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Moses

Moses is considered, after Abraham, to be the second most important leader of the Jews.  
Moses was the Law-giver, the one who gave the Jewish faith a foundation as the chosen 
people of God. In c. 1160, Maimonides (1135-1204 CE), composed ‘The Thirteen Principles of 
Faith’ in which, number 7 of the thirteen principles states that Moses is the highest in rank of 
all of the prophets.

The descendants of Jacob lived in Egypt for 450 years and grew into a nation called Israel but 
the Israelites became enslaved. Historians and scholars believe that the enslavement  
occurred when the Pharaoh Ramases II came to the throne in around 1290 BCE.  

Moses was born to a Hebrew mother who, in order to save him from being killed, placed him 
in a basket on the River Nile leaving his fate up to God’s will.  He was found and rescued by 
the Pharaoh’s daughter, and was named ‘Moses’ which means ‘to draw out,’ or to ‘extract’. As 
an adult Moses killed an Egyptian who was beating a Hebrew slave, and it was as a result of 
this that he was forced to flee. He was driven into exile to the land of Midian where he  
married the daughter of a priest named Jethro.  

It was while tending the flocks in the wilderness that Moses heard the voice of God  
speaking to him through a bush which flamed but did not burn. God called to him from  
within the bush: “Moses! Moses!” and Moses said, “Here I am”’ (Exodus 3:4). God asked Moses 
to lead the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt and deliver them to the Promised Land. Such an 
event is known as a theophany, which refers to the manifestation of God to humans.  Moses 
was uneasy about the call but finally returned to Egypt and demanded freedom for his  
people.

After a number of confrontations with the Pharaoh, followed by a series of ten plagues upon 
Egypt which culminated in the death of the first-born sons in every Egyptian household,  
Pharaoh was finally persuaded by Moses to release the Israelites. Yet, as they fled, he 
changed his mind and set out to bring them back.  

The Hebrew scriptures give a clear picture of their route of escape, but it tells of them  
approaching a body of water called ‘Yam Suf’, the ‘Sea of Reeds’ which is usually translated as 
the ‘Red Sea’. Moses parted this sea; the Israelites walked through, then the waters returned 
and destroyed the Pharaoh’s army. The deliverance of the people of Israel from slavery is 
known as the Exodus which means a departure, a going out, usually of a large group of  
people.   

After leaving the land of Egypt the Israelites set out for the Wilderness of Sinai,  the place to 
which Moses had been directed by God:  ‘… when you have brought the people out of Egypt, 
you will worship God on this mountain’ (Exodus 3:12).  It was at Mount Sinai that the second 
covenant between God and the Israelites was established.  

Moses ascended the mountain and God called to him stating the promise to stay with the 
Jews and never to abandon them because they were now a divinely-chosen people:  ‘Now if 
you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured 
possession’ (Exodus 19:5).   
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Moses

Under the Mosaic covenant the Law was given to the Jewish people; the five books of Moses 
contain 613 mitzvot (commandments) which set out the ethical ideals of the Jewish people, 
set within an account of their historical background.  It is also the means by which the Jewish 
people can witness to other nations: ‘Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy.’  
(Leviticus 19:2) This Law exists today in the form of The Torah: the name given to the Five 
Books of Moses.

It is at this point that the covenant is sealed, formally and legally, by means of a sacrificial 
ceremony: ‘He got up early the next morning and built an altar at the foot of the mountain 
and set up twelve stone pillars representing the twelve tribes of Israel.’ (Exodus 24:4) It was 
common practice for covenants in the ancient world to be ratified by a special ceremony, 
and these took a variety of forms. For example, by eating salt together (Numbers 18:19); by 
partaking of a sacrificial meal (Genesis 31:54); of by passing between the divided pieces of 
slaughtered sacrifice (Genesis 15: 10), but especially by the use of blood. In this particular 
instance an altar was built surrounded by twelve pillars symbolizing the twelve tribes, and the 
covenant was ratified by a blood sacrifice.


