
5780 – Exodus 18-20 - Yitro (Jethro) 
 
The parasha of Yitro (Jethro) is divided into two episodes. In the first 
(chapter 18), Israel receives its first system of governance—devolved to 
leaders of thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens—at the advice of Jethro, 
Moses’ father-in-law whose name the parasha bears. In the second (chap-
ters 19-20), it receives its eternal constitution by way of covenant with 
God. A brief summation of its key elements is given by the voice of God 
Himself in the form of the Ten Commandments (or Utterances). 

The first of the following essays examines the tension between strict 
justice and peace as modes of conflict resolution. The second and third 
look at the two elements of the mission statement of the Jewish people 
as “a kingdom of priests and as holy nation.” The fourth argues that the 
revelation at Sinai and the political order it instituted hold a key place in 
the history of liberty. 
 
A Kingdom of Priests1 
 
Immediately prior to the revelation at Mount Sinai, God instructs Moses 
to communicate His proposal to the people. Through Moses, God invites 
them to enter into a covenant with Him that will define their identity for 
all time:  

“You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you 
on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me. And now if you truly heed My 
voice and keep My covenant, you will become for Me a special treasure 
among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine. As for you, you will be 
to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:4-6)  

This phrase—“a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”—a mere four 
words in the original Hebrew was to become the shortest, simplest, most 
challenging mission statement of the Jewish people. Indeed, with the 
possible exception of the United States, the Jewish people is the only na-
tion ever to have had a mission statement. Most are defined in terms of 
language, geography, political structure, long association and the like. 
Jews became a nation by adopting a task, by covenanting with God. Ab-
sent that, and it is hard to say what it is to be aJew. 

Yet the words themselves are difficult to understand. In this essay I 
want to look at the first part ofthe phrase: “a kingdom ofpriests.” Con-
strued literally, it leads to obvious problems. First, Jews never were a 
kingdom ofpriests. Priesthood fell to Aaron and his sons. Even Moses was 
not a priest. There was a time when Moses said, “Would that all God’s 

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

Orthodox Union), pp. 131-138. 

people were prophets” (Num 11:29), but neither he nor anyone else said, 
“Would that all God’s people were priests.(1) 

What is more, priesthood as such is not seen by the Torah as a distinc-
tivelyJewish or Israelite phenomenon. Melchizedek, Abraham’s contem-
porary, is described as “a priest ofthe most high God” (Gen 14:18).Jethro, 
Moses’ father in law is described at the beginning of the parasha as “a 
Midianite priest” (Exo 18:1). All ancient religions had priests. 

The classic commentators are divided. Some—Ibn Ezra,2 
Nahmanides3—interpret the word to mean “servants.” A priest is one 
consecrated to the service of God. That was now to be the task of the 
Israelites as a whole. Others—Saadia Gaon,4 Rashi,5 Rashbam6—under-
stand it to mean “princes,” based on the verse (2Sam 8:18) in which Da-
vid’s sons are described as kohanim, which cannot mean priests, and 
must mean royalty, noblemen, princes. Since God is the supreme King of 
kings, and since He had described the Israelites as “My son, My first-
born child” (Exo 4:22), it followed that the Israelites were children of 
the king—royalty. 

The most interesting suggestion is that of Ovadia Sforno, who in-
terprets the phrase to mean that the Israelites stand in relation to the 
rest of humanity as the children of Aaron stood vis-à-vis the Israelites. 
They are, as it were, the world’s priests, whose task is to “teach the 
entire human race that all shall call in the name of God and serve Him 
with one accord, as indeed will be the role of Israel in the future”(2) (ital-
ics added). It is notable that Sforno (1470–1550)—writing in the Italian 
Renaissance—provides the most universalistic of interpretations. For it 
was in Renaissance Italy that Jews and Judaism were more integrated into 
the wider society than elsewhere?  
(2) Sforno, commentary to Exodus 19:6. His comment on the previous verse is 

equally striking. He interprets the phrase “a special treasure among all the 
peoples,” to mean that though the Jews are beloved of God, so too are the 
righteous of all peoples since “all the earth is Mine” (Exo 19:5).  
I want, however, to suggest a different. kind of interpretation alto-

gether, by looking at the wider context of the ancient world and the 

 
2 Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra (c. 1090–c. 1165) was one of the most distinguished 

Jewish biblical commentators and philosophers of the Middle Ages. 
3 Moses ben Nachman (1194–1270), commonly known Nachmanides and also re-

ferred to by the acronym Ramban was a leading medieval Jewish scholar, Se-
phardic rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical commentator. 

4 Rabbi Saadia ben Joseph (882–942), one of the last and most famous Gaonim, a 
great Talmudic scholar, Jewish philosopher and inspiring leader. 

5 Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040–1105), today generally known by the acronym Rashi 
(Rabbi SHlomo Itzhaki), was a medieval French rabbi and author of a compre-
hensive commentary on the Talmud and commentary on the Tanakh. 

6 Samuel ben Meir (c. 1085–c. 1158), after his death known as "Rashbam," (Rabbi 
SHmuel Ben Meir, was a leading French Tosafist and grandson of Rashi. 



background against which the biblical narrative is set. It begins with the 
proposition that the most profound transformations of the human situa-
tion take place when there is a change in information technology—in the 
way human beings record and transmit what they know. Other techno-
logical advances have localised impact. They change the way things are 
done. Information technology has systemic impact. It affects the way 
people think.(4) 

One obvious example, which was to change the face of Europe, was 
Gutenberg’s invention of printing in the mid-fifteenth century.(5) When 
Luther initiated the Reformation, his works spread like wildfire across 
Europe, setting in motion a series ofrevolutions that led, in the course of 
time, to the phenomenon we know. as “the birth of the modern.” Yet 
most of Luther’s ideas had already been formulated two centuries ear-
lier, in Oxford, by John Wycliffe. The difference was that in Wycliffe’s 
time the printing press did not exist, so his impact remained local. By 
Luther’s day there were more than two hundred printing presses in Eu-
rope. Soon they began producing Luther’s writings, and Bibles in vernacu-
lar translations, in the hundreds of thousands. It was a tide impossible to 
control, and it transformed the politics and culture of Europe.  
(5) The Chinese, of course, had invented it earlier, but the technology had not yet 

reached Europe.  
The first technological invention was the birth of writing, in Mesopo-

tamia, some five thousand years ago.(6) This was the birth of civilization. 
Although writing was first used for trade and admimistrative purposes—
recording who owed what to whom—its larger possibilities were soon 
exploited, to record myth and the victories of kings. For the first time, 
human beings could accumulate knowledge beyond the scope of unaided 
human memory. Nothing else so accelerated the pace ofhuman progress. 

Writing was invented independently at least seven times, in Mesopo-
tamia (cuneiform), ancient Egypt (hieroglyphics), the Indus Valley (Indus 
script), China (ideograms), Crete (the Minoan script known as Linear-B), 
and the Americas (by both the Mayans and the Aztecs). The first writing 
systems usually took the form of pictograms, stylized representations of 
the objects the symbols denoted, or ideograms, standing for qualities or 
concepts. Some became syllabaries, each symbol representing a syllable. 

The earliest writing systems, however, involved an obvious problem. 
The number of symbols involved was large. In Chinese, there are some 
sixty thousand. They could take years to master. The result was that in 
each society where there was writing, there was a literate elite, a 
know-ledge class, often involved in administration. Pictographic or ideo-
graphic societies were hierarchical. Only the few had access to 
knowledge—and knowledge, said Francis Bacon,(7) is power. 

It was the second revolution that led to possibilities hitherto un-
known: the invention of the alphabet. It was this that reduced the num-
ber of symbols needed to be learned to less than thirty. The first alpha-
betic inscriptions, in what has come to be known as proto—Semitic, 
were discovered by the British archaeologist William Flinders Petrie at 
Serabit el-Khadem in the Sinai desert in 1905. He surmised that they were 
made by the Israelites on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land. 
Their full significance was not realised until 1916, when they were de-
coded by British Egyptologist Alan Gardiner, who was the first to grasp 
that they were, in fact, alphabetical. A second, similar discovery, was 
made in the mid-19905 by Yale EgyptologistJohn Darnell, at Wadi el-Hol 
(the Valley of Terror) near Luxor. 

Both Flinders Petrie and Darnell noted that the alphabet was devel-
oped from Egyptian hieroglyphics by truncating a word or syllable into its 
initial sound. Both were convinced that the creators of the first alpha-
bets were not themselves Egyptians, but Semitic workers, traders, 
slaves or their supervisors. We cannot give a precise date to the first 
alphabet—some time between 1,800 and 2,000 BCE seems likely. But un-
like the pre-alphabetical scripts, the alphabet seems to have been invent-
ed only once. All the hundreds of scripts that exist are direct or indi-
rect descendants of the proto-Semitic writing from the Sinai desert. 
The word alphabet itself comes from the first two letters of the He-
brew script aleph-bet. The first script to include vowels was Greek, but 
this too derived from earlier Sinaitic/Canaanite/Phoenician systems, as 
we can see from its first four letters. Alpha, beta, gamma, delta in Greek 
correspond to aleph, bet, gimmel and daled in Hebrew. 

The connection between this and the development of the faith of Israel 
is unmistakable, even if we can only speculate about its precise form. As 
John Man writes: “Both new God and new script worked together to forge a 
new nation and disseminate an idea that would change the world.”(8) The al-
phabet created the book that created the people of the book. Was it divine 
providence that led to this invention becoming available at exactly the 
right time and place to be used by the Israelites for the holiest of purpos-
es, namely, recording the divine word? Or was it this new development 
that allowed the Israelites to develop the consciousness—the high levels 
of abstraction, essential to monotheism, made possible by literacy—that 
allowed them to decipher the word of the One God? 

One way or another, the alphabet created a possibility that never ex-
isted before, namely of a society of mass, even universal, literacy. With 
only twenty—two symbols, it could be taught, in a relatively short time, 
to everyone. We see evidence of this at many places in Tanakh, the He-
brew Bible. Isaiah says “All your children shall be taught of the Lord and 
great shall be the peace of your children” (Isa 54:13), implying universal 



education. In the book of Judges, before the first of Israel’s kings, we 
read that Gideon “caught a young man of Sukkot and questioned him, 
and the young man wrote down for him the names ofthe seventy-seven 
officials of Sukkot, the elders of the town” (Jud 8:14). Gideon took it for 
granted that a young man, selected at random, could read and write. 

After the revelation at Mount Sinai, Moses “took the book of the cove-
nant and read it in the hearing of the people” (Exo 24:7) … it is surely no 
coincidence that Israel became the first—indeed the only—nation in his-
tory to receive its laws before its land. A law that could be easily written 
and read, and that could be transported anywhere, was the expression of 
the God who was everywhere, in the desert as well as in the land. 

Above all, the idea of a society of universal literacy was world-
changing because it heralded the possibility of a non-hierarchical socie-
ty, in which everyone had equal access to knowledge. This was the 
momentous change, summed up in the radical statement of the sages:  

The crown of the Torah is for all Israel, as it is said, “Moses command-
ed us a law an inheritance of the congregation ofJacob” (Deu 33:4). 
Whoever desires it can win it. Do not suppose that the other two 
crowns [of kingship and priesthood] are greater than the crown of the 
Torah, for it is said, “By me [the Torah], kings reign and princes decree 
justice; by me princes rule” (Pro 8:15-16). Hence it follows that the 
crown of the Torah is greater than the other two crowns.(9)  
Equality is the holy grail of revolutionary politics. It has often been 

sought, but never achieved. The two best-known attempts have been 
equality of wealth (through communism or socialism) or equality of pow-
er (through participative, as opposed to representative, democracy). It is 
unlikely that any such system will endure, because wealth and power are 
essentially contested goods. The more you have, the less I have. There-
fore my gain is your loss. 

Knowledge is different. If I give all I know to you, I will not thereby 
know less. I may know more. Equality of dignity based on universal ac-
cess to knowledge is the only equality likely to last in the long run. All 
the more so is this true if the knowledge at stake, as it is in Judaism, is of 
the law and the source of the law, God Himself. That is the knowledge on 
which citizenship is based. At Mount Sinai, all Israel became partners to 
the covenant. God spoke to everyone—the only recorded revelation, not 
to a prophet or a group of initiates but to an entire people. Everyone was 
party to the law because, potentially, everyone could read it and know it. 
All were equal citizens in the nation of faith under the sovereignty of 
God. That is what happened at Sinai. 

What does this have to do with the phrase “a kingdom ofpriests”? 
Normally we think of a priest in terms of his duties, miinstering to God in 
a holy place. But priests also had certain capacities. The word “hiero-

glyphics” means “priestly script”—because only the priests could read 
and write. The English word “clerical” means (a) pertaining to the clergy, 
ministers of religion, and (b) office staff who type letters and keep rec-
ords. The reason one word means two such different things is because, 
throughout the Middle Ages, ministers of religion were almost the only 
literate class. The first universities were primarily for the teaching of reli-
gious oflicials. 

Functionally, a priest in the ancient world was one who could read 
and write. A kingdom of priests is therefore a nation of universal liter-
acy. Understood this way, the nature of the covenant, and of Israel’s mis-
sion, becomes clear. The law God was about to reveal at Mount Sinai 
would become the possession of every member of the nation. He or 
she could know it, read it, study it, internalize it and make it their own. 
The Jewish people was summoned to become, as it were, a nation of con-
stitutional lawyers. That, to a remarkable extent, is what they became, at 
least in the rabbinic period. 

Torah—God’s law and teaching—was not a code written by a distant 
king, to be imposed by force. Nor was it an esoteric mystery understood 
by only a scholarly elite. It was to be available to, and intelligible by, eve-
ryone. God was to become a teacher, Israel His pupils, and the Torah the 
text that bound them to one another. In the words of the Psalm, “He has 
revealed His word to Jacob, His laws and decrees to Israel. He has 
done this for no other nation; they do not know His laws. Halleluya!” 
(Psa 147:19-20). 

There is nothing quite like this in the annals of the religious experi-
ence of humankind. Eventually, within Judaism study would become a 
religious experience higher even than prayer.(10) Jews would be educated 
when most of Europe was sunk in illiteracy. It was through study that 
Jews created a new and still-compelling form of human dignity and equal-
ity, and it was made possible through the birth of the alphabet. That is 
how Jews became “a kingdom ofpriests.”  
(1) To be sure, Korach argued for equality, and also sought to be a priest (Numbers 16), 

but that is a complex narrative in the course of which there appear to have been 
several different claims by the various groups that took part in the rebellion. 

(3) Sforno was a man of wide humanistic scholarship. He studied mathematics, 
philology, philosophy and medicine. Between 1498 and 1500 he taught Hebrew 
to the Christian humanist Johannes Reuchlin. 

(4) On the way literacy “restructures consciousness,” see Walter J. Ong, The 
Prescence of the Word (Yale University Press: 1967), and Orality and Literacy 
(New York: Routledge, 1982). See also Jack Goody, The Logic of Writing and the 
Organization of Society (Cambridge University Press, 1986). 

(6) On the history of writing and the alphabet, two recent books are David Sacks, 
The Alphabet (Arrow Books, 2004); John Man, Alpha Beta (Headline Books, 
2000). On the Hebrew Alphabet specifically, a classic work is David Diringer, 
The Story of the Aleph Bet (Lincolns-Prager, 1958). 

(7) Sir Francis Bacon, Religious Meditations, “Of Heresies” (1597). 



(8) John Man, Alpha Beta: How 26 Letters Shaped the Western World (Wiley, 2001), 129. 
(9) Rambam, Mishneh Torah (Repetition of the Torah), Talmud Torah (Study of the 

Torah) 3:1. 
(10) See Shabbat 10a. 

 
1. … the Israelites stand in relation to the rest of humanity as the chil-

dren of Aaron stood vis-à-vis the Israelites. They are, as it were, the 
world’s priests, whose task is to “teach the entire human race that all 
shall call in the name of God and serve Him with one accord, as indeed 
will be the role of Israel in the future”  
a. Leviticus 14:1-20 (cf. Lev 15:13-15, 25-30; 17:1-7). 

19"Then the priest is to sacrifice the sin offering and make 
atonement for the one to be cleansed from their uncleanness 
…and make atonement for them, and they will be clean.  

b. Isaiah 49:6 (cf. Isa. 60:3; 66:18,19) 
I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring 
my salvation to the ends of the earth.”  
1) Acts 13:44-49 

47For this is what the Lord has commanded us: "'I have made 
you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to 
the ends of the earth'" (Isa 49:6).  

2) Revelation 1:4-7 
To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, 
6and has made us to be a kingdom and priests (Lev 19:6) to 
serve his God and Father—to him be glory and power for ever 
and ever!  

c. Matthew 2:13-15 
14So ... 15he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled 
what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called 
my son" (Hos 11:1).  
1) Hosea 11:1 

1"When Israel was a child, then I loved him, and out of Egypt I 
called my son.  

2) "When Matthew quotes Hos. 11:1 and applies it to (Messiah), it is 
evident that he regards Israel as a type of the Messiah ... Just 
as Pharaoh, that cruel king, had tried to destroy Israel, so an-
other king, namely Herod, at least equally cruel, was attempting 
to destroy (Messiah). But just as on the way to Egypt, during 
their stay in that house of bondage, and in their exodus (the 
Lord) had protected His people, so God had protected His Son, 
not only on the way to Egypt and during His temporary resi-

dence there but also on the way back. The Messiah was, as it 
were, recapitulating the history of His people Israel."7  

3) "The verb 'to fulfill' has broader significance than mere one-to-
one prediction. Not only in Matthew but elsewhere in the (Apos-
tolic Writings), the history and laws of the (Tenach) are per-
ceived to have prophetic significance. The Epistle to the He-
brews argues that the laws regarding the tabernacle and the 
sacrificial system were from the beginning designed to point 
toward the only Sacrifice that could really remove sin and the 
only Priest who could serve once and for all as the effective 
Mediator between God and man. 

Likewise Paul insists that the Messiah sums up His people in 
Himself. When David was anointed king, the tribes acknowl-
edged him as their bone and flesh (2Sam. 5:1), i.e., David as 
anointed king summed up Israel, with the result that his sin 
brought disaster on the people (2Sam. 12; 24). Just as Israel is 
God's son, so the promised Davidic Son is also Son of God. 'Ful-
fillment' must be understood against the background of these 
interlocking themes and their typological connections."8  
1) Exodus Rabbah XIX:7 

7. SANCTIFY UNTO ME ALL THE FIRSTBORN (XIII, 1). R. Na-
than said: The Holy One, blessed be He, told Moses: ‘Just as I 
have made Jacob a firstborn, for it says: Israel is My son, My 
firstborn’ (ib. IV, 22), so will I make the King Messiah a 
firstborn, as it says: I also will appoint him firstborn (Ps. 
LXXXIX, 28).  

d. Matthew 28:18-20 
19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations … 20and teaching 
them to obey everything I have commanded you …”  
1) Isaiah 2:1-3 

3Many peoples will come and say, "Come, let us go up to the 
mountain of the LORD, to the temple of the God of Jacob. He 
will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths." The 
law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusa-
lem.  

2) Isaiah 25:6-9 
7On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all 
peoples, the sheet that covers all nations; 8he will swallow up 

 
7 Hendriksen, William, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Gospel Ac-

cording to Matthew, (Baker Book House), pp. 178-179. 
8 Carson, D.A., Matthew, Expositor's Bible Commentary, Volume 8, (Zondervan, 

1984), p. 92. 



death forever. The Sovereign LORD will wipe away the tears 
from all faces; he will remove his people's disgrace from all the 
earth. The LORD has spoken. 

9In that day they will say, "Surely this is our God; we trust-
ed in him, and he saved us.  

3) Zechariah 2:8-12 
10"Shout and be glad, Daughter Zion. For I am coming, and I will 
live among you," declares the LORD. 11"Many nations will be 
joined with the LORD in that day and will become my people. 
I will live among you and you will know that the LORD Almighty 
has sent me to you. 12The LORD will inherit Judah as his por-
tion in the holy land and will again choose Jerusalem.  

4) Psalm 67:1-2 
1May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face shine 
on us—2so that your ways may be known on earth, your salva-
tion among all nations. 

 
2. Above all, the idea of a society of universal literacy was world-changing 

because it heralded the possibility of a non-hierarchical society, in 
which everyone had equal access to knowledge.  
a. Joshua 5:13-6:27—The fall of Jericho. 

“Israel’s capture of Jericho unmistakably pre-figured the victories 
achieved, under God, by the Gospel. The priests blowing the trum-
pets of rams' horns pictured the servants of God preaching his 
Word. The forbidding of 'the people' to open their mouths signi-
fied that the rank and file of Christians are to have no part in the 
oral proclamation of the Truth—they are neither qualified for 
nor called to the ministration of the Word. Nowhere in the Epis-
tles is there a single exhortation for the saints as such to engage in 
public evangelism, nor even to do ‘personal work’ and seek to be 
‘soul winners.’ Rather are they required to 'witness for (Messiah)' by 
their daily conduct in business and in the home. They are to 'show 
forth' God's praises, rather than tell them forth. They are to let 
their light shine. The testimony of the life is far more effectual 
than glib utterances of the lips. Actions speak louder that words.”9  

b. Matthew 20:25-28 
25Yeshua called them together and said, "You know that the rulers 
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise 
authority over them. 26Not so with you. 

 

 
9 http://www.godrules.net/library/pink/43pink_d9.htm 


