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their existence in the Realm of the Dead, 
their illustrations were of agricultural life 
on river banks – a mirror image of their 
own lives in Egypt. 

The ancient Egyptian belief in rebirth and 
of existence in the Realm of the Dead, and 
their art relating to these beliefs, gives 
modern scholars greater understanding 
of Egyptian life. Many of the practices used 
in the tombs – which were believed to 
enable the dead to be reborn again – also 
were used in daily Egyptian life to encour-
age fertility and to reduce infant mortality.

Egyptians decorated their tombs with re-
liefs and drawings, often executed by the 
best artists of the time. They were well pre-
served in Egypt’s dry climate. Many scenes 
depict workshops, feasts, farming, and 
other aspects of daily life, giving a window 
into the ancient Egyptians lifestyle – cloth-
ing, professions, and diet.

Much of ancient Egyptian religious 
thought reflected Egypt’s physical con-
ditions. Thus, the Egyptian creation myth 
stated that the creator sun god created 
himself in the Primordial Waters and stood 
on the Primordial Mound, the first dry 
land that emerged from the waters. He 
made the first family of gods, which the 
Egyptians called The Ennead. The Egyp-
tian creation myth was a clear allusion to 
the annual Nile flood that brought the 

fertile mud, which became new fertile 
land as the water receded. In the creation 
myth, the land, like the silt from the Nile, 
appeared out of the water, allowing the 
growth of new vegetation.

The ancient Egyptians believed in many 
gods, some of whom associated with 
elements in the created world (the sun, 
sky, soil, and air), while others represented 
political entities (the dead king, the queen, 
and the ruling king). There were also city 
gods, regional gods, and many others. 
They formed triads, families, and groups. 
Of all the gods, the sun god was the head 
of the pantheon, the creator of the entire 
world. Starting in the Old Kingdom, the 
sun god was called Re. In the New King-
dom, Thebes, which became Egypt’s cap-
ital, the local god was Amun. As a political 
act, Amun was merged with Re, and thus 
the sun god in the time of the New King-
dom is often called Amun-Re.

Amun was the god of the empire in the 
times of the New Kingdom, and Egypt’s 
finest monuments were built in his honor. 
The temple complex in Karnak (ancient 
Thebes, modern Luxor) was dedicated to 
Amun. It was second only to the crown, 
richly funded and politically the country’s 
most powerful institution. In order to 
build these many fine monuments, Egypt 
needed a large labor force. Prisoners of war 
were brought to Egypt through military 
campaigns in the Levant and in other parts 
of the empire.

Much is known about New Kingdom 
Egypt. Ancient Egypt’s foreign relations, 
international position, beliefs, and prac-
tices may be seen as a possible stage for 
the biblical narrative of the Exodus. These 
elements, forming the cultural dialogue 
between the biblical narrative of the Ex-
odus and New Kingdom Egypt, will be 
explored in the articles that follow. ■ RSH

ancient egypt’s foreign 
relations, international 
position, beliefs, and practices 
may be seen as a possible 
stage for the biblical narrative 
of the exodus

The 
pyramids  
at Giza  
(L to R): the 
Pyramid of 
Menkaure, 
the Pyramid 
of Khafre, 
and the 
Great 
Pyramid of 
Khufu

Statue of Ramesses II, the “Younger Memnon,” from the Ramesseum, Thebes, Egypt, Nineteenth 
Dynasty, about 1250 BCE
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Egypt was united under a single ruler to-
ward the end of the 4th millennium BCE. 
Its kingship, despite numerous vicissitudes 
lasted for more than 3,000 years.  Egypt is 
unique in world history in that the same 
people lived in the same place, spoke the 
same language and believed in the same 
gods for more than 3,000 years. 

The ancient Egyptian king, who was be-
lieved to be the manifestation of the fal-
con god Horus, at many times ruled over 
a kingdom that covered the vast area of 
the Nile Valley. It spanned from the First 
Cataract of the Nile – beyond Aswan to 
the south – north to the Nile delta, reach-
ing the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. 
The king was called “The Unifier of the Two 
Lands” – Upper and Lower Egypt. Upper 
Egypt (the southern part, nearer the Nile’s 
source) stretched from the First Cataract 
of the Nile northward to Memphis, in the 
region of modern Cairo. Lower Egypt (the 
northern part, downstream) covered the 
area from Memphis north to the Mediter-
ranean Sea, including the fertile land of 
the Nile delta. It is possible that the name 
of Egypt in Hebrew, Mitzrayim, preserves 
the notion of Egypt being a unification of 
two lands, as the ending -ayim in Hebrew 
usually denotes a dual form.

Memphis had always been the meeting 
point between Upper and Lower Egypt, 
and because of its central location, it was 
Egypt’s capital throughout Egyptian his-
tory. Its skyline’s most prominent feature, 
the Giza pyramids, which were built by 
the Egyptians as royal tombs in the 26th 
century BCE, marked the political power 

and sophistication of Egypt’s kingship 
even in these early times. However, there 
were times in Egypt’s long history when 
Memphis served as the administrative 
capital, but the king moved his residence 
to another city. During the New Kingdom 
(1550–1069 BCE), Thebes (near modern 
Luxor), in Upper Egypt, was the location 
of the king’s palace, while Memphis re-
mained the empire’s administrative center. 

As discussed in the introduction, many 
scholars consider Egypt’s New Kingdom 
as a possible setting for the Exodus story. 
Many elements presented in the text make 
sense against the cultural background of 
that era in Egyptian history. By then, Egypt 
had been a long-established state, ruled 
for more than 1,500 years by a series of 
god-kings (monarchs who were consid-
ered by the people as divine, and wor-
shipped as such). Unlike other countries 
in the region, Egypt did not suffer from 
wars or political instability. Egypt in the 
New Kingdom was the 
most important politi-
cal power in the region, 
forming an empire that 
stretched from the 
Fourth Cataract of the 
Nile in the south, in the 
heart of Africa, to the 
Euphrates in the north-
east – covering much 
of the Levant. Egypt’s 
large cities attracted 
people from all over the 
known world, and many 
languages and cultures 
mixed in its streets. The 

Egyptian economy relied heavily on for-
eign labor, either immigrants who came 
to find work in Egypt, or those who were 
forcefully brought to Egypt as prisoners of 
war, including people of Semitic origin. 

Despite their great victories and the new 
foreign territories gained for the growing 
empire by Egypt’s talented kings and 
army generals, the Egyptians were never 
enthusiastic about living outside of Egypt. 
The agricultural sedentary lifestyle, which 
was enabled by the steady water supply 
and the fertile mud provided by the an-
nual flood of the Nile, was Egypt’s pride. 
The resulting reliable food supply was a 
major factor in Egypt’s security and the 
stability of its social order. Through their 
lifestyle, agriculture, clean clothes, and 
shaven appearance, the Egyptians differ-
entiated themselves from their neighbors, 
whose nomadic lifestyle they despised. 
The Egyptians thought so highly of their 
country that even when they envisioned 

introduction to 
ancient egypt

The Fields of Reeds, vignette of chapter 110 of the Book of the Dead, 
the tomb of Sendjem, Deir el-Medina
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And these are the names of the sons of Yisrael who 
came to Egypt with Yaakov, each with his household: 
Reuven, Shimon, Levi and Yehuda; Yissakhar, Zevulun 
and Binyamin; Dan and Naftali; Gad and Asher. The 
descendants of Yaakov were seventy in all, and Yosef was 
already in Egypt. Then Yosef died, and all his brothers, 
and all that generation. But the Israelites were fruitful and 
burgeoned; they multiplied and became exceptionally strong, 
until the land was filled with them.

1

1:7  Semites in Egypt

It was not unusual for Canaanites to move 
to ancient Egypt – a great political and 
economic center that was like a magnet, 
attracting individuals from surrounding 
peoples and cultures. Evidence from the 
time of the Middle Kingdom (21st to 17th 
century BCE) shows that prisoners of war, 
work immigrants, low-ranking servants to 
the aristocracy, and merchants all migrat-
ed from Canaan to Egypt. In addition, there 
was probably another group of Canaan-
ite skilled craftsmen in the service of the 
crown. These were builders of seafaring 
vessels, and caravan leaders who led royal 
expeditions to the mines of the Eastern 
Desert.

Water in the Middle East is always an issue. 
In ancient times the Canaanite shepherds 
brought herds to the Nile delta in times 
of famine, because the Nile provided a 
steady supply of water that supported 
agriculture and fertile grazing pastures 
even when rain was scarce. The Egyptian 
government blocked infiltrators when it 
was strong, but when the central adminis-
tration was weak, shepherds from Canaan 
would bring their herds to graze there.

The Canaanites living in the delta, though 
they were foreigners in Egypt, gained 
power in the 17th to 16th century BCE, 
the Second Intermediate period. They 
established a Western Semitic kingship 
that later expanded to include the Egyp-
tian capital of Memphis. Eventually, they 
reached Middle Egypt as well. As rulers, 
they retained Semitic names such as Kha-
mudi and Yakob-Har, but adopted Egyp-
tian royal insignia and titles. The Egyptians 
called them Khekau-Khasut, meaning the 
Foreign Rulers – the ancient Greeks called 
them Hyksos. The Hyksos rule lasted for 
one hundred years: In 1550 BCE, the Egyp-
tians drove the Hyksos out of Egypt to Ca-
naan, united Egypt, and constituted the 
New Kingdom.

1:5  The number 70

The numbers 7, 10, 12, 40, 60, 70, 300, and 
their multiples appear many times in the 
Torah. Rather than representing an exact 
or historical quantity, these numbers have 
allegorical and typological meaning. The 
family of Yaakov consists of 70 souls who 
immigrate to Egypt. The Israelite nation 
has 70 elders (Ex. 24), Gideon and Aĥab 
have 70 sons (Judges 8:30; II Kings 10:1), 
and Adoni-Bezek rules over 70 kings 
(Judges 1:7).

In ancient Near Eastern texts, the number 
70 has referred to gods, kings, and more. 
The goddess Atirat from the city of Ugarit 
has 70 children. In the ancient Near East, 
the number 70 represented totality ■ NKl

ישׁ  אִ֥ יַעֲֽק֔בֹ  ת  אֵ֣ מָה  יְְְ רָ֑ מִצְְְ ים  אִ֖ הַבָּ ל  רָאֵ֔ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  בְְּ מוֹת֙  שְְׁ ה  לֶּ אֵ֗ וְְ

ן׃  יָמִֽ ן וּבִנְְְ בוּלֻ֖ שכָ֥ר זְְ ָ ה׃ יִשּׂ יהוּדָֽ י וִֽ ע֔וֹן לֵוִ֖ מְְְ ן שִׁ אוּבֵ֣ אוּ׃ רְְ ֽ  וּבֵית֖וֹ בָּ

ים  עִ֣ בְְְ שִׁ ־יַעֲֽק֖בֹ  רֶךְְְ יֶֽ י  אֵ֥ יֹֽצְְ ל־־־־־נֶפֶ֛שׁ  כָָּ י  הִ֗ וַיְְְ ר׃  ֽ אָשֵׁ וְְ ד֥  גָּ י  לִ֖ תָּ נַפְְְ וְְ ן  ֥ דָּ

וֹר  הַדּ֥ כ֖לֹ  וְְ יו  ל־־־אֶחָ֔ כָָ וְְ יוֹסֵף֙  ת  וַיָּמָָ֤ יִם׃  רָֽ מִצְְְ בְְ הָיָה֥  ף  יוֹסֵ֖ וְְ  נָפֶ֑שׁ 

א֑דֹ  מְְ א֣דֹ  מְְְ בִּ מ֖וּ  וַיַּעַֽצְְְ וּ  בּ֥ וַיִּרְְְ צ֛וּ  רְְ וַֽיִּשְְְׁ ר֧וּ  פָּ ל  רָאֵ֗ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  וּבְְְ הַהֽוּא׃ 

ם׃ רֶץ אֹתָֽ לֵ֥א הָאָ֖ מָּ וַתִּ

א  א
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Even after this defeat, Canaanites remained 
in Egypt and maintained their own cultural 
identity, and newcomers continued to ar-
rive as work immigrants. In the period of 
the New Kingdom, many Canaanites were 
captured as prisoners of war. Furthermore, 
there is a record of an individual Canaanite 
who came to power during this time and 
bore high-ranking titles in the Pharaonic 
administration.

Is it possible to identify the Israelites of 
the Tanakh with the history of these Ca-
naanites, whose presence is documented 
in Egyptian sources? With our knowledge 
of the Exodus story, the thought of this 
overlap is enthralling – and the question 
is hard to ignore. However, there are no 
good answers. The relationship between 
Egypt and Canaan was always that of a 
large, ruling empire and a remote, under-
developed province, and Egyptian records 
would not have had reason to distinguish 
between the different Semitic groups. 
Since the Western Semites who lived in 
Egypt left no written records of their own, 
and ancient Egyptian and Near Eastern 
records are all silent, evidence of the Isra-
elites in Egypt is unlikely to be found. ■ RSH
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וַיֹּ֖אמֶר  ף׃  ע אֶת־יוֹסֵֽ ר לֽאֹ־יָדַ֖ ֥ אֲשֶׁ יִם  רָ֑ שׁ עַל־מִצְְְ ־חָדָ֖ לֶךְְְ מֶֽ ם  וַיָּ֥קָָ

ה  מָ֖ חַכְְּ תְְְ ֽ בָה נִּ נּוּ׃ הָ֥ ֽ עָצ֖וּם מִמֶּ ב וְְ ל רַ֥ רָאֵ֔ נֵי֣ יִשְְְׂ ם בְְּ ה עַ֚ וֹ הִנֵּ֗ אֶל־עַמּ֑

עַל־ ם־הוּא֙  גַּ ף  נוֹסַ֤ וְְ חָמָה֙  מִלְְְ אנָה  רֶ֤ י־תִקְְְ ֽ כִּ ה  הָיָ֞ וְְ ה  בֶּ֗ ן־יִרְְְ פֶּ ל֑וֹ 

ים  י מִסִּ֔ רֵ֣ ימוּ עָלָיו֙ שָׂ ֤ רֶץ׃ וַיָּשִׂ עָלָ֥ה מִן־הָאָֽ נוּ וְְ ֖ חַם־בָּ נִלְְְ ינוּ וְְ אֵ֔ ֹנְְ שׂ֣

תֹ֖ם  אֶת־פִּ עֹ֔ה  פַרְְְ לְְ נוֹת֙  כְְּ מִסְְְ י  עָרֵ֤ בֶן  וַיִּ֜ ם  לתָֹ֑ סִבְְְ בְְּ ת֖וֹ  עַנֹּ עַן  מַ֥ לְְ

צוּ  וַיָּקֻ֕ רֹ֑ץ  יִפְְְ ן  כֵ֣ וְְ ה  ֖ בֶּ יִרְְְ ן  ֥ כֵּ אֹת֔וֹ  וּ  עַנּ֣ יְְ ר֙  אֲשֶׁ כַֽ וְְ ס׃  סֵֽ עַמְְְ אֶת־־־רַֽ  וְְ

׃  רֶךְְְ פָֽ בְְּ ל  רָאֵ֖ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֥  אֶת־בְְּ יִם  רַ֛ מִצְְְ דוּ  וַיַּעֲֽבִ֧ ל׃  רָאֵֽ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֥  בְְּ נֵי֖   מִפְְּ

Then a new king arose over Egypt, who had not known 
Yosef. And he said to his people, “You see that the Israelite 
people are many and more powerful than we. Come, let 
us deal wisely with them in case they increase, and if war 
breaks out they may join our enemies and fight against us 
and escape from the land.” So they placed slave masters 
over the Israelites to oppress them with forced labor; they 
built supply cities for Pharaoh: Pitom and Ramesses. But 
the more they were oppressed, the more they increased and 
spread; and the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. The 
Egyptians imposed back-breaking labor on the Israelites, 

ח
ט
י

יא

יב

יג

1:11  Slave masters (sarei missim)

The Egyptian slave masters are symbolic 
of the extent to which the Hebrew slaves 
were tortured. From the beginning of 
the Eighteenth Dynasty, prisoners of war, 
including those from the Levant, were 
forced to make bricks for royal building 
projects.

The slaves were controlled in a hierarchical 
system in which the slave masters, or sa-
rei missim, probably of higher rank, estab-
lished the brick-making quotas. The junior 
officers, or nogsim, supervised the slaves, 
ready to strike them with their sticks at 
their discretion.

According to Egyptian documents that 
were discovered, the brick-making quo-
tas set by the slave masters rarely were 
reached. This fact is significant in under-
standing the cruel nature of Egyptian 
slavery. 

Apparently,  the 
quotas were not 
of practical signif-
icance, and never 
were designed to 
increase brick-mak-
ing production per 
se. It seems that in 
their attitudes to-
ward the slaves, the 
ancient Egyptians 
considered torture 
and humiliation to 
be an end in and of 
itself. ■ RSH

Nubian prisoners beaten and counted, engraving in the Memphite tomb of Horemhab
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1:11  Pithom and Ramesses: 
language

Can we identify the geographic locations 
of the two supply cities, Pithom and Ra-
messes, that the Israelites built for Pha-
raoh? In ancient Egypt, supply cities were 
probably storage facilities serving palaces 
and temples, and Pithom and Ramesses 
may be associated with the Egyptian lo-
calities Per-Atum and Per-Ramesses. The 
Egyptian word “Per,” meaning “house,” was 
used as the first element in place and 
temple names. Per-Atum literally means 

1:11  Where did the Israelites live?

Although no direct evidence has been 
found of the Israelites’ sojourn in Egypt, 
archaeological finds indicate that there 
was a Semite presence in the eastern Nile 

“the house of Atum,” the creator sun god 
in Egyptian religion, and Per-Ramesses 
would mean “the house of Ramesses,” the 
king. In the Egyptian language, /r/ was 
often lost at the end of words, and this 
would explain the transcription of Per-
Atum as Pithom.  

Per-Ramesses refers to the new capital in 
the Nile delta that Ramesses II built and 
named after himself.  The new city was lo-
cated in the eastern delta, on the Pelusiac 
branch of the Nile, on the site of the earlier 
Hyksos capital called Avaris (see "Where 
did the Israelites live?" below).

The location of Per-Atum is less certain. 
It is not the cult center for Atum in He-
liopolis, near what is today the Cairo air-
port, not far from the eastern delta – as 

Statue head of an Asiatic official, Avaris, 18th to 17th century BCE

Portrait statue 
of Ramesses II, 
13th century BCE, 
Museo Egizio, 
Turin, Italy

delta, a presence that waxed and waned 
across many centuries of ancient Egyptian 
history. It is probable that, in this same re-
gion, the Israelites were settled by Yosef 
with the approval of Pharaoh – meaning 
that this was the actual location of ancient 
Goshen (Gen. 45:9–10, 46:34; Num. 33:5).

Geographically speaking, the Israelites 
probably would have been inclined to 
live in this area in the eastern Nile delta. 
This part of ancient Egypt was closest to 
Canaan, making it a more natural destina-
tion than other areas of the country that 
were farther from home. It was also a very 
fertile land, making it an attractive choice. 

Indirect archaeological evidence supports 
the possibility that this was indeed home 
to the Israelites. Starting in 1966 and con-
tinuing today, the Austrian archaeologist 
Manfred Bietak began directing a series 
of digs at Tell el-Dab’a, or “Mount of the 
Hyena” in Arabic, in the eastern Nile delta 
region. He identified this site – where he 
found evidence of a large population – as 
Avaris, location of the summer palace of 
the Hyksos. Variously called Canaanites, 
Asiatics, Semites, and Aamu, the Hyksos 
ruled in Egypt from 1650 to 1550 BCE, when 
they were defeated by Ahmose I and ex-
pelled from Egypt. 

Bietak found that the Hyksos were not 
the only residents of Avaris. He uncovered 
indications of Semitic settlement in the 
same area after the Hyksos were expelled – 
starting in the Twelfth Dynasty (19th cen-
tury BCE) and continuing through the time 
of Ramesses (12th century BCE) – a lengthy 
period that, according to some opinions, 
would cover the time of the Israelite so-
journ in ancient Egypt. More importantly, 
in the 13th century BCE, Pharaoh Ramesses 
II constructed the new city of Pi-Ramesses 
(most probably the Ramesses mentioned 
in this verse) on the older site of Avaris.

Bietak discovered that mud bricks were 
used in agriculture at Tell el-Dab’a. The 
bricks were made of chopped straw, which 
were unusual in ancient Egyptian building 
practices but are mentioned specifically in 
the Torah with regard to the enslaved Isra-
elites (see “Brick quotas and straw” on page 
30). Furthermore, Bietak found evidence of 
ancient Near Eastern (but non-Egyptian) 
burial practices in the area – another hint 
of the Semitic presence.

Consequently, geography, history, and 
archaeology all point to the site of Avaris 
on the eastern Nile delta as a possible lo-
cation of ancient Goshen. ■ HA

scholars identify this site as the city On 
mentioned in Genesis. 

Remains of a temple of Atum have been 
found at Tell el-Rataba in Wadi Tumilat. It is 
about twelve miles south of Pi-Ramesses, 
and this may be the site of the “Pithom” 
referred to here. The storage facilities of 
these two localities, one a temple and the 
other a palace, could be the Pithom and 
Ramesses men-
tioned in this 
verse. ■ RSH
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ל־־־ כָָ וּבְְְ ים  בֵנִ֔ וּבִלְְְ חֹ֙מֶר֙  בְְּ ה  קָשָׁ֗ ה  עֲבֹדָ֣ ֽ בַּ ם  אֶת־־־חַיֵּיהֶ֜ רֲר֨וּ  מָֽ וַיְְְ

׃  רֶךְְְ פָֽ בְְּ ם  בָהֶ֖ ד֥וּ  בְְ ר־־־עָֽ אֲשֶׁ ם  ל־־־עֲבֹ֣דָתָ֔ כָָּ ת  אֵ֚ ה  דֶ֑ ָ שּׂ בַּ ה  עֲבֹדָ֖

ה  רָ֔ פְְְ אַחַת֙ שִׁ ֤ם הָֽ ר שֵׁ רִיֹּ֑ת אֲשֶׁ֨ עִבְְְ דֹ֖ת הָֽ יַלְְּ יִם לַֽמְְ רַ֔ לֶךְְְ מִצְְְ וַיֹּ֙אמֶר֙ מֶ֣

יד

טו

embittering their lives with harsh work in mortar and brick 
and all field labors; all the work they forced upon them was 
intended to break them. Then the king of Egypt said to 
the midwives of the Hebrews (one named Shifra, the other 

1:14   Making bricks

According to the biblical text, brick making 
was a primary cause of suffering in the 
lives of the Hebrew slaves. This difficult, 
labor-intensive process is illustrated clear-
ly in wall paintings found in the tomb of 
a high-ranking ancient Egyptian official, 
Rekhmire, a vizier during the time of Thu-
times III and in the first part of Amenhotep 
II’s reign (the last third of the 15th century 
BCE).  

The paintings in Rekhmire’s tomb illustrate 
the process of brick manufacture by pris-
oners of war, some of whom are depicted 
as Nubians – while others are shown as 
being of Semitic origin, reminiscent of the 
Hebrew slaves. 

In the paintings, two figures are shown 
drawing up water. Other figures are de-
picted adding Nile mud and straw. The 
mud mixture then is passed along to an-
other figure who forms the bricks using 
molds and lays them out to dry in the sun. 
■ RSH

 The manufacture and transportation 
of bricks, Tomb of Rekhmire, 15th 
century BCE

1:14   Use of Semitic slaves in Egypt

Enslavement of prisoners of war – among 
them Semitic prisoners of war – was a 
well-entrenched practice in ancient Egypt. 
The first evidence of this practice comes 
from the time of the Middle Kingdom 
(2055–1650 BCE), but it did not become 
commonplace until the time of the New 
Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE), when the  
Eighteenth Dynasty established a profes-
sional army. 

Motivation to create a professional army 
was likely in order to keep away the Hyk-
sos, the foreign rulers who had ruled the 
delta and large parts of the Nile Valley (see 
"Where did the Israelites live?" on page 6). 
Once established, however, the Egyptian 
army found other reasons to raid Canaan. 
Beginning in the time of King Thutmose 

III (1479–1425 BCE), who was the founder 
of the ancient Egyptian empire that ruled 
the Levant for nearly four hundred years, 
the Egyptian army often entered Canaan 
on military expeditions until, in the Rames-
side period (1295–1069 BCE), they estab-
lished permanent bases there.

One of ancient Egypt’s motivations in 
maintaining an empire may have been 
the desire for prisoners of war, who were 
brought over from the Levant as cheap 
labor that fueled the splendor of the 
Egyptian kingship. Some of these pris-
oners were given as trophies to army 
generals who excelled in battle, and they 
were used as personal slaves. Others were 
given as an offering to the gods in the 
temples, and they were forced to work in 
royal large-scale building projects, various 
manual works, agriculture, and works that 
demanded knowledge of weaponry, char-
iots, and horses. Prisoner slaves did not 
always serve for life; some were allowed 
to marry Egyptian women and, in some 
cases, could even be freed. ■ RSH

 Prisoners of war, Sun Temple of Ramesses II, Abu-Simbel
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1:15  Egyptian midwives in pairs

It was common practice in ancient Egypt 
that midwives came in pairs. This is fre-
quently depicted in ancient Egyptian art 
and literature. The most common birthing 
position at that time was for a woman to 
squat or sit – positions that work well with 
the natural force of gravity and with the 
female physique. Thus, with the birthing 
mother partly upright, one midwife was 
needed to stand behind the woman in 
labor for support while the other was re-
quired to kneel in front of her and receive 
the baby.

Mortality rates in ancient Egypt were high. 
While delivering a baby, midwives would 
also call upon deities and chant magical 
spells during the birth to protect both 
mother and child. 

They would reenact mythological scenes 
during birth. The midwives would identify 
the mother with Hathor or occasionally 
with Isis – goddess mothers associated 
with royalty – making the baby her divine 
offspring. They would use magical objects 
such as small figurines of a dwarf repre-
senting the god Bes, who was called upon 
to ensure a healthy delivery. 

Apart from these efforts by the midwives, 
magic may also have been performed 
during the birth by other attendants. The 
Westcar Papyrus (18th to 17th century BCE) 
includes a story cycle set in the court of 
King Khufu of the Fourth Dynasty. One of 
the stories tells about the delivery of trip-
lets who became the three kings of Egypt, 
in which the nervously waiting husband 
untied his kilt. Although the story does 
not give a reason for his action, maybe he 
was trying to use magic to “open the way” 
for an easier delivery.

Understanding these customs helps ex-
plain the Torah’s depiction of Shifra and 
Puah. ■ RSH

1:15  The names Shifra and Puah

Shifra and Puah are heroic midwives in the 
Exodus story who refuse to obey Pharaoh’s 
command to murder newborn Hebrew 
boys. Reading the narrative, we are left 
to wonder about their background and 
identity, which are omitted from the text.

The name Shifra is derived from the He-
brew root sh p r, meaning to be pleasing 
to the eye. Apparently, the word is related 
to an Arabic verb denoting the removal of 
a woman’s veil, and also means to shine. As 
an adjective, it is used only once in the Tana-
kh: in Psalms 16:6, where David exclaims, 
“Indeed my heritage is beautiful [shafra] 
to me.” The name also appears on a list of 
slaves in Egypt from the reign of Sobekho-
tep III (late 18th century BCE) – a list that is 
on a papyrus scroll kept in the Brooklyn Mu-
seum known as Brooklyn 35.1446. It appears 
too in an Aramaic inscription on a stele in 
Sefire, near Aleppo, Syria.

Puah is probably derived from the root y p 
’a. The verb’s sole derivative, the feminine 

noun yip’a, meaning brightness, radiance, 
or splendor, is applied only to the king of 
Tyre (Ezek. 28:7, 17). The name Puah may 
be related etymologically to the name of 
Danel’s daughter (Pughat) in the Ugaritic 
Aqhat Epic (ca. 1400–1200 BCE).

Both names are Semitic. Therefore, Shifra 
and Puah may have been Israelites or 
some other Semites pressed into Pharaoh’s 
service, and therefore not Egyptians. ■ GZ

Pharaoh and the midwives, Golden Haggadah, Catalonia, 14th century CE

An 
ostracon 
of a new 
mother 
nursing her 
baby
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ן עַל־ אִיתֶ֖ רִיּ֔וֹת וּרְְְ עִבְְְ כֶן֙ אֶת־הָ֣ דְְְ יַלֶּ נִי֖ת פּוּעָֽה׃ וַיּ֗אֹמֶר בְְּ ֵ ם הַשּׁ ֥ שֵׁ  וְְ

אןָ  ירֶ֤ יָה׃ וַתִּ וא וָחָֽ ת הִ֖ ֥ אִם־בַּ ן אֹת֔וֹ וְְ ֣ ן הוּא֙ וַֽהֲמִתֶּ ֥ נָיִ֑ם אִם־בֵּ בְְְ אָָ  הָֽ

Puah), “When you help a Hebrew woman give birth, look 
on the birth-stool. If it is a boy, kill him, and if it is a girl, let 
her live.” But the midwives feared God, and did not do as the 

טז

יז

1:16  Birth-stool 

When the Torah narrates how Pharaoh 
spoke to the Hebrew midwives, com-
manding them to kill baby boys born to 
Hebrew women, it uses the Hebrew word 
ovna’im. The word ovna’im, birth-stool, is 
used only once more in the Bible (Jer. 18:3), 
where the text describes work with clay, 
and possibly refers to a potter’s wheel.

The ancient Egyptian god Khnum was a 
ram-headed god in charge of the source 
of the Nile, and closely associated with 
the fertile soil that the Nile water brought 
during the annual flood. As a ram, he was 
also closely connected to male virility and 
human fertility. These two characteristics, 
soil and fertility, led to the idea that Khnum 
was responsible for creating humanity –  
from clay or mud, on a potter’s wheel. 

In Egyptian art, depictions of Khnum seat-
ed by the potter’s wheel, creating a baby, 
show the moment of conception, after 
which the baby was believed to be put 
into a woman’s womb.  

While it might be tempting to draw a con-
nection between the word ovna’im as it 
appears in Exodus, and the image of Kh-
num creating babies on a potter’s wheel, 
this would not be accurate. The Exodus 
text describes the birth of newborn ba-
bies, while the Egyptian imagery refers to 
the moment of conception, even before 
the embryo was put in the womb.

However, the word ovna’im in our story 
is not entirely disconnected from clay 
and mud. It most probably refers to two 
or more stones or stone-like objects that 
were used in the birthing scene, as ovna’im 
is the plural form of even, meaning stone.

In ancient Egypt and in the ancient Near 
East, women used birth bricks. In ancient 
Egypt, women probably used a set of four 
decorated mud bricks, made of black Nile 
mud, which were stacked in pairs as sup-
port for a woman’s feet while she squatted 
during labor. It is plausible that the word 
ovna’im refers to these two stacks of mud 
bricks.

There is a connection between the idea 
of creating babies from clay and the use 
of mud bricks as support for a woman in 
labor. The fertile black Nile mud left by 
the Nile flood, which was used by Kh-
num to create babies, was used also for 
the manufacture of birth bricks. The mud 
was possibly a representation of what the 
Egyptians referred to as the Primordial 
Mound which, in Egyptian creation myth, 
was the first land to rise from the Primor-
dial Waters. It is no wonder that two very 
important elements in ancient Egyptian 
religious thought, the land of Egypt and 
humankind, were believed to be created 
from the same material – the black, fertile 
mud of the Nile.

A decorated brick dated to the late Middle 
Kingdom (1700–1650 BCE) found in Aby-
dos, in Upper Egypt, is thought to be one 
of four birth bricks. The upper side of the 
brick was decorated with a scene depict-
ing a mother seated on a throne with her 
newborn baby. Two midwives and frag-
ments of two emblems of the goddess 

Hathor flank the scene. The blue color of 
the hair of all participants tells us that this 
scene is in the divine realm, and the Ha-
thor emblems suggest that the birthing 
mother is identified with the goddess Ha-
thor. The new baby is thus identified with 
the sun god, who was believed to be born 
every morning from the loins of the god-
dess Hathor (see "The calf as an Egyptian 
deity" on page 180); by re-enacting the 
divine birth of the sun god, the ancient 
Egyptian magician protected the newborn 
child and the mother. 

But this was not the only protection pro-
vided for the mother and baby. The sides 
of the brick were also decorated with pro-
tective figures that were called upon to 
ward off dangers from the physical and 
spiritual realms. These same figures also 
appeared on magical wands, magical rods, 
and more rarely on cups for baby feeding, 
which were part of a common set of re-
ligious rituals meant to provide the best 
magical protection for mother and baby. 
It is suggested by some scholars that after 
the baby was born, he or she would be laid 
on a cushion placed on the bricks, so that 
the magical protection provided to the 
baby in the process of birthing would be 
extended to the postpartum stage.

The birth bricks were identified with the 
goddess Meskhenet. She was believed to 
be the embodiment of the birth brick and, 
as such, she was also a goddess of fate. In 
laying the newborn baby on the brick – 
that is, on Meskhenet – the baby’s fate was 
determined. 

It is possible that when Pharaoh spoke to 
the Hebrew midwives and commanded 
them to look at the baby on the stones 
and decide its fate – to kill the boys and 
let the girls live – he was drawing on an 
ancient Egyptian practice and belief. ■ RSH

Squatting 
woman 
giving birth, 
assisted 
by two 
Hathor 
figures, 
Temple of 
Hathor at 
Dendera
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לֶךְְְ  מֶ֣ ן  אֲלֵיהֶ֖ ר  ֥ בֶּ דִּ ר  ֛ אֲשֶׁ ֽ כַּ וּ  עָשׂ֔ ל֣אֹ  וְְ ים  אֱלהִֹ֔ אֶת־־־הָ֣ דֹת֙  יַלְְּ מְְ הַֽ

דֹ֔ת  יַלְְּ מְְ לַֽ יִם֙  רַ֙ ־מִצְְְ לֶךְְְ מֶֽ א  רָ֤ וַיִּקְְְ ים׃  לָדִֽ אֶת־הַיְְְ חַיֶּי֖ןָ  וַתְְּ יִם  רָ֑ מִצְְְ

ים׃  לָדִֽ אֶת־הַיְְְ חַיֶּי֖ןָ  וַתְְּ הַזֶּה֑  ר  בָ֣ הַדָּ ן  יתֶ֖ עֲשִׂ וּעַ  מַדּ֥ ן  לָהֶ֔  וַיֹּ֣אמֶר 

רִיֹּ֑ת  עִבְְְ רִיֹּ֖ת הָֽ צְְְ ים הַמִּ ֛ שִׁ י ל֧אֹ כַנָּ ֣ עֹ֔ה כִּ רְְְ דֹת֙ אֶל־פַּ יַלְְּ מְְ ןָ הַֽ רְְְ וַתֹּאמַ֤

וַיֵּי֥טֶב  דוּ׃  יָלָֽ וְְ דֶת  ֖ יַלֶּ מְְ הַֽ ן  אֲלֵהֶ֛ ב֧וֹא  תָּ רֶם  טֶ֨ בְְּ ה  נָּ הֵ֔ י־־־חָי֣וֹת  ֽ  כִּ

א֥וּ  רְְ י־־־יָֽ ֽ כִּ י  הִ֕ וַיְְְ אֹֽד׃  מְְ מ֖וּ  וַיַּעַֽצְְְ ם  הָעָ֛ רֶב  וַיִּ֧ דֹ֑ת  יַלְְּ מְְ לַֽ ים   אֱלהִֹ֖

ל־־־־ כָָ לְְ עֹ֔ה  רְְְ פַּ צַ֣ו  וַיְְְ ים׃  ֽ תִּ בָּ ם  לָהֶ֖ וַיַּעַ֥שׂ  ים  אֱלהִֹ֑ אֶת־הָֽ דֹ֖ת  יַלְְּ מְְ  הַֽ

ת  ֖ ל־־־הַבַּ כָָ וְְ הוּ  לִיכֻ֔ שְְְׁ תַּ אֹ֙רָה֙  הַיְְְ וֹד  הַיִּלּ֗ ן  ֣ ל־־־הַבֵּ כָָּ לֵאמֹ֑ר  וֹ   עַמּ֖

חַיּֽוּן׃ תְְּ

לֶד  ֣ וַתֵּ ה  ֖ ָ אִשּׁ הָֽ הַר  ֥ וַתַּ י׃  ת־לֵוִֽ אֶת־בַּ ח  ֖ וַיִּקַּ י  לֵוִ֑ ית  ֣ מִבֵּ ישׁ  אִ֖ וַיֵּלֶ֥ךְְְ 

לאֹ־־־־ וְְ ים׃  רָחִֽ יְְ ה  ֥ לשָֹׁ שְְׁ נֵה֖וּ  פְְּ צְְְ וַֽתִּ ה֔וּא  י־ט֣וֹב  כִּ אֹתוֹ֙  רֶא  ֤ וַתֵּ ן  ֑  בֵּ

ר וּבַזָּפֶ֑ת  חֵמָ֖ ה בַֽ רָ֥ מְְ חְְְ ֹמֶא וַתַּ בַת גּ֔ ֣ ח־־־־לוֹ֙ תֵּ קַּֽ ֽ פִינוֹ֒ וַתִּ לָ֣ה עוֹד֮ הַצְְּ יָכְְֽ

שני

1:22  Is the ye’or the Nile River?

The word ye’or refers to the Nile River, both 
in ancient Egyptian and throughout the 
Torah. It has its root in the ancient Egyptian 
ytrw, which changed to yrw during the 
Eighteenth Dynasty (1550–1295 BCE) and 
was apparently incorporated into Hebrew 
as the loanword ye’or. Initially, the Egyptian 
word referred only to the Nile River but 
later was used for any river or water route. 

In the Torah, ye’or almost always refers to 
the Nile, although in the two places that 
it appears in the plural it appears to have a 
broader meaning (Ex. 7:19 and 8:1). Later in 
the Tanakh, its meaning was clearly much 
more generic: in Daniel 12:5–7, it refers to 
the Tigris River in Mesopotamia, and in Job 
28:10, its meaning is further expanded to 
refer to a tunnel or underground shaft, 
not even associated with water. In other 
places, it is used in the plural to denote 
major branches of the Nile delta or can be 
a generic reference to river channels, as in 
Isaiah 33:21. ■ NKl

king of Egypt ordered them. They let the babies live. Then 
the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and demanded, 
“Why have you done this; why have you let the children 
live?” But “Hebrew women,” the midwives replied, “are not 
like Egyptians. They are full of vigor, and have already given 
birth by the time the midwife arrives.” God was good to the 
midwives; and the people multiplied and grew very strong. 
And because the midwives feared God, He granted them 
households. Then Pharaoh commanded his entire people, 
saying, “Throw every boy that is born into the Nile, and let 
all the girls live.” 
A man of the house of Levi went and married a daughter 
of Levi. And she became pregnant and gave birth to a son. 
She saw what a fine child he was, and for three months she 
kept him hidden. And when she could no longer hide him, 
she took a papyrus basket and coated it with tar and pitch. 
She laid the child in it and placed it among the reeds by the 

2

יח

יט

כ

כא

כב

א
ב

ג

2:3  Gomeh papyrus

Gomeh is a generic term for various wa-
ter plants. In this text, it refers to Cyperus 

papyrus, a water plant that is extremely 
common in Lower Egypt and, actually, is its 
symbol. Papyrus production was well-de-
veloped in Egypt, and Cyperus papyrus was 
used to produce an ancient version of pa-
per for writing. ■ ZA

Making a 
boat from 
papyrus 
reeds

ב 

ב 
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2:3   Typestory of heroes cast away 
in infancy: Moshe and Sargon

The seemingly doomed Hebrew infant, 
Moshe, ends up leading his people from 
slavery to freedom. Folklorists call this a 
“typestory” – in this case, of an imperiled 
child of illustrious parents cast away in 
infancy and raised by foster parents who 
rises to become a leader or a hero. Schol-
ars have noted over seventy versions of 
this tale from ancient times to the present. 
Moshe’s birth tale parallels a much earlier 
story of the origins of Sargon, king of Ak-
kad, a Mesopotamian conqueror, ca. 24th 
to 23rd century BCE. Both were born to 
noble parents and sent by basket down 
a river to unknown dangers, both are 
saved and raised by foster parents, both 
do menial work, and both rise to become 
accomplished leaders.

The humanity of the biblical account con-
trasts with the mythology of the Sargon 
epic. Sargon tells his own tale which is typ-
ical of ancient Near Eastern royal accounts; 
Moshe’s story is told in third person about 
him which enables listeners or readers to 
experience his travails as they happen. Sar-
gon’s mother is a high priestess who gave 
birth in secret and his father is unknown; 
Moshe’s parents are from the Levite tribe 
(which will become priestly) and both his 
parents are anonymous in the story. Addi-
tionally, his father has no role in the story. 
Sargon works as a gardener, and with the 
loving support of the goddess Ishtar he 
becomes king, reigning for 55 years; only 
mortals take part in Moshe’s  birth story 
and rescue – although God is the one who 
is responsible for his rise from shepherd to 
leader of his people.

The stories have many common motifs. 
Both sets of parents are anonymous. Both 
infants have mothers who relate to the 
priesthood. Both mothers give birth in 
secret. Both fathers are mentioned briefly 
but are absent from the rest of the story. 
Both mothers put their babies in a basket 

 Bust of Sargon of Akkad

2:3   Rushes or reeds

The word suf refers to various plants that 
grow next to a body of water. This appears 
to be the etymology of yam suf, although 
there is no consensus on the body of wa-
ter mentioned here and elsewhere in the 
Tanakh.

In Isaiah, the word suf appears in a descrip-
tion of the Nile drying up: “Reeds (kaneh) 
and suf shriveled” (19:6). While traditional 
identifications of suf are not consistent, 
one of the most likely candidates is the 
plant that is referred to as suf in modern 
Hebrew, namely Typha (bulrush). ■ ZA

 Reeds

lined with pitch. Both infants are rescued 
from a river. Both are compared to drawn 
water: Sargon says, “Aqqi, drawer of water, 
brought me up.” The Torah explains that 
Moshe’s name is derived from the Hebrew 
word for drawing water (see “The name 
‘Moshe’” on page 14). Both are chosen by 
the divine to lead their people, but only 
after a period of menial work.

The biblical narrative differs from the 
Sargon one by emphasizing the moral 
dimensions of the story. Where Sargon 
simply assumes the throne because of the 
unexplained “love” of the goddess Ishtar, 
Moshe acts on the side of the oppressed 
and the innocent: he saves his fellow Is-
raelite from the taskmaster; he saves the 
innocent Israelite from his fellow; lastly, 
he saves the foreign women from the op-
pressing shepherds. One can then read-
ily understand that God chooses Moshe 
not due to some emotional reason, but 
because of his moral character. Although 
both stories are told within an ancient 
Near Eastern cultural milieu, the Moshe 
narrative – like the Torah itself – stands 
out because of its ethical principles. ■ HA
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֥ב  תַצַּ ֽ וַתֵּ אֹֽר׃  הַיְְְ פַ֥ת  עַל־־־־שְְׂ וּף  סּ֖ בַּ ם  שֶׂ ֥ וַתָּ לֶד  אֶת־הַיֶּ֔ הּ֙  בָּ ם  שֶׂ ֤ וַתָּ

חֹ֣ץ  לִרְְְ עֹה֙  רְְְ ת־פַּ בַּ רֶד  ֤ וַתֵּ לֽוֹ׃  ה  ֖ מַה־יֵּעָֽשֶׂ ה  דֵעָ֕ לְְ רָח֑קֹ  מֵֽ אֲחֹת֖וֹ 

בָה֙  אֶת־הַתֵּ רֶא  ֤ וַתֵּ אֹ֑ר  הַיְְְ עַל־יַד֣  כֹ֖ת  הֹֽלְְ יהָ  נַעֲֽרֹתֶ֥ וְְ אֹ֔ר  עַל־הַיְְְ

הוּ  אֵ֣ רְְְ וַתִּ ח֙  תַּ פְְְ וַתִּ הָ׃  חֶֽ קָּ וַתִּ הּ  אֶת־אֲמָתָ֖ לַ֥ח  שְְְׁ וַתִּ וּף  הַסּ֔ ת֣וֹךְְְ   בְְּ

י  דֵ֥ מִיַּלְְְ ֹאמֶר  וַתּ֕ יו  עָלָ֔ מֹ֣ל  חְְְ וַתַּ בֹּכֶ֑ה  ה־־־נַעַ֖ר  הִנֵּ וְְ לֶד   אֶת־־־הַיֶּ֔

אתִי  קָרָ֤ וְְ ךְְְ  אֵלֵ֗ הַֽ עֹה֒  רְְְ ת־פַּ אֶל־בַּ אֲחֹתוֹ֮  ֹאמֶר  וַתּ֣ זֶהֽ׃  ים  רִ֖ עִבְְְ  הָֽ

bank of the Nile, and his sister stood by at a distance to 
see what would happen to him. Pharaoh’s daughter came 
down to bathe in the Nile, while her attendants walked 
by the riverbank. She saw the basket among the reeds and 
sent her maid to fetch it. When she opened it she saw him 
there, the child; the boy was crying, and she was moved to 
pity for him: “This must be one of the Hebrew boys.” Then 
his sister asked Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and fetch one 

2:5  The daughter of Pharaoh

The biblical text is very concise when it 
comes to the daughter of Pharaoh. In fact, 
we know almost nothing about her. The 
Hebrew bat paroh, meaning daughter 
of Pharaoh, could be a translation of an 
Egyptian title, whose bearer could be a 
real daughter of the king or a princess of 
uncertain family ties who was related to 
the palace in some way. If she was a real 
daughter, then the biblical story may tell 
us of a key figure in the Egyptian court. 

Understanding the role and significance 
of the daughter of Pharaoh requires some 
background regarding the customs of the 
ancient Egyptian royal court. The queen 
of Egypt had many official duties. In fact, 
the king could not function without her. 
In some cases, when the queen died, 
or needed temporary or permanent re-
placement for other reasons, one of her 
daughters would stand in her place. In this 
case, the princess would bear the title of 

ד

ה

ו

ז

the Great Royal Consort and perform the 
queen’s official public and religious duties.

Some of the great kings of the New King-
dom appointed their daughters to be their 
Great Royal Consorts. Based on textual ev-
idence, this was the case with the kings 
Amenhotep III, his son Akhenaten, and 
Ramesses II. 

Moreover, the Egyptian princesses were 
very precious to their fathers. In the time 
of the New Kingdom, when foreign prin-
cesses were sent as diplomatic gifts to the 
king of Egypt, no Egyptian princess was 
ever sent in return to a foreign ruler.

Unfortunately, there is no way to deduce 
from the biblical text the name of the 
daughter of Pharaoh or her exact position. 
Yet, in the story of Moshe, the daughter of 
Pharaoh plays the important role of not 
only saving Moshe but also of adopting 
him into the Egyptian royal family.  ■ RSH

Upper part of the statue of Princess 
Meritamun, the daughter of Ramesses II
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ֹאמֶר־ וַתּֽ לָ֖ךְְְ אֶת־הַיָּלֶֽד׃  תֵינִק֥  וְְ רִיֹּ֑ת  עִבְְְ הָֽ ן  מִ֖ קֶת  ה מֵינֶ֔ ֣ ָ  לָךְְְ֙ אִשּׁ

הַיָּלֶֽד׃  ם  אֶת־־־אֵ֥ א  רָ֖ קְְְ וַתִּ ה  מָ֔ עַלְְְ הָֽ לֶךְְְ֙  וַתֵּ֙ לֵ֑כִי  ע֖הֹ  רְְְ ת־־־פַּ בַּ הּ   לָ֥

י  לִ֔ ינִקִײ֣הוּ  הֵֽ וְְ הַזֶּה֙  אֶת־־־הַיֶּלֶ֤ד  יכִי  הֵילִ֜ עֹ֗ה  רְְְ ת־־־פַּ בַּ הּ  לָ֣ ֹאמֶר  וַתּ֧

of the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?” “Go,” 
said Pharaoh’s daughter. So the girl went away and called 
the child’s mother. “Take this child,” Pharaoh’s daughter 
told her; “nurse him for me, and I will pay you your wage.” 

ח

ט

2:9  Nurse maids for the wealthy

In pre-modern societies, breastfeeding 
was the only way women could feed their 
babies. If a mother was unable to produce 
milk, or if she was incapacitated or died 
during childbirth, a wet nurse was hired 
to feed the baby.

In ancient Egypt, wet nurses were hired 
not only by families who had no alter-
native, but also by royal families, families 
from the social elite, and even families of 
highly skilled workmen to ease the burden 
of early motherhood.

A  woman who recently had given birth, 
and perhaps had lost her own baby, would 
become a wet nurse. She could also have 
been a woman whose baby was healthy, 
but who produced enough milk to feed 
two babies at once.

In some cases, an infant lived with the wet 
nurse and her family until being weaned. 
Ancient Egyptian texts tell us that usually 
a child was weaned at the age of three. 
Typically, the wet nurse was paid for her 
own food, and for the care of the baby.

If a wet nurse was hired by the royal 
household, she moved to the royal palace 
with her family. Her own children and the 
royal children grew up together. Due to 
this very close and almost familial relation-
ship, the royal children and the children of 
the wet nurse had a sort of “milk brother-

hood” that at times led to their developing 
close relationships that were maintained 
throughout their lives. The husband and 
sons of the wet nurse benefited from this 
relationship when a little prince became 
the monarch, perhaps receiving an ap-
pointment to a high-ranking position by 
the new king.

A depiction from the tomb of King Tut-
ankhamun (14th century BCE) shows the 
royal wet nurse Maia suckling the heir to 
the throne seated on her lap, dressed in 
full regalia. In this role, she was a source 
of pride for her sons and husband, who 
were grateful to her for the opportunities 
her position afforded them.

In the Exodus story, the daughter of Pha-
raoh discovers an abandoned baby and 
needs to hire a wet nurse. Waiting and 
watching, Miriam offers her mother’s ser-
vices, allowing Yokheved unexpectedly to 
be able to nurse and raise her own son 
after she had sent him away in his “ark.” 
Only when he is weaned, probably at the 
age of three, does he join the household 
of the daughter of Pharaoh. ■ RSH

Maia, wet nurse of King Tutankhamun
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לֶד  ל הַיֶּ֗ ֣ דַּ הוּ׃ וַיִּגְְְ נִיקֵֽ ה הַיֶּלֶ֖ד וַתְְּ ֛ ָ אִשּׁ ח הָֽ ֧ קַּ ךְְְ וַתִּ כָרֵ֑ ן אֶת־־־־־שְְׂ ֣ וַֽאֲנִי֖ אֶתֵּ

ֹאמֶר  ה וַתּ֕ מוֹ֙ משֶֹׁ֔ א שְְׁ רָ֤ קְְְ ן וַתִּ בֵ֑ הִי־לָ֖הּ לְְ עֹ֔ה וַֽיְְְ רְְְ בַת־פַּ הוּ֙ לְְ בִאֵ֙ וַתְְּ

וַיֵּצֵ֣א  ה֙  משֶֹׁ ל  ֤ דַּ וַיִּגְְְ ם  הָהֵ֗ ים  יָּמִ֣ בַּ ׀  י  הִ֣ וַיְְְ הוּ׃  יתִֽ שִׁ מְְ יִם  ֖ מִן־הַמַּ י  ֥ כִּ שלישי

So the woman took the child and nursed him. The child 
grew, and she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter and he 
became her son. She named him Moshe, “because,” she said, 
“I drew him out of the water.” One day, when Moshe had 
grown up, he went out to his people and saw their forced 

2:10  Moshe’s adoption and the Kap

In ancient Egypt, it was common for non-
elite children and foreign children to grow 
up together with the future king in the 
royal palace. As part of the Royal Harem 
where the royal women lived, there was 
the Kap – where royal children were 
educated together with children of the 
closest staff of the royal house, including 
children of wet nurses, who were hired to 
breastfeed the royal children (see "Nurse 
maids for the wealthy" on page 13). Being 
a “child of the Kap” was such a great hon-
or that people kept this title throughout 
their lives. 

Being in the Kap meant being reared with 
the future king of Egypt and constituting 
part of his innermost circle. The group of 
children who grew up together with the 
crown prince sometimes became very in-
fluential men – after the prince became 
the king. 

Sometimes, children of non-elite families 
with no special relation to the royal family 
were also brought up in the Kap. It is not 
clear how they came to be in the Kap, but 
they were said to be adopted by the king. 
We do not know what factors caused a 
king to pick the children who were to be 
educated in the royal palace.

Another group of children who were edu-

cated in the Egyptian royal palace – during 
the time of the New Kingdom (1550–1069 
BCE) – were children of local rulers, who 
were under the auspices of the ancient 
Egyptian king. By educating these foreign 
princes in the royal palace, the Egyptian 
crown secured the obedience of the next 
generation who would rule in their home-
lands with respect, and even sympathy, for 
the ways of Egyptian kingship and admin-
istration. Some scholars believe that these 
foreign princes were in the Kap together 
with Egyptian royal children, while others 
assume there was a second institution for 
these princes. 

The biblical story of Moshe’s adoption 
can be understood in the context of the 
Kap. In addition to Moshe, apparently 
there were other children – foreign and 
local – who were brought up in Pharaoh’s 
court and were effectively adopted by the 
palace. These children were likely to take 
on Egyptian practices in their mannerisms 
and dress. Thus, the education of Moshe 
in the Kap and his full Egyptianization in 
his early years would explain why, later 
in the biblical story, the priest of Midian’s 
daughters identifies Moshe as “an Egyptian 
man” (Ex. 2:19). ■ RSH

י

יא

2:10  The name “Moshe”

The biblical text provides us with an ex-
plicit explanation for the name of Moshe: 
The Egyptian princess states, “Because I 
drew him out of the water.”  The Hebrew 
for “drew him out” is meshitihu, which has 
the same root in Hebrew as Moshe.

However, it is unlikely that an Egyptian 
princess would have spoken Hebrew; she 
would instead have given her adopted 
child an Egyptian name.

The name Moshe in Egyptian is derived 
from the root m s i meaning "to bear," "to 
give birth," or "to create." The root’s form 
mose commonly is used in Egyptian the-
ophoric names – those that have a divine 
name component, combining the name 
of the deity with mose, meaning (in this 
form) “the son of”: Amenmose – the son 
of [the god] Amun; Ramose – the son of 
[the god] Re; Ahmose – the son of [the 
moon god] Iah; and Thutmose – the son 
of [the god] Thot. Thutmose is one of the 
two most common royal names in the 
Eighteenth Dynasty. 

A cartouche is an oval frame around a hi-
eroglyphic representation of a monarch’s 
name. Inside Thutmose III's cartouche, 
there is an ibis depicting the god Thot, 
which forms part of the compound Thut-
mose.

When it stands on its own, the word mose 
means son. A parallel example in mod-
ern Hebrew is the name Ben, meaning 
son – as in Binyamin (Benjamin), son of 
the right (hand). As Moshe was raised in an 
Egyptian environment, it is possible that 
mose in ancient Egyptian would be how 
his name was understood in the court in 
Egypt. ■ RSH

Tutor and 
princess
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י  רִ֖ אִישׁ־עִבְְְ ֥ה  מַכֶּ י  רִ֔ מִצְְְ ישׁ  אִ֣ א֙  וַיַּרְְְ ם  לתָֹ֑ סִבְְְ בְְּ א  רְְְ וַיַּ֖ יו   אֶל־אֶחָ֔

י  רִ֔ צְְְ אֶת־־־הַמִּ וַיַּךְְְ֙  ישׁ  אִ֑ ין  אֵ֣ י  ֣ כִּ א  רְְְ וַיַּ֖ וָכֹ֔ה  כֹּה֙  וַיִּפֶ֤ן  יו׃  אֶחָֽ  מֵֽ

ים  רִ֖ עִבְְְ ים  ֥ נֵיֽ־אֲנָשִׁ שְְׁ ה֛  הִנֵּ וְְ י  נִ֔ ֵ הַשּׁ יּ֣וֹם  בַּ וַיֵּצֵא֙  חֽוֹל׃  בַּ נֵה֖וּ  מְְ וַֽיִּטְְְ

ישׁ  אִ֨ לְְ ךָ֞  מְְ ֽ שָׂ י  מִ֣ יּ֠אֹמֶר  וַ֠ ךָ׃  רֵעֶֽ ֖ה  תַכֶּ ה  מָּ לָ֥ ע  רָשָׁ֔ לָֽ וַיֹּ֙אמֶר֙  ים  ֑  נִצִּ

אֶת־־־ תָּ  גְְְ הָרַ֖ ר  ֥ אֲשֶׁ ֽ כַּ ר  אֹמֵ֔ ה  ֣ אַתָּ נִי֙  גֵ֙ רְְְ הָָ לְְ הַֽ ינוּ  עָלֵ֔ שׁפֵֹט֙  וְְ ר  ֤  שַׂ

עֹה֙  רְְְ פַּ מַ֤ע  וַיִּשְְְׁ ר׃  בָֽ הַדָּ ע  נוֹדַ֥ אָכֵ֖ן  ר  וַיֹּאמַ֔ ה֙  משֶֹׁ א  וַיִּירָ֤ י  רִ֑ צְְְ  הַמִּ

נֵי֣  מִפְְּ ה֙  מֹשֶׁ ח  רַ֤ וַיִּבְְְ ה  ֑ אֶת־מֹשֶׁ הֲר֣גֹ  לַֽ שׁ  ֖ בַקֵּ וַיְְְ ה  הַזֶּ֔ ר  בָ֣  אֶת־הַדָּ

labor. And he noticed an Egyptian striking a Hebrew: one 
of his brothers. Looking this way and that and seeing no 
one, he struck down the Egyptian and hid his body in the 
sand. The next day he went out and saw two Hebrews 
fighting. He asked the guilty one, “Why are you striking 
your own neighbor?” The man said, “Who made you a ruler 
and judge over us? Do you intend to kill me as you killed the 
Egyptian?” Then Moshe was afraid; “Surely,” he thought, “the 
thing has become known.” Word reached Pharaoh and he 
sought to kill Moshe. But Moshe fled his presence and went 

יב

יג

יד
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2:15-16  Priests in other cultures

Moshe escaped to Midian – a region 
which, though it appears many times in 
the Tanakh, is not mentioned elsewhere 
in ancient Near Eastern literature.

Based on what appears in the Tanakh, 
the academic consensus is that Midian is 
located on the eastern side of the mod-
ern Gulf of Aqaba, in what is today Sau-
di Arabia, with its western border along 
150 miles of the east side of the Red Sea 
southeast of the city of Eilat. Because the 
story of the burning bush takes place in 
Midian (Ex. 3:2), and Moshe encountered 
the burning bush on Mount Sinai (Ex. 3:12), 
many scholars suggest that Midian is the 
region where Mount Sinai is located.

In a number of instances, Midian is men-
tioned in the Tanakh in connection with 
the countries of Moab and Edom (defeat-
ed by Edom in the “field of Moab” – Gen-
esis 36:35; as allies of Moab in Numbers 
22:4-7; as apparent allies to Edom in I Kings 
11:14-17), both located east and southeast 
of the Dead Sea.

The power of Midian was clearly felt by the 
Israelites during the period of the Judg-
es, as described in Judges 6 and 7, which 
document how Midian attacked the land 
and took the Israelites’ property and pro-
duce. The proximity of Midian to the land 
of Israel also can be deduced from Moshe’s 
request of his brother-in-law, Ĥovav, in 
Numbers 10:31: “Please do not leave us, 
inasmuch as you know where we should 
camp in the wilderness and can be our 
guide.” Clearly, Moshe believed that Ĥovav 
the Midianite knew the lay of the land and 
could provide valuable assistance to the 
Israelites during their journey.

In this verse in Exodus, we read how 
Moshe’s flight to Midian brought him in 
contact with the daughters of the priest of 
Midian – who is one of just three non-Is-
raelite priests mentioned in the Torah. 
The other two are Melchizedek, Priest of 
God Most High and King of Shalem (Gen. 
14:18); and Poti-phera, Priest of On – the 
priest whose daughter married Yosef (Gen. 
41:45).

While we do not have details about the 
role of priests specifically in the Midianite 
religion, we are familiar with the function 
of priests in other ancient Near Eastern 
societies. Generally, priests had two main 
functions: to be the personal servants 
of the deity in the temple – which was 
viewed as the palace of the god; and to 
inform the people what sacrifices to bring.

As servants of the god, the priests had to 
keep the temple purified or cleaned; per-
form sacrifices and libations, which were 
perceived to be the god’s food and drink; 
keep the temple well-lit and perfumed 
by means of candelabras and incense; 
and generally supervise all aspects of the 
deity’s “estate” – as ancient Near Eastern 
temples often had arable land under the 
authority of the priests. The priests were 
subject to a range of special purity laws 
and restrictions on their behavior, since 
they worked in the sphere of holiness 
and were expected to maintain a higher 
degree of sanctification than the rest of 
the people. Based on his upbringing in 
Pharaoh’s palace, Moshe would have been 
familiar with the polytheistic way of life in 
the home of the Midianite priest. ■ JU

Ushumgal, a priest of the god Shara
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בַע  ֣ יָן֖ שֶׁ ן מִדְְְ כהֵֹ֥ ר׃ וּלְְְ אֵֽ ב עַל־הַבְְּ וַיֵּשֶׁ֥ יָן֖  רֶץ־מִדְְְ אֶֽ ב בְְּ וַיֵּשֶׁ֥ עֹ֔ה  פַרְְְ

ק֖וֹת  הַשְְְׁ לְְ ים  הָטִ֔ רְְ אֶת־הָ֣ אנָה֙  מַלֶּ֙ וַתְְּ נָה  לֶ֗ דְְְ וַתִּ בֹ֣אנָה  וַתָּ נ֑וֹת   בָּ

קְְְ  וַיַּשְְְׁ֖ ן  עָ֔ וַיּ֣וֹשִׁ ה֙  ם משֶֹׁ וַיָּקָָ֤ וּם  רֲשׁ֑ גָֽ וַֽיְְְ ים  רֹעִ֖ הָֽ וַיָּבֹ֥אוּ  ן׃  צֹ֥אן אֲבִיהֶֽ

ן  ֥ תֶּ הַרְְְ וּעַ מִֽ ן וַיּ֕אֹמֶר מַדּ֛ ל אֲבִיהֶ֑ עוּאֵ֖ בֹ֕אנָה אֶל־־־־רְְ  אֶת־־־־צֹאנָםֽ׃ וַתָּ

ל֤הֹ  גַם־דָּ וְְ ים  רֹעִ֑ הָֽ מִיַּד֣  ילָ֖נוּ  הִצִּ י  רִ֔ מִצְְְ ישׁ  אִ֣ ןָ  רְְְ וַתֹּאמַ֕ הַיּֽוֹם׃  ֹא  בּ֖

זֶּה֙  ה  לָמָּ֤ אַיּ֑וֹ  וְְ יו  נֹתָ֖ אֶל־בְְּ וַיֹּ֥אמֶר  ֹאן׃  אֶת־הַצּֽ קְְְ  וַיַּשְְְׁ֖ נוּ  לָ֔  דָלָה֙ 

to live in the land of Midian. There he sat down beside a well.  
The priest of Midian had seven daughters; they came to 
draw water and filled the troughs to water their father’s flock. 
Then the shepherds arrived and started to drive the young 
women away. But Moshe stood up to defend them, and then 
watered their flock. When the sisters returned to Reuel their 
father, he asked them, “How is it that you have come back 
so quickly today?” They said, “An Egyptian rescued us from 
the shepherds. He even drew water for us and watered the 
flock.” “Where is he?” he asked his daughters. “Why did you 
leave him there? Invite him in to have something to eat.” 

2:16  Women drawing water

Women drawing water – a menial task – is 
mentioned here and is also described in 
detail in the story of Rivka (Gen. 24:11, 13, 
43-46), as well as in I Samuel 9:11 and Na-
hum 3:14. In ancient times, wells required 
significant labor to build and were often 
a shared resource. Meetings took place 
while drawing water at wells; stories with 
this setting are also mentioned in other 
ancient Near Eastern cultures. For exam-
ple, drawing water at a well is mentioned 
three times in the Ugaritic Kirta Epic (1.14.
iii.9) which describes how “the women 
drawing water will flee from the spring, 
from the fountain the women filling 
[jugs].”  ■ JU
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Moshe drawing water for the daughters of the priest of Midian, Botticelli, Sistine Chapel
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בֶת  ֣ לָשֶׁ ה  ֖ וַיּ֥וֹאֶל משֶֹׁ לָֽחֶם׃  י֥אֹכַל  וְְ ל֖וֹ  ן  אֶ֥ קִרְְְ ישׁ  ן אֶת־הָאִ֔ ֣ תֶּ  עֲזַבְְְ

א אֶת־ רָ֥ ן וַיִּקְְְ לֶד בֵּ֔ ֣ ה׃ וַתֵּ ֽ משֶֹׁ וֹ לְְ ה בִתּ֖ ן אֶת־צִפֹּרָ֥ ֛ ישׁ וַיִּתֵּ  אֶת־הָאִ֑

רִיָּהֽ׃ כְְְ רֶץ נָָ אֶ֖ יתִי בְְּ ר֣ הָיִ֔ ר גֵּ י אָמַ֔ ֣ ֹם כִּ שׁ֑ ֽרְְ מ֖וֹ גֵּ שְְׁ

נֵיֽ־־־ בְְ ח֧וּ  נְְ וַיֵּאָֽ יִם  רַ֔ מִצְְְ לֶךְְְ  מֶ֣ ת֙  מָָ וַיָּ֙ ם  הָהֵ֗ ים  רַבִּ֜ הָֽ ים  בַיָּמִ֨ הִי֩  וַיְְְ

מִן־־־־ ים  אֱלהִֹ֖ אֶל־־־־הָֽ ם  עָתָ֛ וְְְ שַׁ עַל  ֧ וַתַּ עָ֑קוּ  וַיִּזְְְ ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ מִן־־־־הָֽ ל  רָאֵ֛  יִשְְְׂ

אֶת־־־ אֱלהִֹים֙  ֹר  כּ֤ וַיִּזְְְ ם  אֶת־־־נַֽאֲקָתָ֑ ים  אֱלהִֹ֖ ע  מַ֥ וַיִּשְְְׁ ה׃  עֲבֹדָֽ  הָֽ

Moshe accepted an invitation to stay with the man, and he 
gave Moshe his daughter Tzippora in marriage. She gave 
birth to a son, and Moshe named him Gershom, saying, “I 
have been a stranger in an alien land.”
Years passed, and the king of Egypt died. The Israelites 
sighed in their enslavement and cried out, and from their 
servitude their plea for help rose up to God. And God 
heard their groaning, and remembered His covenant with 

כא

כב

כג

כד

2:23  Death of the king

In ancient Egypt, the king was identified 
with Horus, the falcon god. He was con-
sidered to be a descendant of the creator 
god, and was believed to mediate be-
tween humanity and the divine realm. 
Whoever had contact with the king was 
considered to have been in touch with a 
god. Moreover, monuments were built in 
his honor, and as a god his cult was per-
formed daily.

The king was at the center of every avenue 
of ancient Egyptian life: economy, law, re-
ligion, and all other aspects of existence. 
The Egyptians believed that – just like the 
sun, which rises every day – there must 
never be a morning in which, as stated in 
the Egyptian language, the king does not 
“rise on his throne.”

Ideally, kingship passed from a father to 
his eldest son, when the son was a young 

adult capable of ruling the country. In this 
way, dynastic order was kept and the dy-
nasty continued. 

If there was no clear heir to the throne, the 
death of a king could mark the beginning 
of political turmoil. To prevent instability, 
kings appointed their heirs in their life-
time and made them co-regents. A young 
crown prince ruled together with the elder 
king learning how to rule and becoming 
acquainted with the secrets of govern-
ment. When the old king died, the prince 
became king, with a smooth transition to 
the new monarch.

The most traumatic event in Egyptian 
political life was the assassination of the 
king. This was a rare event – the result of 
a conspiracy against the king and his dy-
nasty. A successful assassination meant 
a change of dynasty. However, a change 
of dynasty was not always the result of 
violence; when a king lacked an heir, he 
appointed someone from outside of his 
family to become the next king. 

Aside from violence, instability could result 
from having a very young crown prince, 

who was not able to rule the country. In 
this case, a regent was appointed, normal-
ly an older relative, who ran the country 
in the young king’s name. The regent also 
guarded the throne from potential usurp-
ers and maintained the position until the 
young king was old enough to rule on his 
own.

Because of the paramount role of the king 
in ancient Egyptian culture and political 
life, the death of a king was a significant 
event for the empire, raising fears about 
instability and change. ■ RSH

Richly ornamented corridor to the 
burial chamber of Ramesses V (1150-
1145 BCE) and Ramesses VI (1145-1137 
BCE), Egypt, Valley of the Kings, Luxor
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כה

א

ב

ג

ד

ה

Avraham, with Yitzḥak, and with Yaakov. God saw the 
Israelites, and God knew.      One day Moshe was 
tending the flock of his father-in-law Yitro, priest of Midian. 
He led the flock to the far side of the wilderness and came 
to Ḥorev, the mountain of God. Then an angel of the Lord 
appeared to him in flames of fire from the midst of a bush – 
and he saw – the bush was ablaze with fire but was not 
consumed. Moshe said, “I must turn aside to see this wonder. 
Why does the bush not burn up?” The Lord saw that he 
had turned aside to look, and God called to him from within 
the bush: “Moshe, Moshe.” He answered, “Here I am.” Then 
God said, “Do not come close. Remove the shoes from 

3

ים  אֱלהִֹ֖ א  רְְְ וַיַּ֥ ת־־־יַעֲֽקֹֽב׃  אֶֽ וְְ ק  חָ֥ אֶת־־־יִצְְְ ם  רָהָ֖ אֶת־־־אַבְְְ רִית֔וֹ   בְְּ

רֹעֶ֛ה  הָיָה֥  ה  ים׃     וּמשֶֹׁ֗ אֱלהִֹֽ וַיֵּדַ֖ע  ל  רָאֵ֑ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣   אֶת־־־בְְּ

ר  בָּ֔ דְְְ ר הַמִּ הַ֤ג אֶת־הַצֹּאן֙ אַחַ֣ יָן֑ וַיִּנְְְ ן מִדְְְ נ֖וֹ כּהֵֹ֣ ר֥וֹ חֹֽתְְ אֶת־צֹ֛אן יִתְְְ

ת־ לַבַּ יו בְְּ ךְְְ יהו֥ה אֵלָ֛ אַ֨ א מַלְְְ יֵּרָ֠ בָה׃ וַ֠ ים חֹרֵֽ אֱלהִֹ֖ ר הָֽ  וַיָּבֹ֛א אֶל־הַ֥

אֵינֶנּ֥וּ  נֶה֖  הַסְְּ וְְ שׁ  אֵ֔ בָּ ר  בּעֵֹ֣ נֶה֙  הַסְְּ ה֤  הִנֵּ וְְ א  רְְְ וַיַּ֗ נֶה֑  הַסְְּ וֹךְְְ  מִתּ֣ שׁ   אֵ֖

דֹ֖ל  הַגָּ ה  אֶ֥ רְְְ אֶת־־־הַמַּ ה  אֶ֔ אֶרְְְ וְְ א֣  רָה־־־נָּ אָסֻֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ וַיֹּ֣אמֶר  ֽל׃   אֻכָּ

רָא֩  א֑וֹת וַיִּקְְְ ר לִרְְְ י סָ֣ ֣ א יהו֖ה כִּ רְְְ נֶהֽ׃ וַיַּ֥ ר הַסְְּ עַ֥ וּעַ לֽאֹ־יִבְְְ הַזֶּה֑ מַדּ֖

נִֽי׃  הִנֵּ וַיֹּ֥אמֶר  ה  ֖ מֹשֶׁ ה  ֥ מֹשֶׁ וַיֹּ֛אמֶר  ה  נֶ֗ הַסְְּ וֹךְְְ  מִתּ֣ ים  אֱלהִֹ֜ יו   אֵלָ֨

ק֗וֹם  הַמָּ י  ֣ כִּ יךָ  לֶ֔ רַגְְְ מֵעַ֣ל  יךָ֙  עָלֶ֙ ל־־נְְ ֽ שַׁ הֲל֑םֹ  ב  רַ֣ קְְְ אַל־־תִּ וַיֹּ֖אמֶר 

ג רביעי

3:2  Seneh – the burning bush 

The traditional commentaries unani-
mously identify the seneh, or thorn-bush, 
as what is now called the holy bramble, 
Rubus sanguineus – a bush that grows 
in proximity to springs and streams. This 
identification fits well with the descrip-
tion of the region where Moshe saw this 
thorn-bush, the area of Mount of Sinai. 
Later in Exodus the Torah specifically men-
tions water sources at the feet of Mount 
Sinai (32:20; Deut. 9:21). Some academics 
identify Sinai with Sin, the Mesopotamian 
moon god, who was also worshipped in 
the southern part of Arabia. ■ ZA

3:5  Holy ground

The “holy ground” – admat kodesh – de-
scribed here represents the place of divine 
revelation (Joshua 5:15 uses similar phras-
ing). In the only other appearance of this 
phrase in the Tanakh outside of our verse, 
in the much later verse of Zechariah 2:16, 
the words seem to refer to the entire land 
of Judah. 

The concept of a space that is holy was 
common throughout the ancient Near 
East, where any place in which a god was 
believed to be present was deemed holy. 
This was particularly the case in reference 
to what was believed to be a god’s “house,” 
that is, a temple. In fact, the Akkadian qud-
dushu, from the same root as that of the 
Hebrew kodesh and mikdash, “temple,” is 
used when referring to temples such as 
those of Ishtar and Anu in Mesopotamia. 

With this in mind, we can understand that, 
upon hearing God’s description of the area 

as “holy ground,” Moshe would have un-
derstood this to be an indication of God’s 
presence. 

Furthermore, that the encounter with the 
Divine Presence took place on a moun-
tain - Ĥorev – would have made sense to 
Moshe for the concept of a divinity dwell-

ing on a mountain existed in the Near 
East at that time. For example, in Ugaritic 
myths, the home of Baal or Hadad is at 
Mount Zaphon, apparently at the mouth 
of the Orontes River near modern-day Tur-
key. Similarly, Ugaritic literature refers to 
Mount Hamon as the abode of the god El, 
who also resided in a tent. ■ JU

The plain of el-Raha, beneath Jebel Musa (mountain of Moshe), possible location of Mount Sinai
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your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground. “I,” 
He said, “am the God of your father, the God of Avraham, 
the God of Yitzḥak, and the God of Yaakov.” Then Moshe 
hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. The Lord 
continued, “I have seen My people’s suffering in Egypt; I 
have heard them cry out amid their oppressors; I know their 
anguish. So I have come to rescue them from the hand of the 
Egyptians and bring them up from that land to one that is 
good, spacious, a land flowing with milk and honey, the place 

י  נֹכִי֙ אֱלהֵֹ֣ מַת־קֹ֖דֶשׁ הֽוּא׃ וַיּ֗אֹמֶר אָֽ יו אַדְְְ ד עָלָ֔ ה֙ עוֹמֵ֣ ֤ר אַתָּ אֲשֶׁ

ה֙  משֶֹׁ ר  ֤ תֵּ וַיַּסְְְ יַעֲֽק֑בֹ  י  וֵֽאלהֵֹ֣ ק  חָ֖ יִצְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֥ ם  רָהָ֛ אַבְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֧ יךָ   אָבִ֔

יתִי  רָאִ֛ רָא֥הֹ  יהו֔ה  וַיֹּ֣אמֶר  ים׃  אֱלהִֹֽ אֶל־הָֽ יט  ֖ הַבִּ מֵֽ א  יָרֵ֔ י  ֣ כִּ יו  נָ֔  פָּ

נֵי֣  מִפְְּ י֙  תִּ עְְְ מַ֙ שָׁ ם  אֶת־־־צַֽעֲקָתָ֤ וְְ יִם  רָ֑ מִצְְְ בְְּ ר  ֣ אֲשֶׁ י  ֖ עַמִּ נִ֥י   אֶת־־־עֳֳ

יִם  רַ֗ מִצְְְ מִיַּד֣  ׀  יל֣וֹ  הַצִּ לְְ ד  וָֽאֵרֵ֞ יו׃  אֹבָֽ אֶת־מַכְְְ י  תִּ עְְְ יָדַ֖ י  ֥ כִּ יו  שָׂ֔ גְְ  נֹֽ

רֶץ  ה אֶל־אֶ֛ חָבָ֔ וּרְְְ רֶץ טוֹבָה֙  רֶץ הַהִוא֒ אֶל־אֶ֤ עֲלתֹוֹ֮ מִן־הָאָ֣ הַֽ לְְְ  וּֽ

ו

ז

ח 3:6  Hiding his face

Moshe fled Egypt and became a shep-
herd – living and working with nomads. 
This was the lowest way of life that an 
Egyptian aristocrat could imagine. Yet, 
despite these deplorable conditions for 
an Egpytian aristocrat, Moshe underwent 
an incredible personal experience: he 
encountered God. And the moment he 
realized this, he hid his face, afraid to look 
toward God. But why did Moshe hide?

Perhaps the answer can be found in Egyp-
tian culture and religious ritual. Having 
been raised as part of the Egyptian aristoc-
racy, Moshe was likely to have been famil-
iar with the principals of ancient Egyptian 
religious ideas. One such principal was the 
exclusive nature of the Egyptian temple – 
and of the deity within it. 

In Egyptian temples, the innermost com-
partment was the holy of holies. This room 
had an elevated floor and low ceiling, and 
it was maintained in complete darkness. 
This was where the statue of the deity was 
kept. It was stored in a sealed cabinet, and 
no one but the High Priest was allowed to 
open the cabinet and touch it – or even 
to enter the holy of holies. On religious 
festivals, when the statue was taken out 
on a boat, it was kept in a cabinet with a 
curtain so no one could look at the stat-
ue. Thus, the god was protected from the 
people, and at the same time the people 
were protected from the physical damage 
that might befall them if they had seen 
the god.

Against this background, it 
might have been only natural 
for Moshe, with his Egyptian 
background, to cover his face 
before God. Egyptians were in 
awe and feared their gods, and 
it would have been his instinc-
tive reaction to hide as soon as 
he realized he was encounter-
ing the Divine. ■ RSH

3:8,17  Egyptian view of Canaan

Like many other ancient civilizations, an-
cient Egypt was highly ethnocentric. The 
Egyptians believed their country was the 
only place worth living. Even their belief 
in the ideal existence of the afterlife was 
viewed as a mirror reflection of life in the 
Nile Valley.

Until the start of the New Kingdom (1550 
BCE), the Egyptians viewed the neighbor-
ing peoples that surrounded Egypt as part 
of a chaotic realm, threatening what they 
called “the creation” – a term they used 
only in referring to Egypt. 

Canaan, in contrast – according to ancient 
Egyptian wisdom literature – was short of 
water, bare of trees, mountainous, and dif-
ficult to pass. This was the reason, accord-
ing to the Egyptian old king addressing 
his son King Merikare’ (late 21st century 
BCE), that people who dwelled in Canaan 
lived as nomads, wandering in permanent 
search of food – and always fighting. 

The ancient Egyptians viewed their own 
country as standing in complete contrast 
to these assumed traits of Canaan. For ex-
ample, Egypt enjoyed a steady and rich 
supply of water. The land in the Nile Valley 
was flat, the air was dry, and there was 
excellent visibility – allowing people to 
see great distances. The ancient Egyptian 
way of life was sedentary and agricultural, 
and they despised the nomadic lifestyle.

In verse 8, God tells Moshe that He will 
bring the Israelites to a good land, and in 
verse 17, He instructs Moshe to give that 
message to the elders when he returns 
to Egypt. Freed from slavery, the people 
would be led to a bountiful land, in con-
trast to the view of Canaan held by their 
Egyptian hosts. ■ Ed.

Amun-Re’s statue on a boat carried by priests. 
Karnak, the Red Chapel of Hatshepsut
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י  רִזִּ֔ הַפְְּ וְְ אֱמֹרִי֙  הָֽ וְְ י  חִתִּ֔ הַ֣ וְְ נַעֲֽנִי֙  כְְּ הַֽ ק֤וֹם  אֶל־מְְ בָ֑שׁ  וּדְְְ חָלָב֖  ת   זָבַ֥

גַם־ אָה אֵלָ֑י וְְ ֣ ל בָּ רָאֵ֖ נֵיֽ־יִשְְְׂ ת בְְּ ה֛ צַֽעֲקַ֥ ה הִנֵּ עַתָּ֕ י׃ וְְ בוּסִֽ הַיְְְ י וְְ ֖ חִוִּ הַֽ  וְְ

ה  כָ֔ לְְ ה  ֣ עַתָּ וְְ ם׃  אֹתָֽ ים  לֽחֲֹצִ֥ יִם  רַ֖ מִצְְְ ר  ֥ אֲשֶׁ חַץ  אֶת־־־הַלַּ֔ יתִי֙   רָאִ֙

יִם׃  רָֽ צְְְ מִמִּ ל  רָאֵ֖ נֵיֽ־יִשְְְׂ בְְ י  ֥ אֶת־עַמִּ הוֹצֵ֛א  וְְ ע֑הֹ  רְְְ אֶל־פַּ חֲךָ֖  לָֽ שְְְׁ אֶֽ  וְְ

י  כִ֥ וְְ ע֑הֹ  רְְְ אֶל־פַּ ךְְְ  אֵלֵ֖ י  ֥ כִּ כִי  אָנֹ֔ י  מִ֣ ים  אֱלהִֹ֔ אֶל־הָ֣ ה֙  מֹשֶׁ וַיֹּ֤אמֶר 

זֶה־ ךְְְ וְְ יֶה֣ עִמָּ֔ הְְְ י־אֶֽ יִם׃ וַיֹּ֙אמֶר֙ כִּ רָֽ צְְְ ל מִמִּ רָאֵ֖ נֵי֥ יִשְְְׂ יא אֶת־בְְּ  אוֹצִ֛

יִם  רַ֔ צְְְ מִמִּ אֶת־־־הָעָם֙  יאֲךָ֤  הוֹצִֽ בְְּ יךָ  ֑ תִּ לַחְְְ שְְׁ י  נֹכִ֖ אָֽ י  ֥ כִּ הָא֔וֹת  ךָ֣  לְְּ

אֶל־־־ ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ וַיּ֨אֹמֶר  הַזֶּהֽ׃  ר  הָהָ֥ עַ֖ל  ים  אֱלהִֹ֔ אֶת־־־הָ֣ דוּן֙  עַבְְְ ֽ  תַּ

י  ם אֱלהֵֹ֥ לָהֶ֔ י  ֣ תִּ מַרְְְ אָֽ וְְ רָאֵל֒  יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  בָא֮ אֶל־בְְּ י  נֹכִ֣ אָֽ ה  הִנֵּ֨ ים  אֱלהִֹ֗  הָֽ

ם׃  ר אֲלֵהֶֽ ה אֹמַ֖ מ֔וֹ מָ֥ ְְ י מַה־שּׁ רוּ־לִ֣ מְְ אָֽ נִי אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם וְְ לָחַ֣  אֲבֽוֹתֵיכֶ֖ם שְְׁ

הֹ תֹאמַר֙  יֶה֑ וַיּ֗אֹמֶר כּ֤ הְְְ ר אֶֽ ֣ יֶה֖ אֲשֶׁ הְְְ ה אֶֽ וַיֹּ֤אמֶר אֱלהִֹים֙ אֶל־משֶֹׁ֔

אֶל־ ים  אֱלהִֹ֜ ע֨וֹד  וַיּ֩אֹמֶר֩  אֲלֵיכֶֽם׃  נִי  לָחַ֥ שְְׁ יֶה֖  הְְְ אֶֽ ל  רָאֵ֔ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣   לִבְְְ

of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, 
and Jebusites. Now the cry of the Israelites has reached Me; 
I have seen the oppression the Egyptians subject them to. 
So go: I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring My people, 
the Israelites, out of Egypt.” But “Who am I,” said Moshe to 
God, “to go to Pharaoh, to bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
God replied, “I will be with you. Proof that I have sent you 
will come when, having brought the people out of Egypt, you 
come to serve God upon this mountain.” Moshe said to God, 
“When I go to the Israelites and tell them, ‘Your fathers’ God 
has sent me to you,’ they will ask me, ‘What is His name?’ 
What shall I say?” God replied to Moshe, “I will be what I 
will be.” He said, “This is what you shall tell the Israelites: I 
will be sent me to you.” Then God said to Moshe, “You shall 

ט

י

יא

יב
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3:14  I will be - Perception of Amun

When Moshe realized he was standing 
before God, he asked Him for His name 
(verse 13). God’s response in the next verse 
was somewhat mysterious and has been 

the subject of much interpretation: “God 
replied to Moshe: I will be what I will be.” 
Why did God respond to Moshe with an 
ambiguous answer to his question?

One finds something of a parallel in the 
ancient Egyptian god Amun whose name 
means, “The Hidden One.” Amun was the 
god of Thebes, modern-day Luxor, which 
was the capital of the New Kingdom 
(1550–1069 BCE). For internal political 
reasons, the Theban god Amun merged 
with the sun god Re. In this capacity he 
was known as Amun-Re. Throughout the 
period of the New Kingdom, Amun-Re 
was considered the most powerful god in 

Egypt and, as the city god of the capital, he 
was considered the god of the empire. As 
such, he was the sun god who created the 
world, humanity, and other gods. Many 
hymns were written in his honor. However, 
being “The Hidden One,” he was unknow-
able to humans and even to other gods.

Amun’s hidden nature provides a histor-
ical context to God’s response, here in 
this verse. While God’s mysterious answer 
does not reveal anything about His nature, 
the concept of a mysterious god might 
have been familiar to Moshe based on 
his Egyptian upbringing. Furthermore, an 

association with Amun was perhaps one 
way of explaining to the Israelites that God 
was all-powerful – greater than all other 
gods. ■ RSH

King Seti I 
before the 
god Amun, 
Abydos
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י  ם אֱלהֵֹ֨ אֲבֹֽתֵיכֶ֗ י  רָאֵל֒ יהו֞ה אֱלהֵֹ֣ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  הֹ תֹאמַר֮ אֶל־בְְּ כּ֣ ה  משֶֹׁ֗

י  מִ֣ ְְ זֶה־שּׁ אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם  נִי  לָחַ֣ שְְׁ יַעֲֽק֖בֹ  י  וֵֽאלהֵֹ֥ ק  חָ֛ יִצְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֥ ם  רָהָ֜ אַבְְְ

 ֤ תָּ מַרְְְ אָֽ ל וְְ רָאֵ֗ נֵי֣ יִשְְְׂ תָּ֞ אֶת־־־־זִקְְְ סַפְְְ אָֽ ךְְְ וְְ לֵ֣ ֹר׃ דֹ֥ר דּֽ י לְְ רִ֖ זֶה֥ זִכְְְ ם וְְ עֹלָ֔ לְְ

ם  רָהָ֛ אַבְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֧ י  אֵלַ֔ ה  אָ֣ נִרְְְ אֲבֹֽתֵיכֶם֙  אֱלהֵֹ֤י  יהו֞ה  אֲלֵהֶם֙ 

לָכֶ֖ם  וּי  עָשׂ֥ אֶת־הֶֽ וְְ ם  כֶ֔ אֶתְְְ י֙  תִּ דְְְ קַ֙ פָּ קֹ֤ד  פָּ לֵאמֹ֑ר  יַעֲֽק֖בֹ  וְְ ק  חָ֥ יִצְְְ

נַעֲֽנִי֙  כְְּ רֶץ הַֽ יִם֒ אֶל־־־־אֶ֤ רַ֒ נִי֣ מִצְְְ עֳֳ כֶם֮ מֵֽ עֲלֶ֣ה אֶתְְְ ר אַֽ יִם׃ וָֽאֹמַ֗ רָֽ מִצְְְ בְְּ

חָלָב֖  ת  זָבַ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־אֶ֛ י  בוּסִ֑ הַיְְְ וְְ י  ֖ חִוִּ הַֽ וְְ י  רִזִּ֔ הַפְְּ וְְ אֱמֹרִי֙  הָֽ וְְ י  חִתִּ֔ הַ֣ וְְ

לֶךְְְ  אֶל־־־מֶ֣ ל  רָאֵ֜ יִשְְְׂ י  נֵ֨ זִקְְְ וְְ ה֩  אַתָּ וּבָאתָ֡  ךָ  קֹלֶ֑ לְְ ע֖וּ  מְְ ֽ שָׁ וְְ שׁ׃  בָֽ וּדְְְ

ינוּ  עָלֵ֔ ה  רָ֣ נִקְְְ רִיִּים֙  עִבְְְ הָֽ אֱלהֵֹ֤י  יהו֞ה  אֵלָיו֙  ם  ֤ תֶּ וַֽאֲמַרְְְ יִם  רַ֗ מִצְְְ

יהו֥ה  לַֽ ה  חָ֖ בְְּ נִזְְְ וְְ ר  בָּ֔ דְְְ מִּ בַּ יָמִים֙  ת  ל֤שֶֹׁ שְְׁ רֶךְְְ  ֣ דֶּ א  לֲכָה־נָּ֞ נֵֽ ה  עַתָּ֗ וְְ

חמישי טז

יז

יח

3:18   Taking time off for worship

The modern site of Deir el-Medina is lo-
cated on the west bank of the Nile in the 
region of ancient Thebes (modern-day 
Luxor), near the Valley of the Kings. The 
village of Deir el-Medina was a settlement 
of artisans, employed by the crown, who 
built the royal tombs in the Valley of the 
Kings between the Eighteenth and the 
Twentieth Dynasties (1550–1080 BCE). 

The craftsmen were divided into two work 
gangs, each responsible for one side of the 
royal tomb, supervised by a foreman. They 
dug the tomb, plastered its walls, drew 
the scenes and the hieroglyphs, sculpted 
them, and finally painted the reliefs. This 
work required a high level of skill, which 
was difficult because light and fresh air 
were scarce. 

The foremen had to keep a record of work 
attendance and reported absences to the 
scribe; ostraca and papyri found at Deir 
el-Medina document absences of the roy-
al artisans. The most frequent reason for 
absence was illness. However, there were 
many other reasons for the workmen to 
have a day off: scorpion bites, mourning, 
drinking, a new baby, and fighting.

A workman could take a day off because 
he was “offering to his god” or participat-
ing in a religious ritual or holiday, often 
on weekends. The ancient Egyptian work 
week was ten days long. According to the 
Deir el-Medina records, the last two days 
of each week, and often the first day of the 
following week, were free. In this context, 
the Israelites’ request to go and worship 
their God for three days seems in perfect 
order with an Egyptian norm. ■ RSH

 The Tomb of Irynefer at Deir 
el-Medina, Luxor

say this to the Israelites: The Lord God of your fathers, 
the God of Avraham, the God of Yitzḥak, and the God of 
Yaakov, has sent me to you. This is My name forever, and this 
is how I will be remembered through the ages. “Go, gather 
the elders of Israel and tell them: The Lord God of your 
fathers appeared to me – the God of Avraham, Yitzḥak, and 
Yaakov – saying: I have watched over you and I have seen 
what is being inflicted upon you in Egypt. And I promise 
to bring you out of the misery of Egypt to the land of the 
Canaanites and Hittites, the Amorites and Perizzites, the 
Hivites and Jebusites, to a land flowing with milk and honey. 
“They will listen to you. Then you and the elders of Israel 
shall go to the king of Egypt and tell him, ‘The Lord God 
of the Hebrews has revealed Himself to us. Send us forth 
now for a three-day journey into the wilderness to sacrifice 
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to the Lord our God.’ But I know that even by a mighty 
hand the king of Egypt would not send you forth. So I will 
stretch out My hand and strike Egypt with all the wonders 
I will do there. After that, he will send you forth. And I will 
grant this people favor in the eyes of the Egyptians, so that 
when you leave, you will not leave empty-handed. Every 
woman shall ask her neighbor, ask any woman lodging with 
her, for objects of silver and gold, and clothing, and you 
shall put these on your sons and daughters, and despoil the 

הֲל֑ךְְְֹ  לַֽ יִם  רַ֖ מִצְְְ לֶךְְְ  מֶ֥ כֶ֛ם  אֶתְְְ ן  ֥ לֽאֹ־יִתֵּ י  כִּ֠ י  תִּ עְְְ יָדַ֔ וַֽאֲנִי֣  ינוּ׃   אֱלהֵֹֽ

כלֹ֙  בְְּ יִם  רַ֔ אֶת־מִצְְְ י  יתִ֣ הִכֵּ וְְ אֶת־יָדִי֙  י  ֤ תִּ לַחְְְ ֽ שָׁ וְְ ה׃  חֲזָקָֽ יָד֥  בְְּ ל֖אֹ  וְְ

י  ֛ נָתַֽתִּ כֶֽם׃ וְְ ֥ח אֶתְְְ לַּ שַׁ חֲרֵי־־־־כֵ֖ן יְְ אַֽ וֹ וְְ בּ֑ קִרְְְ ה בְְּ ֖ שֶׂ ר אֶעְְְ ֥ י אֲשֶׁ אֹתָ֔ לְְ  נִפְְְ

כ֖וּ  לְְ תֵֽ ל֥אֹ  לֵכ֔וּן  תֵֽ י  ֣ כִּ הָיָה֙  וְְ יִם  רָ֑ מִצְְְ עֵינֵי֣  בְְּ עָם־־־הַזֶּה֖  הָֽ ן   אֶת־־־חֵ֥

י  לֵ֥ וּכְְְ לֵי־כֶ֛סֶף  כְְּ הּ  יתָ֔ בֵּ ת  רַ֣ וּמִגָּ הּ֙  תָּ כֶנְְְ ְְ מִשּׁ ֤ה  ָ אִשּׁ ה  אֲלָ֨ ֽ שָׁ וְְ ם׃   רֵיקָֽ

אֶת־ ם  ֖ תֶּ לְְְ נִצַּ וְְ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ נֹ֣ עַל־בְְּ וְְ נֵיכֶם֙  עַל־בְְּ ם  תֶּ֗ מְְְ שַׂ וְְ מָל֑תֹ  וּשְְְׂ ב   זָהָ֖

יט

כ

כא

 Mighty hand and outstretched  3:19כב
arm

The Hebrew expressions of mighty hand 
and outstretched arm are familiar as the 
means by which God delivered the Israel-
ites from Egypt. Both expressions appear 
for the first time in the book of Exodus, 
and in the Tanakh they are used almost 
exclusively in the context of the Exodus. 
It becomes apparent later – in the book 
of Deuteronomy, where the two phrases 
appear together – that their meaning is 
very close, or even synonymous (see Deut. 
4:34, 5:15, 26:8). 

Egyptologist James Hoffmeier suggest-
ed that the terms mighty hand and out-
stretched arm in the Torah correspond 
to the Egyptian terms khepesh, meaning 
“arm” or “power,” and per-c (c in Egyptian 
is equivalent to the Hebrew letter ayin), 
meaning “one whose arm is extended.” In 
the Egyptian language, titles such as per-c 
that include the word khepesh are often 
used to describe the Egyptian king as a 
victorious war hero. 

According to Hoffmeier, both terms bear 
military meaning. The Exodus narrative 
portrays the battle between God and Pha-
raoh as a military combat in which God 
subdued Pharaoh using the same termi-
nology that the Egyptians used to describe 
their own power and conquests. Indeed, 
the Exodus narrative only uses the terms 
“mighty hand” and “outstretched arm” 
when referencing God or Pharaoh. 

In Egyptian, the word khepesh originally 
referred to the foreleg of an animal – espe-
cially the foreleg of cattle. Later it came to 
mean both arm and power – i.e., the arm 
was often used as a metaphor for power. 

Beginning with the Hyksos kings (1650–
1550 BCE) – but mainly in the time of the 
New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE) – khepesh 
was primarily used to describe the pow-
er of kings. The kings of the Eighteenth 

and Nineteenth Dynasties (1550–1186 
BCE) often bore titles which contained 
the word khepesh. For example, the king 
in battle scenes would be described as 
neb khepesh (Possessor of Arm/Strength), 
weser khepesh (Mighty of Arm) or ca 
khepesh (Great of Arm). In the Ramesside 
era (1295–1069 BCE), personal royal names 
were composed of the word khepesh and 
the name of a deity. Thus, three of the sons 
of King Ramesses II were named Amun-
Her-Khepeshef, meaning, “[The god] Amun 
is at his arm”; Montu-Her-Khepeshef, mean-
ing, “[The god] Montu is at his arm”; and 
Seth-Her Khepeshef, meaning “[The god)] 
Seth is at his arm.” The use of khepesh in 
royal titles and names reached its peak in 
the times of the New Kingdom. Later the 
use of khepesh declined. 

A synonym of the word khepesh was the 
word c ‘arm’. The king in the time of the 
New Kingdom was often described as per-c 
meaning one whose arm is extended – 
referring to a champion. Like the word 
khepesh, c ‘arm’  is often used as a metaphor 
for the royal power and ability to fight. 

As is the case in Hebrew, the words for 
arm and hand in Egyptian are often inter-
changeable. Thus, it is easy to understand 

how the Hebrew yad hazaka, (mighty 
hand) and zero’a netuya, (outstretched 
arm) are one and the same and corre-
spond to the Egyptian khepesh and per- c.

The Egyptian terms khepesh and per- c 
were, therefore, part of royal military ter-
minology of the New Kingdom, and the 
Hebrew terms for mighty hand and out-
stretched arm were based on these terms. 
They are used in the Tanakh almost exclu-
sively in the context of the Exodus narra-
tive. Moreover, they are used in the Tanakh 
only in reference to Pharaoh and God. It 
therefore seems that the book of Exodus 
specifically uses New Kingdom Egyptian 
royal military idioms to emphasize that 
God won the war against Pharaoh. ■ RSH

King’s fly wisk, with hieroglyphs of Neb 
Khepesh and Per-c, tomb of Tutankhamun, 
Valley of the Kings
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Egyptians.” But Moshe replied, “They will not believe me. 
They will not listen to me. They will say, ‘The Lord has 
not appeared to you.’” “What is that in your hand?” asked 
the Lord. “A staff,” he replied. “Throw it to the ground.” He 
threw it, and it turned into a snake; and Moshe fled back 

4

ע֖וּ  מְְ יִשְְְׁ ל֥אֹ  וְְ י  לִ֔ ינוּ  אֲמִ֣ לאֹ־־־יַֽ הֵן֙  וְְ וַיּ֔אֹמֶר  ה֙  מֹשֶׁ וַיַּעַ֤ן  יִם׃  רָֽ  מִצְְְ

יהו֖ה  יו  אֵלָ֛ וַיֹּ֧אמֶר  יהוֽה׃  יךָ  אֵלֶ֖ ה  אָ֥ לֽאֹ־־־נִרְְְ ר֔וּ  יֹֽאמְְ י  ֣ כִּ י  קֹלִ֑ בְְּ

לִכֵ֥הוּ  וַיַּשְְְׁ צָה  רְְְ אַ֔ לִיכֵ֣הוּ  הַשְְְׁ וַיֹּ֙אמֶר֙  ה׃  ֽ מַטֶּ וַיֹּ֖אמֶר  ךָ  יָדֶ֑ בְְ מז֣ה 

ד 

מַה־זֶּה֣

א

ב

ג

4:3-8  Competition with staffs and 
snakes

Moshe complains that no one is going to 
believe God Himself had spoken to him. To 
ease his anxiety, God demonstrates His su-
pernatural abilities. Turning Moshe’s staff 
into a snake and back into a staff – then 
causing leprosy on Moshe’s arm and heal-
ing it instantly – helps Moshe convince his 
people that God is with him.

Snakes and snake bites were a constant 
concern in Egypt. Snakes were feared and, 
consequently, magical spells and charms 
against their bites were common. Ancient 
Egyptian mythology and magic channeled 
the frightening traits of serpents as pro-
tection for the kings and gods. Thus, the 
Egyptian king had a cobra on his crown, 
so that the goddess represented by the 
cobra would spit fire and protect the king 
against his enemies. The sun god would 
have a cobra on his forehead, who was 
believed to protect him against his foes. 
A further protection for the sun god was 
formed by an encircling frame made of 
snake coils. In the image that accompa-
nies this article, Heka, the god of magic, is 
holding a snake as a staff.

In ancient Egyptian art, staffs and wands 
held by gods and magicians were often 
shaped as serpents. Interestingly, magic 
wands made of bronze – and, in some 

4

cases, made of gold – that were shaped as 
snakes, were found as part of magicians’ 
equipment. Moreover, as in the story of 
Aharon’s rod which turned into a croco-
dile and swallowed the magicians’ rods 
(Ex. 7:10–12), ancient Egyptian literature 
and magic give account of wax figurines 
of crocodiles which, on the magician’s or-
der, would transform into animated beings. 
These were believed to devour people or 
animals – on the magician’s order – and 
then turn back into inanimate objects. By 
turning Moshe’s staff into a serpent and 
then back into a staff, God used imagery 
that was familiar both to the Egyptians and 
to the Israelites, who had absorbed Egyp-
tian culture during their long sojourn there. 

God tells Moshe of a third supernatural 
deed: turning the Nile water into blood. 
This, however, was not performed by God 
at this stage. It was suggested to Moshe 
as a last resort – in case the people would 
not believe Moshe after his first two super-
natural demonstrations. The theme of the 
Nile water turning into blood was familiar 
in ancient Egyptian literature as an indica-
tion of the loss of Maat (see "Introduction 
to the plagues and the concept of Maat" 
on page 37) and the prevalence of chaos – 
an alarming sign that things were out of 
control. Again, God used familiar imagery 
to demonstrate that things were no longer 
as they used to be. New rules, His rules, 
were now operative. 

It is not surprising that none of these 
deeds, turning a staff into a snake and 
back, and turning the Nile water into 
blood, as a supernatural event, was ever 
documented as part of any historical 
event in ancient Egypt. Yet, both are well 
entrenched within the Egyptian cultural 
sphere and as such, were used by God to 
show his might and power over Egypt and 
its gods. ■ RSH

The sun barque, Amun-Re in the center with his two helpers
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from it. The Lord told Moshe, “Reach out your hand and 
take hold of its tail.” He reached out his hand and grasped 
it, and in his hand it turned back into a staff. “This is so that 
they will believe that the Lord God of their fathers, the 
God of Avraham, Yitzḥak, and Yaakov, appeared to you.” 
The Lord spoke to him again: “Put your hand inside your 
cloak.” He put his hand inside his cloak; when he took it out 
it was as white as snow. “Put it back inside your cloak,” He 
said. Moshe put his hand back inside his cloak and when 

ה  אֶל־משֶֹׁ֔ יהוה֙  וַיֹּ֤אמֶר  נָיֽו׃  מִפָּ ה  ֖ משֶֹׁ ס  וַיָּ֥נָָ שׁ  נָחָ֑ לְְ י  הִ֣ וַיְְְ צָה  רְְְ  אַ֖

וֹ׃  כַפּֽ ה בְְּ ֖ מַטֶּ י לְְ הִ֥ וֹ וַיְְְ חֲזֶק־בּ֔ לַח֤ יָדוֹ֙ וַיַּֽ נָב֑וֹ וַיִּשְְְׁ זְְְ ךָ֔ וֶֽאֱח֖זֹ בִּ לַח֙ יָדְְֽ  שְְׁ

י  אֱלהֵֹ֧ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ י  אֱלהֵֹ֣ יהו֖ה  יךָ  אֵלֶ֛ ה  אָ֥ י־־־נִרְְְ ֽ כִּ ינוּ  אֲמִ֔ יַֽ עַן  מַ֣ לְְ

בֵא־ י יַעֲֽקֽבֹ׃ וַיּ֩אֹמֶר֩ יהו֨ה ל֜וֹ ע֗וֹד הָֽ ק וֵֽאלהֵֹ֥ חָ֖ י יִצְְְ ם אֱלהֵֹ֥ רָהָ֛  אַבְְְ

עַת  צֹרַ֥ מְְ יָד֖וֹ  ה֥  הִנֵּ וְְ הּ  וַיּ֣וֹצִאָ֔ חֵיק֑וֹ  בְְּ יָד֖וֹ  א  וַיָּבֵ֥ ךָ  חֵיקֶ֔ בְְּ ךָ֙  יָדְְֽ נָא֤ 

ב יָד֖וֹ אֶל־־־־חֵיק֑וֹ וַיּֽוֹצִאָהּ֙  ךָ וַיָּשֶׁ֥ ךָ֙ אלֶ־־־־חֵיקֶ֔ ֤ב יָדְְֽ לֶג׃ וַיּ֗אֹמֶר הָשֵׁ ֽ ָ שּׁ כַּ

ד

ה

ו

ז

4:4-5  Moshe took the snake by the 
tail

Ancient Egyptians revered and feared 
snakes. The land of the Nile is home to at 
least eleven kinds of venomous snakes, as 
well as many other nonvenomous species. 

Snakes played a significant role in ancient 
Egyptian art and religion. The cobra, one of 
the most dangerous snakes in Egypt, was 
considered guardian of the king. A stylized 
cobra called a uraeus is often placed on 
the forehead of a royal statue, symbolizing 
a protective female divine element and 
representing Lower Egypt.

The safest way to pick up a venomous 
snake is by the head, not the tail. When 
attempting to catch a snake, a handler will 
use a stick to immobilize the head before 
grabbing the snake by the tail, triggering 
a panic response that makes the serpent 
unable to strike.

The Torah is therefore making a point 
when it relates the fact that Moshe picks 
up the snake by his tail. The next verse 
states: “This is so that they will believe that 
the LORD … appeared to you.” The act of 
picking up the snake by the tail without 
immobilizing the head is meant to prove 
the power and protection of God. ■ IBZ

A relief of a 
cobra on a 
basket

4:6  Tzara’at is not leprosy

No evidence has been established for the 
existence of leprosy, also known as Han-
sen’s disease, in biblical times in the land of 

Israel. Therefore, the term tzara’at – which 
appears here as well as in other verses in 
the Tanakh, and which generally is trans-
lated as leprosy – actually refers to a skin 
disease or a fungus.

Tzara’at is also mentioned in Leviticus 13: 
47–59 and 14:34–37, where it is described 
as sometimes appearing on clothing and 
buildings. This would imply that it is a kind 
of fungus. ■ JU
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he took it out the skin color had returned. “If they do not 
believe you and are not persuaded by the first sign, they will 
believe the evidence of the second sign. And if they do not 
believe either of these signs, and will not listen to you, then 
take some water from the Nile and spill it on the ground. 
The water you take from the Nile will become blood on the 
ground.” Then Moshe said to the Lord, “Please, my Lord, 
I am not a man of words; I was not yesterday, nor the day 
before, and still I am not since You spoke to Your servant. I 
am slow of speech and tongue.” “Who gives man speech?” 
said the Lord to him. “Who makes people dumb or deaf? 
Who gives them sight or blindness? Is it not I, the Lord? 
Now go. I will help you speak and I will teach you what to 
say.” But, “Please, my Lord,” he said, “send someone else.” 
Then the Lord’s anger blazed against Moshe. “Have you not 
a brother, Aharon the Levite? He, I know, is able to speak. 

ל֣אֹ  וְְ ךְְְ  לָ֔ ינוּ  אֲמִ֣ יַֽ אִם־־־ל֣אֹ  הָיָה֙  וְְ רֽוֹ׃  שָׂ בְְְ כִּ בָה  ֖ ה־־־שָׁ הִנֵּ וְְ חֵיק֔וֹ  מֵֽ

חֲרֽוֹן׃  הָאַֽ הָאֹ֥ת  קֹ֖ל  לְְ ינוּ  אֱמִ֔ הֶֽ וְְ וֹן  רִאשׁ֑ הָֽ הָאֹ֣ת  קֹ֖ל  לְְ ע֔וּ  מְְ יִשְְְׁ

עוּן֙  מְְ יִשְְְׁ ל֤אֹ  וְְ ה  לֶּ הָאֵ֗ אֹת֜וֹת  הָֽ י  נֵ֨ לִשְְְׁ ם֩  גַּ ינוּ  אֲמִ֡ יַֽ אִם־ל֣אֹ  ה  הָיָ֡ וְְ

ר  ֣ יִם֙ אֲשֶׁ הָי֤וּ הַמַּ֙ ה וְְ ֑ שָׁ ֖ הַיַּבָּ תָּ פַכְְְ ֽ שָׁ אֹ֔ר וְְ י הַיְְְ ימֵ֣ תָּ֙ מִמֵּ לָֽקַחְְְ ךָ וְְ קֹלֶ֔ לְְ

אֶל־־־יהוה֮  ה  ֣ מֹשֶׁ וַיּ֨אֹמֶר  ת׃  שֶׁ ֽ יַּבָּ בַּ ם  דָ֖ לְְ הָי֥וּ  וְְ אֹ֔ר  מִן־־־הַיְְְ ח  ֣ קַּ תִּ

֛ם  גַּ ֹם  שׁ֔ לְְְ ִ מִשּׁ ֣ם  גַּ מוֹל֙  מִתְְּ ם֤  גַּ כִי  אָנֹ֗ ים  בָרִ֜ דְְּ ישׁ  אִ֨ לאֹ֩  אֲדֹנָי֒  י  ֣ בִּ

וַיּ֨אֹמֶר  כִי׃  אָנֹֽ וֹן  לָשׁ֖ ד  בַ֥ וּכְְְ ֛ה  בַד־פֶּ כְְ י  ֧ כִּ ךָ  ֑ דֶּ אֶל־עַבְְְ ךָ֖  רְְְ בֶּ דַּ ז  מֵאָ֥

א֥וֹ  שׁ  חֵרֵ֔ א֣וֹ  ם  אִלֵּ֔ וּם  י־יָשׂ֣ מִֽ א֚וֹ  לָֽאָדָם֒  ה֮  פֶּ ם  ֣ שָׂ י  מִ֣ יו  אֵלָ֗ יהו֜ה 

יךָ  יֶה֣ עִם־פִּ֔ נֹכִי֙ אֶהְְְ אָֽ ךְְְ וְְ ה לֵ֑ ֖ עַתָּ י יהוֽה׃ וְְ נֹכִ֖ ר֑ הֲל֥אֹ אָֽ חַ א֣וֹ עִוֵּ ֖ פִקֵּ

לָֽח׃  שְְְׁ יַד־תִּ לַח־נָא֖ בְְּ י אֲדנָֹי֑ שְְֽֽׁ ֣ ר׃ וַיֹּ֖אמֶר בִּ ֽ דַבֵּ ר תְְּ ֥ יךָ אֲשֶׁ הֽוֹרֵיתִ֖ וְְ

י  תִּ עְְְ יָדַ֕ י  וִ֔ הַלֵּ יךָ֙  אָחִ֙ הֲרֹ֤ן  אַֽ הֲל֨אֹ  וַיֹּ֙אמֶר֙  ה  משֶֹׁ֗ בְְּ יהו֜ה  ף  וַיִּֽחַר־אַ֨
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4:10   Slow of speech and tongue

What does Moshe mean by this com-
plaint? Literally, the Hebrew reads “heavy – 
khevad – of mouth and heavy of tongue.” 
And how does that differ from his state-
ment later (6:12) that he is, “of uncircum-
cised [aral] lips”? 

The roots kh b d, heavy, and ’a r l, uncir-
cumcised, are used elsewhere in Tanakh 
to express similar concepts. Both words 
indicate a physical inability to see or to 
hear or – in the case of Moshe – an inabil-
ity to speak.

For example, Isaiah 6:10 states, “make its 
[the people’s] ears heavy…lest it hears 
with its ears” while Jeremiah 6:10 reads, 
“their ear is uncircumcised so that they 
cannot pay heed.” Both verses convey the 
concept that a heavy or uncircumcised ear 
is unable to hear. Likewise, Genesis 48:10 
states that “Israel’s eyes were heavy with 
age; he could not see” – the concept of 
heaviness denoting that his physical sight 
was diminished.

In the Akkadian language, the cognate of 
kbd, kabiitu “heavy,” refers to the affliction 
of different parts of the body. A few Akka-
dian texts mention “his mouth is heavy,” 
which may relate to a speech defect. In 
Sumerian, in contrast, the word for “heavy” 
not only refers to physical disorders but 
also means speaking the Sumerian lan-
guage badly.

With this background, it seems plausible 
that, Moshe’s complaints of being literally 
“heavy of mouth” and “of uncircumcised 
lips,” are referring to a single problem: a 
physical speech impediment. And God 
responds unequivocally: “Who gives man 
speech?… Who makes people dumb or 
deaf? Who gives them sight or blindness?” 
(4:11). God is telling Moshe that his defect 
is no challenge for Him! As a divinely-ap-
pointed agent, Moshe’s achievements are 
not dependent upon natural ability – but 
rather, they depend on the words Moshe 
says and the deeds he does in fulfilling 
God’s command. ■ JU
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