
5780 – Exodus 13-17 - Beshalach (When he let them go) 
 
The Israelites leave Egypt. God deliberately leads them on a circuitous 
route. They come up against the Reed Sea. Pharaoh, having changed his 
mind about letting them go, pursues them with horses and chariots. The 
people come close to despair. Then, in one of the supreme miracles of 
history, the sea divides. The Israelites pass through and sing a momen-
tous song of faith and deliverance. But their troubles are not over. They 
lack drinkable water, and food. God sends both: oasis springs and then 
water from a rock, and manna from heaven. The parasha ends as it be-
gan, with the prospect of war, this time against the Amalekites. 

In the first of the following studies we look at Maimonides’1 view as to 
why God did not lead the people directly to the promised land. The sec-
ond analyzes a striking feature of the narrative of the division of the sea. 
The Torah tells the story two ways, one natural, the other supernatural, 
giving us two perspectives on the nature of the miraculous. The third 
explores a rabbinic debate about the way Moses and the Israelites sang 
the song at the sea—a debate that turns on four different views of the 
nature ofleadership. The fourth looks at the crossing of the sea as a turn-
ing point in the relationship between God and the people, from one in 
which God fights the people’s battles, to one in which He gives them the 
courage to fight their own. 
 
The Turning Point2 
 
The parasha of Beshallach is beautifully constructed. It begins with a bat-
tle; it ends with a battle; and in the middle is the great miracle, the turn-
ing point—the crossing of the Reed Sea. As so often in the Mosaic 
books, we are presented with a chiasmus, a literary structure of the form 
ABCBA, in which the end is a mirror image of the beginning, and the cli-
max is at the centre. 
 
1. Chiasmus—f., Gk. chiasma, two lines crossed, from chiazein, to mark with 

the Greek letter chi (X).3  
The Flood Narrative:  
a. Title: "These are the generations of Noah."  
b. Intro: Noah's righteousness and Noah's sons (6:9-10). 

 
1 Moses ben Maimon (1138–1204), commonly known as Maimonides and also re-

ferred to by the acronym Rambam (Rabbi Moses ben Maimon), was a medieval 
Sephardic Jewish philosopher who became one of the most prolific and influen-
tial Torah scholars of the Middle Ages. 

2 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Exodus, (Maggid Books & The 
Orthodox Union), pp. 115-123. 

3 Robert R. Gorelik, The Essentials, (Eshav Books), p. 47. 

A God resolves to destroy the corrupt race (6:11-13).  
B Noah builds an ark according to God's instructions (6:14-22).  

C The Lord commands the remnant to enter the ark (7:1-9).  
D The flood begins (7:10-16).  

E The flood prevails 150 days, and the mountains are 
covered (7:17-24).  
F God remembers Noah (8:1a).  

E1 The flood recedes 150 days, and the mountains are 
visible (8:1b-5).  

D1 The earth dries (8:6-14).  
C1 God commands the remnant to leave the ark (8:15-19).  

B1 Noah builds an altar (8:20).  
A1 The Lord resolves not to destroy humankind (8:21-22). 

 
Occupying the central role in Beshallach is the episode of the Reed Sea, 

which turns out to be a division in more than one sense. Literally, the wa-
ters are divided. But metaphorically the fate of the Israelites is also di-
vided: into a before and after. Before, they are still in Egyptian territory, 
still—that is to say—under the sway of Pharaoh. It is no accident that Phar-
aoh and his chariots pursue the Israelites to the very edge of their territory. 
Anywhere within Egypt Pharaoh rules; or at least, he believes he does. 

Once across the sea, however, the Israelites have traversed a 
boundary. They are now in no-man’s-land, the desert. Again it is no acci-
dent that here, where no king rules, they can experience with pristine 
clarity the sovereignty of God. Israel becomes the first—historically, the 
only—people to be ruled directly by God. The Reed Sea is what anthro-
pologist Victor Turner4 called “liminal space,” a boundary between two 
domains that must be traversed if one is to enter into a new mode of 
being(1)—in this case the boundary between human and divine rule. Once 
crossed, there is no going back. 

The symbolism of the Sea does not end there however. It reminds us 
of the ancient ceremony of covenant-making. The key verb of covenant is 
“to cut.” An animal, or several animals, were divided, and the parties to 
the covenant stood or sat between them. The division of things normal-
ly united or whole stood as symbol of the unification of entities (per-
sons, tribes, nations) previously divided. In this context a key passage is 
the covenant “cut” between God and Abraham in Genesis 15:  

So the Lord said to him, “Bring Me a heifer, a goat and a ram, each three 
years old, along with a dove and a young pigeon.” Abram brought all 

 
4 Victor Witter Turner (1920–1983) was a British cultural anthropologist best 

known for his work on symbols, rituals, and rites of passage. 



these to Him, cut them in two and arranged the halves opposite each 
other … As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and a 
thick and dreadful darkness came over him. Then the Lord said to him, 
“Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country 
not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred 
years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterwards 
they will come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your 
fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age. In the fourth genera-
tion your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites 
has not yet reached its full measure.” When the sun had set and dark-
ness had fallen, a smoking firepot with a blazing torch appeared and 
passed between the pieces. On that day the LORD made (literally “cut”) 
a covenant with Abram (Genesis 15:9-18) 

 
So at the Reed Sea the Israelites passed “between the pieces” (the waters, 
rather than the halves of animals) in a ratification of the covenant with 
Abraham. They passed from one domain to another, from being slaves—
avadim—to Pharaoh to becoming servants—avadim—to God. This surely 
is the meaning of the phrase, in the Song at the Sea:  

...until Your people pass by, O Lord, until the people You have ac-
quired pass by. (Exodus 15:16) 

 
The crossing of the sea is both an act of covenant-making and a transfer 
of possession. The Israelites are now God’s possession rather than 
Pharaoh’s. They have entered new territory, not just geographically but 
also existentially. What does this mean? What difference does it make? 
The answer is surprising, counter-intuitive. To understand it, we must 
compare the two battles, one before, the other after, the Sea. 

The first is marked by extreme passivity. Having let the Israelites go, 
the Egyptians then change their minds. Pharaoh decides to pursue them 
and assembles a force of six hundred chariots. We have to think our-
selves back to an age in which the horse-drawn chariot was the ultimate 
weapon of war. As we saw earlier, in biblical times, Egypt was famous for 
its horses. No other nation could rival them. This meant that they could 
out-manoeuvre any rival military force. Horses gave them speed, and 
chariots gave them protection. They were impregnable, and the sight of 
six hundred of them approaching would have been terrifying to a well-
drilled army, let alone an unruly, disorganised group of slaves. Predicta-
bly, the Israelites lose heart and blame Moses for bringing them out of 
Egypt to die in the wilderness. 

Moses’ reply is short and sharp:  
Moses answered the people, “Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will 
see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today. The Egyptians you 

see today you will never see again. The Lord will fight for you, but you 
must remain silent.” (Exodus 14:13-14) 

 
He says, in effect, do nothing. God will do it all. The sages, their ears ever 
attuned to nuance, detected four responses in Moses’ words:  

Our ancestors were divided into four groups at the Sea. One group 
said, “Let us throw ourselves into the sea.” Another said, “Let us go 
back to Egypt.” A third said, “Let us wage war against them.” A fourth 
said, “Let us cry out against them.” To the first, who said, “Let us 
throw ourselves into the sea,” Moses said, “Stand firm and you will see 
the deliverance the Lord will bring.” To the second, who said, “Let us 
go back to Egypt,” he said, “The Egyptians you see today you will nev-
er see again.” To the third, who said, “Let us wage war against them,” 
he said, “The Lord will fight for you.” To the fourth, who said, “Let us 
cry out against them,” he said, “you must remain silent.”(2) 

 
The battle against the Egyptians was a divine act, not a human one. 

Not so the Amalekites, a battle that was fought after the crossing. Here 
the battle is fought by the Israelites themselves:  

The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. Moses 
said to Joshua, “Choose some of our men and go out to fight the Ama-
lekites. Tomorrow I will stand on top of the hill with the staff of God 
in my hands.” So joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered, 
and Moses, Aaron and Hur went to the top of the hill. As long as Mo-
ses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, but whenever he 
lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning. When Moses’ hands 
grew tired, they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it. 
Aaron and Hur held his hands up—one on one side, one on the oth-
er—so that his hands remained steady till sunset. So Joshua overcame 
the Amalekite army with the sword. (Exodus 17:8-13) 

 
There is no hint here of a miracle. The Israelites fought; the Israelites 
won. The only hint of a supernatural presence is the reference to Moses’ 
hands. Somehow, they held the key to victory. When Moses lifted them, the 
Israelites prevailed. When he lowered them, the tide turned against them. 

Strangely, but significantly, the Mishna makes a comment on this pas-
sage. The Mishna is a law code. It is not a book of biblical interpretation. 
It is therefore very rare for a biblical exegesis to appear in the Mishna—
all the more so given its content. The sages, far from emphasising the 
supernatural factor in the battle against Amalek, went out of their way to 
minimise it:  

It is written, “As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were 
winning.” Now did the hands of Moses wage war or crush the enemy? 
Not so. The text signifies that so long as Israel turned their thoughts 



above and subjected their hearts to their Father in heaven they pre-
vailed, but otherwise they fell.(3) 

 
God, implies the Mishna, makes a difference not “out there” but “in here.” 
Moses’ hands did not perform a miracle. They merely pointed upwards. 
They directed the eyes, and thus the minds, of the Israelites to heaven. 
That gave them the courage, the inner strength, the hope and faith to 
prevail 

This transition—as we will see, it forms the underlying argument of 
the book of Exodus—is signalled in an extraordinarily subtle verse imme-
diately prior to the battle against Amalek. 

God had performed a miracle for the Israelites of the most majestic 
kind. For them, He had divided the waters of the sea—and for once, the 
Israelites believed. “The Israelites saw the great power that God had un-
leashed against Egypt, and the people were in awe of God. They believed 
in God and in His servant Moses” (Exodus 14:31). But the change of heart 
did not last. Three days later they were complaining about the water. 
Then they complained about the lack of food. Miracle follows miracle. 
The water is made drinkable. God sends manna from heaven. They move 
on to Rephidim, and again there is no water. Again the people complain. 
This time Moses comes close to despair. “What am I to do with these 
people?” he says to God, “They are almost ready to stone me” (17:4). God 
then sends water from a rock. But the memory of the Israelites’ ingrati-
tude remains. Moses incorporates it into a place name.  

And he called the place Massa [“testing”] and Meriba [“quarreling”] be-
cause the Israelites quarrelled and because they tested the Lord say-
ing, “Is the Lord among us (bekirbenu) or not?” (17:7) 

 
Immediately thereafter we read that “The Amalekites came and attacked 
the Israelites at Rephidim” (17:8). There is an obvious connection. The 
Israelites’ doubt is punished. Having protected them throughout, God 
gives them a glimpse of what life is like without his protection. They will 
be exposed to great dangers. This is on the surface of the narrative. 

However, beneath the surface is a surpassing irony. The Hebrew word 
bekirbenu can mean two things. It can mean “among us” (a spatial sense) 
but it can also mean “within us” (a psychological sense). The real meaning 
of the battle against Amalek, as understood by the Mishna, is that it 
showed the inner, psychological, spiritual and emotional dimension of 
the Divine Presence. The Israelites won not because God fought the bat-
tle for them, but because God gave them the strength to fight the bat-
tle for themselves. God was not “among” them but “within” them. That 
was the crucial change between before and after the crossing of the 
Reed Sea. 

One ofthe most remarkable features of Judaism—in this respect it is 
supreme among religious faiths—is its call to human responsibility. God 
wants us to fight our own battles. This is not abandonment. It does not 
mean—God forbid—that we are alone. God is with us whenever and 
wherever we are with Him. “Yea, though I walk through the Valley of the 
shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me” (Psalm 23:4). 
What it means is that God calls on us to exercise those qualities—
confidence, courage, choice, imagination, determination and will—which 
allow us to reach our full stature as beings in the image of God. 

The book of Exodus teaches this lesson in the form of three narra-
tives, of which the division of the Reed Sea is the first. The others are the 
epiphany of God at Mount Sinai and later in the Tabernacle, and the first 
and second tablets Moses brings down from the mountain. In all three 
cases we have a double narrative, a before and after. In each, the first 
is an act performed entirely by God—the drowning of the Egyptians, the 
revelation at Sinai, and the first tablets. The second involves a partner-
ship between God and human beings (the battle against the Amalekites, 
the construction of the Tabernacle, and the second tablets, carved by Mo-
ses and inscribed by God). The difference is immense. In the first of 
each pair of events, what is evident is the power of God and the pas-
sivity of man. In the second, what counts is the will of God internal-
ised by man. God is transformed from doer to teacher. In the process, 
human beings are transformed from dependency to interdependency. 

This is the astonishing message contained within a single Hebrew 
word, eved, which can mean either “servant” or “slave.” In Egypt, the Isra-
elites were Pharaoh’s avadim. Leaving Egypt they became God’s avadim. 
The difference, however, is no mere change of masters. The slave of a 
human being is one who lacks freedom. The servant of God is one who 
is called to freedom—a specific kind of freedom, namely one that re-
spects the freedom of others and the integrity of the created world (the 
difference, as seventeenth– and eighteenth–century writers used to put it, 
between liberty and licence, between freedom with and without responsi-
bility(4)). At the heart of the Hebrew Bible is a specrfic view of humanity, 
set out in the first chapters of Genesis. Human beings are not incurably 
evil, tainted by original sin. Nor are we inescapably good. Instead we are 
defined by the ability to choose. If we choose well we are “little lower 
than the angels” (Psalm 8:5). If we choose badly, we are worse than the 
beasts. We are not condemned to a perpetual condition of arrested devel-
opment in which we are utterly dependent on a parent figure, human or 
divine. Such a view fails to accord with the concept of parenthood as ar-
ticulated in the Hebrew Bible and the rabbinic literature. 

Genesis, which is about families, is a series of variations on the theme 
of human parents and children. Exodus, about the birth of a nation, is 



about a divine parent and his human children (God’s first command to 
Moses is, “Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is My 
firstborn son, and I told you, “Let My son go, so he may worship Me,” Ex-
odus 4:22). 

Neither parenthood nor childhood are—the Torah teaches—static condi-
tions. They are developmental. In its early years, a child really is depend-
ent. Without the attentiveness of a parent, it would not survive. But over 
the course of time, it develops those capacities that allow it to mature. Dur-
ing that period, a parent learns progressively to make space for the child to 
act on its own. This can be doubly heartbreaking. Not only does it involve 
letting go, which is always a form of bereavement. It also demands that a 
parent be strong and self-restrained enough to allow the child to walk, 
knowing that it will fall; to choose, knowing that it will make mistakes; to 
travel, knowing that it will take wrong paths and false turns. 

The “anger” of God, so often expressed in the Hebrew Bible, is actually 
not anger but anguish: the anguish of a parent who sees a child do wrong 
but knows that he or she may not intervene if the child is ever to grow, to 
learn, to mature, to change, to become responsible. 

That is the turning point marked by the battles before and after the 
division ofthe Sea. The opening and closing verses of Beshallah both con-
tain as their key word, milhama, “war.” The opening verse states:  

When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them on the road 
through the Philistine country, though that was shorter. For God said, 
“If they face war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt.” 
(13:17) 

 
The closing verse says.-  

The Lord will be at war against the Amalekites from generation to 
generation. (17:16) 

 
The difference between them is between the war God fights for us, and 
the war we fight for God. The first is miraculous, the second only meta-
phorically so. The war God fights changes nature, even to the point of 
dividing a sea. But the war we fight changes us—and that is something 
God cannot do for us. We can only do it for ourselves. As long as the Is-
raelites were totally dependent on God, they remained querulous (petu-
lant) and quarrelsome, in a state of arrested development. Only when 
they fought their own battles did they eventually—and painfully slowly—
begin to acknowledge God. 

A true parent is one who fights battles on our behalf when we are 
young and defenceless, but who, once we have matured, gives us the in-
ner strength to fight for ourselves. That is the difference between the war 
before and the war after the crossing ofthe Reed Sea.  

(1) Turner expounded his views in “Betwixt and Between; The Liminal Period in 
Rites de Passage,” in the The Forest of Symbols (Ithica, N.Y: Cornell University 
Press, 1967); “Liminality and Communities,” in The Ritual Process (Chicago: Al-
dine, 1969), and “Passages, Margins, and Poverty: Religious Symbols of Cim-
munitas,” in Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors (Ithica, N.Y: Cornell University 
Press, 1974). 

(2) Talmud Yerushalmi, Ta’anit 2:5. 
(3) Mishna, Rosh HaShana 3:8. 
(4) The distinction between liberty and licence was made by John Locke in the sec-

ond of his Two Treatises of Government (bk. 11, chap. 11, par. 6). See essay 
“The Covenant of Fate,” p. 83, for a similar statement by Edmund Burke. 

 
2. The crossing of the sea is both an act of covenant-making and a transfer 

of possession. The Israelites are now God’s possession rather than 
Pharaoh’s …   
a. Galatians 4:3-7 

7So you are no longer a slave, but God's child; and since you are 
his child, God has made you also an heir.  

b. Ephesians 2:19-22 
19Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but 
fellow citizens with God's people and also members of his 
household ... 

 
3. Moses’ reply is short and sharp:  

Moses answered the people, “Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will 
see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today … The Lord will fight 
for you, but you must remain silent.” (Exodus 14:13-14) 

 
He says, in effect, do nothing. God will do it all.  
a. Romans 6:20-23 

23For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Messiah Yeshua our Lord. 

 
4. The Israelites won not because God fought the battle for them, but be-

cause God gave them the strength to fight the battle for themselves.  
a. Matthew 5:13-16 

16In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they 
may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.  

b. Ephesians 2:8-10 (CJB) 
8For you have been delivered by grace through trusting, and even 
this is not your accomplishment but God's gift. 9You were not de-
livered by your own actions; therefore no one should boast. 10For 
we are of God's making, created in union with the Messiah Yeshua 
for a life of good actions already prepared by God for us to do. 
 
  



c. 2Corinthians 4:1-6 
4The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that 
they cannot see the light of the gospel that displays the glory of 
Messiah, who is the image of God. … 6For God, who said, "Let light 
shine out of darkness," made his light shine in our hearts to give 
us the light of the knowledge of God's glory displayed in the face of 
Messiah.  

d. 1Peter 2:13-17 
16Live as free people, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up 
for evil; live as God's slaves. 17Show proper respect to everyone, 
love the family of believers, fear God, honor the emperor. 

 
5. God was not “among” them but “within” them. That was the crucial 

change between before and after the crossing of the Reed Sea.  
a. Jeremiah 31:31-37 

33"This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel after 
that time," declares the LORD. "I will put my law in their minds 
and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be 
my people. … 36"Only if these decrees vanish from my sight," de-
clares the LORD, "will Israel ever cease being a nation before 
me." 37This is what the LORD says: "Only if the heavens above can 
be measured and the foundations of the earth below be searched 
out will I reject all the descendants of Israel because of all they 
have done," declares the LORD.  

b. Joel 2:28-29 
28"And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people.  
1) John 7:37-39 

39By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him 
were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been 
given, since Yeshua had not yet been glorified. 

 


