Ja. 2:13b). Second, 

the language “maintaining love to thousands [of generations]” and “punishing the 

children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation” 

is idiomatic, not mathematical (see the comments on 20:4-6). The point is to 

emphasize that God’s capacity for mercy vastly outweighs his capacity for judgment. 

These clauses should not be used to calculate some sort of fixed generational curse.164 

Third, Yahweh’s self-declaration stands in sharp contrast to Marcionite theologies, 

which argue that the God of the Old Testament is primarily a God of judgment and 

doom, not the God of the New Testament. Those who embrace such points of view 

are simply not acknowledging what God says about himself. 

Before Yahweh’s powerful self-declaration, Moses could only prostrate 

himself in worship. The wonderful promise that Yahweh would indeed go with them, 

the God who by his very goodness forgives wickedness and sin, meant that Israel 

could indeed be God’s holy people—not a perfect people, but a forgiven people 

(34:8-9). 

 
164 A popular but mistaken interpretation of this passage is that negative patterns of misfortune are passed down 

through multiple generations of a family as a divine curse, and this pattern must be broken by prayer for deliverance 

and even exorcism. This theology seems to have been developed by Derek Prince, a popular charismatic leader. There 

is no doubt that abusive lifestyles in families leave emotional damage in children, but to say that this is a divine curse 

that will last for four generations is not the point of Yahweh’s self-declaration. 
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The covenant between Yahweh and Israel can now be renewed. He 

announces, “I am cutting a covenant,” which is the traditional language of covenant-

making (34:10a).165 Since the covenant had already been established earlier but 

fractured by the debacle of the golden calf, Yahweh’s word should be understood in 

terms of renewal. Further, he would “create” new wonders such as had never before 

been seen.166 One of these wonders would be the expulsion of the Canaanite nations, 

and when Israel arrived in Canaan, they were to maintain a clean break from 

Canaanite religion and culture, not engaging in treaty relationships with them, but 

breaking down and destroying the implements of Canaanite religion (34:10b-16).167 

If allowed, intermarriage between Israelites and Canaanites would almost certainly 

result in religious syncretism, and centuries later, Solomon would be a prime 

example (cf. 1 Kg. 11:1-8). It is more than metaphorical that the language regarding 

the Canaanites’ religion is that they “prostitute themselves” to their gods and 

goddesses (the verb rkAz! = to commit harlotry). Sacred prostitution and sexual 

display were central to Canaanite religion.168 

Now follows a substantial section of laws, the bulk of them repeated from the 

Book of the Covenant (cf. chapters 21-23). The very first is intentionally linked to 

the 2nd commandment, but probably also to the calf-idol incident (34:17). Then 

follows a restatement of the laws about the festival of unleavened bread (34:18; cf. 

23:15), the dedication of the first-born (34:19-20; cf. 22:29b-30), the requirement of 

gifts (34;20b; cf. 23:15b), the weekly Sabbath (34:21; cf. 23:12), the observation of 

the three primary festivals (34:22-23; cf. 23:14-17), the law concerning yeast (34:25; 

cf. 23:18), the law concerning first-fruits (34:26a; cf. 23:19a), and the law about 

cooking a kid in its mother’s milk (34:26b; cf. 23:19b). 

Finally, Yahweh instructed Moses to record all these covenant laws, since 

they were essential to the renewal of the covenant (34:27). Moses had now been on 

the Mountain of God an additional 40 days and nights, fasting the entire time 

(34:28a). There is some grammatical ambiguity in the final Hebrew sentence of 

34:28, where it says, “He wrote on the tablets…the Ten Commandments.” Does the 

pronoun refer to Moses or to Yahweh? Scholars are divided, since both Moses and 

 
165 The typical verb for covenant-making is “to cut” (traKa), which probably derives from the fact that in covenant 

ritual there is some sort of blood-letting (cf. 24:6-8). 

166 The verb xrABA (= to create) means that these wonders would be wholly new. 

167 See comments on 23:23-24 regarding Canaanite religion. 
168 Throughout the Old Testament, there are many references to religious prostitution, a common practice in the ancient 

Near East. These references are widespread and can be found in such diverse texts as the Code of Hammurabi, the 

Gilgamesh Epic, and the history of Herodotus. Religious prostitution would later become one of the major causes for 

degradation in Israel (Jg. 2:17; 8:27-35), D. Wead, ISBE [1982] II.617. So, while there is a metaphorical sense in 

which the Israelites could “prostitute themselves” religiously by abandoning Yahweh, there is also a literal sense in 

which Canaanite religion was rife with sexual acts. 
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Yahweh are antecedents to the pronoun and verb. However, earlier Yahweh had said, 

“I will write…the words that were on the first tablet” (34:1), and this statement is 

later repeated in the memories of the event (Dt. 10:2, 4), so this should settle the 

ambiguity. Moses recorded the laws from the Book of the Covenant, but Yahweh 

engraved the Ten Words on the tablets of stone. 

Moses’ Radiant Face (34:29-35) 

When he finally descended the mountain for the second time, Moses had been 

absent from the people for nearly three months. He was not aware that there was 

now a change in his face from this prolonged exposure to the glory of Yahweh. The 

Hebrew text (34:29-30, 35), at least at first glance, seems to say “the skin of his face 

was horned” (vyn!PA rOf Nr1qA). The term used is from the root Nrq, which in almost 

all other cases in the Hebrew Bible means “horn.” Here, it seems to be used as a 

verb, but what exactly does it mean? At the very least, Moses’ face was significantly 

altered, and three exegetical approaches have been offered. First, it might mean that 

his face was now glorious; at least this is the way the language was understood by 

the translators of the LXX, the Syriac, and the Targums. Rashi, the 11th century 

Jewish scholar, says “The light was shining and projecting in the form of a sort of 

horn.”169 Second, it might mean that his skin was toughened so that it appeared rough 

or horned. Third, it might mean that his forehead sprouted horns. This approach was 

taken by Jerome in the Latin Vulgate, and indeed, many medieval cathedrals in 

Europe, not to mention Michelangelo’s famous statue of Moses in Rome, depict him 

with horns.170 There is at least one description of a divine theophany that links 

splendor, glory, and light with horns, for the text says two horns extended from the 

divine hand, which many translators take to mean beams of light or rays (Hab. 3:3-

4). In any case, by the time one gets to the New Testament, the interpretation that 

this refers to radiance seems to have captured the day (2 Co. 3:7, 13). Modern 

scholars use English words like “shone,” “shining,” and “radiant” in translating the 

Exodus account. 

Moses’ changed countenance was so shocking that at first everyone was afraid 

to draw near him. He called them close, however, and delivered to them the laws of 

covenant renewal. When finished, he put a covering over his face, only removing it 

when he entered the tent of divine encounter.171 

 
169 There is at least one poetic couplet in the Hebrew Bible that parallels the word “horn” with “light” (Ps. 132:17). 
170 W. Propp, “Did Moses Have Horns?” Bible Review 4.1 [1988], pp. 30, 32-37; L. Jefferson, “The Horns of Moses,” 

BAR (Spring 2023), pp. 58-60. 

171 The hv@s;ma, usually translated as “veil,” appears only here in the Hebrew Bible, so its meaning can only be derived 

from the context. 
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CONSTRUCING THE TABERNACLE (35:1—39:43) 

Building the Tabernacle (35:1—38:31) 

The final five chapters in Exodus are all occupied with the actual building of 

the Tabernacle and the making of the priestly vestments, following the instructions 

that were given in Chapters 25-31. Indeed, the reader could move smoothly from 

Chapter 31 directly into Chapter 35 except that the story of the golden calf divides 

these sections into two halves. Nonetheless, the two halves should be understood as 

complementary.172 Many of the shorter descriptions within the two halves are 

verbatim, though on occasion there are slight differences, plus the various parts in 

each half are not ordered in the same way. Further, the ordination of the priests and 

collection of atonement money that appear in the first half (29:1-37; 30:11-16) are 

not included in the second. The original instructions in the first half climax with the 

description of Sabbath observance (31:12-17), while the actual building and making 

of things in the second half begins with the Sabbath regulations (35:1-3). The 

Sabbath, then, is the bridge between the two halves. As Abraham Heschel has 

pointed out, the holiness of the Sabbath precedes the formation of the nation Israel, 

so it remains holy even if the people do not.173 

One additional stipulation in Sabbath observance appearing only in the second 

half is the prohibition of building a fire in domestic homes (35:3). At the very least, 

this would mean no normal food preparation, somewhat similar to the absence of 

manna on the Sabbath (cf. 16:5, 22-26). While many of the prohibitions for Sabbath 

observance are repeated later for the various festivals, only on the Sabbath is fire-

making prohibited. Clearly, fire-making was perceived as creative work, the very 

thing God himself ceased to do on the seventh day. 

The materials collected for the building project (35:4-9), the artisans, 

especially Bezalel, the chief artistic overseer, and Oholiab, his assistant, are 

described in language nearly identical to what was given earlier (35:19—36:7; cf. 

25:1-8; 31:1-11).174 This section also contains the surprising outcome that so much 

was voluntarily donated that Moses had to restrain the gifts, because they were more 

than needed (36:3-7). 

 
172 Umberto Cassuto, the Italian Jewish scholar, has observed that these two halves, one of detailed instruction and the 

other of building, was also known elsewhere in the ancient Near East, cited in J. Durham, Exodus [WBC] (Waco, TX: 

Word, 1987), p. 475. 
173 A. Heschel, The Sabbath (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1951). 
174 As in 31:3, the skills for craftsmanship are viewed as spiritual in origin, which is to say, they are what the New 

Testament will call spiritual gifts. This was true not only for Bezalel and Oholiab (35:30-34), but also for the other 

craftsmen as well, “…to whom Yahweh has given skill and ability to know how to carry out all the work…” (35:35—

36:1). 
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Skilled craftsman constructed the Tabernacle (36:8-38; cf. 26:1-37). Again, 

the language in both halves is very similar though there are some minor differences. 

The pieces of furniture inside the Tabernacle were duly constructed, the ark by 

Bezalel himself (37:1-9; cf. 25:10-22) and the other pieces, the table (37:10-16; cf. 

25:23-30), the lampstand (37:17-24; cf. 25:31-40), and the incense altar (37:25-28; 

cf. 30:1-10), along with the anointing oil and incense (37:29; cf. 30:22-36), by 

craftsmen under his supervision. Outside the Tabernacle, they built the great altar, 

the laver, and the courtyard (38:1-20; cf. 27:1-19).175 Any omissions in the 

description of construction seem to be due to those things that had no bearing on 

construction. Altogether, the construction narratives are some 29 verses shorter than 

the original instructions, but no details are lost with respect to the construction itself. 

The actual measurements of the materials used for construction are listed only 

here (38:21-31), which is natural enough, since earlier the voluntary contributions 

had not yet been made and the materials seemed to have come in gradually, day by 

day (cf. 36:3). The weights are given in talents (1 talent = 75 pounds or 34 kilograms) 

and shekels (1 shekel = 2/5 ounce or 11.5 grams). The totals are remarkably large 

(more than 1 ton of gold and more than 3 ¾ tons of silver), and the number of ½ 

shekels from the contributions of 603,550 men closely matches the approximation 

given earlier of those who escaped from Egypt (cf. 12:37; Nu. 1:46).176 

Making the Priestly Regalia (39:1-31) 

Like the description of the building of the Tabernacle, the making of the 

vestments closely matches the instructions given earlier but is somewhat shorter (cf. 

28:1-43). The Ephod (39:2-7; cf. 28:6-14), the Breastpiece (39:8-21; cf. 28:15-30), 

and the other garments (39:22-31; cf. 28:31-43) were all made “as Yahweh 

commanded Moses” (39:1b), and this phrase will appear six more times, seven times 

in all (39:5b, 7b, 21b, 26b, 29b, 31b). This sevenfold repetition is hardly an 

incidental number, and the number seven often symbolizes fullness or completion in 

the Hebrew Bible. It appears numerous times and is rightly considered the most 

important symbolic number in the Bible.177 

The Final Inspection (39:32-43) 

 
175 The curious notation that the laver was made from bronze mirrors given by the women who would minister at the 

Tabernacle entrance is intriguing, especially since we know virtually nothing about them. Later, there is a rather murky 

reference to the sons of Eli sexually abusing the women who served at the entrance (1 Sa. 2:2), but again, there is 

nothing to explain their role. 
176 For more on these numbers, see the comments on 12:37. 
177 The number seven appears in some way in nearly 600 Old Testament passages, cf. B. Birth, “Number,” ISBE (1986) 

III.559. 
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Moses gave a final inspection to all this work, making sure it was completed 

just as Yahweh had indicated (39:43). All the various pieces were brought to him for 

careful examination (39:32-41). The inventory list is similar to the earlier ones, 

though here it is expanded (cf. 31:7-11; 35:11-19). As a final gesture of approval, 

Moses pronounced a blessing on those who had done the work (39:43b). 

 

SETTING UP THE TABERNACLE (40:1-38) 

With all the components now completed, inspected, and approved, it was time 

to put everything together. At Yahweh’s instruction, they did so nearly one year after 

the exodus from Egypt (40:1-2; cf. 12:1).  

The Tabernacle is Erected (40:3-33) 

In a repeating set of imperatives, Yahweh ordered the erection of the 

Tabernacle with all the interior pieces of furniture to be put in their proper place and 

the exterior structures as well (40:3-8). Each component was to be anointed with the 

special anointing oil to consecrate it for service (40:9-11). Aaron and his sons were 

to be robed in the priestly regalia and duly anointed also (40:12-16). Finally, 

everything was done just as Yahweh had instructed (40:17-33). In seven successive 

paragraphs (and once again, the number seven signifies completion), Moses installed 

everything as Yahweh had said. He… 

 

1. …brought the Ark into the Most Holy Place, placing within it the Ten Words, 

covering it with the gold plate, and shielding it by hanging the inner veil 

2. …placed the Table for holy bread on the northside in the Holy Place, displaying 

the twelve loaves 

3. …placed the Lampstand on the southside in the Holy Place, presumably lighting 

it 

4. …placed the Incense Altar in front of the inner veil and burned incense on it; he 

also hung the veil over the Tabernacle entrance 

5. …set the Altar for Burnt Offerings at the entrance to the Tabernacle situated 

inside the courtyard, and he offered the initial burnt offerings on it 

6. …placed the Laver between the Tabernacle and the Altar 

7. …set in place the Courtyard with the curtains surrounding the Tabernacle, hanging 

the entrance curtain over the entrance 

The Tabernacle Becomes a Movable Mt. Sinai (40:34-38) 

When everything was in place, the cloud of Yahweh’s glory descended upon 

the Tabernacle, filling it and enveloping it (40:34-35). The purpose of the Tabernacle 

was complete, a holy place where Yahweh would dwell in the midst of Israel. The 

divine presence was so intense that Moses could no longer enter this edifice except 
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by invitation (cf. Lv. 1:1). From this point onward, the cloud of glory would direct 

the travels of the Israelites, fulfilling Yahweh’s promise that his face would go with 

them and lead them (40:36-38). 

The Tabernacle had now become a movable Mt. Sinai. The cloud of glory that 

enveloped the top of the Mountain of God had now enveloped the Tent of Meeting. 

The God who was in the cloud on the mountain was now enthroned between the 

cherubim over the ark. The Ten Words that were at the heart of God’s laws, engraved 

by the divine finger on stone tablets on Mt. Sinai, now moved with the people in the 

Ark of the Testimony. This would continue until a permanent worship shrine would 

be built in the days of David and Solomon, when the glory of Yahweh would fill the 

1st Temple, and once again, the intensity of Yahweh’s presence would be so 

overwhelming that the priests, like Moses, would be unable to minister (1 Kg. 8:10-

11; 2 Chr. 7:1-3). It would be, as one psalmist would phrase it… 

 

When you went out before your people, O Elohim, 

 When you marched through the wasteland, 

The earth shook, the heavens poured down rain 

 Before Elohim, the One of Sinai, 

Before Elohim, the Elohim of Israel. 

 

Why gaze in envy, O rugged mountains, 

  At the mountain where Elohim chooses to reign, 

  Where Yahweh himself will dwell forever? 

The chariots of Elohim are tens of thousands and thousands of thousands 

  Adonay has come from Sinai into his sanctuary 

 When you ascended on high, you led captives in your train; 

  You received gifts from men, even from the rebellious— 

  That you, O Yahweh Elohim, might dwell there. 

 

        Ps. 68:7-8, 16-18 

 

The glory of Yahweh would eventually abandon this 1st temple. Ezekiel would 

see it rising above the cherubim and moving to the temple’s threshold (Eze. 9:3; 

10:4). Then, the glory would depart from over the temple’s threshold, stopping 

briefly at the eastern entrance (Eze. 10:18-19). Finally, the glory would pause briefly 

on the mountain east of Jerusalem (Eze. 11:23) before joining the exiles in Babylon 

(Eze. 11:24; cf. 1:1, 28b). In the aftermath of Nebuchadnezzar’s invasion, many 
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centuries later, the 1st temple would be destroyed, and the Ark of the Covenant would 

disappear forever. 

In his temple vision, Ezekiel would anticipate the return of the glory of God 

to a new temple (Eze. 43:2-5; 44:4), and Haggai, the post-exilic prophet who 

preached at the time of the building of the 2nd Temple, would herald its return as well 

(Hg. 2:7-9). However, by the last of the writing prophets, this event still lay in the 

future (Mal. 3:1). No further word of Yahweh’s glory would come until the 

incarnation of God’s Son (Jn. 1:14). In the vision of the New Testament, the 

movement of Sinai to Zion is complete. Those who come to Christ, the One who 

claimed to be the living temple, have come, not to Mt. Sinai with its terrifying 

aspects, but to Mt. Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God.  …to 

thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the 

firstborn, whose names are written in heaven (Heb. 12:18-24). 


