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With Shemot, the defining drama of the Jewish people begins. In exile, in 
Egypt, they multiply, until they are no longer a family but a nation. Phar-
aoh, fearing that they pose a threat to Egypt, enslaves them and orders 
their male children killed. Moses, an Israelite child adopted by Pharaoh’s 
daughter, is chosen by God to confront Pharaoh and lead the people to 
freedom. Reluctantly, Moses agrees, but his initial intervention only 
makes things worse, and on this tense note the parasha ends. 

The four studies that follow focus on the nature of moral courage at a 
time of crisis. The first is about the midwives, Shifra and Puah, who diso-
bey Pharaoh’s decree. The second is about Pharaoh’s daughter, who 
brings Moses up as her own child. The third is about Moses’ hesitations 
in accepting the role of leader. Which of his doubts were legitimate and 
which not? The fourth offers a radical interpretation of why Moses was 
“afraid to look at God.” On the surface, Shemot is about freedom, slavery 
and the fate of nations, but it is also about the power of individuals, driv-
en by justice or compassion, to defy tyrants and change the course of 
history. 
 
The Light at the Heart of Darkness1 
 
She is one of the most unexpected heroes of the Hebrew Bible. Without 
her, Moses might not have lived. The whole story of the exodus would 
have been different. Yet she was not an Israelite. She had nothing to 
gain, and everything to lose, by her courage. Yet she seems to have had 
no doubt, experienced no misgivings, made no hesitation. If it was Phar-
aoh who afflicted the children of Israel, it was another member of his 
own family who saved the decisive vestige of hope: Pharaoh’s daughter. 

Recall the context. Pharaoh had decreed death for everymale Israelite 
child. Yocheved, Amram’s wife, had a baby boy. For three months she was 
able to conceal his existence, but no longer. Fearing his certain death if 
she kept him, she set him afloat on the Nile in a basket, hoping against 
hope that someone might see him and take pity on him. This is what fol-
lows: 

Pharaoh’s daughter went to bathe in the Nile, while her maids walked 
along the Nile’s edge. She saw the box in the reeds and sent her slave-girl 
to fetch it. Opening it, she saw the boy. The child began to cry, and she 
had pity on it. “This is one of the Hebrew boys,” she said (2:6). 

Note the sequence. First she sees that it is a child and has pity on it. A 
natural, human, compassionate reaction. Only then does it dawn on her 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Exodus, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 25-28. 

who the child must be. Who else would abandon a child? She remembers 
her father’s decree against the Hebrews. Instantly the situation has 
changed. To save the baby would mean disobeying the royal command. 
That would be serious enough for an ordinary Egyptian, doubly so for a 
member of the royal family.(l)  
(1) “Seeing that she [Pharaoh’s daughter] wanted to save Moses, they [her hand-

maids] said to her, ‘Mistress, it is customary that when a king of flesh and 
blood issues a decree, even if the whole world does not fulfil it, at least his 
children and the members of his household fulfil it. Yet you transgress your fa-
ther’s decree!’” (Sota 12b) 

 
Nor is she alone when the event happens. Her maids are with her; her 

slave-girl is standing beside her. She must face the risk that one of them, 
in a fit of pique, or even mere gossip, will tell someone about it. Rumours 
flourish in royal courts. Yet she does not shift her ground. She does not 
tell one ofher servants to take the baby and hide it with a family far 
away. She has the courage of her compassion. She does not flinch. Now 
something extraordinary happens:  

The [child’s] sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and call a 
Hebrew woman to nurse the child for you?” “Go,” replied Pharaoh’s 
daughter. The young girl went and got the child’s own mother. “Take 
this child and nurse it,” said Pharaoh’s daughter. “I will pay you a fee.” 
The woman took the child and nursed it. (2-7-9) 

 
The simplicity with which this is narrated conceals the astonishing nature 
of this encounter. First, how does a child—not just a child, but a mem-
ber of a persecuted people—have the audacity to address a princess? 
There is no elaborate preamble, no “Your royal highness” or any other 
formality of the kind we are familar with elsewhere in biblical narrative. 
They seem to speak as equals. 

Equally pointed are the words left unsaid. “You know and I know” Mo-
ses’ sister implies, “who this child is; it is my baby brother.” She proposes 
a plan brilliant in its simplicity. If the real mother is able to keep the child 
in her home to nurse him, we both minimise the danger. You will not 
have to explain to the court how this child has suddenly appeared. 

We will be spared the risk of bringing him up: we can say the child is 
not a Hebrew, and that the mother is not the mother but only a nurse. 
Miriam’s ingenuity is matched by Pharaoh’s daughter’s instant agreement. 
She knows; she understands; she gives her consent. Then comes the final 
surprise:  

When the child matured, [his mother] brought him to Pharaoh’s 
daughter. She adopted him as her own son, and named him Moses. “1 
bore him from the water,” she said. (2:10) 

 



Pharaoh’s daughter did not simply have a moment’s compassion. She 
has not forgotten the child. Nor has the passage of time diminished her 
sense of responsibility. Not only does she remain committed to his wel-
fare; she adopts the riskiest of strategies. She will adopt him and bring 
him up as her own son.(2) This is courage of a high order. 

Yet the single most surprising detail comes in the last sentence. In the 
Torah, it is parents who give a child its name, and in the case of a special 
individual, God himself. It is God who gives the name Isaac to the first 
jewish child (Gen 17:19); God’s angel who gives Jacob the name Israel 
(Gen 32:28); God who changes the names of Abram and Sarai to Abraham 
(Gen 17:5) and Sarah (Gen 17:15). We have already encountered one adop-
tive name—Tzafenat Pa’neah—the name by which Joseph was known in 
Egypt (Gen 41:45); yet Joseph remains Joseph. How surpassingly strange 
that the hero of the exodus, greatest of all the prophets, should bear not 
the name Amram and Yocheved have undoubtedly used thus far, but the 
one given to him by his adoptive mother, an Egyptian princess. A midrash 
draws our attention to the fact:  

This is the reward for those who do kindness. Although Moses had 
many names, the only one by which he is known in the whole Torah is 
the one given to him by the daughter of Pharaoh. Even the Holy One, 
blessed be He, did not call him by any other name.(3) 

 
Indeed Moshe—Meses—is an Egyptian name, meaning “child,” as in Ram-
ses (which means child of Ra; Ra was the greatest ofthe Egyptian gods). 

Who then was Pharaoh’s daughter? Nowhere is she explicitly named. 
However the First Book of Chronicles (4:18) mentions a daughter of Phar-
aoh, named Bitya, and it was she the sages identified as the woman who 
saved Moses. The name Bitya (sometimes rendered as Batya) means “the 
daughter of God.” From this, the sages drew one of their most striking 
lessons: “The Holy One, blessed be He, said to her: ‘Moses was not 
your son, yet you called him your son. You are not My daughter, but I 
shall call you My daughter.”(4) They added that she was one of the few 
people (tradition enumerates nine) who were so righteous that they en-
tered paradise in their lifetime.(5) 

Instead of “Pharaoh’s daughter” read “Hitler’s daughter” or “Stalin’s 
daughter” and we see what is at stake. Tyranny cannot destroy humanity. 
Moral courage can sometimes be found in the heart of darkness. That the 
Torah itself tells the story the way it does has enormous implications. It 
means that when it comes to people, we must never generalize, never 
stereotype. The Egyptians were not all evil: even from Pharaoh himself a 
heroine was born. Nothing could signal more powerfully that the Torah 
is not an ethnocentric text; that we must recognize virtue wherever we 
find it, even among our enemies;  and that the basic core of human val-

ues—humanity, compassion, courage—is truly universal. Holiness may 
not be; goodness is. 

Outside Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Memorial in Jerusalem, is an ave-
nue dedicated to righteous gentiles. Pharaoh’s daughter is a supreme 
symbol of what they did and what they were. I, for one, am profoundly 
moved by that encounter on the banks of the Nile between an Egyptian 
princess and a young Israelite child, Moses’ sister Miriam. The contrast 
between them—in terms of age, culture, status and power—could not be 
greater. Yet their deep humanity bridges all the differences, all the dis-
tance. Two heroines. May they inspire us.  
(2) On the adoption of a foundling in the ancient world, see Nahum Sarna, Explor-

ing Exodus (New York: Schocken, 1986), 31-32.  
(3) Shemot Raba 1:26 
(4) Vayikra Raba 1:3 
(5) Derekh Etretz Zuta 1. 
 
1. (Pharaoh’s daughter) is one of the most unexpected heroes of the He-

brew Bible. Without her, Moses might not have lived. The whole story 
of the exodus would have been different. Yet she was not an Israelite. 
She had nothing to gain, and everything to lose, by her courage.  
a. This is also true of the four women mentioned in the genealogy of 

Yeshua (Matthew 1:1ff).   
1) Tamar (1:3)—The daughter-in-law of Judah, who played the har-

lot and bore twins to her father-in-law (Gen. 38:1ff).  
2) Rahab (1:5)—A prostitute (or innkeeper) by profession, she be-

came the mother of Boaz, ancestor of King David (Josh. 2:1ff., 
Ruth 4:21-22).  

3) Ruth (1:5)—A Moabitess, whose background disqualified her 
from membership in the Jewish community (according to Deut. 
23:4), she was an ancestress of King David (Ruth 4:21-22).  

4) “Uriah’s wife” i.e., Bathsheba (1:6)—Even though she committed 
adultery with David (2Sam 11), she bore him the legitimate heir 
to the throne, Solomon. 

 
2. “The Holy One, blessed be He, said to her: ‘Moses was not your son, yet 

you called him your son. You are not My daughter, but I shall call 
you My daughter.”  
a. Isaiah 56:1-7 

1This is what the LORD says: "Maintain justice and do what is right, 
for my salvation is close at hand and my righteousness will soon be 
revealed. 2Blessed is the one who does this—the person who holds 
it fast, who keeps the Sabbath without desecrating it, and keeps 
their hands from doing any evil." 3Let no foreigner who is bound 
to the LORD say, "The LORD will surely exclude me from his peo-



ple." And let no eunuch complain, "I am only a dry tree." 4For this 
is what the LORD says: "To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, 
who choose what pleases me and hold fast to my covenant—5to 
them I will give within my temple and its walls a memorial and a 
name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an ever-
lasting name that will endure forever. 6And foreigners who bind 
themselves to the LORD to minister to him, to love the name of the 
LORD, and to be his servants, all who keep the Sabbath without 
desecrating it and who hold fast to my covenant—7these I will bring 
to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer. 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations."  
1) 1“Maintain justice and do what is right …  

a) Proverbs 21:3 
To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the 
LORD than sacrifice.  

b) Romans 1:17 
"The righteous will live by faith."  
1) NOT by having a “strong intellectual conviction” (pistis)—

but by “actively trusting” (emunah) God.   
c) 2Corinthians 8:21 

21For we are taking pains to do what is right …  
d) 1John 3:10 

10Anyone who does not do what is right is not God's child, 
nor is anyone who does not love their brother and sister. 

 
2) 2the person who holds it fast …  

a) ַיֲחִזיק ָּבּה (ya-cha’zik bah) < ָחַזק (cha-zak)—be (or become) 

strong, have courage.  
1] 1Kings 2:1-4 

1"So be strong, act like a man, 3and observe what the 
LORD your God requires: Walk in obedience to him … as 
written in the Law of Moses …  

2] Joshua 23:1-6 
6"(Now) be very strong; be careful to obey all that is 
written in the Book of the Law of Moses, without turn-
ing aside to the right or to the left.  

3] Matthew 28:18-20 
19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations … 
20teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 
you.  

a] Matthew 22:36-40 
36"Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in 
the Law?" 37Yeshua replied: "'Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind' (Deu 6:5). 38This is the first and greatest 
commandment. 39And the second is like it: 'Love your 
neighbor as yourself' (Lev 19:18). 40All the Law and 
the Prophets hang on these two commandments." 

 
3) 3Let no foreigner who is bound to the LORD say, "The LORD will 

surely exclude me from his people." And let no eunuch com-
plain, "I am only a dry tree." 4For this is what the LORD says: "To 
the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose what pleases 
me and hold fast to my covenant—  

a) 3ֶּבן־ַהֵּנָכר (ben-ha-ne-char)—(son of a) foreigner, or, that which 

is foreign, i.e., of another family, tribe or nation—gentiles.  

b) 3ָסִריס (sa-rim)—originally court official, the meaning eunuch 

arose with the practice of utilizing castrated men in key posi-
tions in the various nations of the ancient near east  
1] Deuteronomy 23:1  

4) 5a memorial and a name better than sons and daughters  
a) ָיד ָוֵׁשם (yad va-shem)—lit., a hand and a name; idiomatically, 

a place and a name  
1] The name of Israel’s National Holocaust Museum.  

b) dydIy> (y’did)—friend, beloved— dy" dy" (yad, yad—hand, hand).  
c) Psalm 95:7 

7… for he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, 
the flock under his care (Ady" !acow> (v’tzon ya-do). 

  
NKJ—For He is our God, And we are the people of His pas-

ture, And the sheep of His hand …  
d) John 10:27-30 

28I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one 
will snatch them out of my hand ... 29no one can snatch 
them out of my Father's hand. 30I and the Father are one."  

e) Exodus Rabbah 18:10 
FROM THE FIRSTBORN OF PHARAOH ... UNTO THE FIRSTBORN OF THE 

CAPTIVE (Ex. XII, 19). God was like a king who made festivities 
in honor of his son and slew his enemies. The king then an-
nounced: 'He who rejoices with me may come to the festivity 
of my son, but he who hates me shall be slain with my ene-



mies.' So God made a day of rejoicing for Israel when He re-
deemed them and He proclaimed: 'All who love My sons may 
come and rejoice with them.' The virtuous among the Egyp-
tians came, celebrated the Passover with Israel, and went up 
with them, for it says: And a mixed multitude went up also 
with them (ib. 38 ) ... 

 
5) Ephesians 2:11-22 (KJV) 

11Wherefore remember, that ye being in time past Gentiles in the 
flesh, who are called Uncircumcision by that which is called the 
Circumcision in the flesh made by hands; 12That at that time ye 
were without Messiah, being 1) aliens from the commonwealth 
of Israel, and 2) strangers from the covenants of promise, hav-
ing no hope, and without God in the world: 13But now in Messi-
ah Yeshua ye who sometimes were far off are made nigh by 
the blood of Messiah. 14For he is our peace, who hath made 
both one, and hath broken down the middle wall of partition 
between us; 15Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the 
law of commandments contained in ordinances; for to make in 
himself of twain one new man, so making peace; 16And that he 
might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross, having 
slain the enmity thereby: 17And came and preached peace to you 
which were afar off, and to them that were nigh. 18For through 
him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father. 19Now 
therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fel-
lowcitizens with the saints, and of the household of God; 
20And are built upon the foundation of the apostles and proph-
ets, Yeshua the Messiah himself being the chief corner stone; 21In 
whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an ho-
ly temple in the Lord: 22In whom ye also are builded together for 
an habitation of God through the Spirit.  
a) 12commonwealth of Israel  …  

1] politei,a (politeia)—the administration of civil affairs, a 

state or commonwealth, citizenship, the rights of a citizen.  
b) 12covenants of promise …  

1] Nehemiah 9:7-8 
8You found (Araham’s) heart faithful to you, and you 
made a covenant with him to give to his descendants the 
land … You have kept your promise because you are 
righteous.   

2] Exodus Rabbah XLIV:9 
9. Another explanation of REMEMBER ABRAHAM, ISAAC, 
AND ISRAEL … R. Isaac said: Moses spoke thus: 'Lord of 

the Universe! Which document is more authoritative, that 
which has been signed by three [witnesses] or that signed 
by one? Surely the one signed by three. Moreover, which 
decision is better substantiated, that which has been 
reached by three [judges], or by one? Surely, that which 
has been reached by three. [Once again]: which testimony 
is more trustworthy, that given by one witness, or by 
three? Surely the testimony of three.’ This is what Moses 
pleaded: ‘Lord of the Universe! If Thou dost not fulfil the 
promise Thou hast made to three, and seekest now to 
frustrate it, then how wilt Thou fulfil the promise made 
to one?(1) For just as Thou art wroth with their children 
and seekest to slay them, so wilt Thou be wroth with my 
children. Moreover, just as Thou hast sworn to the patri-
archs and hast concluded a covenant with them, as it 
says, Then will I remember My covenant with Jacob, etc. 
(Lev. XXVI, 42), so hast Thou sworn to each of the tribes 
and concluded a covenant with them.’ Whence do we 
know that the Holy One, blessed be He, made an oath to 
the tribes? Because it says, Sworn are the tribes of the 
word.(2) Selah (Hab. III, 9). Whence do we know that He also 
concluded a covenant with them? Because it says, But I 
will for their sakes remember the covenant of their ances-
tors (Lev. XXVI, 45)—this means the covenant made with 
the tribes.(3) ‘According to Thy word,(4) Thou wilt only 
raise [a nation] from the tribe of Levi to which I belong; 
but what wilt Thou say to the tribe of Reuben and to the 
other tribes?’ …  
(1) That is the promise to Moses in XXXII 10. 
(2) E.V. ‘The rods of the word,’ but matot can mean tribes too. 
(3) For the Patriarchs are mentioned separately in that passage. 
(4) In which God promised to make the seed of Moses into a great 

nation.  
c) 14and has broken down the middle wall of partition …  

1] sr"h' WnynEyBe lyDIb.M;h; ryQih;-ta,w> (v’et ha-kir ha-mav-dil bei-nei-

nu ha-ras)   
a] Genesis 1:6 

And God said, "Let there be an expanse between the 
waters to separate water from water."  
~yIm'l' ~yIm: !yBe lyDIb.m; (mav-dil bein mayim la-mayim) 

 
b] sr"h (charas)—throw down, break or tear down. 

 



2] The “middle-wall of partition” was a barrier on the Temple-
mount that prevented non-Jews from entering the Temple 
courts.  

3] Wars of the Jews 6:124-126 
124Now Titus was deeply affected with this state of things, 
and reproached John and his party, and said to them, 
‘Have not you … by our permission, put up this partition 
wall before your sanctuary? 125Have not you been allowed 
to put up the pillars thereto belonging, at due distances, 
and on it to engrave in Greek, and in your own letters, this 
prohibition, that no foreigner should go beyond that 
wall? 126Have not we given you permission to kill such as 
go beyond it, though he were a Roman?   

d) 15Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of 
commandments contained in ordinances …  
CJB—15by destroying in his own body the enmity occasioned 

by the Torah, with its commands set forth in the form 
of ordinances.  

1] Notice that the “enmity” Paul speaks of is somehow associ-
ated with the “Torah”—NOT the “middle wall of partition.” 
In other words, Yeshua did NOT break down “the middle 
wall of partition” by destroying the Torah—that  would 
contradict a statement he himself made earlier (Mat 5:17). 
Instead, he broke down “the middle wall of partition” by 
destroying the “enmity” occasioned by the Torah.   

2] This enmity between Jews and Gentiles had four compo-
nents:2  
(1) Gentile envy of the special status accorded by God to 

Israel in the Torah.  
(2) Jewish pride at being chosen.  
(3) Gentile resentment of that pride.  
(4) Mutual dislike of each other’s customs. This is a com-

mon cause of friction between cultures, but in this in-
stance, Jewish customs are different for a unique rea-
son. They did not merely evolve; rather, they were the 
Jewish people’s response to the Torah, with its 
commands set forth in the form of ordinances.   

That is why it is appropriate to say that the enmity be-
tween Jews and Gentiles was occasioned by the Torah. 

 
2 David H. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary (Jewish New Testament Pub-

lications, Inc.), p. 585. 

The enmity was destroyed in the Messiah’s body when 
he died for all sinners, Jews and Gentiles alike … (so that) 
in the Messiah “there is neither Jew nor Gentile (Ga 3:28, 
Co 3:11).  

e) 19fellowcitizens … 
 

br<q,B. ry[ih' yxer>z>a,-~ai yKi ~ybiv'Atw> ~yrIGE dA[ ~k,n>yae !Ke-l[;19 
`~yhil{a/h' tybe ynEb.W ~yviAdQ.h; 

 
Al-ken ein-chem od gerim v’toshavim ki im-ez-r’chei ha-ir 
b’kerev hak-do-shim uv-nei veit ha-Elohim  
19Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but 
fellowcitizens with the saints, and of the household of God. 

 
1] sumpoli,thj (sumpolites)—possessing the same citizenship 

with others, a fellowcitizen, spoken of Gentiles as re-
ceived into the communion of the saints, of the people 
consecrated to God (Thayer).  

2] laer"f.yIB. xr:z>a, (ez-rach b’yis-rael)—native, citizen, well-rooted 

tree.   
a] xr:z>ai (iz-rach)—to naturalize, i.e., to make a citizen. 
 
b] tWxr'z>a, (ez-ra-choot)—citizenship. 
 
c] yxr'z>a, (ez-ra-chi)—civil. 
 

3] ry[ih' (ha-ir)—city, town, abode of men.   
 

a] ir refers to a permanent settlement without reference to 
size or claims. None of our modern terms such as city, 
town, or village adequately convey the meaning or the 
mental picture contained in this word.  

b] Not only is there a difference between the modern and 
ancient city, there were differences between the an-
cient cities themselves, making definition even more 
difficult.  

c] The primary distinction between a city and a village 
(k’far and banot—the latter literally “daughters”) is 
that the former ir generally had a wall.  

d] Frequent reference to the “gate” of the city where gov-
ernmental functions were held, underscores the walled 
nature of cities. Elders of the cities are often mentioned 
who had some governmental functions. As early as Gil-
gamesh, cities in Mesopotamia had a council of elders 
whom the king had to consult before beginning a war. 



The villages were in an adjacent agricultural area of a city 
and were in turn dependent on the city for protection.  

4] ynEb.W (uv-nei)—pl. form of !Be—son. 
 

a] Genesis 5:4—son 
After Seth was born, Adam lived 800 years and had 
other sons (banim) and daughters.  

b] Genesis 31:55—grandchildren, descendants 
Early the next morning Laban kissed his grandchildren 
(l’va-nav) and his daughters and blessed them.  

c] Psalm 137:7 (LXX)—member of a people 
Remember, O Lord, the children  of Edom (liv-nei Ei-
dom) in the day of Jerusalem; who said, Rase it, rase it, 
even to its foundations.  

d] Amos 7:14—member of a group 
Amos answered Amaziah, "I was neither a prophet nor 
a prophet's son (ben na-vim), but … a shepherd …  

e] Numbers 17:10—belonging to a category 
And the LORD said unto Moses: 'Put back the rod of Aa-
ron before the testimony, to be kept there, for a token 
against the rebellious children (liv-nei me-ri); that there 
may be made an end of their murmurings against Me, 
that they die not.'  

5] In Eph 2:12 the word (politei,a) refers to the privileged po-

sition of Israel. Once excluded, (Gentile) believers now 
belong, not to the Jewish state, but to the people of God. 
Having access to God, they share spiritual citizenship 
with the saints as members of God's household (2:19).  

f) Ephesians 3:6 
This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are 
heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, 
and sharers together in the promise in Messiah Yeshua.  
1] NOT heirs separately 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


