《Whedon’s Commentary on the Bible - Exodus》(Daniel Whedon)
Commentator

Daniel Whedon was born in 1808 in Onondaga, N.Y. Dr. Whedon was well qualified as a commentator. He was professor of Ancient Languages in Wesleyan University, studied law and had some years of pastoral experience. He was editor of the Methodist Quarterly Review for more than twenty years. Besides many articles for religious papers he was also the author of the well-known and important work, Freedom of the Will. Dr. Whedon was noted for his incisive, vigorous style, both as preacher and writer. He died at Atlantic Highlands, N.J., June 8, 1885.

Whedon was a pivotal figure in the struggle between Calvinism and Arminianism in the nineteenth-centry America. As a result of his efforts, some historians have concluded that he was responsible for a new doctrine of man that was more dependent upon philosophical principles than scripture.

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-6 

DESCENDANTS OF ISRAEL, Exodus 1:1-6.

1-5. These are the names — The heads of the tribes are recounted, and the statement of Genesis 46:27 is repeated, that seventy souls went down into Egypt; the writer, from the covenant associations of the number, loving to consider Israel as a seventy-fold people, though at the same time himself furnishing data by which we see that he did not intend to give an exact census. See notes on Luke 10:1-16, and Acts 1:15. 

All… that came out of the loins of Jacob — The idiom which represents Jacob himself as one of the “souls that came out of the loins of Jacob” gave the original readers no difficulty, and we are not to expect Occidental rhetoric in Oriental documents. See notes on Genesis 46.



Verse 7 

INCREASE AND OPPRESSION OF ISRAEL, Exodus 1:7-22.

7. Here is an accumulation of figures to express the vast increase of the children of Israel. 

Were fruitful — A figure from the seed which multiplies a hundred or a thousand fold. 

Increased abundantly — Swarmed or teemed; a word applied to the myriad-fold spawn of fishes. 

Multiplied… exceeding mighty — Literally, multiplied and grew strong (in numbers) exceedingly exceedingly. The fat Nile-land greatly favours fruitfulness both in animals and men, as is attested by travellers from Aristotle and Strabo to Robinson; and Goshen was the “best of the land” for a pastoral people. It was, besides, a border land, where Israel was isolated from the Egyptians. This isolation aided in developing an independent national life, while the descendants of Jacob would in Canaan have become absorbed among the native Hamites. Natural causes are thus ever taken up into providential plans.



Verse 8 

8. A new king — A new dynasty or reigning family, says Josephus. The language implies a total change of government and principles of administration, such as attend a change of dynasty; not necessarily that so much time had elapsed that Joseph was actually forgotten, but his services were no longer gratefully recognised. Manetho describes two great dynastic changes: the first on the invasion, and the second on the expulsion, of the Hyksos, or Shepherd Kings; but whether either of these be the change here mentioned, or, in fact, whether there ever were any Shepherd Kings, are still greatly controverted questions. It seems most likely that this oppression of the Israelites commenced under the eighteenth (Theban) dynasty, which came into power, according to Wilkinson, about B.C. 1550, according to Lepsius about B.C. 1700, and ruled two centuries. Ames I., (called also Aahmes, Amosis, and Tethmosis,) the first monarch of this dynasty, united and centralized the kingdom, drove out invaders, erected great palaces and obelisks, and commenced a new epoch of Egyptian history. It is natural that he should know nothing and care nothing for the favourite minister or measures of the dynasty which he displaced; yet it is well to understand that this identification is but conjectural.

Pharaoh’s residence seems at this time to have been at Zoan, otherwise called Tanis, or Avaris, a city of Lower Egypt, on the east bank of the Tanitic branch of the Nile, once a large and strong city of the eastern frontier. (See Isaiah 19:11; Isaiah 19:13.) Zoan is the Hebrew name which became Tanis in Greek, while Avaris is an Egyptian word in Greek letters, all the names having the same meaning — “House of departure” — in evident allusion to the frontier situation of the city. “The field of Zoan” is dwelt upon by the Psalmist (Psalms 78:12; Psalms 78:43) as the scene of God’s wonders in Egypt, and Manetho tells us that King Salatis, the first of the Shepherd line, made this city his residence in harvest time and garrisoned it with 240,000 men. It was evidently the great frontier fortress towards Syria during the Shepherd period, and was the last stronghold of that dynasty when they were allowed to depart by capitulation. (Josephus, Contr. Revelation , 1.) It had a splendid temple to Set, the Egyptian Baal, the sacred enclosure of which can now be clearly traced. This temple was ornamented with numerous obelisks and sculptures by Rameses II., of the nineteenth dynasty, and the present grandeur of its ruins attests its ancient splendour. Twelve fallen obelisks, which were transported down the Nile to this spot from Syene, show with what magnificence Zoan was adorned by the Egyptian kings. Mariette and De Rouge have recently exhumed here sphynxes and colossal statues, bearing the marks of the Shepherd period, and proving beyond doubt that this was a flourishing seat of empire before the time of Moses. (Thomson, in Smith’s Dictionary.)

The great fertile plain in which this city stood, which originally extended thirty miles east of Tanis to Pelusium, “of old a rich marsh land, watered by four of the seven branches of the Nile, and swept by the cool breezes of the Mediterranean,” is now, by the subsidence of the coast, almost covered by the great Lake Menzeleh. (Poole, in Smith’s Dict.) Pharaoh probably divided his residence between this city and Memphis, and it will be seen that Zoan was so near to Goshen that Moses and Aaron could easily pass and repass in their interviews with Pharaoh. See Concluding Notes at close of chapter. (1.)



Verse 9-10 

9, 10. And he said unto his people — This implies consultation of a king with his counsellors in an epoch of transition or revolution, and suits well the time of Amosis. Before his reign Egypt was divided into several kingdoms — Thebes, This, Memphis, etc., between which there were constant struggles, the different dynasties ruling side by side. Under Amosis, Thebes became supreme. 

More and mightier than we — Not that they really outnumbered the Egyptians, but the new king is alarmed at the rapid increase of an alien population which, from its religious antagonism, could not become assimilated with the Egyptian nation. See Introduction, (2.)



Verse 10 

10. There falleth… any war — Literally, When wars arise. (Nordh. Gr., 752.) He saw that there was being developed in the midst of his empire a hostile nation, which would be a dangerous internal enemy in time of war, and might at any time assert its independence. 

Get them up out of the land — This incidental remark shows that Israel had not forgotten the great national promises made to their fathers, and that their national hopes were not unknown to the Egyptians even before Moses arose.



Verse 11 

11. Taskmasters — Chiefs of tribute. The words are noteworthy, since they are found designating the same officers both in Hebrew and Egyptian. The Hebrew word שׂר, Sar, is an exact transcription of the Egyptian title applied in the Theban monuments to the officer appointed by the kings of the eighteenth dynasty to superintend captives employed in making bricks. This rank is there denoted by a long staff and by the giraffe symbol. These “taskmasters” were men of rank, carefully distinguished in the monuments from the subordinate overseers, as they are by the sacred writer. Exodus 5:6 . The Hebrews were not reduced to slavery, since they still had their houses, flocks, and herds; but were employed in forced labours on the public works. By this oppression the king hoped to break the spirit of the people, and also their physical power. 

Built… treasure-cities — Magazines or depots for provisions and ammunition. The monuments represent captives in great numbers employed in such work. Pithom and
Raamses — These are Egyptian names, and are often found upon the monuments. Pithom, Brugsch makes the Egyptian Pa-Tum, House of Tum, the sun-god of Heliopolis; while Rameses or Raamses means Son of Ra, or the Sun, and was the name of many Egyptian kings. These cities were about twenty-four miles apart, in the Wady Tumeylat, on the line of the canal that once connected the Nile with the Red Sea. Like the name Pharaoh, (Ph-Ra, the Sun,) both of these names set forth the sun-worship of the Egyptians, and the reigning king was regarded as the representative of Ra, the Sun, upon the earth.



Verse 12 

12. More they afflicted… more they multiplied — But God was with the oppressed, and the immense national vitality which has made Israel the wonder of history began to be developed in proportion to the oppression, so that the Egyptians became distressed (with fear) before the children of Israel. Compare Numbers 22:3.



Verse 13-14 

13, 14. The nature of their toil is here more fully described. 

Hard bondage — Rather, hard labour in clay and bricks, and all (kind of) service in the field. They were not made house-servants, or employed as artisans in any kind of skilled labour, but were set at the coarse work of brick-making for the great public buildings, canal digging, raising water from the river for irrigation, which is specially toilsome in Egypt, and similar rough outdoor labours. This remark applies only to this time of special oppression. Josephus says that they built the pyramids; but the great pyramids are made of stone, and were standing when Joseph went down into Egypt. A vast amount of brick was required for the walls of cities, fortresses, temple-courts, and private as well as public buildings. They were made of the Nile mud mixed with straw, and of clay without straw, baked in the sun, and their manufacture was a government monopoly. Immense piles of these bricks — the ruins of ancient works, many of them stamped with the hieroglyphs of the Pharaohs — are now found in the land of Goshen.

The opposite engraving represents a painting at Thebes, in the tomb of an officer of Thothmes III., of the eighteenth dynasty, and delineates all the processes of Egyptian brick-making, foreign captives being the labourers, directed by Egyptian task-masters.

It is a noteworthy fact, that, in an inscription of the twenty-second year of Amosis, alien labourers of some pastoral nation, like the Israelites, are described as carrying blocks of limestone from the Rufu quarries to Memphis. This, like the opposite picture, shows that events precisely like those narrated in the text were, according to the best chronology, transpiring in Egypt at the time when the Israelites were there.



Verse 15-16 

15, 16. A second and far more cruel edict now went forth. Herodotus shows (vol. 2:84) that medical theory and practice were highly perfected in Egypt, medical specialties being carefully cultivated; and the monuments show that the women were accoucheurs. Shiphrah and Puah were superintendents of the midwives, and are here designated the midwives, as Pharaoh’s chief butler and baker are called the butler and baker in Genesis 11:1. This orderly superintendence of all industries is abundantly illustrated on the Theban tombs. 

When ye… see them upon the stools — When ye look upon the birth, (Targ. Onk.) At the very moment of birth they were to destroy the child, if a male, as they could easily do even before the mother had seen it. This edict was probably aimed specially at the leading families of Israel, for such only would be likely to employ a professional midwife. See Concluding Notes. (2.)



Verses 17-19 

17-19. But the midwives feared — Feared the (one only) God rather than Pharaoh, and would not execute his murderous mandate. Their excuse was plausible, for childbirth is usually easy with women of the pastoral class, especially in the East. Burckhardt and Tischendorf relate that the Bedouin mother seeks a spot by a spring or stream, and bears and dresses her infant without aid. She even sometimes alights from her camel to bear her child, which she washes in the sand and then resumes her place.



Verse 20 

20. God dealt well with the mid-wives — Augustine well says: “Not their falsehood, but their mercy, kindness, and fear of God, were rewarded. For the sake of the good, God forgave the evil.” It was well that the fear of God kept them from murder; it had been better if it had also kept them from falsehood.



Verse 21 

21. Made them houses — Built up their families, increased their posterity, in reward for their preservation of the posterity of Israel. This, in the Hebrew idiom, is to “build a house.” Comp. 2 Samuel 7:11; 2 Samuel 7:27.



Verse 22 

22. Every son… ye shall cast into the river — The Nile. This third and most sweeping edict is now promulgated, by which all Pharaoh’s subjects are commanded to become executioners of the Hebrew children. The command was so inhuman, and so contrary to the interests of the Egyptians themselves, that it is not likely that it was ever enforced for any length of time; but it gave legal opportunity to any who desired to destroy the children of Hebrew families who seemed for any reason specially dangerous. Hence the fears of the mother of Moses. This massacre has, moreover, historic parallels. When the servile class in Sparta became formidable from numbers, the Spartan youth were sent out with daggers to murder a sufficient number to remove apprehension. Diodorus relates that before the time of Psammetichus — that is, all through the Old Testament period — simple jealousy often led the Egyptian kings to put foreigners to death. And this cruel edict opened the schools and the palace of the City of the Sun to the saviour of Israel! And how we glance from the massacre of Goshen to that of Beth-lehem; from the bulrush ark to the manger; from prostrate Ra to Satan falling like lightning from heaven; from the saviour of a nation to the Saviour of a world! CONCLUDING NOTES (see book comments) Chronology of the Exodus. (1.) The period of the Israelitish sojourn in Egypt is expressly declared in Exodus 12:40 to have been 430 years. This harmonizes with the prediction made to Abraham, Genesis 15:13 : “Thy seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, and shall serve them; and they shall afflict them 400 years;” which language is also quoted by Stephen in his discourse in Acts 7:6. But the Samaritan and Septuagint text of Exodus 12:40, give a different reading, which makes the 430 years cover the whole “sojourn” of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in Canaan, as well as that of the Israelites in Egypt, extending thus from the arrival of Abraham in Haran to the Exode. This would make the Egyptian sojourn only two hundred and fifteen years.

Paul follows this Sept. chronology in Galatians 3:17. We have, then, what are called a long and a short chronology of the Exodus. The short period is adopted in our chronology, (Usher’s) which sets the Exode at B.C. 1491, two hundred and fifteen years after Jacob went down into Egypt. As yet we have not data for deciding with certainty between the two periods, but the census of the Israelites at the Exode is usually deemed to favour four rather than two centuries of Egyptian sojourn. To balance up authorities on this matter gives little light, and the question would seem to have been doubtful in the time of Josephus, since he expressly commits himself to both sides in the same treatise. Compare Antiq., 2:15 with Exodus 2:9. See notes on Exodus 12:40.

Egyptian chronology is at present so wholly unsettled that it is rash to dogmatize, and wise to wait patiently till more light comes from the monuments. The most famous Egyptologists differ from each other by centuries in regard to the date of the Exodus. As mentioned above, Usher’s date, B.C. 1491, stands in our English Bible; Poole fixes it at 1652, (Smith’s Bib. Dict., art. Chronology;) Rawlinson at 1650, (Ancient Hist., p. 61;) Wilkinson at first made Thothmes III. the Pharaoh of the Exode, about 1460, (Anc. Egypt, vol. i, pages 76-81, English Edition,) but has since decided for Pthahmen, (Meneptah I.,) of the nineteenth dynasty, who came to the throne about B.C. 1250, (Rawl., Her. App. to book ii, chap. viii;) and so Brugsch, (Hist. de l’Egypt, 1:156,) who makes Rameses II., the father of Pthahmen, to be the Pharaoh of Exodus 1. This is the view of Stanley and many others. Lepsius and Bunsen make the Exode to have taken place under the nineteenth dynasty, and Bunsen fixes about 1320 as its date. Ewald, Winer, and Knobel identify the Pharaoh of Exodus i, with Amosis of the eighteenth dynasty, as in our note. This view is learnedly defended by Canon Cook in the Speaker’s Commentary.
The whole story of the Hyksos, or Shepherd Kings, though so generally accepted, rests solely on the confused and contradictory account of the priest Manetho, who lived more than a thousand years after the alleged events, and fragments of whose work have been handed to us by Josephus and Syncellus, and hopelessly confused with fragments from another Manetho of uncertain date and authority. No trace of the Hyksos is found in the monuments so far, in Herodotus, Diodorus, or the books of Moses. Hengstenberg, Havernik, and many others, consider the whole story as a confused Egyptian legend of the Exode. Blackie, in his Homer, well sets forth this view. (Homer and the Iliad, 1:36.) (2.) חאבנים, (Exodus 1:16 .) The word occurs in only one other place, Jeremiah 18:3, where it is rendered the (two) wheels, (of the potter,) in the margin, frames or seats. Five different interpretations are suggested, not noticing proposed alterations of the text, as by Furst, etc.

1. Gesenius, in Hebrews Lex., makes it the midwife’s chair, on which she sat before the woman in labour.

2. Gesenius elsewhere makes it the bath tub or trough (badewanne) in which the child was washed. So De Wette.

3. Smith’s Dict. quotes Lane’s Modern Egyptians to show that it means the chair used in aiding delivery, showing that the modern Egyptians have the same custom, and such a chair is said to be represented on the monuments of the eighteenth dynasty. Auf dem Geburts-stuhle, Van Ess. But neither of these interpretations explain the dual form.

4. Ewald interprets the word adverbially as meaning instantly, like the German, flugs; English, “on the fly.”
5. Fagius (Crit. Sacr.) follows the interpretation of J. Kimchi and others, who refer the word to the vagina, the labia uteri. Thus La Haye, (Bib. Max.,) who renders cum in ostiis vulvae prolem videritis. So Keil and Knobel, who seem to settle the question.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1 

BIRTH AND EDUCATION OF MOSES, Exodus 2:1-10.

1. A man of the house of Levi — Amram, a descendant of Levi through Kohath. And took to wife a daughter (descendant) of Levi — Jochebed. Exodus 6:20, where see note. See Introductory, (1.)



Verse 2 

2. She saw… he was a goodly child — Literally, he was beautiful: “beautiful before God,” says Stephen. Acts 7:20, in margin. Every child is beautiful to the mother’s eye; but the spiritually-minded Jochebed, whose very name declared “JAH, her glory,” saw His beauty behind the child’s sweet face, and knew by faith that He who had given her such a treasure could guard it for her, even from Pharaoh. 

She hid him — “By faith” she hid the child, and “was not afraid.” Hebrews 11:23. She used all means, yet trusted; she had full trust, yet used all means. It is the old paradox of the divine-human life.



Verse 3 

3. When she could not longer hide him — She had already concealed him three months. 

She took for him an ark of bulrushes — Papyrus. The papyrus, or paper reed, from which paper was first made and named, has a triangular stalk, as thick as the finger, about a dozen feet high. Light, strong boats were made of it; also mats, mattresses, sails, and many other articles. The famous Egyptian papyri, whose contents are now being deciphered, were made from slices of the pith, dried and then pressed and glued together, forming strips of indefinite length. 

Daubed it with slime — Either bitumen or Nile mud. Jochebed cemented the rushes together with the Nile mud or bitumen, and then smeared the seams with liquid pitch to make it water-tight. Similar boats are common on the Tigris now. 

Flags — Rather, the Nile grass. She placed the child where she knew that the princess would see him, trusting for his safety to his captivating beauty and to God.



Verse 4 

4. His sister — Probably Miriam, who is the only sister named in the history. Numbers 26:59. The mother has now exhausted all her skill; she can think of but one thing more — to station Miriam afar off. And now, if ever, JAHVEH-JIREH, “The Lord will provide.” Genesis 22:14.



Verse 5 

5. The daughter of Pharaoh came — The intellectual and moral condition of women in Egypt was far higher than in Asia or in Greece. Polygamy was rare, and the harem seclusion unknown. Women were respected and honoured in society, much as in modern Europe and America, and the wives and daughters of kings succeeded to the throne of the Pharaohs. Wilkinson says, that the Egyptians recognised the fact that the morals and manners of society depended on the respect shown to women. 

To wash — Rather, to bathe: not to wash her clothes, as Dr. Clarke interprets, who in this case transferred to Egypt the manners of the Grecian lands in the Homeric age. The Nile was regarded as an emanation of the god Osiris, and the act of bathing in its waters was devotional as well as sanitary, for the Nile was deemed the mother of all life and fruitfulness.



Verses 6-9 

6-9. There is a pathos in this description which shows that the writer’s heart was in it. That princess was his adopting mother. The self-reliant action of the king’s daughter, notwithstanding her father’s cruel and absolute command, well illustrates the independence in character and action which distinguished the Egyptian women, at least the high-born.

The Egyptians were taught also to regard mercy as one of the conditions of acceptance in the day of judgment. In the Funeral Ritual, or Book of the Dead, recently translated from a papyrus by Birch, the human spirit is represented as answering to the judge, “I have not afflicted any man; I have not made any man weep; I have not withheld milk from the mouths of sucklings.”



Verse 10 

10. The child grew… and he became her son — This is all that Moses tells us of his own youth. How easily could he here have written lines which would have satisfied the curiosity of ages! but he hastens over years to touch the next link in the providential chain. The sacred writers ever show this baffling, unworldly reticence. Thus the youth of Moses’s great Antitype, Jesus, is almost a blank in history. In both instances apocryphal legends, beneath attention except as psychological curiosities, (witness Josephus and Philo,) have swarmed into the vacuum. There are, however, in the British Museum papyri of the eighteenth dynasty, (B.C. 1525-1325, according to Wilkinson,) which give something of an idea of the education of a youth designed for civil and military service in the Mosaic age. From these and other sources we learn that the education was in literature, philosophy, and the mystic lore of the Egyptian religion, rather than in science, although great attention was given to arithmetic, pure and applied geometry, mensuration, surveying, accounts, architecture, and astronomy. But especially were the children trained from infancy in grammar and rhetoric, and the drill in style was thorough enough to have satisfied Quintilian. Literary examination was indispensable for appointment to the lowest public office, and instructors were appointed and schools superintended by the government. Such was the training of Moses at Heliopolis, the Oxford of Egypt. 

And she called his name Moses — Rather, Mosheh, (from the Egyptian word mos, or mas, to draw,) using a word which was the root of several royal Egyptian names, as Teth-mos-is, A-mos-is, which was transcribed to Mosheh in Hebrew, and to ΄ω υσης by the LXX translators, (which means water-saved,) whence the Latin Moyses, and our Moses. Brugsch states that it is also the name of an Egyptian prince of the nineteenth dynasty, a viceroy of Nubia.



Verse 11-12 

MOSES’S FAILURE, AND FLIGHT FROM EGYPT, Exodus 2:11-22.

11, 12. Looked on their burdens — Looked with sympathy and longed to help. St. Stephen says (Acts 7:23) that he was now forty years old. In the prime of his powers, with the culture of Heliopolis and the faith of Jochebed — seeing his great mission dimly rising before him — with the quick sympathies of a kinsman and a patriot, and with a fiery soul that pined for action, he offered to cast in his lot with his brethren, and put himself at their head, “esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt.” But neither he nor the people were yet ready. He was too precipitate and self-confident, nor did he yet see the immensity of his real mission. He needed the forty years’ desert chastisement and the solemn converse of the solitudes of Horeb. Nor had Israel yet felt the throe in which a nation is born. He felt that he was the born and commissioned leader to break the Egyptian chain; he felt that he had the revolutionary right to strike; but erred in thinking that the hour had come. 

He looked this way and that way — Not from criminal guilt, but with soldierly wariness. He looked on the war as begun, and himself as the captain in the field, and “supposed that his brethren would have understood how that God by his hand would deliver them.” Acts 7:25.



Verse 13-14 

13, 14. “But they understood not;” the iron had not yet gone deep enough into their souls, and Moses’s self-sacrifice in their behalf was too sublime for them to see. They betrayed their leader, (for a Hebrew must have informed against him,) and his first effort was a failure, not from Egyptian malice, but from Hebrew jealousy and envy.



Verse 15 

15. And he sat down by a well — The (well-known) well (of that place). Midian was the country of the wandering descendants of Abraham’s son Midian, in the peninsula of Sinai, and reaching around the Arabian Gulf into the desert beyond. Knobel locates “the well” at Sherm, on the Arabian Gulf, northeast of Ras Mohammed. Here was once a sanctuary, and an hereditary priest and priestess, possibly successors of Jethro, and here are now deep, copious, and very ancient wells.

The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews says (Hebrews 11:27) that Moses left Egypt “by faith,” and “not fearing the wrath of the king,” yet our narrative says that he feared and fled. How is this? Simply that he feared and evaded by flight the immediate and transitory consequences of his rash act, but feared not the grand result of the conflict on which he had staked all. He was ready to measure strength with Pharaoh when the time should come, “for he endured as seeing Him who is invisible.” The general who falls back in order to advance does not fear. (It is surprising that Alford should find difficulty here.)



Verse 16-17 

16, 17. Moses’s quick sense of right, and promptness to help the weak, are seen in the desert as well as in the brick-field, and he secures the hospitality of Reuel as Jacob did that of Laban. The priest’s flock consisted of sheep and goats, though he probably had also camels and asses; but for these there may not have been water and pasturage in the desert of Sinai. It is not likely that Reuel was a “prince,” as written in the margin.



Verse 18 

18. Reu-El — Friend of God. The name implies that he worshipped the God of Abraham his father. Midian was the son of Abraham by Keturah.

Genesis 25:2. On the relationship of Reuel, Jethro, and Hobab, see Concluding Note.



Verse 19 

19. An Egyptian — For such Moses seemed to the Midianitish maidens, from his costume and language.



Verse 21-22 

21, 22. The Egyptian prince is content to become the shepherd of an humble Arab priest, whose daughter, a child of the desert, becomes the Zipporah (little bird) of his wilderness home. The sceptre that had been almost within his grasp is exchanged for a shepherd’s crook. The learning, luxury, and power of Egypt are exchanged for the barbarism, sand, and stones of Midian. It was the way of duty, but a wonderfully mysterious way! The deliverer is in the glory of his strength and eager for his work, and his people are dying — yet God does not speak! The name of his first-born, 

Gershom — a stranger there — tells us that he feels his exile, that his heart is with his far-off people, but we hear no murmur; and the name of his second born, 

Eliezer — my God (is my) help — shows that his faith was firm. He vanishes into the awful solitudes of Sinai, and we neither see nor hear of him any more for forty years.



Verse 23 

INCREASED OPPRESSION OF ISRAEL, Exodus 2:23-25.

23. In process of time — Literally, After many of those days. 
The king of Egypt died — [This king has been with good reason believed to be Remeses the Great, who reigned sixty-seven years and must have been almost a centenarian at his death. His reign was long enough to have covered the entire forty years of Moses’ sojourn in Midian, and also a considerable portion of his previous life in Egypt. Well might his death have been spoken of as occurring after many of those days! Great interest has been added to this history by the discovery, in 1881, of the mummies of most of the kings of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth dynasties, including the embalmed body of this great “Pharaoh of the oppression.” These bodies are now in the Bulaq Museum, Cairo, and photographs of their faces have been carried into many lands.] 



Verse 24-25 

24, 25. God heard… remembered… looked… had respect — Through all those generations of heart-break, to the eye and ear of flesh God had seemed deaf, dumb, dead; yet all the while he remembered his covenant, saw each tear, heard each groan, knew his children with all the energy of love. In this graphic and emphatic way does the sacred writer picture our Father, and help every sufferer everywhere to get within the everlasting arms.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1 

JEHOVAH IN THE BURNING BRAMBLE, Exodus 3:1-6.

1. Now Moses kept the flock — Rather, Was feeding the flock. The Hebrew word expresses a continued occupation. Reuel-Jethro, or Reuel the excellent, was priest of Midian, and father of Zipporah and Hobab. See Concluding Note, chap. 2. 

To the backside — That is, the western side, for in the Hebrew orientation the spectator is always supposed to face the east, which is hence called “the front,” while the south is the “right hand,” as in 1 Samuel 23:19, margin, and the north is “the left hand,” as in Genesis 14:15. Moses led his flock westerly or northwesterly, through the desert strip, to the elevated ground of Horeb, where were the most fertile valleys of the peninsula, and where there was water when the lower lands were dry. The desert of Arabia is not a hot, sandy plain, like the deserts of Africa, but a very uneven, rocky, gravel-covered tract, which, except in summer, furnishes fair pasturage for flocks. Perhaps the approach of midsummer caused this movement. The mountain of God. So called from God’s subsequent manifestation there; or, as the Targumists express it, “the mountain on which was revealed the glory of Jah.” Moses wrote this after the giving of the law at Sinai. 

Horeb — This was the name of the whole mountain cluster of which Sinai was a single summit. The two words are used interchangeably to denote the Mount of the Law; but before Israel reached the mountain district, as here — and after they left it, as in Deuteronomy, when they were encamped in the plains of Moab — it is called Horeb, since at a distance the special summit is not particularized; but while before the Mount of the Law it is always (except only in Exodus 33:6) called Sinai, since, while among the mountains, it was necessary to specify the particular peak intended. Moses smote the rock in Horeb (the district) before they reached Sinai, the mountain. Exodus 17:1-6. (ROBINSON, Bib. Res., 1:120.)



Verse 2 

2. And the Angel of the Lord appeared unto him — More literally, “And there appeared an angel of Jahveh (Jehovah) unto him.” 
In a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush — Rather, “the thorn-bush,” (bramble.) Any personification or manifestation of God’s attributes is called his “angel.” See on Genesis 16:7. The סנה, seneh, “thorn-bush,” or “bramble,” is a species of acacia, common in the Sinai peninsula, rising in tangled thickets, and having long, stout, and sharp thorns. It is here called the bramble — definitely — as the well-known desert bramble, or as the bramble of this divine appearance. Sinai was probably named from this seneh (senna) shrub, which abounds upon its sides and valleys. The shittah, or shittim tree, used so much in the construction of the tabernacle and its furniture, belongs to the same family. 

And behold, the bush burned with fire, and… was not consumed — Better, And lo, the bramble was burning in the fire, and the bramble was not consumed. The common lowly bramble well typifies despised Israel in its servitude, and the fire that burst forth among the dry thorns and yet did not consume them, was the God who dwelt in Israel, under whose providence those afflictions came, which, though they burned did not destroy, because He, the change-less JEHOVAH, was in their midst. It is ever in the extremity of his Israel’s affliction that his voice is heard from the flame. The “great sight,” which faith only sees, is God’s loving tenderness, burning but to purify. This is the truth which, in the MEMORIAL NAME, breaks upon the soul of Moses after his long and mysterious trial.



Verse 5 

5. Put off thy shoes — The Orientals drop their shoes or sandals at the door, lest they defile the department by bringing in the dirt of the street; and by this expressive symbolism was Moses taught that he was drawing nigh to Him in whose sight “the heavens are not clean.” The awful holiness of God is the first thought that the praying soul needs, and hence at the threshold of prayer the soul is taught to drop its sandals with “Hallowed be thy name.”



Verse 6 

6. The God of thy father — Whose name thy father and mother taught thee; and the God of their fathers — of the sacred patriarchal line — who remembers his covenant with them. But Jesus shows us (Matthew 22:32, where see note) that the words were deeper still, revealing to Moses not only that He lived, but that they lived as sharers in this everlasting covenant, and were looking for its fulfilment. A covenant with Jehovah implies, connotes, or includes, immortality. Moses had waited long. Now his father’s God speaks to him in a tongue of flame; calls him by his name, yet warns him not to draw nigh; brings before him those waiting fathers — a “cloud of witnesses!” What wonder that he hid his face from the blaze of such a revelation!



Verses 7-10 

MOSES IS CALLED, Exodus 3:7-10; AND GOD REVEALS THE MEMORIAL NAME, Exodus 3:11-22.

7-10. God dispels the mystery, that had been so long thickening upon his providence, unfolds his plan, and gives Moses his commission.



Verse 11 

11. Who am I — Forty years before he had been all ready in his youthful confidence, but the work that God had for him has been rising before him in its vastness, till now it overwhelms him. So Isaiah, when he had seen Jehovah and received his commission, cried, “Woe is me!” So Paul cried, “Who is sufficient for these things!”



Verse 12 

12. The Lord does not deny his servant’s weakness, but promises to reveal through it his strength. 

Upon this mountain — The bush was probably upon the Sinai mount of the Horeb range, on which Jehovah afterward descended in fire. This (burning bramble) shall be a token — Rather, is a token. The verse is often read as if the subsequent success of his mission to Pharaoh, and the consequent worship upon Sinai, were to be regarded as the tokens that he had been sent. Success itself was an obvious token then, but the hesitating Moses wants a present sign. The flaming bramble shrub was the token that he would bring Israel to the flaming bramble mount.



Verse 13 

13. His name — Now he desires to look at his commission, and asks, What is His name. With the Hebrews proper names were not simply labels attached to individuals — they were significant — they indicated character. So the change from Jacob to Israel — from Abram to Abraham — indicated change of character and relation. So when Jacob pleaded with the Angel, “Tell me thy name,” he meant “Reveal thy character.” Name is thus constantly used by the Scripture writers to mean a cluster of attributes. To praise God’s name, is to adore the holiness, justice, truth, signified by that name. To profane it, is to slight his character, his person. We pray through Christ’s name; that is, through his character and work as Redeemer. At successive epochs of revelation God has revealed himself by different names to set forth different phases of his glorious character, and he promises to write upon the redeemed at last “his new name,” that is, to show them glories in his character which can never be seen till then. Moses asks, then, in this question, What new phase of God’s character is to be revealed? God replies by unfolding afresh the true significance of a name which had long been known, at least to a few, but whose meaning was now to be stamped anew by wondrous works into the national consciousness.



Verse 14-15 

14, 15. My name — THE MEMORIAL NAME, אהיה אשׁר אהיה, a paraphrase of the name JEHOVAH, or JAHVEH literally rendered, I AM WHO AM, that is, I AM HE WHO IS — I only am He who exists in Himself — an idea which the Alexandrian translators expressed by ‘ ο ων ; Justin, by Ille Ens. And this is not an assertion of mere abstract existence — for the Hebrew verb never stops with this — but of living, active existence, of Being manifesting itself. Absolute independence, and consequent unchangeableness and eternal activity, are implied in the name I AM, and by adding the relative clause, WHO AM, the thought is added that these attributes belong only to Jehovah. Absolutely independent in being and action, nothing can hinder him from performing his will; unchangeable, what once he has promised must forever be his purpose. Often after this God appeals to this Memorial Name as the witness, (1,) of his absolute solitary supremacy: “I am Jehovah… Ye shall have no other gods,” (Exodus 20:2-3;) (2,) of his immutability: “I am Jehovah; I change not,” (Malachi 3:6;) (3,) but especially ofhis eternal activity in manifesting himself; “I am Jehovah, and I will bring you out… I will take you to me for a people… I will bring you in unto the land… I am Jehovah,” (Exodus 6:6, etc.) This name was to be Israel’s fortress, an infinite storehouse of hopes and consolations.

Grammatically, the word here rendered I AM is the first person future of the verb of existence translated as a present, (the Hebrew has no proper present,) which tense conveys the idea of the future continuance of the present state. (Nordh., Hebrews Gram., § 964, 2.) Now the word translated Jehovah (more properly Jahveh) is the third person future of the same verb in its archaic form, HAVAH, (or is, as some think, formed from this verb with a prefix,) and so “Jehovah” has the same meaning in the third person which this word has in the first. Thus the name afterward announced to Moses, in Exodus 6:3, is the same as I AM: in the mouth of God it is I WHO AM in the mouth of man it is HE WHO IS. This, as says Maimonides, is the only real, proper name of God; for while other names set forth some of his attributes — attributes which, to some degree, he shares with created beings — this name alone sets forth his innermost, incommunicable nature. This distinction is grammaticaliy stamped on the word, for it has no article, no plural, no construct.

It is well to briefly compare the inspired Memorial Name with the other common appellations of God. It is a word worthy to be the core of revelation.

Our word “lord” means governor, and simply brings before us God’s authority. “God” has the same meaning, though some have incorrectly derived it from “good.” “Deity” is from Latin, deus; Greek, θεος; Sanskrit, dyaus, from div, to shine; and means “the Shining One,” that is, according to Max Muller, the sun, which our Aryan ancestors worshipped in Asia. Thus the classic names and our word “deity” are all idolatrous in meaning, while “lord” and “god” connote simply authority. There are five Hebrew names often used, besides “Jehovah.” El and Elohim signify the STRONG and the STRONG ONES Elyon signifies the MOST HIGH Shaddai, the ALMIGHTY and Adhonai corresponds to our “Lord.” But the Memorial Name comprises all these ideas and infinitely more.

(1.) I AM (as says Bahr,) not the heathen “it,” a deified nature, but “I.” Pantheism, which all heathenism is at bottom, identifies God with nature, but here is a Personality above nature. The world in itself is nothing. God only IS.

(2.) Hence he is Lord of nature, which proceeded from him: Creator, Governor, Preserver; El, Elohim, Shaddai, Elyon, Adhonai.
(3.) The Living One: he is forever unfolding himself to man in word and work — God of providence and revelation.

(4.) Immutable: he is the God of our trust, the covenant God.

(5.) Immutable, he is also the Truth; ever consistent with his own nature, that is, holy, for the ground and the standard of right is the nature of God. Hence is he worthy of worship, (worth-ship,) supreme love, and praise. As Adam Clarke well says, the very Name itself is a proof of a divine revelation. It will be also seen how appropriate is this name to set forth the progressive revelation, the historical manifestation, of God’s character to the nation whom he had chosen to reveal him to mankind. It is not spoken of as a name entirely new would be, but is declared to be the name of the God of Israel’s fathers. Genesis 4:26 seems to declare that it was known in the days of Seth, and the proper names Moriah, (seen of Jah,) and Jochebed, (Jah, her glory,) show that it had been preserved in the sacred line, and that its abbreviated form was used in compound names; but its deep richness of meaning and covenant significance were now first to appear. Proper names were often thus repeated when events gave them fresh meaning and pertinence, as we see was the case with “Jacob,” “Esau,” “Beth-el,” and others. See also Concluding Note, and Exodus 6:3.



Verse 18 

18. Three days’ journey… that we may sacrifice to the Lord our God — It was not national but religious independence which was the burden of their request — acknowledgment of the God of Israel. The first step in the Hebrew national history was in harmony with all that followed; the first throb of Hebrew national life was a blow at idolatry. Had Egypt met this first demand, and owned the sway of the One Only God, the plagues had never fallen, and perhaps Israel’s national mission had never been needed, and Memphis or Zoan had been in history what Jerusalem became. But Pharaoh would not acknowledge Jehovah, and so was forced to acknowledge Hebrew independence. He did not see at first how the two were linked together, nor did Moses.



Verse 19 

19. And I am sure — Literally, I know, “that the king of Egypt will not let you go.” No,
not by a mighty hand — Rather, But by a mighty hand. Obedience to this simple, plain demand made by Moses was possible, but God knew that Pharaoh would disobey, and predicted the results of his free volition. God knew Pharaoh’s proud and obstinate heart.



Verse 22 

22. Every woman shall borrow — Literally, ask, for this is always the meaning of the word שׁאל ; and whether the thing asked for is to be returned or not the context must determine. Thus the thirsty Barak asks water, (Judges 5:25,) and Gideon asks for the golden earrings of the Ishmaelites, (Judges 8:26,) evidently not intending to return the things asked for; but the prophet’s widow (2 Kings 4:3) asks empty oil vessels of her neighbours, possibly intending to return them. All the circumstances here show that the Israelites did not promise, and that the Egyptians did not expect, that these jewels and garments would ever be returned. See on Exodus 11:2, etc.

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1 

MOSES RECEIVES THE THREE SIGNS, Exodus 4:1-9.

1. They will not believe me — Moses pleads that Israel will not accept him as a divinely-commissioned leader, and Jehovah gives him three signs to demonstrate to himself, to Israel, and to the Egyptians, that he is sent of God. Egypt was a land of symbols, and these are symbolic miracles, divine hieroglyphs. Three is the complete or perfect number, and the three signs give to each of the three parties involved complete proof of his mission.



Verses 2-5 

2-5. A rod — The shepherd’s staff which Moses casts down is the emblem of the shepherd life which now, at God’s call, he abandons. But at once he finds himself confronted by a hissing serpent, the emblem of Egyptian royalty, from which he flees, for his flesh shrinks from this conflict with Pharaoh. In Egypt the asp was the hieroglyph of royalty. But when, at God’s bidding, he boldly grasps his formidable foe, the very wrath of Pharaoh calls forth the power of Jehovah and Jehovah’s messenger. The serpent becomes the “wonder-working rod.” This sign sets forth the character of Moses, God’s messenger.



Verse 6-7 

6, 7. His hand was leprous — The second sign symbolizes Israel: first, fresh and young; then, foul and weak; then, clean and strong. Leprosy is a type of ceremonial defilement. As God bid Moses put his hand in his bosom, so had he bidden Israel go down into Egypt, where they had been sheltered from the Canaanitish influences which would have arrested their national life, but where they had also become contaminated with nature-worship, and where their heathen surroundings made them ceremonially unclean. Moses — Mosheh, the drawer or deliverer — was to draw them forth, and thrust them into another land, where they should be a nation clean unto Jehovah.



Verse 8 

8. First sign… latter sign — These signs are God’s voiceless but visible words to the people. But, like all other words, they may be heard or not, at the hearer’s option. No conceivable miracle can compel conviction. When Christ arose “some doubted.”



Verse 9 

9. The third sign symbolizes Jehovah’s power over Egypt and her gods. But for the Nile there would be no Egypt; and when Moses smote the water of the river he turned the very breast milk of Egypt to blood. And, besides, the Nile was a national god, for its fertilizing power was deemed to proceed from Osiris himself. Thus Jehovah smites Egypt’s life-giving god, who is stretched through the land a loathsome corpse.



Verses 10-12 

MOSES HESITATES AND IS REBUKED, Exodus 4:10-17.

10-12. I am not eloquent — Literally, not a man of words. 
Slow of speech — Rather, heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue. Moses declares that he is no orator, has not the gift of persuasion, and therefore he has not confidence that he can convince Israel of his mission. So Paul tells us that his bodily presence was weak, and his speech contemptible; but where are weighty and immortal words to be found if they fell not from Paul and Moses? Moses, like Paul, felt weak when he measured himself with his work. He did not yet realize how God’s strength is made perfect in such weakness. It would also seem that Moses was not fluent, like Aaron his brother; and, perhaps, from his long separation from his brethren, he had to some degree lost command of his native language. This would naturally make him diffident in undertaking a popular appeal. He may have been conscious, too, that in his forty years’ exile from Egyptian civilization his tongue and manners had caught a desert rudeness, which poorly fitted him to appear in the courts of the Pharaohs. Here, for the first time, prophetic inspiration is promised to man. Henceforth in the whole subsequent history of the Church we see this endowment of the Holy Ghost. So the lips of the shrinking Isaiah were touched with a “live coal” from the heavenly altar. Isaiah 6. So Jehovah laid his hand on the mouth of the wavering Jeremiah. Jeremiah 1. So it was given to the uncultured Apostle to speak boldly before rulers and peoples: and so God’s Spirit has ever been a fire in the words of his genuine messengers. Moses was learned enough to know the vanity of learning, and had now become wise enough to see the folly of wisdom, so that he was just the instrument for God’s hand.



Verse 13 

13. Send, I pray thee, by the hand (of whomsoever else) thou wilt send — All his objections had been removed, yet still he hesitated and shrank. The unreasonableness of unbelief is here most naturally depicted, but with what unworldly fidelity! What an infallible touch of genuineness, when we consider the laws of man’s spiritual development, and note the progress of the faith of Moses! Yet what later scribe of the followers of the great lawgiver would ever, by the invention of such an incident, have blurred the glory of that venerated name? Only Moses himself — and only the inspired Moses — could ever have detailed this humiliating weakness. This is not the style of unrenewed and uninspired man.



Verse 14 

14. Aaron the Levite now first appears, and behind him Moses for the time retires. This is just and natural, for during forty years Aaron had been among his brethren, and living in the atmosphere of the highest civilization of the time, while Moses had been tending sheep for a Bedouin priest in the wilderness; but again we ask, what follower of the Sinai legislator would ever have dreamed of this? Aaron is God’s spokesman to the people; it is Aaron’s rod that buds; Aaron is Jehovah’s high priest; it is his sons that come to honour and wear the splendid vestments of the tabernacle, the chosen servants of Jehovah’s altar, while the children of Moses vanish into obscurity. Yet the slow, stammering, vailed prophet is the soul of Israel. 

Behold, he cometh forth to meet thee — Events had been ripening in Egypt also, and the people as well as the leader had been preparing for the critical hour. He will be glad in his heart to see thee, and ready to unite with thee in the work of national deliverance. So we afterwards read that “he met and kissed him in the mount of God.” The Egyptian traditions of the exodus, though broken and confused, are deemed by some historians to show traces of dynastic rivalries and convulsions which favoured the exit of Israel; but this is extremely uncertain. It is certain, however, that Moses, Pharaoh, and Israel, though all freely acting, were all providentially used in this crisis. See on Exodus 4:21.



Verse 15-16 

15, 16. Moses was still to be the mediator, while Aaron was to be the interpreter of God’s word as he received it from Moses. Yet it is instructive to notice that as Moses advances in his work and grows in faith, (and shall we not say, wears away the desert rusticity?) Aaron gradually retires from the prominent position which at first he held, and Moses comes more forward. Aaron is the spokesman, but while we read of the lineage of “that Aaron and Moses,” yet it is always “Moses and Aaron” who come before Pharaoh. It is Aaron who casts down the rod which swallows up the magicians’ rods, and who smites Egypt with the first and mildest blows; but it is Moses who prostrates Pharaoh’s sorcerers with such a stroke that they lift their heads no more, (Exodus 9:11,) and it is his rod that strikes the final terrible blows thereafter, till the Red Sea rolls back over Pharaoh.



Verse 17 

17. This rod — This simple shepherd’s crook shall break the sceptre of Egypt, shall break the crook and flail of Osiris. So, long after, a shepherd’s sling delivered Israel; a Galilean fisher’s net enclosed the Gospel multitudes; and a Cilician tentmaker spread the gospel tabernacle over the Gentile nations. Thus the Dispensations ever harmonize. With this decisive command Jehovah closes the interview, and Moses humbly submits and obeys.

THE RETURN OF MOSES TO EGYPT, 18-31.

Moses, as far as we can see, says nothing at this time to Jethro about his divine commission, for as yet, probably, he could not have understood it.



Verse 19 

19. All the men are dead — See Exodus 2:23, where the death of the king is related immediately before Moses’ call. This event seems in several ways to have been critical for the fortunes of Israel.



Verse 20 

20. And Moses took his wife — Zipporah. And his (two) sons — Gershom and Eliezer. 

Set thereupon an ass — Rather, made them ride upon the ass. Probably only Zipporah and the child Eliezer rode, while Moses and Gershom walked by the side of the ass. This was an humble, an unostentatious, entry of the commander of the hosts of Israel!



Verse 21 

21. I will harden his heart — Lest Moses should be despondent in his long conflict with Pharaoh’s obstinate disobedience, he is now assured that this also has been fully foreseen and provided for by Jehovah, for it is to be taken up into His plan as one of the evils which “work together for good” to God’s elect. Romans 8:28. It would give Moses hope and courage to know that no step of the struggle had been unforeseen and unprovided for. Every action, good and bad, may be viewed in two aspects, either as proceeding from the voluntary and responsible agent, or as used by God in his providence; and it is the latter, or divine side, that is here specially emphasized, because the history is specially a history of providence — of the divine overruling. Yet both sides of the action are in this narrative equally presented, for it is notable that, while we read here ten times that God “hardened the heart” of Pharaoh, we read precisely the same number of times that “Pharaoh hardened his heart,” or that his heart “was hardened,” “stiff,” or “heavy.”

But this is not the whole meaning, nor is the interpretation adequate, that God permitted rather than caused. Hardness of heart is a judgment proceeding directly from God. It is a consequential punishment of sin. But before God inflicts this penalty man has deserved it by trifling with God’s goodness and mercy. Increasing stubbornness and moral insensibility are the judicial consequences of conscious resistance to God’s will; and this judgment proceeds directly from God, while the sin which invokes the judgment and brings man within the range of these consequences proceeds from man. Thus Pharaoh hardened his heart, and yet it was hardened by Jehovah. While ignorant of Jehovah, disobedience to his law could not harden him; but, from the moment that he knew him, resistance hardened. For this conscious disobedience and this judicial consequence Pharaoh was responsible. This sin of his was, moreover, foreseen. The prediction here made to Moses, and the providential preparations for the punishment of Pharaoh’s sin, were the effects of that sin, divinely foreseen — as, in a lower sphere, the erection of court-houses and jails are the effects of sin humanly foreseen. But knowledge, whether fore or after, in man or God, can never be the cause, but is ever the effect, of the thing known. See notes on Romans 8:29; Romans 9:18.



Verse 22 

22. My firstborn — By spiritual generation. In God’s covenant Israel was adopted as the firstborn of the nations, for ultimate good of the whole family of man. By a series of providences, from the call of Abraham to the exode, Israel was given a national being, and adopted as the child of Jehovah. See the plan of Exodus.

Pharaoh, who styled himself Son of RA, the sun-god, was commanded to release Israel, the Son of JEHOVAH. Thus at every turn we see that the blow was struck at Egypt’s gods; this conflict is religious rather than political; the war is waged from heaven.



Verses 24-26 

24-26. It came to pass… in the inn — An incident which transpired at some well-known halting-place on the road (the lodging-place) is so briefly related as to have occasioned much doubt and perplexity to all interpreters. It is most probably to be understood thus: — Zipporah, the Midianitess, although she loved her husband, yet did not wholly sympathise with his great work, nor enter as she should into Jehovah’s covenant. At least through her influence Moses had not given their youngest son the covenant sign, and Eliezer was yet uncircumcised. But it was now needful that Moses should be most impressively taught the necessity of himself keeping the ordinances which he was about to teach to others, and this is one of the striking incidents in his spiritual education. 

Sought to kill him — Death was the penalty for neglecting the seal of the covenant. Genesis 17:14. As Moses advanced towards Egypt, Jehovah barred his way, as at a similar crisis in the history of Jacob he had crossed his path at Peniel, and would not allow him to go forward till, after his famous wrestling, he consecrated himself to the God of Israel. In some way, we are not told how, death stood in his path, and Zipporah recognised his mortal danger as a consequence of his neglect and her opposition. 

Cut off the foreskin — She herself circumcised the child, and threw the bloody token petulantly at Moses’s feet, calling him a husband of bloods, (text, a bloody husband,) in angry allusion to the bloody rite.

Then Jehovah released Moses from his danger, (so he let him go,) and Zipporah, regarding him as wedded to her afresh, that is, redeemed from death, and made thus her husband anew, calls him with fresh emphasis a husband of bloods because of the circumcision.

Zipporah uses a stone knife, such as seems generally to have been then employed for this rite — as may be seen in Joshua 5:2, margin — although metallic tools had been in use for ages among these Shemitic peoples. But in this rite, as in the Egyptian process of embalming, (Herodotus, 2:86,) ancient custom seems to have kept in use the more primitive tool. Zipporah seems now, or soon after, to have returned to her father’s house in Midian, for there we find her with the children when Moses returns to Horeb at the head of Israel.



Verses 29-31 

29-31. Gathered… the elders — This points to an organization of the people under chiefs of their own, and their reverent acceptance of Moses and Aaron shows that they had not forgotten the God and the covenant of their fathers, although their faith was by no means ready for the impending conflict. 

Elders — See note on Exodus 6:13-19.

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 1 

THE INTERCESSION OF MOSES WITH PHARAOH, AND THE RESULT, Exodus 5:1-23.

1. The era of preparation ends, and the first act of the struggle begins. Moses and Aaron open their mission to Pharaoh. Thus saith Jehovah, God of Israel, so the phrase should be rendered, since “Jehovah” is the proper name, and not the compound word “Lord God,” as the Authorized Version would indicate. Moses and Aaron do not at first demand national independence. It is a far more moderate request to be permitted to sacrifice according to the command of Jehovah. As all nations had their forms of worship, and as religious claims were everywhere acknowledged to be paramount, this was no unreasonable petition, especially in Egypt, where religious festivals and processions were a most familiar pageant. At the same time it contained the core principle of Israel’s mission — recognition of Jehovah. See on Exodus 3:18-19. It is a strange and irreverent misconception that has led some interpreters to consider this a deceptive request.



Verse 2 

2. Who is Jehovah? It is possible that Pharaoh had never heard the name, for hitherto it had not been much used among the Hebrews in Egypt. At least he refuses to recognise Jehovah’s authority.



Verse 3 

3. The God of the Hebrews — The Israelites generally called themselves Hebrews when conferring with strangers, and were so called by other nations. Thus their reply is explanatory. Jehovah, whom they styled God of Israel, Pharaoh would style God of the Hebrews.


Verse 4 

4. Wherefore do ye — Rather, Wherefore make ye the people cease from their work, by this conference with them and agitation? Then to the elders of Israel, who stood with Moses and Aaron, he says, Get you unto your burdens.



Verses 6-9 

6-9. Increase of the oppression is the fierce and despotic reply to their request. Two grades of officers are now mentioned in addition to the sarim, or Egyptian superintendents, mentioned Exodus 1:11, namely, the (Egyptian) overseers — rendered taskmasters — and (Hebrew) scribes, (shoterim,) rendered officers. These Hebrew shoterim, or scribes, were so called because of the great amount of writing which the Egyptian method of supervision required. Writing was used as much in the ancient Egyptian business as it is in the American business of to-day. Wilkinson relates that in the accounts which the overseers of shepherds were required to present to the steward’s scribes, “Every egg was noted and entered, with the chickens and goslings. And, in order to prevent any connivance, or a question respecting the accuracy of a report, two scribes received it from the superintendent at the same moment. Every thing was done in writing. Bureaucracy was as consequential in Egypt as in modern Austria or France. Scribes were required, on every occasion, to settle public or private questions; no bargain of consequence was made without the voucher of a written document.… They would have been in an agony of mind to see us so careless and so duped in many of our railway and other speculations.” Egyptian deeds and conveyances were documents most formidable for length, and bristled with circumlocution and circumstantiality enough to gladden the heart of a modern lawyer.

The following cut, from a Theban monument, represents a superintendent of an estate giving an account of stock to two scribes.

It will thus be seen how thoroughly the Hebrews were trained in writing during their Egyptian sojourn, and were thus providentially qualified to prepare and preserve the most valuable documents in the world. Yet we are not to think of them as learning the art in Egypt, for, as Ewald shows, (Hist. Israel, i, p. 51,) this great art was known in the alphabetic form among the Shemitic nations before the time of Moses.



Verse 11 

11. Get you straw — For the sun-baked bricks, which were made of Nile mud mixed with cut straw, as is seen in specimens still preserved. Similar oppression and a like unreasonable exaction are on record in an Egyptian papyrus of the nineteenth dynasty, wherein the writer complains, “I have no one to help me in making bricks, no straw.”



Verse 12 

12. To gather stubble instead of straw — Literally, for the straw. The Egyptians cut the grain first below the ear, leaving a long stubble, which was chopped into straw. The Israelites were now scattered over all the grain fields to gather stubble for themselves.

The cut on the next page shows an Egyptian field, with the stubble standing in a portion of it as the reapers have left it, and gives another view of the scribes.



Verse 15-16 

15, 16. The Hebrew scribes come to Pharaoh and complain that they are beaten for not performing an impossible task. The monuments also give us pictures of labourers working under the stick, showing that it was customary for the superintendents to stimulate by blows. There is a papyrus, translated by M. Chabas, which relates the punishment of twelve labourers who failed to make up the required “tale of bricks.” The Egyptians had much confidence in the virtue of corporeal punishment.



Verse 20-21 

20, 21. The bastinadoed shoterim have now lost all faith in Moses and Aaron, for they feel that the yoke that was to have been broken is only tightened. They forget that this is exactly what might have been expected from Jehovah’s prediction. Exodus 3:19-20.



Verse 22-23 

22, 23. Moses, too, smarting under the accusations of his brethren, and also wounded by sympathy for their increased sufferings, returns to Jehovah with passionate entreaty for an explanation of his providence. There is a characteristic vehemence — an almost irreverent impetuosity — in his prayer, most natural to the man, and yet betraying a weakness which any writer of the Jewish ages would have been glad to hide. Only Moses could have written this, and only inspired man could write with such unworldly objectivity of himself.

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 1 

THE TEN JUDGMENT STROKES, Exodus 6:1 to Exodus 12:30.

1. Now — In this crisis of Israel’s fortunes, when all peaceful means have failed; a word of emphasis and transition. Of course, these interviews are only sketched; all that was said to Pharaoh is not detailed. These negotiations may have been some time in progress.



Verses 2-8 

2-8. I am the Lord: (JEHOVAH:) and I appeared unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto Jacob, in (the character of) El Shaddai, (God Almighty,) but by my name (that is, in my character) JEHOVAH was I not known (made known) to them. (Nordh., Hebrews Gram., § 1040, 2, c.; Ewald, Gram., § 299, 6.) Concerning the import, of the word “Jehovah,” and the meaning of this declaration, see notes on Exodus 3:13-15. From the call of Abraham God had been unfolding his character, as the patriarchs could by experience become acquainted with him. Man is not instructed by teaching him names, but by unfolding to him the import of names, and this had been the divine education of the fathers of Israel through such appellations as El, Elyon, and El Shaddai; but a deeper and grander lesson was now to be taught their children by experience such as the fathers knew not, so that the depth and richness of the great Covenant Name would become a national possession. It was not the sound, (as some critics imagine,) but the import of the Name that was unknown to their fathers, that is, unknown comparatively, considering the meaning which was now to be known. In interpreting such passages we are to remember that the Hebrew style does not admit of the periodic sentence, with the balanced qualifications and limitations of the Western tongues, and it is thus forced to make statements in an absolute form, which have obviously a comparative sense. Thus Joseph says to his brethren, “It was not you that sent me hither, but God,” (Genesis 45:8;) that is, “Your share in the matter is nothing when compared with his; the evil from your act is trifling compared with the good which God will bring out of it.” So Joseph called his son Manasseh, for, said he, “God hath made me to forget my father’s house” — not absolutely to forget, but that his new home made the old to be comparatively unthought of.

[The name Jehovah was the proper name of the God of Israel, as George or Paul is the proper name of a man, or Molech that of the god of the Ammonites. So profound was the reverence of the Hebrews for this name that they refused to pronounce it, and the vowelled pronunciation was lost, and is restored at this day only by conjecture. In reading the Scriptures vocally the Jews substituted the Hebrew word for Lord — Adonai. The Septuagint translators translated the name by the Greek word for Lord. Our English translators unfortunately followed suit, and translated the word by LORD in capitals. In the word Jehovah the vowels are borrowed, absurdly, from the word Adonai. The more probable, but not certain, form of the word is Jahveh. But the English reader should always mentally read LORD as the true proper name of Israel’s God.] 9. They hearkened not — For their cruel oppression now crushed them in an anguish that made them dead to hope. It was the very extremity which is the opportunity of Providence.



Verses 10-12 

10-12. Although Israel has turned away from him in despair, yet is Moses bid go again, alone, in Jehovah’s name, to Pharaoh. But how should Pharaoh hear when Israel herself turns away? Thus is he made to feel that the last resource of intercession has been tried, and that there is no recourse but to God’s judgments.



Verses 13-19 

13-19. Since Israel is now to be led forth as a nation, Moses and Aaron, their leaders, are fully set before us according to their genealogy. The tribe of Levi now, therefore, comes before us, with its three tribal families and their subdivisions, while the elder tribes, Reuben and Simeon, are mentioned with their general family divisions, in order to show the relative position of Levi. (Knobel here clearly shows the connexion against the documentists.) The fathers’ houses are usually considered as divisions of the tribal families, subdivisions of the tribe, (Geseuius, Furst, Ewald,) but the phrase is considered by Kurtz to be simply another designation for the tribe, the word “fathers” meaning ancestors. But the first view is favoured by the systematic classification in passages like Joshua 7:14, and Numbers 1:20; Numbers 1:22, etc., where the phrase should be translated, as here, “houses of their fathers,” (not house; see Gesen., Gram., § 108, 3; Ewald, Gram., § 270, c.) The twelve tribes were regularly divided and subdivided, according to lineage, with princes or heads over each section or grade, who took their rank by primogeniture. Besides this hereditary nobility there were elders, who appear to have held their position from age and experience, probably owing their rank to popular election, and who always appear as the representatives of the people, and constitute a democratic element in the state. There were, finally, the scribes, or shoterim — officers who may have arisen under Egyptian influences, as already noticed, who exercised a subordinate overseership over government labourers, and probably had charge of the genealogical tables and public writings. Thus the patriarchal and Egyptian governments furnished the groundwork for the elaborate Mosaic system perfected at Sinai.



Verse 20 

20. And Amram took him Jochebed his father’s sister to wife — דודה, here rendered father’s sister, we render daughter of father’s brother, or cousin, in this following the Septuagint, Syriac, Vulgate, and Targum Pal., thus understanding the text to declare that Amram married Jochebed his cousin. This is a much disputed text, furnishing a most important chronological item. Our Authorized Version and most modern commentators make Jochebed to have been Amram’s aunt and Levi’s daughter, so that Moses was thus Levi’s grandson. This view certainly is favoured by Numbers 26:59, “And the name of Amram’s wife was Jochebed, the daughter of Levi, whom her mother bare to Levi in Egypt;” as if Levi had a daughter born to him after the descent into Egypt, in addition to the three sons who went down with him from Canaan. But, 

(1,) It is not probable that Moses’ own father and mother violated a law of nature which was in the next generation so expressly incorporated into the Mosaic ordinances, though it is, of course, possible. (2,) If Jochebed were Amram’s aunt, then Levi must have begotten, and Jochebed have borne, children at such an extreme age that the birth of Jochebed, Miriam, and Aaron, as well as of Moses, must all be set down as miraculous, while the record here gives no hint of a miracle. This may be seen thus: Take the shortest period of the sojourn, two hundred and fifteen years, which will make the difficulties least, and as Moses was eighty at the Exode, we have 215-80, or 135 years, as the time from Jacob’s descent into Egypt to the birth of Moses. Levi was about forty-five when the sojourn began, and as Jochebed was (on this supposition) his daughter, there were then one hundred and thirty-five years from Levi’s forty-fifth year to the birth of his grandson, Moses. Now wherever we divide this period of one hundred and thirty-five years we shall make Levi to have become a father, and Jochebed a mother, in extreme age. Thus, if Jochebed were born when Levi was one hundred, then it would have been fifty-five years after the arrival in Egypt, since 100-45=55. In that case Jochebed must have borne Moses at eighty, since 135-55=80; Aaron, therefore, at seventy-seven, and Miriam when past sixty. If we suppose Jochebed to have been herself born ten or twenty years later, we then make Levi one hundred and ten or one hundred and twenty at her birth, and make her so many years younger at the birth of her children, but we do not relieve the difficulties. If we take the long period of sojourn, four hundred and thirty years, it will be seen at once that all the difficulties are vastly increased. But all are completely obviated by considering Jochebed Amram’s cousin, for this inserts another generation into the one hundred and thirty-five years.

(3.) The Hebrew word דודה, here rendered father’s sister, is, as noted above, rendered daughter of the father’s brother by the Septuagint, followed by the Syriac, Vulgate, and Palestine Targum. The corresponding masculine, דוד, uncle, also means son of the uncle in Jeremiah 32:12 . It seems certain that if dodh may mean uncle’s son, dodha may mean uncle’s daughter. Accordingly it is here rendered cousin by Lyra, Estius, La Haye, and Adam Clarke.

(4.) The difficulty of the common translation may be relieved thus:

Numbers 26:59 states that her mother, not mentioning who, bore Jochebed to Levi in Egypt. Is it not a likely supposition that Levi in his old age adopted this granddaughter as his daughter? If so, she might have been considered as the sister of his three famous sons, and this fact was deemed worthy of special mention, since she was the mother of the line of the high priests. Thus she might have been considered Amram’s aunt, although really his cousin.

It is the opinion of Kurtz, Keil, Canon Cook, and others, that two Amrams are here referred to, and that several genealogical links are dropped between Amram the son of Kohath and Amram the father of Moses. But, (1,) The impression is certainly very strongly made, in reading Exodus 6:18-20, that the same Amram is referred to throughout. (2,) It is a fact not noted by these scholars that in Leviticus 10:4, Uzziel, Amram’s brother, is called Aaron’s uncle; and though, as seen above, the word rendered uncle has much latitude, yet it would be necessary to suppose a second Uzziel also contemporary with the second Amram. As to the dropping of genealogical links, there is an undoubted example in Matthew i, where the names of three well known kings are omitted in the genealogy of our Lord; and a probable instance, yet more remarkable, in Ezra 7:1, where, if the parallel list in 1 Chronicles vi is correct, six names have been dropped out between Meraioth and Azariah. It is likewise certain that son often means simply descendant, as Christ is called “son of David.” If the sojourn in Egypt were four hundred and thirty years several generations must have been omitted here, but all the events can be brought within two hundred and fifteen years. See note on Exodus 12:40.



Verses 23-25 

23-25. Elisheba, (Elisabeth,) which means, God is her oath, that is, She owns and worships God. The family connexions of Aaron and his wife Elisabeth are detailed with far more fulness than these of Moses, since the lineage of the high priests was a matter of the highest importance in Israel. The sons of Moses had no special prominence in the national history, and their names are hardly mentioned. It is recorded here that Aaron’s wife was the sister of Naashon, a well known prince of Judah.

It will be noticed that the priestly succession here stops at Phinehas, the grandson of Aaron, who, as a youth, entered Canaan, and was the last of the line that Moses could have seen. This incidental evidence of Mosaic authorship is worthy of attention.



Verse 28 

RESUMPTION OF THE NARRATIVE AND RECAPITULATION, Exodus 6:28 to Exodus 7:7.

The foregoing genealogical digression may be regarded as an expansion of Exodus 6:13, giving a brief, clear family history of “that Aaron and Moses” who now undertake this weighty charge. The narrative now returns to the incident of Exodus 6:12, and repeats the circumstances under which Moses again plead that he was of uncircumcised lips. In Exodus 4:10, he urged this as a reason why he was disqualified to go to his brethren; now he feels it a sore hinderance when bid to go to Pharaoh.



Verses 28-30 

28-30. These three verses properly belong to the next chapter, which should have commenced with Exodus 6:28. The Lord (JEHOVAH) spake unto Moses in the land of Egypt,… saying, I am the Lord (JEHOVAH). This is in distinction from that first revelation in the land of Midian, (chap. 3,) when the Memorial Name was first proclaimed.

07 Chapter 7 

Verse 1 

1. I have made thee a god to Pharaoh — No more was he to come to Pharaoh as a suppliant, but now he was invested with divine authority. To Aaron, Moses was a revealer of God’s will, (Exodus 4:16,) but to Pharaoh he was now to appear clothed with God’s power. Hitherto he had been an advocate, a mediator, and in that position had painfully felt the embarrassment of his slowness of speech; but now his deeds were to speak, and, armed with Jehovah’s thunders, he was to smite down the gods of Egypt. Thus, then, the Lord replies to Moses’s despairing plea — “See, I have made thee a god!” Pharaoh had refused to glorify God by obedience to Moses as a messenger of his mercy; now shall he glorify him by submitting to Moses as a messenger of his wrath. The results of these threatened judgments are now predicted.



Verse 2 

2. Aaron thy brother shall speak unto Pharaoh (the words of authority which I have commanded) that he send the children of Israel out of his land — Rather, and he will send; prediction of the final result.



Verse 3 

3. And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart — At this stage of history Pharaoh had so far resisted the truth that God’s judgments but increased his obstinacy, and made him plunge into deeper and deeper rebellion. This result is foreseen and predicted, that Moses may be prepared for it. Pharaoh’s sin and its judicial consequences were to be the means of setting forth the attributes of Jehovah before the heathen. See on Exodus 4:21.



Verse 4 

4. But Pharaoh shall not hearken — There is nothing imperative or determinative in the use of the verb here; it is a simple future, and the verbs following are to be translated as futures, thus: But Pharaoh will not hearken… and I will lay my hand upon Egypt, and will bring forth mine armies… and the Egyptians will know.


Verse 7 

7. Moses was fourscore years old — Here, at the close of the recapitulation, we have the ages of the great actors in this drama set before us. Aaron, it seems, was three years older than Moses; and as we hear nothing of any special apprehensions of danger at the time of his birth, it is possible, though not certain, that the cruel edict which endangered the life of Moses had not then been promulgated. Miriam is not here mentioned, but she is generally supposed to be the sister, older than Moses and Aaron, mentioned in the second chapter. Moses entered on his great mission at fourscore, but as his ancestors Amram, Levi, and Jacob lived beyond the third of their second century, and he himself reached the one hundred and twentieth year, we may regard him as now having the vigour of a man of forty-five. There are nearly contemporary Egyptian records which show similar instances of Egyptian longevity. Stuart Poole gives (in Smith’s Dict.) a translation of a hieratic papyrus containing a discourse of a king’s son of the fifteenth dynasty of Shepherd Kings at Memphis, wherein the author speaks of himself as one hundred and ten years of age, and of his father as still reigning, who must then have been older than Moses, and probably as old as Levi. Yet these must be regarded as exceptional instances, for the ninetieth Psalm, entitled “A prayer of Moses, the man of God,” speaks of seventy or eighty years as the usual length of human life. And in harmony with this, Caleb, the contemporary of Moses, says of himself at eighty-five, “Behold, the Lord hath kept me alive, as he said, these forty and five years, even since the Lord spake this word unto Moses, while Israel wandered in the wilderness: and now, lo, I am this day fourscore and five years old. As yet I am strong this day as I was in the day that Moses sent me.” Joshua 14:10-11. Caleb evidently regards himself as vigorous at eighty-five by God’s special blessing.



Verses 8-30 

THE TEN PLAGUES, Exodus 7:8 to Exodus 12:30.

Moses and Aaron now stand before Pharaoh as ministers of judgment, and the conflict opens between Jehovah and the gods of Egypt. The first contest between the messengers of Jehovah and the magicians, or enchanters, who are regarded as the servants of the false gods, given in Exodus 7:8-13, is properly the opening scene of the struggle, and is therefore here included in the section with it. Several general observations on the whole subject are most conveniently introduced here for future reference.

(1.) The great and worthy object of these “signs and wonders” is throughout to be carefully held before the mind. There were several secondary purposes met, but the chief aim was, not to inflict retribution upon Egypt, although they did this as judgments, nor to give Israel independence, though they effected this by crushing the oppressor, but to teach the world the nature of God. It was a series of most solemn lessons in the fundamental truths of religion — in God’s attributes and government. With perfect distinctness and reiterated emphasis is this declared from the very beginning: “I am JEHOVAH… Ye shall know… the Egyptians shall know that I am JEHOVAH.” Events were to burn into the national consciousness of Israel, and into the memory of the world, the great truths revealed in the Memorial Name; and the faith of Israel, the sin of Pharaoh, and the might and splendour of Egyptian heathenism, were the divinely chosen instruments to accomplish this work. The rich Nile-land teemed with gods, and was the mother country of the idolatries that, centuries afterward, covered the Mediterranean islands and peninsulas, and filled the classic literature with such manifold forms of beauty. The gods of Greece were born in Egypt, and the Sibyls of Delphos and Cumaea descended from the sorcerers who contended with Moses. In no other land has idolatry ever reared such grand and massive structures as in Egypt. The immense ram-headed Ammun and hawk-headed Ra, the placid monumental Osiris, the colossal Rameses, sitting in granite “with his vast hands resting upon his elephantine knees,” these, and their brother gods of the age of the Pharaohs, have looked down upon the rising and falling Nile through all the centuries of European civilization. In no other land were the manifold forms and productions of nature so deified. In their pantheistic idolatry they offered worship not only to the sun, and moon, and earth, but to bulls, crocodiles, cats, hawks, asps, scorpions, and beetles. They seem to have made to themselves likenesses of almost every thing in “heaven above, in earth beneath, and in the waters under the earth.” The Apis and Mnevis bulls were stalled in magnificent palaces at Memphis and Heliopolis, and were embalmed in massive marble and granite sarcophagi, grander than enclosed the Theban kings. The sepulchres of Egyptian bulls have outlasted the sepulchres of Roman emperors. Nowhere else were kings so deified as here. Pharaoh incarnated in himself the national idolatry, and to crush the king was to crush the gods. The king made his palace a temple, and enthroned himself among the Egyptian deities. He sculptured himself colossal — so vast that the Arabs to-day quarry millstones from his cheeks — sitting hand in hand and arm in arm with his gods. To-day Rameses sits in the temple of Ipsambul between Ra and Ammun, his tall crown rising between the hawk head of the one and the tiara of the other, looking out from his rock-hewn shrine upon the desert, as he has sat since the Pharaohs. From Cambyses to Napoleon invasion after invasion has swept the Nile valley — wave on wave — yet here have sat these massive forms, the Nile coming to bathe their feet year by year, as if brothers to the mountains. They mark the graves of Egypt’s vanished gods, while the name of Him who smote these gods to death with Moses’s rod liveth forever.

(2.) But Egypt was the mother-land of philosophies as well as idolatries. Long ages after Moses, Herodotus, Pythagoras, and Plato followed the Hebrew lawgiver to the oldest university in the world. The Egyptian philosophy was inextricably entangled with its religion, and deciphered papyri show that magic and sorcery were esteemed as highly at the court of Pharaoh, as, long after, in the time of Daniel, at the court of Nebuchadnezzar. The dreamy mysticism of Plato and of Philo reveals how hopelessly most precious truths were entangled in priestly juggleries, and how deeply this black art, or illusion, or demonism, left its mark on the ancient world. The heathen idolatry had no more potent allies in the old civilizations than the soothsayers, sorcerers, and magicians, and it was needful that they too should be signally vanquished by the prophet of the true God. Hence Moses in Egypt — as, a thousand years later, Daniel in Babylon, and a half thousand years later still, Paul at Salamis and Philippi — discomfited the false prophets who aped God’s mighty works with their lying wonders. The sooth-saying and necromancy found in Christian lands to-day belong to the same kingdom of darkness, and can be exorcised only in that “Name which is above every name.” Moses, then, smites for mankind; Israel brings the Sacred Name through the wilderness for the world.

(3.) The weapons and tactics of this warfare were not such as to inflame the pride of the people of Israel, or to awaken in after generations a thirst for military glory, but such as to turn the tides of their faith and hope wholly away from themselves to their God. Hence the Hebrew national anthems glory in Jehovah rather than in Israel. Not the baptism of a war of national independence, but that of the Red Sea redemption, was their great national remembrance. Enthusiasm for Jehovah thus became the national passion. How appropriate was this in the training of a nation which was to teach the world true religion!

The real character of these plagues, or judgment strokes, will, as a general thing, appear from an attentive study of the Egyptian geography and natural history. They arise, as can usually be seen on the face of the narrative, from natural causes supernaturally intensified and directed. In the first and ninth plagues the natural causation is less distinct. They cannot, however, be explained away as natural events; for, if the record is to be believed at all, they were supernatural — (1) in their definiteness, the time of their occurrence and discontinuance being distinctly predicted; (2) in their succession; and (3) in their intensity. They were, in their power and direction, threefold: (1) against the Egyptian faith in the diviners, enchanters, and sorcerers, the prophets of a false religion. (2) Against their faith in their deities, their gods of earth, and water, and air — powers of nature; and beasts, and birds, and creeping things. Thus Jehovah’s supremacy over idolatry appeared. But (3) they were also punishments for disobedience to God. There is from the beginning a gradually increasing intensity in these supernatural manifestations till the magicians are utterly discomfited, all the gods of Egypt put to shame, and Pharaoh compelled to yield reluctant obedience. At first the magicians seem to display the same power as Moses, (Exodus 7:11; Exodus 7:22,) then come signs beyond their power. (Exodus 8:18;) soon the prophet of Jehovah so smites them that they cannot appear at all, (Exodus 9:11;) and then they vanish altogether. So the weight of the judgments increases as with increasing light the crime of disobedience rises in magnitude — beginning with simple though sore annoyances, as blood, frogs, and flies; then advancing to the destruction of food and cattle — smiting first their dwelling-place and surroundings, and then themselves; till the locusts swept the earth and the darkness filled the heaven, and only the death stroke was left to fall. Thus we are taught how the consequence of sin is sin, and judgments unheeded inevitably lead on to sorer judgments, till destruction comes.

(4.) Some commentators have found a special application in each plague to some particular idolatry or idolatrous rite, but this we do not find warranted by facts. Some, following Philo, the learned and devout but fanciful Alexandrian Jew, separate the plagues into two groups of nine and one, and then the nine into three groups of three, between which groups they trace what they deem instructive contrasts and correspondences. Origen, Augustine, and others, have traced parallels between these ten judgments and the ten commandments, the succession of the judgments and of the creative days, etc. Most of these interpretations — not to dwell on the extravagant conceits of the Rabbies — are amusing rather than instructive, and would be appropriate rather to a sacred romance or drama than to a sober history like this. The wild fables of the Talmud, the monstrosities of the Koran, and the often romantically embellished history of Josephus, present here an instructive contrast to the sacred narrative.

(5.) Thus far the Egyptian monuments give us no distinct mention of the plagues and of the exodus. We have, however, Egyptian records of the sojourn and exodus of Israel, although confused and fragmentary, and written more than a thousand years after the events. Chief and most valuable among these is the narrative of the priest Manetho, who wrote his Egyptian history during the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus, B.C. 283-247, of which a few fragments remain. Josephus has preserved all that we have of this narrative in his work against Apion. It is, as might be expected, a very different history, being the relation of an Egyptian priest many centuries after the events; yet the points of agreement are very striking.

The Israelites appear in Manetho’s story as a nation of lepers, headed by Osarsiph, a priest of Osiris, who had been educated at Heliopolis, but abandoned his order and the Egyptian religion to take the lead of this people. He taught them to abjure idolatry, gave them laws, a constitution and ceremonial, and when he united his fortunes with theirs he changed his name to Moses. The war is described as a religious war, in which, for the time, the Egyptians were discomfited, and obliged, in compliance with prophetic warnings, to abandon the country for thirteen years, and to flee, with their king Amenophis, into Ethiopia, taking with them the bull Apis and other sacred animals, while this leprous nation, reinforced by shepherds from Jerusalem, fortified themselves in Avaris, (Zoan,) a city of Goshen, robbed the temples, insulted the gods, roasted and ate the sacred animals, and cast contempt in every way upon the Egyptian worship. Amenophis afterwards returned with a great army and chased the shepherds and lepers out of his dominions through a dry desert to Palestine. (From Ewald’s trans., Hist. of Israel, 2:79.) Here, as Ewald shows, the great outlines of the story of the exodus are to be clearly seen; the Mosaic leadership, the war of religions, the uprising of the hostile religion in Egypt itself, the leprous affliction of the revolting people, so pointedly mentioned in the Pentateuch, the secret superstitious dread inspired by Moses, which seems to have shaken the foundations of the Egyptian religion, the confession of defeat in the struggle, and the transformation of the exodus into an expulsion from Egypt — these are unmistakable traces of the same history coming down through Egyptian channels. The later Egyptian writers, Chaeremon and Lysimachus, echo the story of Manetho, mingling with it Hebrew traditions. (Josephus Against Apion, bks. i, 2.)

(6.) The exotic of Israel from Egypt is a fact now universally admitted, whatever differences may exist in its explanation. Bunsen says, in his Egypt, that “History herself was born on that night when Moses led forth his countrymen from the land of Goshen.” That this event resulted from some heavy calamities which at that time befel the Egyptians, or, in other words, that the narrative of the plagues has a solid historical foundation, is also now maintained with unbroken unanimity by Hebrew and Egyptian scholars, even by those who decline to see in these events anything supernatural. Thus Ewald says, that this history, “on the whole, exhibits the essence of the event as it actually happened.” And Knobel says, that “in the time of Moses circumstances had transpired which made it possible for the Hebrews to go forth of themselves, and impossible for the Egyptians to hinder their undertaking or to force them to return.” In other words, they who refuse to recognise here miraculous influence do recognise miraculous coincidence. Without any war, which, had it happened, must, as Knobel says, have left some trace in the history — without any invasion from abroad or insurrection from within to weaken the Egyptian power — a nation, unified and vitalized by faith in the one Jehovah, went forth unhindered from the bosom of a strong and prosperous empire. This is the event to be explained. The Mosaic record alone gives an adequate cause.



Verse 10 

OPENING CONTEST WITH THE MAGICIANS, Exodus 7:10-13.

10. And Aaron cast down his rod… and it became a serpent — תנין, a dragon or crocodile, not the serpent ( נחשׁ ) into which the rod was changed when Moses came before the elders of Israel. Exodus 4:3. The shepherd’s staff is changed into the monster of the Nile. Pharaoh is thus warned, by a symbol clear to the Egyptian mind, that the shepherd race of Israel is to be miraculously transformed into a formidable nation, comparable in might with Egypt. The crocodile’s tail is the hieroglyphic symbol of Egypt.



Verse 11 

11. Then Pharaoh also called the wise men and the sorcerers — Literally, mutterers, (of magic formulas.) 

Now the magicians — Priestly scribes who were skilled in the hieroglyphic wisdom. 

They also did in like manner with their enchantments — Their secret arts, the black or hidden arts or tricks which constitute magic or sorcery. The Apostle Paul, doubtless following the Jewish traditions, names these magicians Jannes and Jambres, (2 Timothy 3:8,) and this tradition is found in the Targums and the Talmud.



Verse 12 

12. They cast down every man his rod, and they became serpents — Crocodiles, as above. Moses wrought a miracle which they could easily imitate, for all the apparent transformations with which our modern jugglers have made us familiar, and even more wonderful ones than these, have been practised in Egypt and the East from an unknown antiquity. The author describes the transaction just as it appeared to those who saw it, as we would describe similar apparent transformations wrought by a juggler today, but his language cannot fairly be pressed to prove that these magicians possessed any supernatural power. The most famous magicians have always professed to deceive, and declared that their most striking exploits were mere illusions; and how much more than deception there is in magic and sorcery, and whether all their wonders are literally “lying wonders,” must be held as still open questions; but it is certain that Satan has ever used such dark arts and powers to resist the truth. See the Introduction to the History of the Plagues, 2. 

But Aaron’s rod swallowed up their rods — This was prophetic of the religion that was soon to swallow up all the boasted wisdom of Egypt, and the true miracle was thus also distinguished from the “lying wonder.”



Verse 13 

13. And he hardened Pharaoh’s heart — Rather, And hard was the heart of Pharaoh. (Samuel, Septuagint, Vulg., Onk., Syr.) The presence of superhuman power, and the solemn symbolic lessons, though they may have created in Pharaoh a momentary awe, yet failed to arouse his torpid conscience. Here, in this “sign,” was no infliction of punishment, but a simple manifestation of power in attestation of the mission of Moses and Aaron, as well as a symbolic prediction hereafter to be more fully understood.



Verses 14-18 

FIRST PLAGUE — BLOOD, Exodus 7:14-25.

15. Lo, he goeth out unto the water; and thou shalt stand by the river’s brink — Some think that this was the time of the commencement of the annual rise of the river, because that the Nile then assumes a reddish hue produced by the mud of the upper country; but this annual redness of the river is an indication of palatability and wholesomeness. Yet, as all these plagues are found, as far as we understand them, to correspond remarkably with peculiarities of the country, being, as Hengstenberg has shown, specially fitted to the Egyptian geography, climate, soil, vegetable and animal life, it is possible that the very peculiarity of the miracle lay in the fact that the reddish hue, which is usually a sign of wholesomeness in the Nile, then deepened to a bloody tinge, which was the token of loathsomeness and death. The water which is usually drank with such avidity became nauseous and poisonous. If this be so, then the time of the infliction is fixed at about the middle of June. Yet this must be taken as supposition only, the first sure note of time occurring in the account of the hail, (Exodus 9:31-32,) which destroyed the barley in the ear and the flax in blossom, which in Egypt must have been in February. The tenth plague occurred about the middle of April. Now the Nile begins to regularly rise in Lower Egypt, which is the scene of this history, about the summer solstice, or toward the end of June; about the end of August it begins to pour through the canals and fall over the valley in sheets of water, and the inundation then properly commences; toward the end of September it reaches its height, and then sinks to its lowest point at about the Vernal Equinox, or the last of March. If now the first of the plagues took place in the middle of June, it will be seen that the ten ran through the whole Nile period, thus cursing every several part of the Egyptian year. This is the view of Hengstenberg in his Egypt and the Books of Moses.
Probably Pharaoh went forth in the morning to worship, since the Nile was regarded as the embodiment of the god Osiris, of whom the bull Apis was considered the living emblem. On the monuments we find it called the “god Nile,” the “Father of the gods,” the “life-giving Father of all things.” At Nilopolis (Nile-city) there was a temple and an order of priests for the worship of the river. Thus was Pharaoh’s god smitten to death before his eyes as he offered him his morning prayer.



Verse 19 

19. Stretch out thine hand upon the waters of Egypt — The language of this verse shows a minute acquaintance with the extensive and complicated water system which was peculiar to Egypt. The streams are the arms which branch out from the Nile, just north of modern Cairo, through the great plain of the delta, carrying the waters down to the Mediterranean. There are two principal and five or more lesser streams. The rivers are the canals running each side of the Nile, and receiving their waters through sluices at the time of the inundation. As the land sloped northward, the water was conveyed through main canals running along the southern or higher side of each field, and thence it spread through branches, straight or curved, down northward over the land. The ponds were the large standing lakes left by the inundation; and the pools — literally, every collection of their waters — were the smaller ponds and reservoirs which they used who lived at a distance from the river. 

Wood… stone — This is also a peculiarly Egyptian touch, for the Nile water was kept in large stone tanks for public use, and was also filtered and purified for domestic use in smaller vessels.



Verse 20-21 

20, 21. And all the waters that were in the river were turned to blood — Also, by implication, (Exodus 7:19,) all the waters that had been drawn from the river into the ponds, tanks, etc., underwent the change. The sweet, beneficent Nile water became red and putrid like stagnant blood, so that it poisoned the fishes and became unfit for use. The red moon of the eclipse is said to be turned into blood, Joel 2:3. Only the Nile water was smitten, for water could yet be obtained from the wells and by digging, as we see from Exodus 7:24.



Verse 22 

22. And the magicians of Egypt did so with their enchantments: and Pharaoh’s heart was hardened — The two things are connected as cause and effect. He tried to believe that their pretended miracle was as real as Jehovah’s judgment “sign.” They could as easily obtain water for their trick as could the Egyptians for drinking. If they had the power to which they pretended, their part, of course, was to turn back the water as it was before, and so relieve the distress of the Egyptians.



Verse 25 

25. Seven days — A week passed while the Nile rolled blood through Egypt, but Pharaoh obstinately shut himself in his house and made no sign of submission.

08 Chapter 8 

Verse 1 

SECOND PLAGUE — FROGS, Exodus 8:1-15.

1. Go unto Pharaoh — The going we must think of as being from Goshen to Zoan, Pharaoh’s capital. Zoan we may suppose to be the scene of these interviews between prophet and king.



Verse 2 

2. I will smite all thy borders with frogs — Several species of frogs are found in Egypt, and they are specially abundant in September, filling the lakes and ponds left by the retiring inundation. In the spawning season the waters are so filled with them that a bowl of water taken up almost anywhere will be found to contain tadpoles, yet there is no other instance of their becoming a plague to the inhabitants, although there are traditions of similar plagues in other countries. But a superhuman influence is here most evident. The frog is an amphibious animal, living in the water or in moist, marshy lands. For these animals, then, to leave the river and river banks, and swarm up into the cities, which were situated in the edge of the dry desert, into the very houses, and into the driest places in the houses, as the beds, kneading-troughs, and ovens, was a miraculous manifestation most striking and alarming. The atmosphere of Egypt is always remarkably dry, rain being very rare except on the seacoast, sothat usually a frog could live but a very short time in an Egyptian street or house. If, now, heavy clouds and rains accompanied this visitation, in order to enable the reptiles to live in the cities, as seems likely, the supernatural character of the infliction would be still more marked.

This was also in several ways a blow at the Egyptian idolatry. The judgment comes, as before, from the deified Nile, and comes in one of their sacred animals. The frog was an emblem of the great god Pthah, the tutelar god of Memphis, and the principal divinity of Lower Egypt, so that their protecting deity now became to the Memphites a loathsome abomination. Lepsius traces this form of idolatry to the most ancient nature worship of the land. Mariette has published a curious vignette from the monuments, representing king Seti offering two vases of wine to a frog enshrined in a small chapel. Brugsch also shows that in the district of Sah the Egyptians worshipped a goddess with a frog’s head, whom they called Heka.


Verse 3 

3. Into thine house, and into thy bedchamber — The Egyptian house was built around a rectangular court, which was paved, and open to the sky, often containing trees, and generally a tank or fountain. See notes on Matthew, pp. 121 and 326. The poorer houses had only a basement story, or ground floor, but those of a better class had store rooms, offices, etc., in the basement, and above these were the parlours and sleeping chambers. There was often an additional story in one part on which was a terrace covered with an awning, or a light roof supported on columns, where the ladies of the family sat at work during the day, and where the master of the house took his, afternoon nap. See annexed cut. The reed-like columns with lotus capitals, and the disregard of perspective in showing the end of the house, are especially noticeable as illustrating Egyptian architecture and drawing.

Into thine ovens, and into thy kneading troughs — The Egyptian oven was a jar of clay, or a jar-like structure built up from the ground, about three feet high, and widening toward the bottom, there being a hole in the side for the extraction of the ashes. It was heated by making a fire within it, and the dough was spread on the inside and on the outside. The accompanying cuts, from a representation in a Theban tomb, illustrate the mode of kneading the dough, which was done both with hands and feet, and of carrying the cakes to the oven, which is now lighted.



Verse 8 

8. Entreat the Lord — Pharaoh now, for the first time, owns the power of the Hebrews’ God. He has found an answer to his question, “Who is Jehovah?” Jehovah has come into his kitchen and into his bedchamber.



Verse 9 

9. Glory over me — Rather, Appoint for me when, etc.: (Samaritan, Septuagint, Vulgate, Arabic versions.) Let Pharaoh set the time when the plague shall cease, and then shall he “know that there is none like Jehovah our God.”



Verse 13 

13. Out of the villages — Literally, the courts; probably the open courts within the houses, described above.



Verse 14 

14. And they gathered them together upon heaps — Literally, Heaps, heaps; vast heaps, or a multitude of heaps. 

And the land stank — The stench of their great god Pthah went up to heaven, even from his own magnificent temple courts. The putrid corpses were piled upon his altars.

The author of the Book of Wisdom, who was probably an Egyptian Jew, says that God in these plagues “tormented them with their own abominations;” and as “they worshipped serpents void of reason and vile beasts,” he “sent a multitude of unreasonable beasts upon them in vengeance.” — Wisdom of Solomon 11:15.



Verse 16 

THIRD PLAGUE — LICE, Exodus 8:16-19.

16. Smite the dust of the land, that it may become lice — The Hebrew word here rendered lice occurs only in the account of this miracle, and its meaning has been much disputed, many considering that the insect was a gnat or mosquito; but Josephus and the Rabbies all give the same rendering as our English version. The Septuagint has been erroneously supposed to establish this meaning, but its word, σχνιφες, may mean any small biting or stinging insect, whether winged or wingless. Modern travellers describe the louse as a great pest in Egypt; and Sir Samuel Baker, especially, speaks of the abundance of the vermin in almost Scripture language — “It is as though the very dust were turned into lice.”

This plague struck at the Egyptian idolatry less directly, but even more effectually, than either of the preceding. It made all the sacred animals, and the priests themselves, unclean, so as to cut off the worship in the temples. The priests were most scrupulously attentive to cleanliness, being always careful to have their linen garments fresh washed, scouring their drinking cups each day, bathing in cold water twice each day and twice each night, and shaving not only the head and beard, but the “whole body every other day, that no lice or other impure thing might adhere to them when engaged in the service of their gods.” (Herod., 2:37.) Think of these fastidiously cleanly servants swarming with lice, and finding their gods covered with them also! Thus the word of Moses smote every temple and every god in Egypt.



Verse 18 

18. But they could not — Here the magicians are baffled, and they can imitate these signs no further. In this the gradual advance is to be noted, and also in the fact that the stroke is much more severe. The Egyptians could keep away from the bloody river; the frogs came upon their tables and beds; but the loathsome lice feasted on their bodies.



Verse 19 

19. This is the finger of God — Rather, of the gods; for they did not mean to own Jehovah, but declared that this was a supernatural infliction from their own gods. This explained their failure to Pharaoh, and so his heart became yet more hardened.



Verse 20 

FOURTH PLAGUE — SWARMS (OF FLIES,) Exodus 8:20-32.

20. Lo, he cometh forth to the water — To offer his morning worship on the bank of the river, as in Exodus 7:15. Jehovah’s message confronted him at the altar of his god.



Verse 21 

21. Swarms of flies — The precise nature of this plague is doubtful. The word used, ערב, occurs only in this place and in the two psalms where this judgment is described, so that we get no aid in interpretation from parallel passages. The rendering of the Septuagint is dog-fly, an insect which in Egypt gives great annoyance to man and beast; and as the authority of that version is very high on Egyptian subjects, this is the most usual interpretation. These insects are described as coming in immense swarms, and settling in black masses on whatever part of the person of the traveller is exposed. Stuart Poole considers it to have been the domestic fly, which is now the most troublesome insect in Egypt. Hengstenberg quotes a traveller as saying: “Men and beasts are cruelly tormented by them. You can form no conception of their fury when they want to settle on any part of your body. You may drive them away, but they settle again immediately, and their obstinacy wearies out the most patient man.” The distress arising from ophthalmia, now so common in Egypt, is much aggravated by the swarms of flies. Others, as Adam Clarke, Wordsworth, Kurtz, following a Jewish tradition, consider this plague to have been swarms of all kinds of noxious insects, and the author of the Book of Wisdom seems to have supposed that there were beasts also. (Wisdom of Solomon 11:15-16, etc.) Swarming creatures of some kind, probably of various species of insects, so afflicted Pharaoh that he yielded more than ever before, and consented to allow the Israelites to go into the wilderness and sacrifice. Further than this we cannot yet affirm.



Verse 22 

22. I will sever in that day the land of Goshen — Here also is now a marked advance, a more distinctive character in the judgment. The putrid Nile had afflicted Egypt and Israel alike; the frogs and the lice had been found, at least to some extent, in the land of Goshen; but henceforth the Israelitish province was to be protected from the inflictions that were to fall upon heathen Egypt. Here was to be a decisive proof of Jehovah’s supremacy, to the end thou mayest know that I am JEHOVAH. I will put a division (or deliverance) between my people and thy people — It is also to be considered, that while at the beginning of these inflictions the Israelites had been considerably scattered from Goshen throughout the land in the great public works, these successive judgments would have greatly hindered, if not by this time have totally suspended, the industrial activities of the nation. By this time there must have been a great national anxiety, and soon there was a general panic. Under these circumstances the Israelites would naturally gather together into their own province, and be no more mingled among the Egyptians. Thus this marked distinction in regard to Goshen would be now, perhaps, for the first time possible.



Verse 25 

25. Go ye, sacrifice… in the land — Pharaoh now allows them to sacrifice, but insists that it shall be in Egypt.



Verse 26 

26. The abomination of the Egyptians — The Egyptians would not allow them to worship in the land according to Jehovah’s will. Some, as Hengstenberg, understand the text to mean that the manner of their worship would be abominable to the Egyptians — that they would not observe the manifold rigid sacrificial regulations of the Egyptian priests, but the Targum of Onkelos translates, “the animal which the Egyptians worship,” that is, the ox, which as Apis and Mnevis was so specially adored. So the Vulgate renders, “the animals which the Egyptians worship.” This is a characteristic Hebrew phraseology. Idols are often styled “abominations” in the Old Testament. Thus, in 2 Kings 23:13, the god Chemosh is called “the abomination of Moab,” and Ashtoreth “the abomination of the Zidonians.” So the ox is here called “the abomination of the Egyptians,” not as abominated by them, not because it was abominable in their eyes to kill it, but because this worship of the ox was an abomination to Jehovah. This was doubtless bold language for Moses to use to Pharaoh, (styling his god an “abomination,”) but his boldness has greatly increased since he deprecated his stammering tongue, and the same spirit is seen in the pungent rebuke and exhortation of the twenty-ninth verse, “Let not Pharaoh deal deceitfully any more.”

The sacred bull was specially worshipped at Memphis, the great city of Lower Egypt, where he had palatial stalls and temples. In the above engraving the bull is crowned with a circle representing Ra, or the sun, and also wears on his forehead the asp, the symbol of majesty.

Will they not stone us — The animal-worship of the Egyptians is frequently dwelt upon by classical writers, so that it became a proverb that in Egypt it was easier to meet a god than a man. The text is well illustrated by the statement of Herodotus, that it was a capital crime in Egypt to kill one of the sacred animals; and Diodorus and Cicero relate that this was the case in their time. (Herod., 2:65; Cic., Tusc. Disp., 5:27; Diod., 1:83.) So modern Hinduism makes it a mortal sin to kill a cow. (Butler’s Land of the Veda, chap. 2.) The Egyptians, however, killed oxen for food, beef and goose being their chief meats. The same animals were not sacred through all Egypt, but each had his special district, and the ox or heifer, one of the animals specially designated for sacrifice in the Mosaic economy, was, as we have seen, particularly worshipped in the district where the Israelites dwelt. Apis was the sacred bull of Memphis, and Mnevis, second only in rank to Apis, and by Plutarch called his sire, was the sacred bull of Heliopolis. (Wilkinson’s Anc. Egypt, chap. iv,) and these were the two leading cities of Lower Egypt. Thus the fear expressed by Moses, “Will they not stone us?” is just what might have been expected in Egypt above all other lands, and in this district above all others of Egypt.

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 3 

FIFTH PLAGUE — MURRAIN, Exodus 9:1-7.

3. The hand of the Lord is upon thy cattle which is in the field — This infliction seems to be limited to the cattle which were in the open air. All of the animals here mentioned are represented in the Egyptian monuments except the camel, which, though used in Egypt from the earliest times, yet for some reason never occurs in the hieroglyphic inscriptions, or in the pictured representations of the tombs. Stuart Poole supposes that the camel was unclean in the eyes of the Egyptians, as associated with the hated nomad tribes of the desert and the abominated Shepherd Dynasties. See Genesis 46:34, and note. In the populous cities and cultivated fields of the Nile valley the services of the camel would not be required; but to cross the sands which bounded the valley the “ship of the desert” was indispensable: yet perhaps the Egyptians generally employed the Arabs in this caravan service. The horses of Egypt were celebrated from early times: thence Solomon imported his into Palestine. They were greatly esteemed for chariot service and for war, but asses and cattle were generally employed for draught. The cheap, strong, patient ass was, and is, the peasant’s chief dependence for labour. Sheep were reared chiefly for their wool, mutton being rarely used. Large flocks were kept in the neighbourhood of Memphis, even to the number of two thousand.



Verse 6 

6. And all the cattle of Egypt died — Here the universal term all is not used in its absolute sense, as meaning each and every one, but it means simply very many. We find that there were other cattle left to be smitten by the boils, (Exodus 9:10,) and still others to be killed by the hail. Exodus 9:25. A like usage is seen in the description of the plague of the locusts, (Exodus 10:12,) which are said to have eaten up all that the hail… left, and yet the hail smote every herb and brake every tree. Exodus 9:25. The Hebrew idiom often thus uses universal terms in a general sense. See Acts 2:5; Colossians 1:23.

There are several instances on record of a similar murrain in Egypt. Lepsius and Poole describe such an infliction which they witnessed in 1842, and a similar one occurred in 1853, resembling the cattle disease which prevailed so extensively throughout America in 1872. But the occurrence of the plague according to definite prediction, and the sparing of the cattle of the Israelites, were the miraculous marks of this visitation.

This was, as yet, the heaviest infliction; for as the Egyptian wealth largely consisted in cattle, their means of support were now in a great degree destroyed. Jehovah shows these idolaters that he holds their supplies of food and clothing in his hands. Yet their crops, and many of their cattle, were yet left.



Verse 7 

7. And Pharaoh sent… and the heart of Pharaoh was hardened — Here, as in Exodus 7:22, the grammatical construction implies cause and effect. This marked manifestation in behalf of Israel aroused the anger and obstinacy of Pharaoh the more. He does not melt or waver, and on this occasion is not awed even into temporary submission.



Verse 8 

SIXTH PLAGUE — BOILS, Exodus 9:8-12.

8. Ashes of the furnace — Not the oven, but the smelting furnace, or the lime-kiln. — Kimchi. 
Sprinkle… toward… heaven in the sight of Pharaoh — The ashes of the great furnaces, or lime-kilns, where Israel had toiled so long, were solemnly spread out before Jehovah, and his judgment invoked upon the oppressor.



Verse 9 

9. And it shall become small dust — The ashes shall scatter in a fine powder, the grains of ashes being exceedingly small, and easily blown abroad. 

A boil breaking forth — Literally, a hot, burning sore, breaking forth into pustules. In previous plagues the water had been made their enemy, the dust of the earth had been changed to vermin, their wealth in the fields had been smitten, and now the strength and pride of their cities are cursed. The temples and treasure cities are cursed in the plague that is scattered from the ashes of the lime-kiln. It is the unrequited toil of Israel’s multitudes upon these vast public works that now burns and fevers man and beast through all Egypt.



Verse 11 

11. And the magicians could not stand before Moses because of the boils — Thus had these supernatural inflictions advanced in severity, till now the idolatrous prophets were all stricken down, and we hear of them no more. After the third plague, or at the end of the first triad of these inflictions, they had been compelled to own a supernatural power, and said, This is the finger of the gods; and now, at the end of the second triad, they retire wholly discomfited. Probably this also, as well as the plague of lice, was one which incapacitated the priests for their service by making them unclean, so that the altars of the idols were deserted.



Verse 12 

12. And the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh — That is, by sending this manifestation of his anger he made his heart more hard. Punishment always hardens if it does not soften. It is worthy of remark that now, for the first time in the history, it is said that “the Lord hardened,” although this result of his sin had been predicted, Exodus 4:21. Exodus 7:13 is no exception; see the note. Here, then, is another marked stage in the history of these judgments. By persistent disobedience Pharaoh has now so blunted his moral sense that it is morally certain that he will not repent; that is, he has reached that state where punishment will only harden. Yet God punishes still. Since he will not honour him by obedience he must do it through punishment.



Verses 13-35 

SEVENTH PLAGUE — THE HAIL, Exodus 9:13-35.

The third triad of judgments is introduced with unusual formality and solemnity. Pharaoh was now a “vessel of wrath,” fit only for destruction. See note on Exodus 9:12. He had resisted to that degree that repentance was now morally impossible; and he was preserved in life only to reveal God’s supremacy by punishment. It will be noticed that in these last judgments Aaron is not seen: it is Moses who lifts the rod that crushes Egypt to the dust.



Verse 14 

14. For I will at this time send all my plagues — Only lighter strokes had fallen hitherto, but now more dreadful judgments impend.



Verse 15 

15. For now I will stretch out my hand — The verb ( שׁלחתי ) is here to be rendered as conditional past, (Ewald, Lehrb., § 358, a.; Nordh., Gram., § 991, 3, a.,) thus, For now I would have stretched out my hand and smitten. For a similar construction see 1 Samuel 13:13. So the Arabic, Fagius, Adam Clarke, Kalisch, Keil, Knobel, Stier and Theil, Murphy. The verse is closely connected to the following, thus: “For now I would have stretched out my hand and smitten thee… but yet for this have I preserved thee, to show thee my power,” etc.



Verse 16 

16. And in very deed for this cause have I raised thee up — Literally, made thee stand, kept thee standing, or preserved thee alive, after thy life was forfeited. So, substantially, the Septuagint, Targ. of Onkelos, and Palestinian, Arabic, and Syriac versions. The Palestinian Targum well paraphrases both verses thus: “Now could I send the plague of my strength by judgment to strike thee and thy people with death, and destroy thee from the earth, but verily I have spared thee alive, not that I may benefit thee, but that my power may be made manifest to thee,” etc.



Verse 18 

18. A very grievous hail — Hail is rare in Egypt, although it sometimes occurs. Thunderstorms are seldom experienced, and do no damage except washing away the mud walls of the poorer sort of dwellings.



Verse 19 

19. Send therefore now, and gather thy cattle — This is the only instance in which the Egyptians were advised how to escape the judgment after it had been announced. This plague not only destroyed the crops, trees, and cattle, but, like the last, fell upon the Egyptians themselves. Jehovah now reveals himself to Egypt as the Lord of the elements — of the forces of the air — as well as of the water and the land.



Verse 27 

27. I have sinned this time — Now I see and own my sin. For the first time Pharaoh confesses sin, and attests the righteousness of Jehovah, but it is simply a lip acknowledgment. He owns the weight of God’s hand rather than the righteousness of his commandments. Pain can reveal that law is violated, but it cannot convert, cannot make penitent, the heart that chooses to rebel.



Verse 31-32 

31, 32. And the flax and the barley was smitten — Flax was a most important crop in Egypt, as great quantities of linen were required for clothing and for the bandages of mummies, as well as for exportation. The barley was in the ear and the flax was bolled — These verses give us the first decisive indication of the time of the year when these events took place. The barley was in the ear and the flax was in the flower or blossom. In Egypt flax flowers at the end of January, and flax and barley are both ripe at the end of February or the first of March; but wheat and doora do not ripen till April. This plague, then, took place in the last of January or the first of February. From January to April is also the very time when cattle there are in pasture. The author thus shows a minute acquaintance with the agriculture and natural history of Egypt. 

The wheat and the rye — Rather, wheat and spelt, a grain closely resembling wheat, the common food of the ancient Egyptians, and now well known and much used under the name of doora. All the processes of cultivating and gathering these grains, and the operations of watering the flax, beating the stalks when gathered, and of manufacturing them into twine and cloth, are fully represented in the paintings of the Egyptian tombs. Wilkinson states that the Egyptian linen was remarkably fine in texture, equal in quality to the best now made, and superior to the modern article in the evenness of its threads. Zoan or Tanis was famous for its flax fields. The storm that would destroy barley in the ear, and flax in the blossom, would be too early in the season to cut off the wheat and spelt, which were not yet high enough to be broken by the hail, and consequently escaped destruction.



Verse 33 

33. Went out of the city — This shows that Pharaoh then resided in a city, probably Zoan. See on Exodus 1:8.

10 Chapter 10 

Verse 1 

THE EIGHTH PLAGUE — LOCUSTS, Exodus 10:1-20.

1. I have hardened his heart — See on Exodus 9:12-13.



Verse 2 

2. And that thou mayest tell in the ears of thy son — See instances of this in Psalms 78, 106.



Verse 4 

4. I bring the locusts into thy coast — The destruction of all herbage by locusts is as complete as by fire over all the area which they cover, and they have been known to spread over from one to two thousand square miles. Their numbers and voracity are almost incredible. Indeed, it is said that they consume not merely from appetite, but from love of destruction, and not only vegetable and insect life, but cloth, leather, and even woodwork and furniture of houses. They rise from the horizon in immense columns, darkening the sun by their flight, filling the air with a whirring sound which is compared to the noise of fire or of distant wheels, and when driven in dense masses by winds into the sea, their decay emits a stench which spreads for many miles. In less than half a day they will crop grass and young grains even with the ground, leaving only the bare stalks of older plants, and in a very few hours will strip all trees clean of fruit, leaves, and bark. The noise of their browsing may be heard at quite a distance as they approach, and after they have passed, the trees are reduced to naked trunks and stems. No language more appropriately describes this fearful visitation than that of the prophet Joel: “A fire devoureth before them, and behind them a flame burneth. The land is as the garden of Eden before them, and behind them it is a desolate wilderness… Like the noise of chariots on the tops of the mountains.… Like the noise of a flame of fire that devoureth the stubble… They shall run like mighty men, they shall climb the wall like men of war… The sun and the moon shall be dark, and the stars shall withdraw their shining.” Joel 2:1-11. See the whole passage.



Verse 7 

7. Pharaoh’s servants said unto him — For the first time the courtiers of Pharaoh venture to plead with him, and for the first time he sends for Moses and Aaron after they have predicted the plague and gone forth to bring it upon the land. This shows how these judgments were more and more profoundly impressing the Egyptian people.



Verse 9 

9. We will go with our young and with our old — Moses gives a full enumeration of those who must go forth to the feast and sacrifice, and it was simply what would be demanded in the worship of any people. Herodotus relates (ii, 60) that men, women, and children participated in the Egyptian festivals and religious processions, and that, according to the native reports, 700,000 often attended the annual festival at Bubastis, without reckoning the children. It was therefore but pretence when Pharaoh declared (Exodus 5:11) that he had supposed that men only were included in the request of Moses.



Verse 10 

10. Let the Lord be so with you — This is language of scornful irony; “Jehovah will indeed be with you, when I let you go;” or, more exactly, “just as much with you as I shall let you go.”



Verse 12 

12. That they may come up — The locusts appeared like a low hanging cloud in the distance, which rose and spread till it covered the land.



Verse 13 

13. An east wind — All travellers relate that the wind brings the locusts, but an east wind would have brought them from Arabia across the Red Sea, while the locusts usually come to Egypt from the south or southwest. But Denon (quoted by Knobel) describes a locust cloud which he witnessed coming from the east, producing great havoc in Egypt, and then driven back by a west wind, precisely like the one here mentioned.

Niebuhr describes swarms of locusts coming upon Egypt in December and January, and Lepsius and Tischendorf describe them in March, closely corresponding to the time of this narrative as it is fixed by Exodus 9:31-32. After the dreadful destruction by the hail this locust plague must have been fearfully calamitous. This was foreseen by Pharaoh’s counsellors, who looked upon a locust visitation as the destruction of Egypt.



Verse 15 

15. They covered the face of the whole earth — Literally, the eye of the whole earth; so that Egypt could not see sun or sky.



Verse 16-17 

16, 17. Then Pharaoh called for Moses and Aaron in haste — This awful destruction humbles him to more earnest entreaty than ever before, and it seems to him that if “this death only” be removed, no more dreadful judgment can be inflicted by Jehovah.



Verse 19 

19. A mighty strong west wind — Literally, wind of the sea, that is, the Mediterranean, which is west from Palestine, but northwest from the Egyptian Delta, which is the scene of this history. This wind would sweep the locusts into the Red Sea.



Verse 21 

FIFTH PLAGUE — DARKNESS, Exodus 10:21-29.

21. Stretch out thine hand toward heaven… darkness which may be felt — Literally, and one shall feel darkness; a fearfully-expressive figure. Moses raises his hand over Egypt for the last time, and a darkness falls which is the shadow of the death that draws nigh to every house in the doomed land. It was a fitting prelude to the final dreadful visitation, when Jehovah’s messengers had retired from the scene, and himself went forth in the midnight judgment. For three days the pall of silence lay upon Egypt, and no one moved from his place, as if all awaited in terror the final stroke.

In this plague Jehovah revealed himself as the God of the Egyptian sun-god, the Ra, or Re, from whom Pharaoh and many of the Egyptian kings derived their names or titles; who was deemed the father of a whole order or rank of gods, and was worshipped especially at Heliopolis, or the City of the Sun. The obelisk of Egypt is the “finger of the sun” — the sunbeam in stone.

The above picture represents the Egyptian god Ammum-Ra enthroned, and above him the sun, each ray ending in a hand, to denote his power over the world. In his right hand he holds the handled cross, the symbol of life; lotus flowers are before him, and a Theban king is worshipping him. The symbolic asp is on the king’s forehead, and his name in the cartouch above.



Verse 22 

22. And there was a thick darkness in all the land of Egypt three days — As all the plagues seem in some way connected with natural causes, this preternatural darkness is by many assigned to a sand-storm, such as accompanies the simoom or the chamaseen, miraculously increased in intensity. Neither of these winds are ever known to produce so deep a darkness as is here described, though they obscure the sun and cause a twilight gloom. The simoom, or samoom, is a hot parching wind, raising clouds of dust and sand, which give the whole air a reddish-yellow tinge, and make the sun at first look like a globe of blood, and then blot it wholly from view. It is painfully suffocating both to man and beast while it lasts, but it is of short duration, especially if extremely hot and violent, generally passing within half an hour. The chamaseen, or khamsin, is less hot and violent, but lasts two or three days at a time, occurring at frequent intervals during a period of fifty days before and after the vernal equinox, that is, during March and the first of April, which corresponds well with the time of the plague of darkness. It darkens the sun with clouds of sand, which fill the air like a yellow fog, or like a heavy storm of snow or hail; men and beasts hide themselves while it rages, the inhabitants taking refuge in the innermost apartments or in subterranean vaults. The streets are deserted, as in the night, and all business ceases. But all these characteristics must have been supernaturally intensified to produce the effects described in the text. Both the simoom and the chamaseen are local, and very limited in range, so that such a wind might have blows up the Nile valley and left Goshen, in the eastern part of the Delta, untouched.



Verse 24 

24. Go ye, serve the Lord — Now Pharaoh is willing that all the people should go, but insists that the flocks and herds should remain, as hostages for their return.



Verse 25-26 

25, 26. Thou must give us also sacrifices — That is, Thou must allow our flocks and herds to go for sacrifice. Even up to this moment only a three days’ journey into the wilderness was demanded; and a frank, fair compliance with Jehovah’s will would have saved Pharaoh from destruction and Egypt from disgrace. Pharaoh’s sin was no necessary link in the chain of God’s providences; but the sin being in his heart, God used it for his glory.

11 Chapter 11 

Verse 1 

TENTH PLAGUE PREDICTED, Exodus 11:1-10.

1. And the Lord (had) said unto Moses — This passage (Exodus 11:1-3) relates what God had previously said, and describes the influences under which the Egyptian people would be led to comply so readily with the request of the Israelites. It shows how ripe were events for the final scene, and is naturally inserted parenthetically here as showing why Moses had just said so decisively, “I will see thy face no more.” The author also wished to show the fulfilment of the prophecy of Exodus 3:21-22, concerning the spoiling of the Egyptians; and probably, also, to make it clear that he had not on his own authority, but by Jehovah’s express direction, closed his interviews with Pharaoh, since he had already revealed that the tenth judgment stroke should be the last. 

He shall surely thrust you out — Literally, When he shall let you go altogether, he will actually thrust you out hence. He will no more attempt to retain the women and children, or the flocks and herds, as before, nor will he stipulate for your return at all, but will be anxious to be wholly rid of you.



Verse 2 

2. Let every man borrow — שׁאל ask, demand, (Septuagint, Vulgate, Luther, De Wette, Ewald, Knobel.) See on chap. 52:22. Of course the Egyptians could have expected no return of the gold and silver, when they urged them to go wholly out of the land. This was no “borrowing” or purloining, but these “spoils” were gifts obtained by moral constraint. The terror-stricken Egyptians were glad to give them any thing so they would but go in peace. If this despoiling the Egyptians were not so particularly described we should find much difficulty in accounting for the quantity of gold and jewelry which we find in the possession of the Hebrews when they went out of servitude. A large amount of gold was used in the manufacture of the calf in Horeb; and, after this idol had been destroyed, we find the men and women bringing freewill offerings of “bracelets, and earrings, and (signet) rings, and tablets, (necklaces,) all jewels of gold,” (Exodus 35:22,) for the ornamentation and furnishing of the tabernacle, whose beams were all plated with gold, and all whose vessels were gold. It would be hard to account for such an extraordinary amount of the precious metal in the possession of a nation just emerged from bondage were not this unusual means of supply set before us. It was fit that the oppressor who had so long luxuriated on their unrequited toil should repay; it was proper that they should go in festal attire to Jehovah’s feast; and it was the crown of their triumph that the Egyptians willingly loaded them with their costly garments and jewels, freely bidding them go, and praying, Bless us also.



Verse 3 

3. And the Lord gave the people favour… the man Moses was very great in the land of Egypt — At this crisis the Egyptians had become so panic-stricken that they gave the Israelites whatever they asked, and Moses, Jehovah’s dread messenger, overwhelmed them with awe and terror. The author does not here refer to any moral or intellectual greatness of Moses, but simply to the impression which he had produced upon the Egyptians.



Verse 4 

4. And Moses said — Unto Pharaoh, not unto Israel. The speech of Exodus 10:25-26, interrupted by the parenthesis of Exodus 11:1-3, is here resumed. 

About midnight — It is probable that the midnight following this interview is here meant, and that this was the fourteenth day of the month Nisan, when the Passover was afterwards celebrated in Israel. From Exodus 12:3; Exodus 12:6, we see that the paschal lamb was to be selected on the tenth and killed on the fourteenth of that month. The lamb might have been selected when the plague of darkness commenced, and during those three days that the Israelites alone had light in their dwellings they might have waited in solemn anticipation for the final stroke of deliverance, which on the fifteenth day set them free.



Verse 5 

5. And all the firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die — Israel consecrated all its firstborn to God, and Egypt’s firstborn were taken in wrath, as were Israel’s in mercy. The firstborn is the flower, the glory, of the nation, and thus the choice victims were taken from all ranks of men and from all kinds of beasts. The maidservant that is behind the mill, behind the two millstones. Here the specified ranks are from the king to the maidservant, and in Exodus 12:29, from the king to the captive.

The handmill in common use in Egypt, as in the East, generally consists now, as then, of two round stones, from one and a half to two feet in diameter, the lower one being convex upon its upper surface, which fits into a corresponding concavity in the upper stone. The corn is dropped through a hole in the upper stone, which is revolved by means of an upright handle. It is usually worked by two women sitting on the ground, facing each other, with the mill between them, both holding the handle and pushing and pulling in alternation. See illustration at Matthew 24:41. The Egyptians had also larger mills worked by asses or cattle.



Verse 6 

6. A great cry — Awfully typical of that midnight cry which shall sound through all the earth: “Behold, the Bridegroom cometh!”



Verse 7 

7. Shall not a dog move his tongue — The very dogs of Egypt shall respect the people before whom their masters cower in fear.



Verse 8 

8. And all these thy servants shall come down unto me, and bow down — Pharaoh and all his courtiers would be utterly paralyzed with terror, and humbly entreat the people whom they had crushed so long to depart in peace. 

In a great anger — As Jehovah’s messenger, representing his judicial wrath.



Verse 9-10 

9, 10. These verses review and recapitulate the whole series of judgments, recording the fulfilment of the prediction made when Moses was first commissioned. Exodus 7:2-3.

12 Chapter 12 

Verse 1 

INSTITUTION OF THE PASSOVER, AND COVENANT CONSECRATION OF ISRAEL, Exodus 12:1-28.

1. The Lord spake — Had spoken, just before this final announcement to Pharaoh. 

In the land of Egypt — The passover was the only feast ordained in Egypt. All the other ordinances were given in the wilderness of Sinai or in the plains of Moab.



Verse 2 

2. This month (Abib or Nisan) shall be unto you the beginning (head) of months… first month of the year — Hitherto the year had commenced with the month Tisri, (or September,) but henceforth the year was to be reckoned from Abib, the month of Israel’s birth. Abib signifies “an ear of grain;” it was the month when barley ripened, corresponding with our close of March and beginning of April. The Hebrew months were lunar, and Abib was the month commencing with the new moon just after or just before the vernal equinox. This was the sacred year, by which the festivals were reckoned; but the civil or common year was still reckoned from Tisri. The passover was, then, instituted some time in the month of Israel’s deliverance, but not after the final interview with Pharaoh described in the last chapter, since four days, inclusive, were to elapse after the choice of the lamb before the passover.



Verse 3-4 

3, 4. In the tenth day — After this first passover there is no record of any instance where the lamb was selected before the fourteenth day. 

A lamb for a house — No special number is here mentioned as necessary to constitute the paschal company, but a Jewish tradition fixed ten as the least number, and, reckoning children, it probably averaged about twenty. It became a custom for each person to eat a piece of the lamb about the size of an olive, which would allow the paschal company to be quite large. An individual might not eat the passover alone. Thus was symbolized the fellowship of the Church in partaking of Christ.



Verse 5 

5. Without blemish, a male of the first year — A faultless male, at least a year old. Only perfect gifts could be offered to God, as the heathens also felt. So Homer teaches us, (Iliad, 1:66,) αγνων… αιγων τε τελειων, “perfect lambs and goats.” The letter of the law allowed a kid, but a lamb was almost always chosen.



Verse 6 

6. Until the fourteenth day — For three days, which were, as we suppose, the days of darkness in the land of Egypt, the devoted lamb was kept for the sacrifice — in each family the centre of prayerful and grateful meditations as they talked together of the great morning of deliverance that was about to dawn on them. 

The whole assembly — Each family in its own house, that the sacrifice might be simultaneous in all the land. 

In the evening — Literally, Between the two evenings; the time which was afterward specified for the evening sacrifice, Numbers 28:4, and described in Deuteronomy 16:6, as the time of the “going down of the sun.” The Rabbies understand that the first of the “two evenings” is when the sun begins to decline and the heat to decrease, or about three o’clock, and that the second is sunset, so that “between the two evenings” would be, at the fourteenth of Abib, between three and six. Kimchi, Rashi, and others, interpret the period of the declining sun as the first evening, and that of twilight as the second; so that the moment of sunset is the point “between the two evenings.” Whichever view be adopted, “about sunset” is the time fixed, allowing some latitude on both sides, as became necessary afterwards when the lambs were offered in the temple.

The Lamb of God was offered at the time of the paschal feast, and at the paschal hour, for “at the ninth hour,” three in the afternoon, he “cried with a loud voice, and gave up the ghost.” Mark 15:34; Mark 15:37.



Verse 7 

7. They shall take of the blood — Each doorway was made an altar, the lintel and side-posts of which were to be sprinkled with blood from a bunch of hyssop, (Exodus 12:22,) and thus was each person who entered consecrated. The blood was not dropped upon the threshold, lest it should be trodden under foot. This was the outward token of expiation and consecration which all the families of Israel were required to set upon themselves, as the outward sacraments are ordained in the Church of Christ; not that God needs to see these signs, but that we need to make them.



Verse 8-9 

8, 9. In that night — The night following the sunset of the fourteenth of Nisan, or Abib. Roast… not… raw, (under-done,) nor sodden (boiled) — The lamb was to be roasted whole, not a bone broken, the entrails being cleansed and put back, and all the viscera, as heart, liver, etc., (purtenance, inwards,) included. Boiling would be liable to separate the members, but the typical wholeness of the lamb was an essential thing, as setting forth the oneness of the chosen people, and this was preserved in roasting. As they gathered about the table, the lamb was to symbolize to all who ate of it the spiritual oneness into which they were then by faith to enter. Thus says the Apostle, speaking of the Christian Passover, “We being many are one bread, and one body: for we are all partakers of that one Bread.” 1 Corinthians 10:17. The lamb was to be fastened to the spit, as afterwards the Lamb of God was fastened to the cross. Jahn says that it was transfixed upon two spits, the one lengthwise and the other crosswise, (Arch., § 353,) and it is significant that the Samaritans at Nablous now fasten the lamb to a spit in the form of a cross. (Stanley’s Jewish Church, lect. 5.) Justin Martyr records that this was the Jewish usage. (Dialogue with Trypho, chap. 40.) Christ’s body was preserved unbroken, as a symbol of the same unity of the members and the Head. See note on Matthew 26:2. 

Unleavened bread — This specially symbolized three things: the haste in which they fled, not waiting for the bread to rise, (vers. 34 and 39;) their sufferings in Egypt, for such bread was called “bread of affliction,” (Deuteronomy 16:3;) but chiefly their purity as a consecrated nation, since fermentation is incipient putrefaction, and leaven was thus a symbol of impurity. With bitter herbs they shall eat it — A symbol of their bitter bondage. On (not “with”) bitter herbs — That is, these, with the unleavened bread, were to constitute the basis, the chief part, of the supper, while a morsel of the lamb gave it flavour. The meal as a whole was a memento both of the “passing over” of the destroying angel, and of the bondage, while the savory accompaniment of the lamb’s flesh commemorated their deliverance. It was also to be eaten as a feast, with cheerfulness and gratitude.



Verse 10-11 

10, 11. Let nothing of it remain — It was sacred to this special use, and was not to be profaned. 

Loins girded — As the first passover was eaten in the last hours of their stay in Egypt, they must then have been all ready to leave, waiting for the final word. Usually they sat or reclined about the table, but now they were to stand on their feet. Their feet were always bare within the house, but now they were to be shod for the rough desert roads. Their long garments were usually loose as they sat at meals, but now they were to be girded up closely for a long journey. Each was to have his travelling staff in hand, and to eat in haste. It is the Lord’s passover — Here for the first time occurs the word פסח, pesach, well rendered by our word passover, as it sets forth the passing over the houses of Israel in the tenth judgment-stroke. Jehovah says, “When I see the blood, I will pass over you.” So ever will the God of judgment pass over the soul marked with the blood of the spotless Lamb.



Verse 12 

12. Against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgment — See Introd. to the history of the plagues, (1.)



Verse 14 

14. This day — The fourteenth of Abib, or Nisan, which was forever to be memorable as Israel’s birthday. The day of the full moon in the “ear-month” — the full moon of the spring equinox, when nature begins her round once more — was ever to be the great national festival of Israel.



Verse 15 

15. Seven days — Through the sacred cycle of days they were to learn the lessons taught by the “bread of affliction.” 

That soul shall be cut off — Excommunicated from the sacred body, since such a soul cast off God’s covenant with the covenant sign. The modern Jews make the unleavened bread in thin dry biscuits. They are exceedingly scrupulous to cleanse, at this time, the whole house, searching every dark corner with candles lest a crumb of leavened bread should anywhere be found when this feast begins. Great care is taken that all the vessels in which it is made be perfectly clean, and that it bake rapidly, lest the least fermentation take place.



Verse 16 

16. Holy convocation — The first and seventh days were to be days of general assembly, in which no work but that of necessity should be done — sabbaths, when all the people should gather to hear the law, and to adore Jehovah, their Saviour, while they recounted to each other his mighty delivering mercies. This was the origin of the Jewish synagogue.



Verse 17 

17. In this selfsame day have I brought your armies out — This was said before the deliverance was effected, and it is spoken of in the past as if already made sure. Thus the Hebrew preterit is often used in prophecy for an emphatic future. (Nordh., Gram., § 966, 1, a.)



Verses 18-20 

18-20. These verses repeat and emphasize the details of the ordinance.



Verse 21 

21. Now follows the fulfilment of Jehovah’s command by Moses. 

Draw out and take — Withdraw; go forth to your homes, and make ready the passover: so Septuagint, Vulgate, Arabic, Keil, Knobel. But Gesenius, De Wette, and others interpret choose out, or lay hold of.


Verse 22-23 

22, 23. Hyssop — This has not been mentioned before. The hyssop included several species of herb, but that used in Egypt was, according to Kimchi and Maimonides, wild marjoram, an aromatic plant and condiment much used by the poorer classes in Egypt for food. 

None of you shall go out at the door — Only within the blood-besprinkled door was safety.

The destroyer — Whether angel or pestilence, could not pass the line drawn in blood. Each sanctuary home in Israel was thus made a symbol of the fold whereof Christ is the door, and only behind hiswounds can sinful man be safe from the destroyer.


Verses 24-27 

24-27. The monumental character of this feast as a perpetual reminder of the supernatural origin of the nation, and as a means of education to all the generations of the people, is here minutely emphasized and enforced.



Verses 29-36 

TENTH JUDGMENT STROKE, Exodus 12:29-36.

And now arose the awful “midnight cry,” as the flower of every house fell before the destroyer.



Verses 31-33 

31-33. And he called for Moses and Aaron by night — Pharaoh had commanded them to see his face no more, but now an awful fear seized the monarch that the whole nation was to be destroyed, and he sent as an humble suppliant, beseeching Israel to depart, and take all their families, flocks, and herds. 

And bless me also — Pray Jehovah that no worse come upon me.



Verse 34 

34. Their kneading troughs being bound up in their clothes — The kneading troughs of the Egyptians were of wood, (see illustration under chap. 8:3,) and so, perhaps, were those of the Israelites; but more probably they were mere leather bags, such as are now used by the Bedouins. By “clothes” is here meant the simlah, a square, shawl-like outer garment, like a Scotch plaid, used to wrap up small movables. From this and the thirty-ninth verse it will be seen that the unleavened bread had an historical as well as a symbolical meaning. There was not the usual time for dough to rise, even had it been leavened.



Verse 35-36 

35, 36. See on Exodus 3:22, and Exodus 11:2.



Verse 37 

THE EXODE, Exodus 12:37-42.

37. From Rameses to Succoth — Probably not the treasure-city Rameses, or Raamses, mentioned Exodus 1:11, but the district or province spoken of Genesis 47:11, which is the same as Goshen, the border-land, of Egypt toward Palestine. From all parts of the province they started, the families and tribes gradually gathering, concentrating in and around Succoth at the end of the first day. The name Succoth, which signifies booths, indicates that this was a mere temporary caravan or military station, though it may possibly have been a town named from such a station. We are to think of the people as falling into the host with their flocks and herds for the first two days, when they rallied behind the pillar of cloud at Etham, “in the edge of the wilderness.” It seems most likely that their course for the first days lay along the Wady Tumeylat, which runs in an easterly direction towards the ancient bitter lakes. In this wady the Israelites were probably most thickly settled. From all parts of Rameses or Goshen there was a movement eastward through this rich valley in the heart of the province, along the line of the canal, which had the same general direction as the present Sweet-water Canal constructed by Lesseps. (See note on Goshen, Genesis 48:6.) Although they are said to have started from Rameses, they did not get fairly beyond its limits till they passed Etham.

Some, following Sicard, have supposed that the Israelites took the ancient caravan route from the Nile due east to the Red Sea, along the Wady et Tih, which is shut in on the north and south by mountain ranges, and terminates in the broad plain of Baideah on the Gulf of Suez. The northern range is broken by a branch valley, twenty-three miles from the Nile, where is the only fountain in the wady, and it ends in the promontory of Ras Attah-kah, which stretches into the Gulf, twelve miles below Suez. (See map of Goshen.) But the northern route above described much better fits the requirements of the text. 

Six hundred thousand — This is given as the round number; by the census taken the next year in the wilderness of Sinai the actual number was six hundred and three thousand five hundred and fifty. Numbers 2:32. See further in Concluding Note.



Verse 38 

38. A mixed multitude — Egyptians, who, in this time of popular excitement and commotion had become disaffected, unsettled, and a medley of adventurous spirits of various peoples, such as always follow an army or emigrating host. Egyptians and “strangers” are afterwards mentioned as living among the Israelites. From Numbers 11:4, we see that the distrust of God’s providence which led to the plague of Kibroth-hattaavah (Graves of lust) began among this heathen rabble, and from Deuteronomy 29:11, it would seem that these “strangers” became hewers of wood and drawers of water for Israel. The Israelites had always continued to be a pastoral people, so that their property consisted mainly of flocks and herds.



Verse 39 

39. Unleavened cakes — See on Exodus 12:8.



Verse 40 

40. The sojourning of the children of Israel, who dwelt in Egypt — Or, as in Septuagint, The sojourning which they sojourned. This much-controverted passage forms one of the pivots of biblical chronology. The question is simply as to the point from which the four hundred and thirty years are to be reckoned. The Septuagint (Vatican Codex) has an important addition, and reads, “The sojourning of the children of Israel which they sojourned in Egypt and in Canaan;” while in the Alexandrian Codex there is still another addition, making it read, “which they and their fathers sojourned in Egypt and in Canaan.” Thus the Alexandrian translators of this book of Exodus (about 280 B.C.) clearly understood that this “sojourn” dated from Abraham’s call, and included the time when the “fathers” of Israel, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, “sojourned in the Land of Promise as in a strange country,” as well as the time of the bondage of their children in Egypt. The Samaritan has the same reading. (See Introd., (2,) chap. 11.) But the Hebrew text is without doubt correct, and these additions are to be understood as explanatory emendations by these translators, who wished to show how the three patriarchs might be included with the “children of Israel,” and the sojourn in Canaan be united with that in Egypt. These translations have evidently only the authority of explanatory comments, and the question is, Do they correctly explain our text? Is the sojourning of the “fathers,” Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in Canaan, included in the sojourning of the children of Israel which they sojourned in Egypt?
The first strong impression clearly is, that the text declares the Egyptian sojourn to have been four hundred and thirty years, for we have the phrase “which they sojourned in Egypt;” and “the children of Israel” only are spoken of. But we are to consider that the Hebrew idiom is much more pliant than ours in the use of terms. Fathers are included in children, as in Matthew xxiii, 35, “Ye slew;” and children in fathers, as in Hebrews 7:9, “Levi paid tithes in Abraham.” The Hebrew race might have been freely styled the “children of Israel” from Abraham downwards, and the whole sojourning period of the race might have been in the writer’s mind, though he specifies the most remarkable part of that period as peculiarly characteristic of it as a whole, which they sojourned in Egypt. That is, although they had also sojourned in Canaan, yet their Egyptian life, having been the epoch of God’s remarkable providences in their behalf, gave the whole period character. This history, thus interpreted, is also well illustrated by the prophecy to Abraham, (Genesis 15:13; Genesis 15:16,) “Thy seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, and shall serve them, and they shall afflict them four hundred years.” Now this doubtless refers to the Egyptian bondage, yet, as shown in the notes on Exodus i, the real bondage or affliction did not begin till shortly before the birth of Moses, and so could not have lasted over eighty years. Yet this eighty years gives the character of “affliction” to the whole period. Now it is probable that the historical statement in our text spreads the Egyptian “sojourn” over the four centuries, just as the prophetic statement in Genesis does the Egyptian bondage and affliction. St. Paul expressly declares that the four-hundred-and-thirty years period is to be reckoned from the covenant with Abraham. Galatians 3:17.

If this be the correct view, then just one half of this period, or two hundred and fifteen years, was spent in the Egyptian sojourn. This may be thus seen: Abraham was seventy-five when he left Haran, (Genesis 12:4,) and one hundred when Isaac was born, (Genesis 21:5,) and therefore from the call of Abraham to the birth of Isaac was twenty-five years. From the birth of Isaac to that of Jacob was sixty years, (Genesis 25:26,) and from the birth of Jacob to the descent into Egypt was one hundred and thirty, (Genesis 47:9,) and so from the call of Abraham to the descent into Egypt was two hundred and fifteen years, since 25+60+130=215. The genealogy of Moses and Aaron, as given in Exodus 6:16-20, points to the short period, or a sojourn of two hundred and fifteen years in Egypt, and we must suppose that several generations are omitted if the long period be taken, since four generations cannot be made to span four hundred and thirty years. This supposition is adopted by many, (Tiele, Kurtz, Keil, Thompson, etc.;) but all the events of the “bondage” can be brought within the short period, or two hundred and fifteen years. See Concluding Note.



Verse 41 

41. The selfsame day — That is, on the very day after the passover and death of the firstborn, whose incidents are previously related — the fifteenth of Abib; not that it was four hundred and thirty years to a day since the sojourn commenced. The same phrase occurs in Exodus 12:51.



Verse 42 

42. Observed of all the children of Israel in their generations — Israel was long ago scattered among the Gentiles; all the Levitical sacrifices have for centuries “ceased to be offered;” tabernacle and temple vanished ages ago; yet wherever in his wanderings a Jew retains to-day one shred of his ancestral religion he keeps the passover.



Verses 43-50 

ADDITIONAL PASSOVER REGULATIONS, Exio 12:43-50.

This additional ordinance, defining the character of the participants in the passover feast, now became necessary, since aliens and strangers of various nations attached themselves to Israel. Exodus 12:38. Israel was called to be a blessing to all nations, and, therefore, aliens were not excluded from the covenant privileges if they would take upon them the covenant sign, but this was an essential condition. Transient settlers or labourers for wages were not to be admitted to the passover; but all who had become incorporated into the families of Israel by marriage or by purchase (and who bore the covenant sign) became spiritually as well as outwardly one with the covenant people. Concerning Hebrew servitude see on Exodus 21.



Verse 51 

51. This verse, as a final summary, brings the account of the departure from Egypt to a formal close. 

The selfsame day — That is, the fifteenth of Abib, the momentous day whose events have just been related. CONCLUDING NOTE.

Length of Sojourn in Egypt, and Census of Israel at the Exode. These two topics are so connected that it is convenient to discuss them together. Was the Egyptian sojourn a period of four hundred and thirty or of two hundred and fifteen years? In the note on verse forty the short period is favoured. Two things are specially relied upon by the advocates of the long period in proof of their view: (1,) The genealogy of individuals; (2,) The census of the Exode.

The genealogy is supposed to show that in some lines several generations have been omitted. (The genealogy of Moses is discussed in the note on Exodus 6:20.) While Moses and Aaron are only the third generation from Levi, Dathan and Abiram the third from Reuben, (Numbers 26,) and Achan the fourth from Judah, (Joshua 7,) Bezaleel is the sixth from Judah, (1 Chronicles 2,) Elishama the eighth from Joseph, and Joshua the tenth from Joseph, (1 Chronicles 7:23-27.) Colenso presents these discrepancies as fatal objections to the authenticity of the history. But we may easily suppose Moses, when past his century, to have been contemporary with Bezaleel, who was of the same generation with his great-grandchildren, so that Elishama and Joshua give us the only real difficulty. But their genealogy is given in only one passage, (1 Chronicles 7:23-27,) which is on all hands confessed to be very obscure, and has probably been corrupted in transcription, so that it ought to have no decisive weight whatever, especially against passages of unmistakable clearness. Colenso, like his kin of all generations, ignores the clear to burrow in the obscure or unknown.

As to the census of Israel at the Exode, we are to consider that extraordinary fruitfulness is spoken of in Exodus 1:7, as it had been specially promised to the patriarchs. There were more than 600,000 men at the Exode, and these numbers would have been reached in two hundred and fifteen years if they continued to multiply as they commenced. This is proved thus: Jacob and his sons averaged five sons each, (not reckoning daughters at all in this calculation,) for he had twelve sons and fifty-three grandsons, (Genesis 46,) and (53+12)/13=5. Now if each man had, at the age of thirty-five, five sons, and had none born to him thereafter, we may reckon six generations in two hundred and fifteen years, since 215/35=6+. To find, then, the number of Jacob’s male posterity of the sixth generation we have 53×5*6=53×15,625, or 828,125, a surplus of 200,000 over the number of the text. This calculation, moreover, makes no account of the survivors of previous generations.

The census of the Kohathites, given in Numbers 3:28, is also presented by Tiele, Kurtz, Keil, etc., as an argument for the long chronology or for the omission of generations, since the four families of the Kohathites numbered 8,600, thus averaging 2,150 each, while one of the four, the Amramites, numbered, as far as the record shows, only two men who could have been counted in the 8,600, since Aaron and his sons, and Moses himself, are not reckoned. But, (1,) The general calculation before given covers the whole ground. (2,) We have no right to assume that the record gives us all the Amramites. Amram may have had other children besides the famous historic three, and the argument from silence is always dubious. (3,) Still more dubious is the argument from averages to particulars. (4,) The other three families might have made up the lack of the Amramites, if lack there were. While these facts, given in the record itself, enable us to fully account for the numbers of Israel at the Exode, the objections of Knobel, Colenso, etc., are of no weight.

13 Chapter 13 

Verse 1-2 

PROMULGATION OF THE LAW OF THE FIRSTBORN, AND OF THE FEAST OF UNLEAVENED BREAD, Exodus 13:1-16.

1, 2. In these verses Jehovah announces to Moses the law concerning the firstborn, and in Exodus 13:3-16 Moses repeats this law to Israel, and also repeats to them the law concerning the feast of unleavened bread which had been given to Moses before they started upon their march, as recorded in Exodus 12:15-20. The great importance of these two feasts, and of the law respecting the firstborn, which was so blended with the passover, led to the double mention of each — once as announced by Jehovah to Moses, and again as proclaimed by him to the people. The readers of Homer are familiar with such repetitions as characteristic of an early and simple style of narrative.

The firstborn males of man and beast were to be forever consecrated to Jehovah as a memorial through all generations of the final judgment-stroke which gave Israel freedom. Thus in their homes and in their daily toils were they to be perpetually reminded of the providence of Jehovah. The flower of the Egyptians were cut down for their deliverance, and the flower of their families, flocks, and herds, were to be devoted to God.

So the “Firstborn of all creation” (Colossians 1:15) was sacrificed for our deliverance, “bruised for our iniquities,” by the judgment-strokes which a guilty world invokes, and which he caught upon his own heart; and, in return, our firstborn, the choice of our homes, our substance, and our powers, are to be consecrated to God.



Verse 9-10 

9, 10. Moses here repeats to Israel the ordinance concerning the feast of unleavened bread. See notes on Exodus 12:8; Exodus 12:15-20. 

A sign unto thee upon thine hand, and for a memorial between thine eyes — In verse sixteen it is said for frontlets between thine eyes — That is, This command shall ever be before thee, in thy sight, and in the sight of all men, like the bracelet clasped upon the hand, or the fillet bound about the forehead. The law of Jehovah is to be the perpetual ornament and adornment of Israel. Thus is it to be kept in thy mouth, the constant theme of thought and word. In later and degenerate days, when the law had died out of the heart of Israel, a literal and carnal interpretation was given to this command, and portions of this chapter and of Deuteronomy vi were written out on strips of parchment which were bound by leathern thongs upon the forehead and arm. These were the phylacteries; see illustration in note on Matthew 23:5. Thus, as has often been the case, punctilious obedience to the letter of the law totally annulled its spirit.



Verses 11-16 

11-16. Moses here repeats to Israel the law of the firstborn, given to him in Exodus 13:1-2. As in the instance just given, there is here not a mere repetition, but an amplification and enforcement. The ass is mentioned as a representative of unclean animals, which could not be offered in sacrifice. This law for the redemption of an unclean by a clean animal was a temporary arrangement, while as yet the priesthood had not been ordained; but after the consecration of the Levites there was a fixed price of redemption. Leviticus 27:27. The ransom of the firstborn of man was afterwards fixed at five shekels, the tribe of Levi being taken for the service of the sanctuary instead of the firstborn of the other eleven tribes, man for man, and then the over-plus of the firstborns being ransomed at this rate. Numbers 3:44-48.



Verse 17-18 

MARCH FROM SUCCOTH TO ETHAM, Exodus 13:17-22.

17, 18. God led them not through the way of the land of the Philistines — The direct route to Palestine was northeast, by way of Pelusium and Gaza, along the Mediterranean coast, through the great maritime plain where dwelt the Philistines, whose warlike character we learn from the monuments of Rameses III., as well as from the Hebrew annals. By this route they started, as if to reach their destination in a few weeks’ journey, but suddenly “turned” southeasterly, for God led the people about, (made them turn,) by the way of the wilderness of the Red Sea — See Exodus 14:2. 

Harnessed — Equipped for march, marshalled in orderly array, not scattered like a mob of fugitives. Gesenius makes the word mean brave, eager for battle, and many of the old interpreters render, as in the margin, five in a rank, or five-fold — in five divisions. It is certain that afterwards we find the able-bodied men in five camps or battalions, (counting the Levites and the tabernacle as a division,) (Numbers 1, 2;) and they probably commenced their march in regular order, so as to protect the great train of women and children, flocks and herds. See diagram and notes on Numbers 2.



Verse 19 

19. And Moses took the bones of Joseph — Joseph’s dying charge and Israel’s solemn vow, made more than a century before, (Genesis 50:24-25,) are now sacredly remembered. His body had not been carried to the Land of Promise, like that of Jacob, nor buried in Egypt, like those of his brethren the fathers of the tribes, but, wrapped in its fragrant bandages, it waited the fulfilment of the patriarch’s prophecy, “God will surely visit you, and ye shall carry up my bones from hence.” Through all the years of their bondage the mummied form of their famous ancestor had been a perpetual prophecy and admonition. It ever held before their eyes the great promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the sublime destiny that awaited Israel.

Only in Egypt would such a century-long “object-lesson” have been possible. The mummied form of the dead was there often kept for months, and sometimes for years, before final burial, in a closet made in the house for the purpose, with folding doors, and standing upon a sledge, so that it could be drawn to an altar where were offered “prayers for the dead.” It was this idolatrous superstition which Moses so expressly forbade, Leviticus 19:28; Leviticus 21:1. It was, however, deemed a calamity for the dead to remain thus unburied unless there were especial reasons, which the friends were careful to have made known, and thus the fact that so eminent a person as Joseph remained unburied would give rise to constant inquiry and explanation. (Wilkinson’s Ancient Egyptians, chap. 10.) How wonderfully adapted was this act of Joseph to ensure the resurrection of Israel’s life from the grave of Egyptian heathenism!



Verse 20 

20. Etham, in the edge of the wilderness — The Wady et Tumey-lat, through which the Israelites commenced their march, leads to the ancient Bitter Lakes, (now a swampy basin, which, except at the inundation, is a dry, deep, white salt plain,) and runs southeast towards Suez. Along the western (or rather southwestern) margin of this basin the Israelites moved, and reached Etham, probably on its southern border, a place on the line where the cultivable land ends and the desert begins. Etham is an Egyptian word, meaning, according to Chabas, the house or temple of Atum, “the setting sun,” which was worshipped at Heliopolis. Du Bois Ayme identified Etham with Bir Suweis, “the well of Suez,” where are now two deep wells of brackish water. Robinson placed it farther east, near the present head of the Gulf. It must have been not far from what was then the head of the Gulf. Travellers generally agree with Du Bois Ayme, (Descr. de l’Egypte, 11,371,) that the Gulf of Suez once extended much farther north, probably about fifty miles, joining the Bitter Lakes. Etham in that event would be much north of the present Suez.

It is often assumed that the Israelites reached Succoth at the end of the first day, and Etham at the end of the second, but the narrative hardly warrants this. These were the “encampments,” but they may have halted more than a day at each, for the stations are nowhere said to have been a day’s march apart. When we consider the hurry and confusion of the start — the vast population — of at least two millions — which was moved, taking up one portion after another on the march; and the immense number of cattle, sheep, and goats which were gathered together — it is not probable that they moved ten miles a day, nor that they marched each day successively. Yet some have so laid out the route as to necessitate a march of from thirty to fifty miles for three successive days! Fourteen miles is a usual day’s march, and twenty-five miles a forced march, for a Prussian soldier in service, and here were women, and children, and cattle.

It seems probable that the Israelites followed about the line of the ancient Canal till they reached the Red Sea. When at Etham they were north of the Sea, and could from thence strike northeast direct to Palestine, or southeast along the east shore of the Sea to Sinai, by either route avoiding the Sea; but instead of being led on either of these courses, they were, to their surprise, commanded to “turn” down the west shore of the Sea, where they had Mount Attaka on the south and southwest, and the Sea on the east. Thus they appeared to Pharaoh to be “entangled in the land,” or, rather, bewildered, perplexed in their movements. Exodus 14:3.



Verse 21 

21. And the Lord (JEHOVAH) went before them — Here now, at Etham, as they enter the wilderness, JEHOVAH himself takes command of the host, and all their marches are supernaturally directed for forty years. Large caravans and armies were often guided in desert marches by a fire elevated in the van. An oft-quoted instance is that of the great army of Alexander, as related by Curtius: — “When he wished to move the camp he gave the signal by a trumpet, the sound of which was often not well heard because of the rising tumult. He therefore erected a pole over the imperial tent which could be everywhere seen, from which the signal could appear to all at the same time. A fire was seen there by night and a smoke by day.” (CURTIUS, De Gest. Alex. Mag., 5:2, 7.) This on a small scale well illustrates what Jehovah now did for Israel. This vast host of at least two millions must often have been spread over several square miles, over the desert plains, up the mountain slopes, and along the wadies, or water courses, in search of pasturage, and they needed some signal that could be seen from far, and this was furnished by the lofty pillar of cloud and of fire. This seems to have been a fire within a cloudy envelope, shining brightly through it in the darkness, and giving it the appearance, in the sunshine, of a lofty column of light smoke or vapour. It rested afterwards upon the tabernacle, the fire then appearing as the SHEKINAH, (dwelling-place of Jehovah,) and it regulated by its movements all the marches of Israel. Exodus 40:34-38.

As at the burning bramble Jehovah revealed himself to Moses by fire, so now by the same symbol he reveals himself to all Israel; a symbol suited to a people whose mission it was to teach the nations the real nature of God. Fire reveals power without form — power the most intense that we know, familiar yet mysterious. Considered as the source of both light and heat, it is an essential of life, genial and gladdening, yet the very emblem of terror and destruction; while at the same time it is the most expressive symbol of perfect purity. Thus the power and the wrath, the holiness and the mercy, of the formless, ever-living Jehovah, are all blended in this emblem. And what more perfect symbol is there of pure spirit, and of that Power whence all other powers spring, than that element or force which is all other material forces in disguise, and into which they all are resolvable?

14 Chapter 14 

Verses 1-3 

THE RED SEA DELIVERANCE, Exodus 14.

2, 3. That they turn and encamp before Pi-hahiroth — The Hebrews were now at Etham, near the head of the Gulf, whence the direct route to Palestine would be northeast, by way of the plain of Philistia, and the route to Mount Sinai southeast, along the eastern shore of the Gulf; but instead of taking either of these direct routes to their destination, they turned southwest into the great plain west of the modern Suez, came down the west shore of the Gulf, and encamped north and east of Mount Attakah. Thus the Sea was in front and Mount Attakah on the right flank, and partially in the rear. When, then, the Egyptians came upon them from the northwest, either by the Bubastis or Belteis road, they seemed to be completely entrapped, especially if Pharaoh sent a small detachment around Mount Attakah to block the defile and thus cut off all retreat on the south. (See map of Goshen.) 

Pi-hahiroth… Migdol… Baal-zephon — These were all known places in the time of Moses, all traces of which seem to have been lost in the changes of these thousands of years, although the names are all suggestive of the localities. Migdol, tower, implies that this was a fortified spot, perhaps on one of the summits of Attakah, Baal-zephon ( צפה, to watch) was probably a frontier watch-tower, and the name Pi-hahiroth, if, as generally supposed, an Egyptian word meaning the “place of reeds,” seems to have been a coast fortress or station. They are entangled — Probably the word is better rendered by bewildered. (Gesenius, De Wette, Knobel.) Their “turn” into this trap between the mountain and the sea seemed to arise from confusion and perplexity when they found themselves “on the edge” of the terrible desert. 

The wilderness hath shut them in — Literally, closed upon them, like a trap.



Verse 5 

5. Why have we done this? — What (is) this (that) we have done? The panic having subsided, Pharaoh’s hard heart rises in rage and revenge. The pride and obstinacy of Pharaoh may appear incredible, but this representation of his character is in perfect harmony with the pictures of the Egyptian kings, as they have themselves left them upon the walls of their tombs. The magnificent engravings in the great works of Lepsius and of the artists of Napoleon spread before our eyes pictures of the conquests, coronations, and deifications of these Pharaohs, as they may now be seen in their rock-hewn tombs, from the Delta to the Cataracts — perpetual monuments of their haughty might and heaven-defying pride, as well as vast and enduring commentaries upon this narrative of Moses. (See Introduction to the History of the Plagues, 1.)



Verse 6 

6. He made ready his chariot — Horses and chariots are first represented in the monuments of Amosis, (1520 B.C.,) although there is evidence of their use before that time. The chariot was two-wheeled, without back or seat, bottomed with a network of thongs, whose elasticity supplied the lack of springs: it was drawn by two horses, which were harnessed, without traces, to a pole fastened to a yoke resting upon the withers. The spear-case, bow-case, and quiver were fastened at the side, and it was manned by a driver and one or two warriors, who stood as they rode.



Verse 7 

7. Six hundred — This was a picked chariot force, and Josephus adds, from traditional sources, that there were fifty thousand horsemen and two hundred thousand footmen. The word “all” is not to be taken absolutely, as if every chariot in Egypt was in the pursuit. See note on Exodus 9:6. 

Captains — Literally, third men, one of three, because the chariot was sometimes manned by three.



Verse 8 

8. With a high hand — Openly and defiantly; but how their courage failed when they saw Pharaoh’s chariots!



Verse 9 

9. All the horses and chariots of Pharaoh — Rather, the chariot horses.
Three kinds of troops are mentioned, cavalry, chariotry, and infantry.



Verses 10-12 

10-12. Cried out unto the Lord — In terror, but not in faith. Because there were no graves in Egypt — No graves at all; words that had a special pathos in the mouths of a people who had been bred in a land renowned for the vastness and grandeur of its sepulchres. The royal cemetery of Memphis stretched more than sixty miles along the Nile, and among its monuments now stands the loftiest and most massive work that man’s hand ever reared. The Theban tombs are magnificent palaces of the dead. To lie unburied after death was deemed in Egypt to be one of the greatest of calamities, and the Israelites had doubtless an Egyptian horror of having their bodies scattered over the desert. 

Better for us to serve the Egyptians — Cowardly despair. But it should be remembered they had been degraded by bondage, and the masters before whom they had cowered so long were full in sight with horses and chariots.



Verse 13 

13. Stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord — Moses rises to the height of the occasion; his faith is mighty, but he cannot see how salvation is to come.



Verse 15 

15. Wherefore (or what) criest thou unto me — No prayer is recorded, but this is the reply to the inward struggle — to the “groanings that cannot be uttered” — in which the soul of Moses then travailed with Israel’s birth. He is told that the answer to his prayer is ready, and that he has but to prepare to receive: — “Advance and accept deliverance!” 

Go forward — Decamp, break up and march. This seemed like madness, but it was God’s command.



Verse 16 

16. Lift thou up thy rod… divide it — Prayer is thus said to effect what God effects in answer to prayer when it is inspired by him. The rod was but the symbol of the divine-human power.



Verse 17 

17. I will get me honour — Namely, by their complete overthrow in, such manner that it shall be manifest to all that “the Lord is the man of war” who accomplishes this destruction. Chariots… horsemen. (See cut on p. 85.)

The cut on this page, from a Theban tomb, represents the different kinds of Egyptian infantry, with their arms.



Verse 19-20 

19, 20. The Angel of God — That is, the manifestation of God in the pillar of cloud and fire. See Exodus 3:2; Exodus 3:6. The pillar gave light to Israel, so that they could see how to direct their march, while at the same time it hid their movements from the Egyptians, and, as it was spread between the armies, perhaps seemed to Pharaoh’s host simply like the natural darkness of the night.



Verse 21-22 

21, 22. And the Lord caused the sea to go back by a strong east wind all that night — Here, as in the history of the plagues, natural causes are declared to have been supernaturally used. A northeast wind, which would be called “an east wind” in Hebrew, would tend to drive the water out of the narrow bay towards the southwest, and if transpiring at the time of an ebb tide, might be strong enough to blow the channel dry. If there were shoals or flats at the place of crossing, as there now are near Suez, and deeper water to the north, as there now is, a pathway might thus be made across the Gulf, leaving deep water above and below. It will be noticed that this was soon after the full moon of the vernal equinox, when there would be a very low ebb and a very high flood, and that the tide rises from five to seven feet opposite Suez, and from eight to nine feet when aided by strong winds, returning with unusual suddenness and power after the ebb. (See Introductory remarks.) The Hebrew and heathen traditions of this wonderful deliverance all make it probable that all these natural causes were employed to answer the prayer of Moses. In Moses’ song of triumph the waters are said to have been “gathered together” by the “blast of the nostrils” of Jehovah. He also sang, “Thou didst blow with thy wind, the sea covered them,” (Exodus 15:8; Exodus 15:10;) thus assigning the return as well as the division of the waters to the agency of the wind. So in many places God is said to have “dried up the waters of the Red Sea,” as if by wind. Joshua 2:10; Psalms 66:6; Psalms 106:9. [Different minds will assign different degrees of the supernatural to the transaction. But, (1.) The movements of Israel by divine orders were prescribed, and to these the blowings of the wind were precisely timed, measured, and even changed from east to west. (2.) The two armies were long in such proximity that Israel could have easily been destroyed had not Pharaoh been deterred and blinded by the “pillar.” (3.) The ordinary tidal action of the sea must have been better known to Pharaoh and his generals than to Israel. That the whole should have been so executed as to save all Israel and destroy all the Egyptians is… unaccountable on merely natural assumptions. See note on Joshua 10:12.] 

The waters were a wall unto them on their right hand, and on their left — That is, they were a defense, not necessarily perpendicular cliffs, as they are often pictured. God could make the water stand in precipices if he should so choose, and such a conception is more impressive to the imagination; but it is certain that the language of the text may mean simply that the water was a protection on the right and on the left flanks of the hosts. Thus in Nahum, (Nahum 3:8,) No (Thebes) is said to have the sea (the broad Nile) for a rampart and wall; that is, a defense, a protection against enemies. It is true that in poetical passages the waters are said to have stood “as a heap;” Exodus 15:8; Psalms 78:13; but so they are also, in the same style, said to have been “congealed in the heart of the sea;” and the peaks of the trembling Horeb are said to have “skipped like rams,” and the “little hills like lambs.” Psalms 114:4. Of course these expressions are not to be literally and prosaically interpreted. Yet it will be noticed that upon our view the waters were heaped up by the wind, though we do not believe that they stood in parallel precipices. But see note on Joshua 3:13.



Verse 24 

24. In the morning watch — In New Testament times, the Jews divided the night into four watches, but in the Old Testament history mention is made of three only: the first, or “beginning of the watches,” from sunset to ten P.M., (Lamentations 2:19;) the “middle watch,” from ten P.M. to two A.M., (Judges 7:10;) and the morning watch, from two A.M. to sunrise. It was, then, after two o’clock in the morning when the cloud, that had hung like a black curtain over and before the Egyptians, opened, and Jehovah “looked upon them” through his lightnings. Thus the Psalmist describes the scene. To appreciate its awfulness to the Egyptians we must remember that thunder and lightning are extremely rare in Egypt, and that the fearful grandeur of our thunderstorms is there wholly unknown. “The clouds streamed water, the skies lifted up their voice, yea, thine arrows (thunderbolts) flew. The voice of thy crash rolled round, (like a chariot in heaven;) lightnings illumined the world; trembled and shook the earth.” Psalms 77:17-18.



Verse 25 

25. Took off their chariot wheels — Their chariots were entangled with each other, bemired, broken, and overturned in the awful confusion that ensued from the pouring rains, blinding lightnings, and appalling thunders. Yet this was but a premonition of what awaited them when the sea returned to his strength.



Verse 27 

27. When the morning appeared — At the turning of the morning — approach of dawn. Then the entanglement of the bemired chariots and horses, the changing wind, which blew the blinding rain and spray directly into the faces of the Egyptians, now struggling towards their own shore, and the darkness, intensified by the lightnings, all conspired with the waters, suddenly returning in their overwhelming might, to make their destruction complete.



Verse 30-31 

30, 31. The Egyptians dead upon the sea shore — The western wind and the returning tide strewed the eastern shore with men and horses, chariots and armour. Josephus says: “On the next day Moses gathered together the weapons of the Egyptians which were brought to the camp of the Hebrews by the current of the sea and the force of the winds assisting it.” (Antiq., 2:16, 6.) Thus might the Israelites have obtained arms for the battles afterwards described with the desert tribes and the Canaanites. 

Thus the Lord saved Israel that day — Israel ever remembered this day and this event as the beginning of their national life. Reminiscences of the Red Sea deliverance are interwoven with all their literature, worship, and social life. Profane history has also preserved unmistakable traditions of this great event. Diodorus Siculus (iii, 39) relates that the inhabitants along the shore of the Sea have a tradition that it was once left dry by a great ebb tide, so that the bottom appeared. Artapanus relates (Euseb., Praep. Evang., 9:27) that the inhabitants of Memphis said that Moses led the hosts through the Red Sea during an ebb tide, while the inhabitants of Heliopolis said that Moses, when chased by the king, divided the Sea with his rod, but that when the Egyptians followed after them fire flashed upon them and the waters rolled back and destroyed them. In the language of Ewald, this is an event “whose historical certainty is well established, and its momentous results… are even to us distinctly visible.” (Hist. of Israel, 2:75.) It is not surprising that men who refuse to admit the supernatural anywhere attempt to explain the Red Sea deliverance as a fortuitous coincidence of natural events. Obstinate unbelief can resolve all answers to prayer into happy accidents. No amount of evidence can demonstrate the supernatural to him who lacks spiritual insight. No miracle can compel conviction like a mathematical demonstration, for the proof of divine activity is addressed to the moral and not to the intellectual man. The grandest miracle recorded in history, the resurrection of the Son of God, did not convince all who witnessed it, for “some doubted.” If unbelief were not always possible faith would not be a rewardable virtue, and it is this faith that sees with Israel that great work which Jehovah did upon the Egyptians.

15 Chapter 15 

Verse 1 

SONG OF MOSES AND MIRIAM, Exodus 15:1-21.

1. Most glorious — That is, perhaps, as well as our English can do with the terse, alliterative גאה גאח, which swelled like a thousand trumpets in every repetition of the chorus. 

The horse and his rider — To be taken collectively, cavalry and chariotry.



Verses 2-5 

2-5. First strain. 
JAH — A poetic abbreviation of JAHVEH, restricted in use to the higher kinds of poetry, and found often in compound names, as Yirm’jah, (Jeremiah;) also in certain formulas, as Hallelu-jah, (Praise ye Jah.) 

This is my God — A gesture here directs the hearer heavenward. 

The God of my father — Father is taken collectively, bringing up to view the patriarchs, the covenants made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It was as their God that Jehovah spoke to Moses from the burning bramble. This is a double strain, of two quatrains, or four-line stanzas. Parallelisms of thought and expression, such as are described in the Introduction, will be noticed in the first three lines of the first quatrain, the fourth line proclaiming in simple grandeur JEHOVAH as the hero of this victory. So in the second quatrain the lines of the first couplet are parallel with each other, and then those of the second also, in both instances rising in climax. Similar parallels are readily traced throughout the ode.



Verses 6-8 

6-8. Second strain. Now the poet breaks out into a bold apostrophe to Jehovah. Here are seven lines in two couplets and one triplet, rising in climax from a declaration of his power to a description of its manifestation at the Red Sea, first in plain language, and then in tropes which steadily rise in fervour and boldness. 

Blast of thy nostrils — Sublime imagery for the “strong east wind” which God made to blow “all that night.” 

Rise like a heap… stiffen — The waters are poetically painted as solid masses, heaped up like walls. Habakkuk sang in a yet bolder strain: The deep lifted up his voice, (and) raised his hands on high. Habakkuk 3:10.



Verse 9-10 

9, 10. Third strain. Now the enemy is personified, and his boasts and threats are dramatically pictured in six terse, strong phrases, all compressed into ten nervous words, which our translation has broken up into twenty-five! In successive flashes it reveals the Egyptian host, proud, confident, fierce, eager for their prey, dashing on their chase through the darkness into the cloven sea; and then the closing couplet paints once more the waters returning at the blast of Jehovah’s breath. 

Like lead — So Homer, Iliad, 24:80: “She, (Iris,) like the lead, plunged to the abyss.”



Verses 11-13 

11-13. Fourth strain. Now Jehovah is compared with the imaginary gods of the heathen. 

Who like thee among the gods, Jehovah — This is four words in Hebrew, whose initials stand thus, מכבי, which, it is said, were inscribed as a motto upon the banner of the Maccabees, giving them their name. Ewald doubts this derivation, (since Maccabi is spelled with a ק,) but it is poetically true, for here is the flame whence that family of heroes caught their fire. (See Apocrypha, Books of Maccabees.) So also the names Micha and Michael signify, “Who is like God?” 

Holiness — This is the distinguishing attribute of Jehovah among the imperfect and sinful deities created by man’s imagination. 

Fearful in praises — Fearful because of the awful judgments which call forth these praises. The first triplet of this strain is an apostrophe setting forth Jehovah’s attributes against those of the heathen gods; the second returns once more to the deliverance of his people, and gliding in the last line into the prophetic strain which follows. The Red Sea deliverance being the pledge of grander things in store for Israel, the inspired bard now turns away from the past, and is borne forth into the future on the long, final wave of the song.



Verses 14-17 

14-17. Fifth strain. The Egyptians were conquered, but other foes yet lay between the Israelites and the promised inheritance. The Canaanites filled the land, and Philistia barred one gate of entrance, while Moab and Edom held the other. It is a noteworthy mark of the genuineness of this prophecy that Canaan and Phllistia, Edom and Moab, are all spoken of in the same terms; yet, while the Canaanites were exterminated, Israel passed by Edom, (Numbers 20:18, etc.,) while Moab and Philistia were rival nations through all the centuries of the Hebrew commonwealth and monarchy. A poet would naturally have written thus at the time of the exodus, when he had simply the general revelation that Israel would triumph over all these enemies; but after the conquest of Canaan some distinction would naturally have been made between nations which were exterminated and those which never lost their independence.

The theme of this last stanza is introduced with wonderful boldness and vigour, hurling out the words without article or connective. 

Palestina — Palestuth, Philistia; the meaning of the word Palestine or Palestina throughout the Bible. This was the dwelling-place of the Philistines, the long, fertile plain, about fifteen miles wide, which skirts the Mediterranean from the coast to the foot-hills of the mountains of Judah, and now, as probably then, an enormous wheat field. The name was afterwards extended to the whole of Canaan. Note Acts 8:40. 

Edom — Idumea, Mount Seir, and the adjacent desert; the mountainous and desert country east of the Arabah, stretching from the head of the eastern gulf of the Red Sea to the Jordan valley; separated by the brook Zered from Moab, which skirts the eastern shore of the Dead Sea. 

Till thy people pass through — Through the desert to the Land of Promise. The strain closes with a beautiful parallelism and climax. 

Thou shalt… plant them in the mountain — Israel, like a fruitful tree, is to be planted in God’s mountain-land, God’s dwelling-place, God’s sanctuary, country, home, altar. (Murphy.) How calm the close! How delightful to repose under the vine and fig tree, to rest in the peaceful home, to cling to the sacred altar, after this tempest of emotions! And then from the whole congregation bursts forth the grand chorus, 

Jehovah shall reign for ever and ever — And the hearts of the vast host are all lifted heavenward and left before the Throne.

The saints on “the sea of glass” will sing the “song of Moses the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb.” Revelation 15:3. The birth-song of ransomed Israel is, in its deeper meanings, the birth-song of the spiritual Israel of all ages — of the great redemption from the darkness and death of sin. The profound and far-reaching spiritual significance of these Old Testament events will be fully felt when “God’s mystery is finished;”

when type and antitype, prophecy and history, law and gospel, will blend in one blaze of light. Christ is in all the Old Covenant as Moses is in all the New; the “Song of Moses” is the “Song of the Lamb.” “The word is nigh” us, though it comes to us across so many centuries, for it is a word from Jehovah, and not to Israel alone, but to mankind — to me and thee.



Verse 19 

19. This verse is not a part of the song, but repeats the incident that was its occasion.



Verse 20 

20. Miriam the prophetess — Miriam, or Mariam, the Greek and Latin Maria, and the English Mary. Thus the Mother of our Lord bore the name of the prophetess of the Exodus, who is numbered by the prophet Micah (Micah 6:4) with Moses and Aaron as one of the deliverers of Israel. 

Sister of Aaron — The Scriptures nowhere speak of her marriage, and she seems to have held an independent position as sister of the high priest and of the leader of Israel. Josephus, however, says that she was the wife of Hur, and grandmother of the tabernacle architect, Bezaleel. (Antiq., 3:2, §4, and 6, § 1.) 

Timbrels — Tabrets, tabours, or tambourines. Probably this was the same instrument which is now used by the modern Egyptians — a small, shallow drum, made by stretching a skin upon a hoop, about eleven inches in diameter. LANE says: “The hoop is overlaid with mother of pearl, tortoise shell, white bone or ivory, both without and within, and has ten double circular plates of brass attached to it.… It is held by the left or right hand, and beaten with the fingers of that hand, and by the other hand: the fingers of the hand which holds the instrument, striking only near the hoop, produce higher sounds than the other hand, which strikes in the center.” — Modern Egypt, ii, p. 76. See, also, notes on 1 Samuel 10:5, and 2 Samuel 6:5. 

Dances — Some render the word guitars.


Verse 21 

21. Miriam answered — That is, she led in these words the chorus or refrain. See on Exodus 15:1.

Here closes the first division of the Book of Exodus. Israel has now gone forth, and, with the Sea behind and the Desert before, begins her career as a NATION.



Verse 22 

MARCH TO MARAH AND ELIM, Exodus 15:22-27.

22. And they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water — The springs regulate the movements and fix the halting places of the caravans now as in the time of Moses, and it is probable that the first resting-place of Israel after the passage of the Red Sea was the oasis which the Arabs call Ayun Musa, the “Springs of Moses,” two miles from the shore, and about six hours’ travel from Suez. There Robinson found seven fountains, one of massive ancient masonry; yet previous travellers describe many more, some mentioning twenty. The water is dark coloured and brackish, depositing a hard, calcareous sediment as it rises, which forms mounds around the springs, over which the water flows into the sands and disappears. About twenty palm bushes now grow around the springs, and there is a small patch of grain and a vegetable garden cultivated by people from Suez. There are fragments of tiles and pottery, indicating that there were once habitations near these springs. It was probably from this spot that Israel started on the three days’ journey in the wilderness of Shur.



Verses 22-27 

Exodus 15:22-27. — INTRODUCTORY.
DIVINE ADOPTION OF ISRAEL. — Exodus 15:22 to Exodus 40:38.

1. PREPARATORY PERIOD.

March from the Red Sea to Sinai. First Contact with Friends and Foes in the Desert. Exodus 15:22 to Exodus 18:27.
The Wilderness of Shur. Shur signifies a wall, and is certainly perfectly applicable to the long, white, flat-topped limestone wall of the Jebel (Mountain) or Rahah, which now stretched along the left flank of the host of Israel as they faced towards Sinai. This mountain range ran southeast, far beyond the limit of their vision, thus giving name and character to the wilderness, which is here an undulating gravelly plain, twelve to fifteen miles wide between this white wall and the blue waters of the Gulf of Suez. It is also called “the wilderness of Etham,” in Numbers 33:8, from the station Etham, in the edge of the wilderness, near the head of the Gulf, where Israel encamped before the passage of the Sea. Exodus 13:20.

Israel is now fairly in the “wilderness,” and we therefore give here a general idea of the country in which they spent the ensuing forty years, gathered from the observations of recent travellers, and the Report of the “Sinai Survey Expedition” of 1868-69.

The Mountain of the Law, or the Sinai of Exodus, is a peak of the great cluster of naked, steep, granite mountains in the southern part of the triangular peninsula of Sinai, which lies like a wedge between the Gulfs of Suez and Akabah. The apex of this triangle is at Ras (Cape) Mohammed, which stretches on the south into the Red Sea, and its base lying along the twenty-ninth parallel of north latitude; and it measures about one hundred and ninety miles along the Gulf of Suez, one hundred and thirty miles along the Gulf of Akabah, and one hundred and fifty miles from gulf to gulf. North of the Sinai peninsula is the desert of et Tih, an arid limestone table-land, with isolated mountain groups, which rise above plains of gravel, sand, and flint. This plateau is bounded generally by steep, flat-topped cliffs, and it projects wedge-wise into the Sinai desert on the south, and on the northeast joins the plateau of the Negeb, or “South Country” of Palestine. The Tih table-land is a fearful waste, almost wholly waterless; the valleys or wadies, along which the water runs in the wet season, marking the white or gray gravel with scanty lines of “sickly green.” The white range of cliffs which forms the western wall of this plateau of the Tih is called Jebel (Mount) Rahah on the north, and Jebel et Tih on the south; and it was along this wall, as seen above, that the Israelites commenced their desert march, the desert of Shur or Etham being the narrow strip between the mountains of Shur and the Gulf. Between the granitic cluster of Sinai and the southern limestone escarpment of the Tih is a broad belt of low sandstone hills, reaching nearly from shore to shore. These hills have flat tabular summits, and are often most fantastic in shape, and coloured gorgeously in various shades of yellow and red. Among these hills are broad, undulating plains, the chief of which is the Debbet er Ramleh, or Sandy Plain, which skirts the southern wall of et Tih. This sandstone formation contains many rich veins of iron, copper, and turquoise, which were worked by the ancient Egyptians on an extensive scale. At Maghareh and Surabit el Kadim, in this district, are found hieroglyphic tablets recording the names of the kings under whose auspices these mining operations were carried on. At the latter place are the ruins of two temples, one of hewn stone, the other excavated in the rock, and inscriptions which show, according to the translation of Lepsius, that these temples were constructed for the use of the miners and the troops stationed there for their protection. These inscriptions range in date from the third Memphitic dynasty, (about 2,500 B.C.,) to Rameses IV. of the twentieth dynasty, (about 1200 B.C.) Cheops, or Shufer, the builder of the Great Pyramid, has a tablet here. Here are also numerous evidences of immense smelting operations, piles of slag and remains of furnaces, which show that vast quantities of fuel must have been consumed here by the ancient Egyptians. Palmer and others hence infer that the country was once much more plentifully supplied with vegetation, and, therefore, had a more copious rainfall than now. (Desert of the Exodus, i, p. 235.)

The mountains of Sinai are a “rugged, tumbled chaos” of dark granite, variegated porphyries, and mica schist, with veins of green stone and variously shaded feldspar, often displaying a great variety of brilliant tints in the bright sun under the clear desert sky. There are three principal groups of these mountains: the central group of Jebel Musa, (Mount of Moses,) of which Mount St. Katharine is the highest peak, and the crown of the peninsula, standing seven thousand three hundred and sixty-three feet above the sea level; Serbal, whose smooth granite dome rises on the northwest; and Um Shomer, which lifts its jagged peaks in the southeast. There is a strip of broad gravelly plain called el Ga’ah, (or el Ka’a,) “the Plain,” which runs down along the Gulf of Suez between the mountains and the sea, and a narrower strip of a similar character along the Gulf of Akabah, which disappears here and there as the mountain spurs come down to the water. With the exception of the Debbet er Ramleh, or Sandy Plain, above mentioned, the plains and valleys are usually floored with gravel, dark in the granitic districts, and white and black in the limestone regions. The wadies, or dry rivers as they are sometimes called, are the water-courses of the desert, along which the torrents from the mountains find their way to the sea. These are the permanent natural roads through the mountains. Most of them are dry for the greater part of the year, and in the wet season destructive floods sweep through them, tearing out the scanty soil where it is not fastened down by large shrubs or trees, and often scattering boulders from the craggy walls along their course. These wadies must always have determined the lines of travel, for it is impossible to pass the mountains except in their beds; and in these only is there water and herbage for man and beast. It is this fact that makes it possible to determine with a high degree of certainty the route of the Israelites through these mountains; at least, we can be sure that we know all the alternatives that were before them in choosing their course.

On leaving the white glare of the desert plain, and rising through the mountain passes into the granite region, the traveller finds a cool, genial climate and refreshing breezes. A few perennial streams flow down from the mountains, along which are considerable tracts of vegetation. The trees are chiefly the acacia, or shittah, from which distils the gum arabic of commerce; the tamarisk, with its long feathery leaves and manna-dropping twigs; and the juniper, or broom, “with its high canopy and white blossoms;” while the palm is scattered along the more fertile wadies, and stands in fine groves at Tor and Feiran. The bright green caper plant often hangs along the face of the crags, and here and there are olive groves, or scattered olive trees, the relics of ancient monkish plantations. Game is occasionally found in the mountains — the ibex, or wild goat of Scripture, the gazelle, and the hare, while more rarely partridges and quails are seen. The productiveness of these fertile spots would be vastly increased by cultivation; then what are now bare rocks or gravelly torrent beds would be turned into gardens. It is well known that the amount of rain which falls upon a district depends to a high degree upon the evaporating surfaces furnished by the forests; and the forests of this region have for centuries been diminishing, having been destroyed, firstly, for fuel, as shown above, in the mining operations of successive centuries; and, secondly, for the manufacture of charcoal, which is the chief and almost sole export of the peninsula. These facts make it probable that this desert, at the time of the Exodus, was capable of sustaining quite a large population, and of furnishing water and pasturage to their cattle and flocks.

The desert of the Tih is much more barren. It is drained by the Wady el Arish, or “river of Egypt,” into the Mediterranean; but it is a white wilderness of chalk and limestone, yet sprinkled over with a brown, dry herbage, which bursts into a sudden and transitory green after the autumnal rains. Yet the Tih bears traces of ancient, perhaps pre-historic, inhabitants, in the stone cairns and fenced inclosures which were reared by some primeval pastoral people. In the “South Country” of the Pentateuch and Joshua, northeast of the Tih plateau, are found deep ancient wells, remains of ruined cities, gardens, and vineyards; and also abundant traces of roads, which were once the pathways of civilization. It was through the arid and dreary Tih that Jacob went down into Egypt; and through the same wilderness Joseph and Mary fled with the infant Jesus. 



Verse 23 

23. Marah — Bitterness, a place of bitter or brackish water. This does not enable us to locate the station, since all the springs of the region are saltish. Since the time of Burckhardt Marah has been generally identified with Hawwara, a little over forty miles, or about three days’ journey, from Ayun Musa, and the first spring after leaving that station. But whether Marah be here, or five miles farther on, as Lepsius supposes, at Gharandel, or three miles back, at Wady Amarah, is of comparatively little moment, seeing that we certainly know that all of these spots are on the track of the great host of Israel as they moved towards Mount Sinai. Between the long white mountain wall of er-Rahah on their left, and the blue Red Sea waters on their right, they moved southeasterly across a great whitish gravelly plain, at times amid sand mounds and low, flat, barren hills of limestone and chalk, sparkling now and then with crystals of gypsum, and at other times crossing wadies, or dry water-courses, running from the mountain range across their course, and fringed occasionally with dwarf palms, stunted tamarisks, shrubby broom, and other hardy plants of the desert. There was no shade, and the sun’s rays were reflected hot and dazzling from the white hills and plains. Across the sea on their right the dark form of the promontory of Attaka reminded them of the Egypt that they had left. Accustomed all their lives to the sweet Nile water, which the Egyptians deem unsurpassed in the world, they had now for three days been drinking from their water-skins of the supply laid in at the last station, which was most likely Ayun Musa, anticipating the fountains, of which Moses had probably told them, at this oasis. And now they find the springs so bitter that they cannot drink of them.

Hawwara is now a spring but about eight feet across, within a calcareous mound which has been formed from its deposits. Two stunted palm trees grow near it, affording the weary traveller a delicious shade, and a number of ghurkud bushes straggle around it — low thorny shrubs, bearing small juicy berries, much like our barberry. Murray says, “Should the thirsty traveller hasten forward now to drink at the fountain, his Arabs will restrain him by the cry, Murr! murr! ‘Bitter! bitter!’” The water is strongly impregnated with salt and alum, and yet it is frequently quite drinkable. Holland says it is often more palatable than that which has been brought down in skins from Suez.



Verse 24 

24. Murmured against Moses — Burckhardt says that nothing is more common than to hear such complaints from Egyptian peasants and servants who travel in the Arabian deserts. Like the Israelites, they everywhere mourn for the sweet water of their native land. These murmurings were unbelieving and ungrateful, especially as poured out upon Moses, their deliverer; but in judging their sin we are to remember the magnitude of their trial. Nothing would be more quickly or more keenly felt by such a mingled host in the heat and glare of the desert than a lack of water, especially by a people who had always had an abundance of the most drinkable water in the world.



Verse 25 

25. The Lord showed him a tree — Many have supposed that this tree had sweetening properties, possibly neutralizing the salts which made the water undrinkable. Some have suggested that Moses used the ghurkud berries, above mentioned, for this purpose. But it was not yet time for this berry, which ripens in June, while the Israelites were at Marah in April; and if there were any shrub or tree in the desert possessing natural properties which would make these bitter, brackish springs drinkable, it is not at all probable that so valuable a fact would be unknown to the natives of the region; yet diligent inquiries made by the most intelligent travellers have failed to find any such knowledge among the Bedouins.

It is most probable that the wood had no more healing virtue than the clay which Jesus applied to the eyes of the blind man, or the Jordan waters which cleansed the leprosy of Naaman. The tree was but the appropriate means to call forth faith. Casting it into the waters was an exercise and manifestation of faith. And this was an instructive “sign” as well as a miracle. The first judgment-stroke upon Egypt made the sweet, wholesome Nile waters loathsome, and the first saving miracle in the desert made sweet the bitter Marah. Luther’s typical application is excellent. “Moses causes man to murmur by the terrors of the law, and thus pains him with bitterness, so that he longs for help; and then, when the Holy Spirit comes, at once it [the law] is made sweet. Now this tree of life is the Gospel, the word of the grace, the mercy, and goodness of God. When the Gospel is plunged into the law, and into the knowledge of sin which the law produces, and when it touches a heart in which the law has caused sadness, anxiety, terror, and confusion, it is at once delightful to the taste.”

For them (or, him, Israel being personified as one man) a statute and an ordinance, and there he proved them (or, him; the pronoun is grammatically singular) — The statute or law, and the ordinance or judgment, follows in the next verse.



Verse 26 

26. For I am the Lord that healeth thee — For I, JEHOVAH, am thy Healer, Physician. This first trial and miracle of the desert is made the occasion of great spiritual lessons, such as may ever come from great trials. They had seen Egypt’s blessings turned to curses because of the sins of the Egyptians, and the same God would not only save them from these dreadful judgments, but would turn all life’s bitterness to sweetness if they would but keep his law. Jehovah the Physician can heal all the Marahs of life if man but obeys and submits, whether he comprehends God’s dealings or not. Here, also, they were clearly taught that continued obedience was essential to their continued election as God’s covenant people. They were not to be presumptuous because of the wonderful manifestations in Egypt and at the Red Sea. If they sinned like the Egyptians they would also be punished like the Egyptians. But the great lesson here emphatically impressed is, that it is not ritual or outward obedience of any kind — not the offering of sacrifices or of bodily services merely — but the doing that which is right in his sight — the sacrifice of the heart, the offering of the self, that Jehovah demands. Jeremiah, centuries afterwards, refers to this transaction and this solemn spiritual lesson thus: “For I spake not unto your fathers, nor commanded them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices: but this thing commanded I them, saying, Obey my voice, and I will be your God, and ye shall be my people: and walk ye in all the ways that I have commanded you, that it may be well unto you.” Jeremiah 7:22-23. This “statute and ordinance” coming just before the Levitical economy — just before the first altar was reared in the wilderness — is most valuable as setting forth the real nature and spirit of the Levitical ordinances.



Verse 27 

27. Elim — Trees. Here were palm trees and waters, or springs, around which they encamped, (rested and refreshed themselves,) probably for from two to three weeks, since it was just a month from the time of their leaving Rameses that they broke up from Elim. Exodus 16:1. As the next encampment was “by the Red Sea,” according to the itinerary in Numbers xxxiii, which gives a fuller catalogue of the stations, it is plain that Elim took them back from the shore, within sight of which they had been moving. Just below Hawwarah, and surrounding three sides of Jebel (Mount) Hammam, there are several fertile wadies, through and across which their route now led them, which perfectly met their requirement. Jebel Hammam is a bare, picturesque cliff of flinty limestone, warm sulphur springs rising from its northern base, which comes down to the Sea in steep bluffs five miles long, thus cutting off the plain already described as the “Wilderness of Shur,” and compelling caravans from Suez to go round and over its northern shoulder in order to reach the plain which skirts the Sea below the Mount, and which we suppose to be the “Desert of Sin.” Exodus 16:1. The Israelites were probably spread through all these wadies around Mount Hammam, while the headquarters of the host were encamped where there were wells corresponding in number to the tribes, and where there was a grove of palms corresponding to the tribal families — the Wady Gharandel. Gharandel is the principal halting place and the most fertile spot between Suez and Sinai; Wady Feiran alone comparing with it in richness and loveliness. It is in some places nearly a mile broad, its running brook fringed with trees, while water can be anywhere found by digging a little depth. “Here are the wild palms,” says Stanley, “successors of the threescore and ten. Not like those of Egypt or of pictures, but either dwarf, that is, trunkless, or else with savage, hairy trunks, and branches all dishevelled. Then there are the feathery tamarisks, here assuming gnarled boughs and hoary heads; the wild acacia; a tangled, spreading tree, which shoots out its gay foliage and blue blossoms over the desert.” — Sinai and Pal., p. 65. Here, too, the bright green grass is most refreshing to the eye wearied by the hot, white desert, but it is coarse and rough to the touch. Tischendorf says, “This is a glorious oasis… enclosed like a jewel between the chalky cliffs. We reposed for a long time in the grass, which was as tall as ourselves; tamarisks and dwarf palms stretched like a garland from east to west.” (Quoted by Kurtz.)

The wadies which succeed Gharandel resemble it somewhat in character, but are much inferior in fertility, although Useit once surpassed it in its palm-grove. Through these valleys we suppose the Israelitish camp to have spread, round the northern shoulder of Jebel Hammam, perhaps into Wady Taiyebeh, a beautiful valley, winding between steep cliffs of red sandstone, flinty chalk, and variegated conglomerates, down to the plain el Murkha, which skirts the Sea. When they left Elim they encamped at the mouth of the wady, and scattered along this plain, “by the Red Sea.”

Numbers 33:10. As they descended the mountain pass, between the high steep walls, then as now curtained here and there with the green, creeping caper, and painted, as they neared the Sea, with bright bands of red, and brown, and black — as they poured down into the plain and spread along the shelly beach — they caught one more view of the distant hills of Egypt across the blue waters that had swallowed up the chariots and horses of Pharaoh.

From Gharandel to the Sea at Ras (Cape) Zelinea is, by this route, about eight hours’ travel, an easy day’s journey for the men of Israel after their long rest at Elim, but quite long for the remainder of the host, who, it is likely, had generally to come only from Useit, or the upper part of Taiyebeh. Palmer, who has thoroughly surveyed all these wadies, decides that Taiyebeh is the only valley by which they could have descended to the Sea.

16 Chapter 16 

Verse 1 

THE MURMURING IN THE DESERT OF SIN, Exodus 16:1-3.

1. The wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai — That is, between them by the route which a caravan of this kind would naturally take, not between them as a bird would fly. If Elim be Gharandel, as we think to be certain, there is no other way for such a host as this to have reached Sinai than by the Wady Taiyebeh, which leads to the seashore and the great maritime plain of el Murkha. See Introduction, (1.) The “wilderness of Sin” seems, then, to be this flat seacoast strip of desert, which, further south, broadens into el Ka’a (or el Ga’ah) stretching down to Ras (Cape) Mohammed. This is a vast, flat waste of sand and black flints, without shade, or water, or life, except in the lower ends of the few wadies which lead up from it into the Sinai mountains, and is, perhaps, the most desolate tract in all Arabia. How natural that in this thirsty, featureless wilderness they should remember all the good things of the fat Nile-land whose far-off mountains they had seen so clearly as they descended into the plain, and probably now saw dimly sketched against the western horizon. Probably they brought water upon their cattle and in their wagons from the Wady Taiyebeh, and encamped at the mouths of several wadies which led down into the plain. 

All the congregation — Implying a rallying of all the scattered parties from the slopes and valleys of Mount Hammam into the plain, in order to make a “new departure,” and turn into the mountains of Sinai. Fifteenth day of the second month of the year of the Exode; just a month after they left Rameses.



Verse 2 

2. The whole congregation… murmured — The stores that they had brought from Egypt were now exhausted, although they obtained much sustenance from their herds and flocks; but they saw nothing to eat in this barren waste, and looked forward with terror to the long journey that was yet before them. A month’s experience of the desert had broken the courage of the whole host, and there was a general disaffection and rebellion, though there were doubtless individual instances of patience and of faith. The present suffering blotted out of remembrance the wonderful experiences of the Red Sea and of Marah. So short was their memory of God’s goodness!



Verse 3 

3. Would to God we had died by the hand of the Lord, in the plagues that destroyed the Egyptians. In the infatuation of their impatience and unbelief they envied the lot of their slain oppressors! Such ingratitude and forgetfulness of God’s grace and strength seem incredible till we look within our own hearts. 

When we sat by the flesh pots — The abundant beef and poultry and fish of Egypt came up in vivid remembrance, and also the juicy cucumbers and luscious melons of the field of Zoan, (Numbers 11:4-5,) as they hungered and thirsted in the bare, blazing desert.

The opposite cut shows an Egyptian kitchen of the time of Rameses III, and reveals precisely the scenes that rose in the imaginations of the hungry Israelites.

Ye have brought us forth — As if their devoted and self-sacrificing leaders were the cause of all their sufferings! So unreasonable, selfish, and cruel is unbelief.



Verse 4-5 

THE PROMISE OF MANNA AND QUAILS, Exodus 16:4-12.

4, 5. Bread from heaven — A miraculous provision. See Introduction, (2.) Without a miracle this great host of two millions could never have subsisted in the desert for forty years. Yet they were not entirely dependent upon the manna. They got milk from their flocks and herds, probably traded the products of their cattle with the desert tribes, and perhaps, in this forty years’ sojourn, some halted long enough in some of the fertile wadies to lay them under cultivation. They shifted their camping grounds with the seasons, as do the Bedouins to-day, in order to find the best pasturage for their cattle. Yet this manna supply was an important part of the national education of Israel for their great mission to mankind. The national history and poetry, as found in the Psalms and Prophets especially, show how deeply this event stamped itself upon the soul of Israel. 

That I may prove them — Israel was to learn that God gives daily bread, and the sixth day’s provision was especially to test their obedience.



Verses 6-8 

6-8. Moses and Aaron repeat God’s promises to Israel, foretell his providing mercy, and rebuke their faithless and rebellious complaints.



Verses 9-12 

9-12. Moses directs Aaron to gather the people before the cloudy pillar from which flashed the Divine glory. 

Ye shall know that I am the Lord (JEHOVAH) your God — This was the grand and worthy object of this wondrous miracle, as all its successive steps reveal; while at the same time Moses and Aaron, against whom they had murmured, were to be vindicated. First the people were made to deeply feel their want; then the Lord reveals his purpose to Moses, who had himself been so sorely tried by their distrust and rebellion; then Moses communicates it to Aaron, who gathers the people in solemn assembly before the Lord; and then Jehovah reveals himself in the mysterious Shekinah to Moses, and finally fulfils his promise by sending, first, quails in the evening, and then manna in the morning.



Verse 13 

QUAILS AND MANNA GIVEN, Exodus 16:13-21.

13. The quails came up, (from the south, across the Red Sea,) and covered the camp — Fell down among the tents. The bird here mentioned is undoubtedly the common quail, the word שׂלו being derived from a root signifying “fat,” from the round, plump, fat body of the quail. (Gesen.)

The same bird is spoken of in Numbers xi as coming to the camp in vast numbers just a year from this time — an immense flock, which passed over the encampment at a height of two cubits from the ground, and spread a day’s journey on both sides. It was now the last of April, when countless flocks of these birds migrate northward from the Upper Nile country, crossing the Red Sea and the Sinai wilderness, and appearing in immense numbers in the Mediterranean coasts and islands. They begin to return southward in September, when they are caught in great numbers with nets, and even with the hand, at their roosting places, in the neighbourhood of Constantinople and on the AEgean Islands; and they pass over Alexandria in November. Ancient and modern naturalists and travellers give us most marvellous accounts of the numbers of these birds, and of the great quantities that are captured at the migrating seasons. All the Archipelago islands are at these times covered with them. At Capri, near Naples, they were once taken in such numbers as to afford the bishop there a large part of his revenue, who was hence called “bishop of quails.” Varro and Pliny relate that in their time they arrived on the Italian shores in such numbers, and settled by night on the sails and rigging of coasting vessels in such masses, as to overturn them! (Plin., Hist. Nat., 10:33.)

They reach the coasts by night, wearied with their long flight, and are then very easily taken, being knocked down with sticks, or even caught in the hand. (See many quotations in Knobel.) One of these vast flocks, on their annual northward migration from Upper Egypt or Nubia, was providentially directed to the Israelitish encampment, and, coming across the sea, arrived exhausted in the evening, and dropped among and around the tents in the desert of Murkha.



Verse 14 

14. A small round thing, as small as the hoar frost — Rather, A thing fine, and in fine scales, fine as the hoar frost. It was in small and white grains. The tamarisk manna is white when it drops upon the clean rocks.



Verse 15 

15. It is manna: for they wist not what it was — More literally, They said, each to his brother, This is man, (is it not?) For they knew not what it (was). They called it man, because it so exactly resembled the tamarisk or tarpi man with which they were familiar. They are here represented as talking to each other in a conversational, inquiring way, and the author adds, they knew not what it was; that is, they knew not what other name to give it. They used the Egyptian word for the tamarisk manna. Brugsch, in his Hieroglyphic Dictionary, says, “Mannu, identical with the Hebrew man, Arabic mann.” The tamarisk manna is found represented at the Egyptian city of Apollinopolis, presented to a deity in a basket of oblations. The resemblance, however, was only superficial, (see Introduction, 2,) for the manna of Israel was a farinaceous substance that could be made into bread, while the tamarisk manna is wholly saccharine. The Hebrew will not bear the marginal translation, “What is this?” (See Kurtz and Knobel; but Keil and Ewald make מן early Shemitic for מה.) This is the bread which the Lord hath given you — The dew was made the natural basis or vehicle of this miracle, as the water was the vehicle of the miracle of Cana, and the five loaves of that of Bethesda. The manna was deposited from the dew according to laws unknown, and probably undiscoverable, by us, yet to the Author of Nature the process was as regular and as orderly as that by which the grain is formed in the ear. We know of only one series of natural processes, one chain of secondary causes, by which the grain can be gathered up from its manifold elements, in earth, and water, and air; but God knows of many others, which are hidden from our sense and reason. To assume that the way which we know is the only way, and to call all other ways unnatural and absurd, is to make our ignorance the measure of God. It is true that we can conceive of no other way, but our power of conception is not the gauge of the universe. The water which, as liquid and vapour circulates through the veins of nature, gathers up the elements, and bears them along the sap vessels to form the farinaceous atom in the seed by processes which we can trace; but the same water could gather up the same elements and deposit this substance in the seed or on the ground by processes which we cannot trace, known only to God. This is a miracle. Of course this will not be admitted by those who do not look through nature, or within nature, and see God to be the only real cause.



Verses 16-21 

16-21. An omer for every man — The amount of the omer at this time is one of the unsettled questions, which may be found fully discussed in Smith’s Dictionary, Art. Weights and Measures. The Rabbins estimate it at three pints and a half, while Josephus, as we judge inconsistently, makes it about twice as much. The Rabbinic estimate is more likely to be correct. See on Exodus 16:36.

Each man was to gather for himself and his family at the rate of an omer per head; and not to attempt to lay it up for future use, but to trust to-morrow’s supply to meet to-morrow’s want. We do not understand that any supernatural equalization was promised. Each man gathered according to his eating — That is, when they fulfilled the directions given each gathered according to the number of his family, at the rate of an omer apiece, so that he that gathered much had nothing over, and he that gathered little had no lack; and when, through selfishness or unbelief, any attempted to get more than their share, their purpose was frustrated, for it could not be kept over a day. THE SIXTH DAY’S MANNA, 22-31.



Verse 22 

22. They gathered twice as much bread — That is, they found a double supply on the sixth day, which astonished the people, who had not been told to expect this extraordinary provision for the Sabbath. Hence all the rulers of the congregation came and told Moses, in order to obtain from him an explanation.



Verse 23 

23. To-morrow is the rest of the holy sabbath — This passage shows that the sabbath was known and observed among the Hebrews before the fourth commandment was given at Sinai. The division of the days into weeks seems to have been known among all the Shemitic nations from the earliest historic period, and this cannot fairly be accounted for except by a wide-spread tradition of the sacredness of the number seven, descending from the very origin of the race. Wilkinson shows that the seven-day division was known to the Egyptians, as proved by the seven days’ fete of Apis, the four times seven years of Osiris, the ten times seven days’ mourning for the dead, and the six times seven days of mortification imposed upon the priests. The Pythagoreans borrowed the week from Egypt, and the Roman world adopted it early in the second century. (Rawlinson’s Herod., 2:282.) It is probable that the week division and the sanctity of the sabbath were known to the Hebrews from their very origin as a people. We find that a week was the period of duration of the wedding feast in the time of Jacob. Genesis 29:27. Here, as in the creative week, God observes the sabbath as an example to man.



Verse 25 

25. To-day is a sabbath — In three ways the sanctity of the sabbath was marked in this miracle. There was a double quantity on the sixth day, there was none on the seventh day, and that gathered on the sixth did not putrefy on the seventh.



Verse 31 

31. Like coriander seed — It lay on the ground in small seed-like, pearl-coloured grains. Though called bread it is not to be imagined as a loaf, but as like a grain or seed.



Verses 32-36 

AN OMER OF MANNA. LAID UP BEFORE JEHOVAH, Exodus 16:32-36.

32-36. This passage is valuable as giving us an insight into the manner in which the book was written. It is plain that this account of the manna laid… up before the Testimony was composed after the ark of Testimony was made and the tabernacle set up; and the thirty-fifth verse was written after the forty years’ sojourn was ended. While Moses doubtless wrote down the events of the desert life, especially the Divine commands, at the time of their occurrence, he also, at the end of his long career in the plains of Moab, wove these events into a regular treatise, with comments and connecting paragraphs. At the end of this chapter, wherein the manna is first mentioned and fully described, was the appropriate place to finish the account of it, and hence he here adds the command for its preservation and the time of its continuance.



Verse 34 

34. Before the Testimony — The two stone tablets of the law, afterwards particularly described, (Exodus 34:1, etc.,) which were kept in the sacred ark, covered by the mercy-seat. This law was called a Testimony against the sins of Israel.



Verse 35 

35. Until they came to a land inhabited — Till they left the desert with its nomad inhabitants, and reached a country of settled population on the borders of the land of Canaan, in the plains of Moab. Deuteronomy 34:1. It does not necessarily follow that the manna had ceased at the time of writing this, hut the statement is, that this supernatural supply had continued through the desert life. According to Joshua 5:11-12, it continued after the Israelites had passed the Jordan and encamped in Gilgal, till “the morrow after the passover” of that year. If, as some suppose, a subsequent writer, living after the death of Moses, had written this verse, he would not have left the statement in this shape, conveying, as it does, the implication, though not making the direct statement, that they ate no manna after reaching Canaan. Such subsequent writer must have known of the above quoted account in Joshua. Thus here is a noteworthy touch of genuineness.



Verse 36 

36. An omer — The reason for here specially mentioning the capacity of the omer seems to be that given by Michaelis and Hengstenberg. Literally, the word omer signifies a sheaf of wheat, but in this chapter it denotes a measure, and it is never used with this meaning afterwards. When subsequently the same measure is spoken of it is called the tenth part of an ephah, as in Numbers 5:15; Numbers 28:15. According to these commentators the word here really means the little earthen vessel or cup which the Israelites used for drinking purposes in the desert, and the author here means to say that this cup usually held a tenth of an ephah, the ephah being then a well known measure. In arranging the book into regular form for the use of coming generations it was proper and appropriate thus to describe the capacity of the vessel in which the Israelites measured the daily allowance of manna. Afterwards the name of the vessel came naturally to be used to designate the measure of the vessel — as our word “cup” has both meanings, the vessel and the measure. Omer is to be distinguished from homer, which was ten ephahs, or a hundred omers.

17 Chapter 17 

Verses 1-3 

MARCH TO REPHIDIM — WANT OF WATER, Exodus 17:1-7.

1. From the wilderness of Sin — The plain of Murkha. See Introductory Note, (1,) on chapter 16. 

After their journeys — Or, rather, breaking up places — stations in the desert — implying that there were stations between Sin and Rephidim. Two of these, Alush and Dophkah, mentioned in Numbers 33:12-14, are not as yet identified with any known localities, but were probably in Wady Feiran. 

According to the commandment of the Lord — Literally, the mouth of Jehovah, who regulated their halting places by the pillar of cloud. Moses had lived forty years in this wilderness, and must have had much knowledge concerning its thoroughfares, springs, and oases, which would be of the highest value to him in conducting Israel. How much of this guidance was in this way natural, and how much supernatural, it is impossible to determine. 

Rephidim — The last station mentioned before the “Desert of Sinai,” though other halting-places may have intervened. Here their progress was contested by the Amalekites. In Wady Feiran, where now we suppose the main body of Israel to have been, we find precisely such a spot as would be certain to be held by a tribe of the desert, and where they would be likely to dispute the passage of this great thoroughfare through their territory. At the northern base of Mount Serbal is a large fertile tract, “the paradise of the Bedouin,” with springs and palm groves, extending for miles along the valley, where, if anywhere in the whole peninsula, the Amalekites would be encamped, holding the wells, and cutting off the advance of an invading host. Israel was thus obliged to halt in a dry part of the wady, before reaching the oasis, and was not able to get to the springs. Thus there was no water for the people to drink. All the members of the “Sinai Expedition,” except Mr. Holland, agree in identifying this spot with Rephidim. Holland locates it farther along, at a pass leading into Wady es Sheikh. A rocky hill, from six to seven hundred feet high, overlooks this palm grove from the northern side of the valley, called Jebel (Mount) Tahuneh. On this hill, in the early Christian ages, stood a church and a bishop’s residence, while a settlement called Paran, whose name survives in the modern Feiran, clustered among the palms below. The walls of an ancient convent still stand on a mound in front of this hill, originally built of dressed sandstone, but repaired with rude stones from Serbal. Stanley says that “the oldest known tradition of the peninsula is, that Rephidim is the same as Paran.” If so, this hill, Jebel Tahuneh, is without doubt the one on which Moses prayed during the conflict with Amalek. (Palmer’s Desert of the Exodus, pp. 158, 276.)



Verse 4 

4. What shall I do — There was now another mutiny, as in the Desert of Sin, but apparently more dangerous, for Moses regards his life as in peril. Yet, though himself in as great perplexity as the people, he consults Jehovah in simple faith, and meekly bears the threats of the insurgent crowd.



Verse 5 

5. Thy rod — The rod which brought death to Egypt is to bring life to Israel; the power which made the life-giving Nile a channel of loathsome death is to bring from the dry rock waters of life. So, ever, the same truth is “to the one a savour of life, to the other a savour of death.”



Verse 6 

6. I will stand before thee — In the pillar of cloud. 

In Horeb — The name of the mountain cluster, or district, towards which Israel was now advancing. The Sinai peak, or mountain of the law, was one of the summits of this cluster. 

In the sight of the elders — Chosen witnesses who could bear record to the reality of the miracle. In endeavouring to rationalize away this miracle, men have imagined arrangements of rocks and fountains, etc., more miraculous far than anything in the narrative.

Palmer’s account of a rock and its accompanying tradition, at this place, is interesting. He says: “It is a significant fact that in Wady Feiran, immediately before the part of the valley where the fertility commences, I discovered a rock, (a large mass of granite fallen from the wady wall,) which Arab tradition regards as the site of the miracle. This rock, which has never before been noticed by travellers, is called Hesy el Khattatin, and is surrounded by small heaps of pebbles, placed upon every available stone in the immediate neighbourhood.” It will be noticed that this is a totally different rock from that shown by the monks of St. Katharine as the Rock of Moses. That is near their convent at Jebel Musa, and is a large, cubical block of red granite, traversed obliquely from top to bottom by a seam of finer materials, twelve or fifteen inches wide, which contains several horizontal crevices, which are shown by the monks as the mouths from which the water gushed. (Robinson, Olin.) But it is wholly impossible for Rephidim to have been at Mount Sinai; and the monks, in forming their traditions, seem to have been wholly careless, if not ignorant, of the Scripture narrative. They have simply grouped all the holy sites within easy walking distance of their convent.

The allusion which the Roman historian Tacitus makes to this miracle, as well as to the exode and wandering of the Israelites, is most instructive, as showing what confused ideas the most enlightened Romans had of Hebrew history, and also what a deep impression this miracle made, even upon the heathen world. Having stated that the Egyptian king drove the Israelites into a vast desert, he says: “While the others were stupefied with grief, Moses, one of the exiles, advised them not to look for help to gods or men, seeing that they now were abandoned by both, but trust him as a celestial leader, who had first helped them in their present missions. To this they agreed, and began their random journey, ignorant of every thing. But nothing exhausted them so much as the want of water. And now they had thrown themselves down over all the ground, near unto death, when a herd of wild asses came from feeding, and went to a rock overshadowed by a grove of trees. Moses followed them, conjecturing that there was grassy soil there, and opened great sources of water, (largas aquarum venas operit.) This was a relief, and, after journeying continually for six days, they on the seventh drove out the inhabitants, (allusion to the Jewish week and Sabbath,) and obtained the lands in which their city and temple were dedicated. They consecrated, in the most holy place of their temple, an image of the animal who saved them from their thirst, and their wandering(!)” — TACITUS’ History, 5:2-5. And in this way history is written by one of the most famous of historians!



Verse 7 

7. Massah — Temptation. 
Meribah — Strife.


Verse 8 

CONFLICT WITH AMALEK, Exodus 17:8-16.

8. Then came Amalek — The Amalekites were a nomadic people of whom we find the first trace in the life of Abraham, (Genesis 14:7,) who seem to have been pressed westwards into Southern Palestine and the Sinai Peninsula, from the shores of the Persian Gulf, by the advance of the Assyrian empire. (Knobel’s Volkertafel.) There are now found in the desert primitive remains of tombs, stone circles, and archaic sculptures, which are referred to this people. Stone huts of the beehive form, seven to ten feet high, with well-made door-openings two feet square, made of rubbed stones, are also found in various parts of these deserts, and are assigned by many antiquarians to the Amalekites. (See cut on opposite page.)

This tribe, or nation, now held the great thoroughfare from Egypt to Palestine by Wady Feiran and Akabah. We have already seen that the Philistines held the northern thoroughfare along the Mediterranean shore, by Gaza and the maritime plain, so that collision with the one or the other of these nations was inevitable. This was now their first conflict with this wide-spread people, who harassed them at intervals through all the period of the Judges, who were signally defeated by Saul, and finally destroyed by David. 2 Samuel 8:12. This was chiefly a guerrilla warfare, the Amalekites blocking the steep, narrow passes against the advance of Israel, and harassing their flanks and rear. Deuteronomy 25:18. At Rephidim, however, three miles above the rock just described as the rock of Moses, in the Arab tradition, the Wady Feiran broadens out into a plain which extends up into two branch valleys along the flanks of the lofty Mount Serbal. The conical hill Tahuneh, above described, commands a full view of this plain and of these branch valleys, between which rises the jagged front of Serbal. (See cut on opposite page.)

The only objection worthy of notice which is made to locating this conflict before Tahuneh is thatxodus 19:2, states that when Israel departed from Rephidim they "camped before the mount," Sinai, which is more than a day's march from the oasis ofFeiran. But Mount Sinai is not stated to be the next station after Rephidim, and the itinerary of Numbers xxxiii shows, as we have already seen, that several intermediate stations are omitted in the Exodus narrative. Dophkah and Ahesh, between the Desert of Sin and Rephidim, find no mention here. Of course those who (like Knobel, Keil, Murphy) suppose that the Israelites went to Sinai by the Debbet er Ramleh, place Rephidim somewhere in that sandy plain. See Introduction to chap. 16.



Verses 9-13 

9-13. Moses said unto Joshua, Choose us out men — Moses’s great successor, the second leader of Israel, and the type of the great Redeemer both in name and in office, now first abruptly appears before us. His name was originally Hoshea, (or Oshea,) which means Help, or Deliverance; but it was changed by Moses, (Numbers 13:16,) probably after this victory over Amalek, into Jehoshua, or Joshua, by the addition of the Memorial Name, JAH, thus making it mean, JAH (is) DELIVERANCE or SALVATION, the JEHOVAH SAVIOUR. This name is rendered ιησους in Greek, in English JESUS, the “Name which is above every name,” before which one day “every knee shall bow.” Joshua was an Ephraimite, the son of Nun, and was now about forty years old. See note on Matthew 1:1. He was the military leader of Israel under Moses’s direction through all the desert sojourn, and now in this, his first recorded expedition, is ordered to pick a body of warriors to carry on the main battle with Amalek in the plain and valleys of Rephidim. 

With the rod of God in mine hand — He calls his rod “the rod of God,” for all the wonders wrought by it were revelations of God’s power, not of his. This rod he was to elevate as a standard, a symbol of God’s presence with Israel. It was the rod that had smitten the Nile, and the Red Sea, and the rock of Meribah; and the sight of it would inspire the warriors of Israel with a consciousness that Jehovah was their real leader in this their first conflict with heathen powers. The gesture was at the same time an act of prayer, as he stood on the hill, above the battle, pointing heavenward with “the rod of God.” 

Aaron and Hur — This Hur is said by Josephus to have been the husband of Miriam, and identical with the Hur who was the father of Uri and grandfather of the artist Bezaleel. Exodus 31:2. Moses was thus accompanied by his near kinsmen — his brother and the husband of his sister — as he went up into the hill to inspire Israel and plead with God. 

When Moses held up his hand — The hand that held the rod. It will be noticed that the word hand is used in the singular. We are not to think of him as kneeling, with both hands stretched to heaven in prayer, as the scene is generally represented in paintings. At first he stood, raising the rod first in the right hand and then in the left, until he became weary; then he sat upon the stone which Aaron and Hur put under him, Aaron on the one side helping him keep the rod raised, and Hur on the other. Had both hands been constantly elevated, and Aaron and Hur thus constantly employed in staying them up, they would soon have become as weary as he; but they relieved each other in this toil. Elevating the hands is not essential to prayer; and the Scripture nowhere represents success in prayer as dependent upon any posture or gesture: but continuance in prayer and faith was essential to success, and the elevated rod was the symbol of this continuance. Aaron and Hur not only stayed up his hands, but his heart, blending their prayer with his. When, through weariness, Moses ceased to exercise and inspire faith, the battle turned against Israel; but by the help and sympathy of his brethren he was strengthened to continue his spiritual struggle till Amalek was defeated. The leader chosen by God, whom they had just been ready to stone, and the rod, which was the symbol of Jehovah’s power, were thus shown to be essential to Israel’s success. Here also is beautifully shown the divine-human partnership in fulfilling the plans of Providence. The rod of Moses and the sword of Joshua were both essential to the victory over Amalek; the prayer upon the hill and the battle upon the plain were both necessary to Israel’s success. Joshua could not have conquered unless Moses had prayed and inspired prayer; he could not have kept up this spiritual struggle without the help of his two brethren; yet his soul would have wrestled in vain unless Joshua had fought. The battling host was victorious only while struggling both in earth and heaven.



Verse 14 

14. Write — This is the first time that this word occurs in the Bible. Until quite recently the existence of the art of writing in the time of Moses was frequently disputed by the opponents of revelation; but it is now settled that the Phenicians, whose alphabet was the same as that of the Hebrews, practiced writing at least as early as the time of Moses. The best idea of the form of the letters can be obtained from the fac simile of the famous Moabite stone discovered in 1868, which contains an inscription of Mesha, king of Moab, (2 Kings 3:4, which see,) vaunting his victories over Omri, king of Israel, in the tenth century B.C., the oldest alphabetic inscription as yet known. (“The Moabite Stone,” by Dr. Ginsburg, London, 1871.) Writing is here spoken of as if familiar to the Israelites, and it will be noticed, not mere monumental writing, as of a few words upon a stone, but in a book, upon papyrus, which denotes much advancement in the art. 

In a book — In the (well-known) book; our translation improperly omits the article. (Gesenius, Gr., § 109, 3, Rem. 1; Ewald, Lehrb., § 277, a.) It was the book wherein was kept the record of this wonderful history, wherein all God’s statutes were written down. It was doubtless the book used by Moses, or his scribes, in the composition of the Pentateuch, if not the Pentateuch itself. 

In the ears of Joshua — Because he was to be the military leader, and to execute this commission upon Amalek. 

I will utterly put out — Literally, wiping I will wipe out; fearfully graphic words. Amalek was a nation which had “filled the measure of its iniquities,” and God appointed Israel to blot it from being.



Verse 15 

15. Built an altar — The first of which we have any record since the time of Jacob. How consistent is this action with the unique and peculiar national character that was now beginning to be developed! Other nations would have built a monument to Moses or Joshua; but the Hebrew leader builds an altar and calls it JAHVEH-NISSI-JAHVEH My Banner. The reason of this is now given.



Verse 16 

16. Because the Lord (JEHOVAH) hath sworn — An obscure and much disputed verse. It is quite generally conceded that “throne” here should be read “banner,” as in Exodus 17:15, כס being some copyist’s error for נס, which could very easily take place, especially as the word is nowhere else found. (Mich., Vater, Houbig., Ges., Knob.) The “because” shows that this verse gives a reason for the name of the altar, and the literal rendering would then run thus: And he said, [the name is Jehovah, my Banner,] Because the hand [of Israel is] on the banner of JAH, [there shall be] war from Jehovah with Amalek from generation to generation; that is, till he is blotted out. That is, Jehovah has reared up a standard against this heathen people, on which standard Israel has laid its hand, as Moses on this eventful day laid his hand upon the rod of God, and that standard shall not fall till Amalek is blotted out. Amalek, called by Balaam the “beginning of peoples,” most ancient among nations, the first foe of the covenant people, is the type of universal heathenism, which shall fall before Jehovah’s banner; and that banner shall not droop in the hands of his true Israel — the rod will not sink on the mount, nor the sword drop on the field — till all his foes are “wiped out” from under heaven. The Jehovah-Saviour “must reign till he hath put all enemies under his feet.”

18 Chapter 18 

Verse 1 

1. Jethro — See note on Exodus 2:18, and concluding note at the end of that chapter. He was, like Melchizedek, a patriarchal priest, and, as Exodus 18:12 shows, was wont to offer burnt offerings and sacrifices unto God.

Heard of all that God had done — The marvels of the Exodus sounded out among the heathen far and wide. Compare Joshua 2:10. Such wonders made it conspicuous that no human hand or power, but Jehovah, had brought Israel out of Egypt. Thus was the name of Israel’s God magnified among the nations.



Verse 2 

2. After he had sent her back — See notes on Exodus 4:24-26. The discrepancies which some interpreters find between this account and Moses’s return into Egypt narrated in Exodus 4:18-26, are creations of their own fancy. Our historian has not given us all the details. The statement of Exodus 4:20, that Moses took his wife and sons, and “returned to the land of Egypt,” is seen from the immediate context to mean that he started with them to return, and that they accompanied him until the incident which occurred by the way (Exodus 18:24-26) served as an occasion for her returning with her sons to her father’s house. This simple and natural supposition solves all the difficulties, and is itself suggested by the record here given. The work and exposures of Moses in Egypt made it expedient that his wife and children return and abide in Midian until he should return home from Egypt at the head of his people. Another reasonable hypothesis is, that Moses took his wife and sons to Egypt, and that after the opposition to his mission became formidable, he secretly sent them back from Egypt to the home of Jethro.



Verse 3 

3. Gershom — See on Exodus 2:22.



Verse 4 

4. Eliezer — Here for the first time mentioned by name, but both sons are referred to in Exodus 4:20, and it is supposed that this younger son was the one circumcised by the way, (Exodus 4:25.) The name means, my God is a help, and was given either in remembrance of Moses’s past deliverance from the sword of Pharaoh, or as expressing his hope for the future. The fear of execution as one guilty of blood, and the purpose of Pharaoh to slay him, were the cause of his flight from Egypt, (Exodus 2:15.) The same old fear may have arisen at the thought of his returning, and if Eliezer were born about that time there would have been a special appropriateness in the name. We should then render: and he will deliver me, etc.



Verse 5 

5. Where he encamped at the mount of God — This most naturally means that Jethro’s visit occurred after the Israelites had reached Sinai and encamped before the mountain. No other view, probably, would have been entertained were it not for the statement of Exodus 19:2, which seems to place the arrival at Sinai chronologically subsequent to this visit of Jethro. The mount of God means, in this verse, the same as in Exodus 3:1; but there appears no insuperable objection to understanding by it the whole Sinaitic range or mass of mountains known as Horeb. So far, therefore, as the words here used determine the question, we may admit that Jethro’s visit might have occurred either at the encampment of Rephidim or of Sinai. But the account of what was done during this visit — especially the laborious work of Moses in Exodus 18:13, and the appointment of judges recommended by Jethro, Exodus 18:14-26, implies more time than the halt at Rephidim supposes. A comparison of Exodus 16:1; Exodus 19:1, appears to put all the journeys and events between the arrival at the wilderness of Sin and the arrival at Sinai within about fifteen days. This perhaps was time enough for all that is here recorded, including the visit of Jethro; and yet it is certainly more natural to understand that the adoption of Jethro’s counsel and the appointment of judges occupied more time than such a crowding of events assumes. The adoption of Jethro’s counsel, however, and the choosing of judges described in Exodus 18:24-26 need not be supposed to have occurred until a later time. The writer might have introduced the statement at this point to show that the valuable advice of the aged Midianite priest was observed, without meaning to say that all this occurred during Jethro’s stay. But, on the other hand, it is not probable that such a sitting to judge the people as is described in Exodus 18:13-16 would occur at Rephidim; but, after the more permanent encampment “before the mount,” (Exodus 19:2,) such appointed seasons of judgment became a necessity. We incline, therefore, to the opinion that the events of this chapter belong to a period subsequent to the arrival at Sinai, and are designedly introduced out of their strict chronological order for the purpose of separating them from the more sacred revelation and legislation which proceeded from Jehovah, and which the writer wished to place by themselves. The friendly Midianite, as we have observed, is brought to our attention in immediate contrast with the hostile Amalekite, and such associations and contrasts are made more prominent by the sacred writer than mere chronological order.



Verse 6 

6. He said unto Moses — That is, as the context shows, and as true Oriental custom required, he said this word to Moses by messengers sent before him to announce his coming. The Vulgate reads: He sent word (mandavit) to Moses, saying. Septuagint: It was told Moses, saying, Behold Jethro, thy father in law, is come to thee.


Verse 7 

7. Did obeisance — This brief but vivid description is true to the warmth and emotion of genuine Oriental greeting. The interest of the occasion was greatly enhanced by the reunion of Moses and his wife and children and the wondrous events that had taken place since they were last together.



Verse 8 

8. Moses told — A thrilling tale! Such wonders as the plagues of Egypt and the miracles of the exodus would have speedily become the subject of national song and history. The presumption, in the absence of any evidence, that Moses would also commit the great events of his time to writing, is far greater than that he would not. By the travail that found them by the way we understand the hunger and thirst and exhaustion which caused the people to murmur; also the war with Amalek.



Verse 9 

9. Jethro rejoiced — For he was possessed of that high, reverent spirit which gladly accepts the lessons of God’s mighty works. Although outside of the chosen people, he joyfully accepts and profits by their higher revelations.



Verse 10 

10. Jethro said — Lange regards this utterance of Jethro as lyrical. Exodus 18:10-11 may be thrown into poetic form as follows: —

Blessed be Jehovah, 
Who delivered you from the hand of the Egyptians, 
And from the hand of Pharaoh.
Who delivered the people from under the hand of the Egyptians.
Now know I that Jehovah is greater than all the gods; 
For [he magnified himself] in the thing 
In which they acted proudly against them.


Verse 11 

11. He was above them — The exact sense of the latter half of this verse is uncertain. The English translators understood the עליחם to refer to the false gods, and supplying he was would most naturally make these gods rather than the Egyptians the subject of the verb זדו, acted proudly. But inasmuch as something is to be supplied, it seems better to carry over into this last sentence of the verse the thought expressed in the גדול מן of the preceding line. It seems probable that some word or words have fallen out before בדבר, in the thing, and we take the sentiment to be: Jehovah is greater than all the gods, for he showed this in all the things wherein the Egyptians acted proudly against the Israelites. Comp. Nehemiah 9:10. Reference is to the oppression and persecution which Israel received from the Egyptians, and the pursuit which ended at the Red Sea, where Jehovah triumphed gloriously.



Verse 12 

12. Burnt offering and sacrifices for God — Jethro, the venerable priest, according to ancient usages of patriarchal worship, presides and officiates at this sacrifice and festival. The Levitical ritual and institutions had not yet been established, and no one but Jethro could, on that occasion, have so appropriately acted as priest. This great patriarch, with an intensified faith in Jehovah as the only true God, (Exodus 18:10-11,) worships in thorough accord with Moses and Aaron and all the elders of Israel. All these probably assisted in some form at this sacrifice. Comp. Genesis 31:46-54. “This passage is of great importance in its bearings upon the relation between the Israelites and their congeners, and upon the state of religion among the descendants of Abraham.” — Speaker’s Commentary.


Verse 13 

13. On the morrow — After the sacrificial feast described in Exodus 18:12. The duties of friendship, love, and hospitality must give place to those of public responsibility and care. The very next day after the joyful feast the great lawgiver and judge resumes his arduous work. It has been suggested that difficulties arising out of the division of the spoil of the Amalekites occasioned the disputes which Moses sat all day to decide. This, however, is a pure supposition, and we have no evidence that the Israelites captured any considerable amount of spoil from the defeated Amalekites. Various causes of dispute and strife would naturally arise from time to time among the thousands of Israel, and nothing can be determined from this fact as to the date of Jethro’s visit.



Verse 14 

14. Why sittest thou thyself alone? — A question which might well be put to others besides Moses, who never appear to reflect that much important work is often better done by many than by one. He who assumes to do all the judging and counselling in the Church and congregation of the Lord is likely both to injure himself and to hinder others from entering fields of useful labour.



Verse 15 

15. The people come unto me to inquire of God — They recognised Moses as their divinely chosen lawgiver and judge, and his decision in any given case would be of the nature of a divine oracle. If we understand that this event occurred soon after the first Sinaitic legislation, it has a force not otherwise so apparent. See especially note on next verse.



Verse 16 

16. A matter — A matter of controversy requiring the intervention of a judge. 

I do make them know the statutes of God, and his laws — The statutes and laws (torahs) are not naturally understood of such enactments and “judgments” as Moses is commanded, in Exodus 21:1, to set before the people. As matters of dispute arose, the judgments sought of Moses afforded him a most fitting opportunity to communicate to the people such statutes and laws as many of those recorded in chaps. 21 and 22. The people observed that Jehovah talked from heaven with their great leader, (Exodus 20:18-22,) and would thenceforth accept his word as a God-given oracle. Compare Exodus 18:15. The way in which Moses in this verse speaks of his judging the people, and making them know the laws, implies something that had already become habitual with him — a thing hardly supposable before their arrival at Sinai. This passage also suggests how Moses may have orally set forth many statutes and ordinances both before and after he had written them in a book.



Verse 18 

18. Wear away — Hebrews, fading thou wilt fade. That is, as a leaf that withers and decays. Excessive labour and anxiety will send the strongest and holiest man into decline. 

And this people — The people as well as the judge would necessarily become weary and restless by long waiting and delay of judgment, and some, perhaps, would be tempted to go away and take the judgment into their own hands.



Verse 19 

19. I will give thee counsel — Like Melchizedek, “priest of the Most High God,” (Genesis 14:18,) who blessed Abram, the father of the faithful, Jethro, another priest of like rank, assumes to counsel Moses the man of God. Conscious of holding an approved relationship toward God, he put forth his advice as one having a measure of authority over his son-in-law. 

Be thou for the people to God-ward — That is, be thou the representative and spokesman of the people before God, as the next sentence further explains. That thou mayest bring the causes ( הדברים, matters of controversy, comp. Exodus 18:16 ) unto God — Matters of great moment, on which divine counsel was to be sought, should be intrusted to Moses; but affairs of less importance might be left to inferior judges. Exodus 18:22.



Verse 20 

20. Teach them ordinances and laws — Equivalent to making “them know the statutes and laws” in Exodus 18:16. The word rendered teach (Hiphil of זהר ) means to shed light upon. Moses was to exercise the twofold office of appearing in behalf of the people before God and of revealing God’s truth to the people. Thus he was an honoured mediator, being intercessor, advocate, lawgiver, and judge. 

The way… the work — Two important and comprehensive phases of godliness, equivalent to life and action.


Verse 21 

21. Able men — Men of strong, commanding character, and manifestly competent for the work to be done. Four distinguishing qualities of the ideal judge are here expressed: able, (competent, capable,) God-fearing, truth-loving, and bribery-hating. Without these qualities no man is fit to occupy a judgment seat. בצע, here rendered covetousness, means unrighteous gain, obtained by way of extortion. The righteous ruler “despiseth the gain of oppressions, shaking his hands from holding bribes.” Isaiah 33:15 . 

To be rulers — Chiefs or princes. 

Thousands,… hundreds,… fifties,… tens — “This minute classification of the people is thoroughly in accordance with the Semitic character, and was retained in after ages. The numbers appear to be conventional, corresponding nearly, but not exactly, to the military or civil divisions of the people.” — Speaker’s Com. Comp. Numbers 1:16; Numbers 10:4; Joshua 22:14.



Verse 22 

22. Great matter… small matter — See note on Exodus 18:19.



Verse 23 

23. To their place — Some think that Jethro here refers to Canaan as the promised home or place of Israel. But the more simple reference is to the common place of abode, the tent or home, to which the people, having had their matters of controversy adjusted, could speedily return.



Verse 24 

24. Moses hearkened — He was meek, deferential, and prompt to profit by the counsel of the venerable priest.

19 Chapter 19 

Verse 1 

II. JEHOVAH REVEALED AS KING OF ISRAEL.
The Divine Glory, and the Giving of the Law at Sinai. Chaps.
Exodus 19:1 to Exodus 24:18.
THE ENCAMPMENT AT MOUNT SINAI, 1, 2.

We now approach the most sublime and impressive narrative of Old Testament history. After the struggle and victory of the exodus, and after two months’ experience of desert journeys and exposures, the Israelites came and pitched their tents at the holy mountain where Moses beheld the burning bush. Comp. Exodus 3:12. Here they were to await further revelations of Jehovah.

The particular mountain at which the law was given has naturally been the subject of earnest research. Three different summits have their claims to this distinction — Serbal, Jebel Musa, and Ras es-Sufsafeh — all of them notable among the prominent mountains of the Sinaitic peninsula. Having identified Rephidim with the Wady Feiran at the northern base of Serbal, (see on Exodus 17:1,) we need not linger here to consider its claims, which indeed seem very futile. Jebel Musa has in its favour the local traditions of at least fifteen centuries, and occupies the centre of the Sinaitic group of mountains. Its summit consists of an area of huge rocks, about eighty feet in diameter, partly covered with ruins, but the view is confined, and far less extensive and imposing than that from other summits in the group. There is no spot to be seen around it suitable for a large encampment, and the bottoms of the adjacent valleys are invisible. (Robinson, Biblical Researches, vol. i, pp. 104, 105.) Far more imposing and every way in harmony with the scriptural narrative is the height known as Ras es-Sufsa-feh, at the north-western end of the same ridge, overlooking the plain of er-Rahah. See note on Exodus 19:12. Robinson describes the view from this summit as follows: “The whole plain er-Rahah lay spread out beneath our feet, with the adjacent wadies and mountains; while Wady esh-Sheikh on the right, and the recess on the left, both connected with and opening broadly from er-Rahah, presented an area which serves nearly to double that of the plain. Our conviction was strengthened that here, or on some of the adjacent cliffs, was the spot where the Lord descended in fire and proclaimed the law. Here lay the plain where the whole congregation might be assembled; here was the mount that could be approached and touched, if not forbidden; and here the mountain-brow where alone the lightnings and the thick cloud would be visible, and the thunders and the voice of the trump be heard, when the Lord ‘came down in the sight of all the people upon Mount Sinai.’ We gave ourselves up to the awful scene; and read, with a feeling that shall never be forgotten, the sublime account of the transaction of the commandments there promulgated, in the original words as recorded by the great Hebrew legislator.” — Biblical Researches, vol. i, p. 107. For further discussion of the subject, see Stanley, Sinai and Palestine, pp. 74-76; Palmer, Desert of the Exodus, chapter vi, and the biblical cyclopaedias under the word Sinai.
1. In the third month,… the same day — This is certainly a singular form of statement, and begets the suspicion of some corruption in the Masoretic text. The day of the month is not given, and the rendering, in the third new moon, adopted by many exegetes, and explained as equivalent to the first day of the third month, has no parallel in Hebrew usage. Had that been the author’s meaning why would he not have employed the form of expression which appears in Exodus 40:1; Exodus 40:17? Comp. also the usage as seen in Genesis 8:5; Genesis 8:13; Leviticus 23:24; Numbers 1:1. In Numbers 9:1; Numbers 20:1, the name of the month only is given, and, were it not for the words, the same day, in our verse, we would naturally suppose that the writer did not intend to specify the day of the month when Israel arrived at Mount Sinai. But those words seem best explained by the supposition that the day of the month was originally written in the earlier part of the verse, but before the date of the ancient versions it by some oversight was dropped out. To explain the words, the same day, in connexion with the mention of the third month, as here, in the general sense of time, (“at that time,”) is very unsatisfactory. According to Bush, who explains the text as it now stands as meaning the first day of the month, “this was just forty-five days after the departure from Egypt; for, adding sixteen days of the first month to twenty-nine of the second, the result is forty-five. To these we must add the day on which Moses went up to God, (Exodus 19:3,) the next day after, when he returned their answer to God, (Exodus 19:7-8,) and the three days more mentioned in Exodus 19:10-11, which form altogether just fifty days from the passover to the giving of the law on Mount Sinai. Hence the feast which was kept in after-times to celebrate this event was called Pentecost, or the fiftieth day.” — Notes on Exodus, in loco. But this idea, which appears nowhere in Josephus, or Philo, or any of the older Jewish writers, seems to be a late rabbinic tradition, and without valid warrant in Scripture. 

The wilderness of Sinai — This expression denotes the open plain “before the mount,” (Exodus 19:2,) where the Israelites encamped and remained during the giving of the law, and the construction of the tabernacle. Comp. Leviticus 8:38; Numbers 1:1; Numbers 1:19; Numbers 3:14; Numbers 9:1; Numbers 10:12, etc. The magnificent plain er-Rahah, which lies at the base of Ras es-Sufsafeh, most remarkably meets the conditions of the biblical narrative, and is the only place yet discovered in the Sinaitic mountains large enough to accommodate a congregation of two million people, and overhung by a mountain which may be literally touched from the plain below.



Verse 2 

2. For they were departed from Rephidim — Rather, And they departed from Rephidim. This verse is but a fuller statement of what was said in the preceding verse, omitting, however, the mention of time and date. The emphasis is on the fact that there, in the solemn and sublime amphitheatre among the mountains, and before the mount which was to be forever consecrated in the history of the chosen people, Israel camped. The word here rendered pitched and camped is one and the same in Hebrew, ( חנה .) In front of the sacred mountain the people now settled down to receive revelations from Him who had declared himself from the burning bush, I AM THAT I AM. Exodus 3:14. We need not suppose that the entire body of people who came out of Egypt with Moses actually encamped and remained for a year in this one place. Probably only the heads of the nation, “the elders of the people,” (Exodus 19:7,) and the leading families remained permanently in this place of encampment. The rest would naturally be distributed through the various adjacent valleys and plains, wherever the best pasturage for their numerous flocks could be found. According to Exodus 34:3, the flocks and herds were not permitted to feed before the mount. It is a carping and unworthy criticism that makes difficulties in the Scripture narrative by assuming as recorded fact things on which the sacred writers are silent. But for incidental allusions, like those of Exodus 3:1, and Genesis 37:17, no one would have supposed that either Moses or the sons of Jacob went off scores of miles from home to pasture their flocks. We need to keep in mind that such terms as “all Israel,” “all the land,” “all the world,” and even “all the high hills that were under the whole heaven,” (Genesis 7:19, where see note, and also on page 123,) need not to be taken in their extreme literal import.



Verse 3 

3. Moses went up unto God — Notice the peculiar statement that Moses went up unto ELOHIM, and JEHOVAH called unto him out of the mountain. He seems to have gone up prompted by a holy impulse, and perhaps went to the spot where he had seen the burning bush, expecting to receive a divine communication. While thus seeking and expecting, JEHOVAH, the God of the Memorial Name, (Exodus 3:14-15,) called to him from the mountain. We need not suppose that Moses was at the time upon the summit, or that this call of Jehovah summoned him thither. He had gone up, apart from the people, into the mountain, and while thus alone the voice of the invisible Jehovah addressed him. As yet there was no visible display of the divine glory. 

House of Jacob — “This expression does not occur elsewhere in the Pentateuch. It has a peculiar fitness here, referring doubtless to the special promises made to the patriarch.” — Speaker’s Com. The entire address, Exodus 19:3-6, is highly poetic, and may be rendered as follows: —

Thus shalt thou say to the house of Jacob, 
And tell to the sons of Israel:
Ye have seen what I did to the Egyptians,
And I bore you upon the wings of eagles, 
And brought you unto me.
And now, if ye will diligently hear my voice, 
And keep my covenant, 
Ye shall be to me a precious possession above all the peoples, 
For all the earth is mine.
And ye shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.


Verses 3-15 

PREPARATIONS FOR THE SINAITIC THEOPHANY, Exodus 19:3-15.

Before the divine glory is revealed upon the mount, the people must be admonished and purified. To effect this Moses first goes up into the mountain and receives for Israel the gracious words of Exodus 19:3-6. To these the people cheerfully respond with promise of obedience, and Moses, like a true mediator, returns their answer to Jehovah. Exodus 19:7-8. Again Jehovah speaks to Moses, and gives order for careful preparations and purifying against the third day, when he will reveal himself in the sight of all the people, (9-13,) which order Moses is careful to enforce, (14, 15.) Thus begins the more direct religious discipline of the chosen people in the sacred school at Sinai.



Verse 4 

4. I bare you on eagles’ wings — This figure is finely elaborated in Deuteronomy 32:11 : “As an eagle stirreth up her nest, fluttereth over her young, spreadeth abroad her wings, taketh them, beareth them on her wings,” etc. The strength and the tenderness of God are thus set forth in this metaphor. Comp. Revelation 12:14. 

Unto myself — Out of the bondage of Egypt and into the immediate protection and oversight of Jehovah at Sinai. The sacred place in front of the hallowed mount was as the presence-chamber of the Most High.



Verse 5 

5. Obey my voice… keep my covenant — These two expressions denote the twofold idea of giving obedient attention to each new word that Jehovah speaks, and at the same time guard sacredly the terms of the covenant as already established, or about to be established in fuller form. 

A peculiar treasure unto me — The Hebrew word סגלה is happily rendered by peculiar treasure, for it denotes more than the mere word property or possessions. In Malachi 3:17, it is translated jewels, and in 1 Chronicles 29:3, it means a special private quantity of gold and silver which Solomon amassed for himself, and so, also, probably, in Ecclesiastes 2:8, where mention is made of “the peculiar treasure of kings.” In all other places (Deuteronomy 7:6; Deuteronomy 14:2; Deuteronomy 26:18; Psalms 135:4) the word represents Israel as a peculiarly precious possession of Jehovah. Comp. Titus 2:14; 1 Peter 2:9. 

Above all people — Or, from all the peoples, as being chosen out from all the peoples of the earth. Being thus selected out of the nations, Israel would be esteemed above the other peoples, who, nevertheless, were all possessions of God, for it is added, as if to offset the idea that Israel’s God was merely a national deity, all the earth is mine, for Jehovah God is its creator and ruler.



Verse 6 

6. A kingdom of priests — The Septuagint renders, a royal priesthood, and the Vulgate, a sacerdotal kingdom, and both these ideas seem to inhere in the phrase. Jehovah proposes to make his chosen people a royal and priestly race. They will be royal, or regal, in character, because sons of the living God, and conceived as reigning with him; they will be priestly, because, like a dynasty of priests, they will be the representatives and teachers of religion. To fulfil this lofty destiny it was necessary that they also be a holy nation, pure and clean in character and life; not merely set apart, or consecrated to God, but also cleansed from all moral pollution.



Verse 7 

7. Called for the elders of the people — Observe that this was no public address to an assembled nation, but a relatively private communication to their chiefs, who acted as their representatives. Hence an address delivered to them might be properly spoken of as addressed to all the people. See next verse.



Verse 8 

8. All the people answered together — From the language employed in the preceding verse, and from the nature of the case, we most naturally infer that this answer of the people was obtained, not in one open assembly of all the nation, but through the mediation of the elders. These elders, representing each a different portion of the people, would have ready means of communicating with the different tribes, and obtaining at short notice their sentiments on any important matter. The word together, accordingly, means here the oneness or unanimity of the people’s response. The answer returned was as that of one man. These two verses (7th and 8th) illustrate what any reader of sense ought to take for granted in such a history as this. We are not to suppose that every detail of communication is given. A great many small gatherings of the people may often have been held in different parts of the plain, and in the adjacent valleys, to hear the words of Jehovah; sometimes communications may have been delivered by numerous messengers without any public assembly. Any reasonable hypothesis of this kind is legitimate in interpretation.



Verse 9 

9. Lo, I come unto thee in a thick cloud — Or, Behold, I am coming; that is, I am about to come thus. He refers to the sublime theophany to be manifested on the third day thereafter, (Exodus 19:11,) and often subsequently, when Jehovah would impress the people with an awful sense of his power and majesty. “As God knew the weakness of the sinful nation, and could not, as the Holy One, come into direct intercourse with it on account of its un-holiness, but was about to conclude the covenant with it through the mediation of Moses, it was necessary, in order to accomplish the design of God, that the chosen mediator should receive special credentials; and these were to consist in the fact that Jehovah spoke to Moses in the sight and hearing of the people, that is to say, that he solemnly proclaimed the fundamental law of the covenant in the presence of the whole nation, (Exodus 19:16 to Exodus 20:18,) and showed by this fact that Moses was the recipient and mediator of the revelation of God, in order that the people might believe him for ever, as the law was to possess everlasting validity. Matthew 5:18.” — Keil. 
And Moses told the words of the people unto the Lord — The repetition of these words from Exodus 19:8 looks like the blunder of some ancient copyist. They add nothing to the passage, and have no natural connexion with what precedes or follows. To suppose, with Dillmann, that it is a sentence copied from another documentary source is no more satisfactory than to assume that the writer carelessly repeated himself. But the ancient versions contain the words, and the two sentences differ, in that Exodus 19:8 employs the word returned ( שׁוב ) and this verse has told, ( נגד .) If the words are retained it is better to connect them with what follows, thus: “When Moses told the words of the people unto the Lord, then the Lord said unto Moses,” etc.



Verse 10 

10. Sanctify them — By observing all manner of bodily purifyings, washing their clothes, (comp. Exodus 35:2,) and abstaining from all sexual intercourse, Exodus 19:15.



Verse 11 

11. Be ready against the third day — Ceremonial purifications, made with expectations of some sublime theophany about to take place, prepared the hearts of the people to receive the deepest possible impressions from the scene. While the messages given through Moses to Israel were generally received alone in the mountain, this grand revelation was to be in the sight of all the people. Object-teaching was especially necessary at that stage of Israel’s history.



Verse 12 

12. Set bounds — The allusions made here to the mount, and the possible approaches to it, and touching the border of it, afford means for identifying the true Sinai. There must have been a great plain at the base of the mount capable of accommodating an immense assembly, a sublime head or top (Exodus 19:20) overlooking this plain, and such an immediate contact of plain and mountain that people might approach from below and touch the mount. All these conditions are strikingly fulfilled in the plain er-Rahah and the peak known as Ras Sasafeh, or Ras es-Sufsafeh. See note at beginning of this chapter. Stanley says: “No one who has approached the Ras Sasafeh through that noble plain, or who has looked down upon the plain from that majestic height, will willingly part with the belief that these are the two essential features of the view of the Israelitish camp. That such a plain should exist at all in front of such a cliff is so remarkable a coincidence with the sacred narrative as to furnish a strong internal argument, not merely of its identity with the scene, but of the scene itself having been described by an eye-witness. The awful and lengthened approach, as to some natural sanctuary, would have been the fittest preparation for the coming scene. The low line of alluvial mounds at the foot of the cliff exactly answers to the bounds which were to keep the people off from touching the mount. The plain itself is not broken and uneven and narrowly shut in, like almost all others in the range, but presents a long, retiring sweep against which the people could ‘remove and stand afar off.’ The cliff, rising like a huge altar in front of the whole congregation, and visible against the sky in lonely grandeur from end to end of the whole plain, is the very image of ‘the mount that might be touched,’ and from which the voice of God might be heard far and wide over the stillness of the plain below, widened at that point to its utmost extent by the confluence of all the contiguous valleys. Here, beyond all other parts of the peninsula, is the adytum, withdrawn, as if in the ‘end of the world,’ from all the stir and confusion of earthly things.” — Sinai and Palestine, pp. 42, 43.



Verse 13 

13. Not a hand touch it — So sacred and so awful was that mount to be esteemed that no one unsanctified and unbidden might touch it, on the peril of life. Not even a beast would be permitted to touch it, and live. This rigorous requirement was adapted to inculcate reverence for the law.

When the trumpet soundeth long — Hebrews, in the drawing out of the yobel. The word יובל, here translated trumpet, appears to have been some kind of a wind instrument. In Joshua 6:4-5 ; Joshua 6:8, we find the word employed to qualify קרן, horn, or cornet, and in Leviticus 25:10, it denotes the fiftieth year — year of liberty and joy — commonly known as “the year of jubilee.” The Targum and the rabbins understand a wind instrument made of a ram’s horn. The exact meaning is doubtful. Gesenius regards it as an onomatopoetic word, signifying a joyful shout, and, perhaps, is best understood here as the sound of some instrument, rather than the instrument itself. The drawing out of the yobel would thus mean the prolonged tones of a signal call, without specifying the particular instrument employed. See further on Exodus 19:16, where the trumpet is mentioned. 

They shall come up to the mount — Who? Certainly not the people generally, who were forbidden to touch it, (comp. Exodus 19:23-24,) but chosen representatives and elders of the people, (see Exodus 24:1-2,) whom the writer does not here stop to specify. We see from Exodus 19:20 that only Moses went up at first; subsequently Aaron was permitted to accompany him, (Exodus 19:24,) but the priests and the people were forbidden. 



Verse 16 

THE SINAITIC THEOPHANY, Exodus 19:16-20.

16. The third day in the morning — The Scripture furnishes no certain data from which to determine the day of the week, or of the month, on which this theophany took place. Rabbinical and other speculations and conjectures on the subject are of no value. But there are some noticeable analogies between these three days and those intervening between the death and resurrection of our Lord, especially the preparations and ardent expectations among the more believing disciples, and the earthquake and lightning-like appearance of the angel that rolled away the stone from the door of the sepulchre. The one third day heralded the sublimest proclamation of law ever known to man, the other the grandest monumental fact of Christianity — the revelation and pledge of immortality. 

Thunders — Hebrews, voices. The thunders and lightnings and thick (heavy) cloud upon the mount, the smoke and the fire and the quaking of the mountain, (Exodus 19:18,) were adapted to impress upon the thousands of Israel profoundest convictions of the majesty and might of Jehovah. A sublimer picture than that here given is not to be found among all the writings of men. Whether the voice (or sound) of the trumpet exceeding loud was produced by natural or supernatural agency is difficult to determine, and yet the mention of it in connexion with the other supernatural occurrences here and in Exodus 19:19, and in Exodus 20:18, rather implies that it also was produced by supernatural means. In all these passages it is noticeable that the word trumpet (Hebrews, shophar) occurs, not yobel, as in Exodus 19:13 above. To the imagery furnished by this sublime theophany the apostle alludes in 1 Thessalonians 4:6.

The reader should compare the corresponding description in Deuteronomy 4, especially Deuteronomy 4:11-12; Deuteronomy 4:15; Deuteronomy 4:33; Deuteronomy 4:36. Kalisch observes: “The whole description of the fiery appearance of God in lightning and thunder and clouds, and the smoke of Sinai, and the terrible sound of the trumpet, is so majestically sublime and grand that it could only issue from a mind which, overwhelmed by the omnipotence and grandeur and majesty of God, exhausts the whole scanty store of human language to utter but a faint expression of the agitated sentiments of his soul.”



Verse 20 

20. The Lord came down — In the midst of the sublime exhibitions of his power and splendour mentioned above; though not so that the Israelites saw any likeness or similitude of Jehovah. See Deuteronomy 4:12; Deuteronomy 4:15.



Verse 21 

REPEATED CHARGE TO THE PEOPLE, Exodus 19:21-25.

21. Go down, charge the people — We here observe how Israel had to be admonished and taught by repeated commands. Once charging them solemnly is not enough, though even Moses (Exodus 19:23) thought that the charge already given, and the bounds set about the mount, were all-sufficient. Precept upon precept, line upon line, here a little and there a little, (Isaiah 28:10,) was God’s order in giving the knowledge of his laws, and this fact will account for the repetitions of sundry laws noticeable in the Pentateuch.



Verse 22 

22. The priests also — Here we trace the existence of priests before the institution of the Levitical priesthood. This is no more strange than that there were ceremonial ablutions and purifications (compare Exodus 19:10) before those which were instituted at Sinai. Probably the firstborn of each family held this honour. Comp. Exodus 13:2. There was danger that those honoured members of families who were wont to act as priests might presume to pass the bounds set about the mount, and go up to the Lord in the mountain. Exodus 19:24. And so every precaution was taken to impress upon all classes a deep sense of the unapproachable sanctity of Jehovah.

20 Chapter 20 

Verse 1 

1. God spake — The Creator of man and the world, who has all authority in heaven and earth, is the fountain of law. Many Jewish and Christian expositors affirm that the Sinaitic proclamation of the decalogue was, literally, by the voice of God; that is, “that words were formed in the air by the power of God, and not by the intervention and ministry of angels.” (Keil.) This is thought to be the necessary meaning of Deuteronomy 5:4 : “Jehovah talked with you face to face out of the midst of the fire.” On the other hand, in Deuteronomy 33:2, Moses speaks of Jehovah’s coming from Sinai, “with ten thousands of saints,” or out of myriads of his holiness. Comp. Psalms 68:17. In Acts 7, Stephen speaks of the law as received “by the disposition of angels,” and in Galatians 3:19, Paul employs nearly the same expression. In Hebrews 2:2, the law is called “the word spoken by angels.” Hence, while it is matter of record that Jehovah spake and Israel heard “the voice out of the midst of the darkness,” (Deuteronomy 5:22-23,) it does not necessarily follow that “the voice of words” (Hebrews 12:19) was produced without the ministry of angels. The Israelites “saw no manner of similitude on the day that the Lord spake in Horeb out of the midst of the fire,” but the whole record shows that the Sinaitic proclamation of the decalogue was accompanied by miraculous and supernatural displays of the divine majesty. The ministry of angels is affirmed — the word was “spoken by angels;” but the manner of producing the voice is an unrevealed secret.



Verses 1-17 

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS, Exodus 20:1-17.

The preceding chapter has furnished an awe-inspiring preparation for the announcement of the fundamental law which here follows. Nothing in all the myths, legends, or histories of law-giving among other peoples is comparable with this sublime issuing of Israel’s decalogue. And the marvelous perfection of this summary of law, the inner excellency, the universal applicability of the several precepts, and their abiding, unchangeable nature, elevate this entire narrative above the element of myth and fable.

The glory of this decalogue is, that its provisions are absolutely fundamental. They have to do with individual life, social relations, and national history. We are not to imagine that they were now issued for the first time, or had no existence and recognition before the time of Moses. Compare the note on Genesis 9:6. These laws are grounded in the very nature of man as a moral being, having essential relations to God on the one hand, and to his fellow-man on the other. They rest upon the idea that there is an infinite power above man to whom allegiance is due, and a community of coordinate fellow-beings about him with whom he is bound to act on principles of equity and love. These great truths were manifest from the beginning, but had become obscured and often ignored by the perversity of men. Jehovah, the God of Israel, gave them new and sublime expression at Sinai. They were there graven upon two tables of stone. Exodus 32:15-16; Exodus 34:28. “Hard, stiff, abrupt as the cliffs from which they were taken,” writes Stanley, “they remain as the firm, unyielding basis on which all true spiritual religion has been built up and sustained. Sinai is not Palestine — the law is not the Gospel; but the ten commandments, in letter and in spirit, remain to us as the relic of that time. They represent to us, both in fact and in idea, the granite foundation, the immovable mountain, on which the world is built up — without which all theories of religion are but as shifting and fleeting clouds. They give us the two homely fundamental laws which all subsequent revelation has but confirmed and sanctified — the law of our duty to God, and the law of our duty to our neighbour. Side by side with the prayer of our Lord, and with the creed of his Church, they appear inscribed on our churches, read from our altars, taught to our children, as the foundation of all morality.” — Jewish Church, First Series, pp. 195, 198.

The NAMES applied to this special Sinaitic law are various. The Greek word decalogue, and the common title the ten commandments, have arisen from the fact that the tables contain ten distinct mandates, and are called in Exodus 34:28, and Deuteronomy 4:13, the ten commandments, or ten words. In those same texts and elsewhere they are also called the words of the covenant and the covenant, because they are the truest expression of the covenant-relations of God and his people. In Exodus 31:18; Exodus 32:15; Exodus 34:29, they are called the two tables of the testimony, as containing God’s solemn declaration of his holy will concerning man. They may, of course, be included under the more common terms laws, commandments, statutes, precepts. Being the foundation and substance of all moral and religious precepts, they are emphatically THE LAW AND THE COMMANDMENT. Exodus 24:12.

Being ten in number, their proper DIVISION and arrangement are to be determined. They are most naturally arranged in two tables, each containing five precepts. According to this oldest and simplest division we have the two tables as follows: —

FIRST TABLE.
1. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

2. Thou shalt not make any graven image.

3. Thou shalt not take the name of God in vain.

4. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.

5. Honour thy father and thy mother. 

SECOND TABLE.
6. Thou shalt not kill.

7. Thou shalt not commit adultery.

8. Thou shalt not steal.

9. Thou shalt not bear false witness.

10. Thou shalt not covet.

Two other methods of dividing the decalogue have been proposed, one by uniting the first and second in the above arrangement, and dividing the tenth into two, the other by regarding the introductory words, “I am the Lord thy God,” as the first commandment, and combining, like the last-named method, the prohibition of other gods and graven images.

These two ways of arranging are exhibited in parallel columns, as follows: —

	1. (AUGUSTINIAN.) FIRST TABLE.
	2. (JEWISH.)

	1. Thou shalt have no other gods before me, nor make any graven images.
	1. I am the Lord thy God, who brought thee out of Egypt.

	2. Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.
	2. Thou shalt have no other gods before me, nor make any graven images.

	3. Remember the Sabbath day. 
	3. Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.

	SECOND TABLE.
	

	4. Honour thy father and thy mother.
	4. Remember the Sabbath day.

	5. Thou shalt not kill.
	5. Honour thy father and mother.

	6. Thou shalt not commit adultery.
	6. Thou shalt not kill.

	7. Thou shalt not steal.
	7. Thou shalt not commit adultery.

	8. Thou shalt not bear false witness.
	8. Thou shalt not steal.

	9. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house.
	9. Thou shalt not bear false witness.

	10. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife.
	10. Thou shalt not covet.


Much has been written for and against each of these methods of arrangement. That which makes Exodus 20:2, the first word, or commandment, is quite generally rejected, for the introductory words, “I am Jehovah, thy God,” cannot reasonably be regarded as a commandment co-ordinate with the others. But that Masoretic division, shown in Hebrew Bibles, by which Exodus 20:1-6, is included in the first commandment, and the prohibition of blasphemy (Exodus 20:7) forms the second, agrees with the Augustinian theory, numbered 1 above, and makes up the ten by dividing Exodus 20:17 into two commandments. This view is ably advocated by Kurtz, (Hist. of the Old Covenant, Eng. trans., vol. iii, pp. 123-137.) The strong point of his argument is, that there is no radical distinction between the worship of other gods and graven images, for image-worship and idolatry are essentially the same, or, at any rate, image-worship is a species of idolatry. “Idolatry is the abstract, image-worship the concrete, sin.” His argument, however, for dividing the law against coveting into two commandments is weak, and a notable specimen of special pleading. The same is true of all attempts to establish this most unnatural division. The fact that the Hebrew text in Deuteronomy 5:21, places wife before house in the list of objects not to be coveted, is at best but a slender argument in favour of such division, whilst on the other hand the easy transposition of these words, and their use by the apostle in Romans 7:7-8, where he quotes only, “Thou shalt not covet,” and then speaks immediately of “all manner of coveting,” are a far more weighty witness against it.

Whilst, therefore, it is conceded that the distinction between the worship of false gods and of images is not so marked as one might expect in objects prohibited by separate commandments, the distinction is nevertheless more easily made and more noticeable than that between a neighbour’s wife and his other possessions. “No essential difference,” says Keil, “can be pointed out in the two clauses which prohibit coveting; but there was a very essential difference between the commandment against other gods and that against making an image of God, so far as the Israelites were concerned, as we may see not only from the account of the golden calf at Sinai, but also from the image-worship of Gideon, (Judges 8:27,) Micah, (Judges 17,) and Jeroboam, (1 Kings 12:28.”) See further in textual notes on Exodus 20:4.

A further question concerns the arrangement in two tables. The first table is believed to set forth man’s duties toward God, the second, those toward his neighbours, or fellow-men; and hence the whole are summed up in the two positive commandments, (1) “Thou shalt love thy God with all thy heart,” and (2) “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” Comp. Deuteronomy 6:5; Leviticus 19:34; Matthew 22:37; Matthew 22:39; Mark 12:30-31; Luke 10:27. But where are we to make the division? Augustine’s arrangement, as shown in the column above, made the first table comprise three, and the second table seven, commandments. He thought that this arrangement favoured the doctrine of the Trinity. Others commence the second table with the commandment to honour parents, and thus divide the ten into two groups of four and six. But the oldest and simplest division is that which recognizes five in each table, like the fingers on the two hands. The first five then belong to the sphere of Piety, and the second five to that of Morality.
The decalogue appears also in Deuteronomy 5:6-21. The variations between the two texts are the following: Deuteronomy omits nothing contained in Exodus except the waw ( ו, and) before כל תמונה, any likeness, (comp. Exodus Exodus 20:4, and Deuteronomy Exodus 20:8,) and the words of Exodus 20:11, “therefore Jehovah blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it,” but substitutes שׁמור, observe, for זכור, remember, (Exodus 8, Deuteronomy 12;) שׁוא, emptiness, for שׁקר , a lie, (Exodus 16, Deuteronomy 17;) and תתאוה, long after, instead of the second תחמר, covet, (Exodus 17, and Deuteronomy 18,) and adds in Exodus 20:12 ; Exodus 20:16 the words, “as the Lord thy God commanded thee;” in Exodus 20:14, “nor thy ox, nor thy ass, nor any,” “that thy manservant and thy maidservant may rest as well as thou;” in Exodus 20:15, “and remember that thou wast a servant in the land of Egypt, and that the Lord thy God brought thee out thence through a mighty hand and by a stretched-out arm; therefore the Lord thy God commanded thee to keep the Sabbath day.” Deuteronomy also connects with ו, and, all the commands after that pertaining to murder, and places wife before house in the last commandment, and also inserts שׂדהו, his field, among the objects not to be coveted. Deuteronomy Exodus 20:10, reads, his commandments, where Exodus Exodus 20:6, has my commandments. It is well for the reader to compare the New Testament citations of the decalogue in order to observe how freely they were quoted, and without reference to any particular order of precepts. See Matthew 5:21 ; Matthew 5:27; Matthew 19:18; Mark 10:19; Luke 18:20; Romans 13:9; James 2:11. The Vatican Codex of the Septuagint places the sixth commandment after the eighth, and transposes house and wife in Exodus 20:17, like the Hebrew text of Deuteronomy. No great stress should be placed on the mere order of the precepts, as if any thing of importance depended upon their division and arrangement in the tables. The text in Deuteronomy is itself witness that no great importance was attached to verbal accuracy in citing the decalogue, but it is noticeable that explicit reference is there made to what Jehovah had commanded at Sinai. It is not improbable that the original form of the several mandates as given at Sinai was without the reasons which are attached to the first five, both in Exodus and Deuteronomy.



Verse 2 

2. I am the Lord thy God — Many of the Jews, as we have seen above, regard this verse as the first of the ten words, or commandments, but they are rather of the nature of an introduction, showing emphatically the origin and source of the commandments. As the Eternal God, the I AM of previous revelation, (Exodus 3:14-15,) he appropriately announces his NAME, and mentions the redemption from Egypt as a ground of obligation for Israel to hear and keep his commandments. The singular form of the address, thy God, not your God, gives a particular individuality of personal appeal to this announcement. The same is to be noted in each of the commandments which follow. The redemption out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage, was the greatest fact in Israel’s history, and he who wrought that wonderful deliverance is the author of this holy law, and directs its words to every individual of the nation.



Verse 3 

THE FIRST COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:3.

3. Thou shalt have no other gods before me — The rendering before me follows the Vulgate. The Septuagint has πλην εμου, besides me. But the Hebrew words על פני mean rather over against me; in front of me; and the commandment prohibits all recognition and worship of any deity that could be conceived as a rival of Jehovah. A proper conception of the unity of God, and of his omnipresence and other attributes of infinity, necessarily excludes the existence of other gods. Hence, a correct knowledge of divine things shows, as the apostle says, 1 Corinthians 8:4, “that no idol is any thing in the world, and that there is no God but one.” A proper concept of God lies at the foundation of all pure worship. “Gods many and lords many” produce confusion of thought and consequent darkness of soul; for the acknowledging of such changes the truth of God into a lie, and leads logically to a worship of the creature rather than the Creator. Comp. Romans 1:21-25. Hence it is that the recognition and worship of the one true God is the basis of pure morality as well as of religion. Vainly will men seek to divorce these from one another. This commandment stands against all doctrines and forms of heathen idolatry and polytheism. It strikes at the root of all degrading superstitions. Atheism and infidelity, as well as polytheism, are herein condemned. Pantheism cannot stand the test of these words of a personal God. The commandment is holy and uplifting, and, applied to the inner life, condemns also every species of spiritual idolatry — the setting of the affections on earthly rather than on heavenly things. So he who claimed to have observed all the commandments from his youth had in reality failed to know fully the import of the first one, and loved and clung to his “great possessions” when they stood between him and eternal life. Mark 10:17-22.



Verse 4 

THE SECOND COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:4-6.

4. Graven image — That this commandment was not designed to prohibit the productions of sculpture and painting is apparent from the fact that Moses was expressly ordered to construct cherubim for the most holy place of the tabernacle, and to make the brazen serpent in the wilderness. Only idolatrous images, representations of God and designed for worship, are contemplated. The golden calf, Exodus 32:1-4, is an illustration of the kind of graven images intended. Such images were graven or carved out of metal, wood, or stone. Comp. Judges 17:3; 2 Kings 21:7. The word translated likeness ( תמונה ) is commonly used of attempted representations of God, or of the real form of God as seen or conceived by man. Comp. Numbers 12:8; Deuteronomy 4:12; Deuteronomy 4:15-16; Psalms 17:15. Accordingly a likeness of something in heaven above would be a portraiture of a god under the form of a star, or sun, or moon, or fowl; that of what is in the earth beneath would be the formation of a god in the similitude of a man or a woman, of a beast or any creeping thing that moves on land: that of things in the water under the earth would be, like the Philistine fish-god Dagon, the image of something that lives and moves in the water. All these are enumerated in Deuteronomy 4:15-19, which passage is an inspired commentary on this second commandment. The words under the earth show us the Hebrew conception of the water as lying lower than the land. When the land was elevated above the waters the latter fell back into the lower level of the seas. Genesis 1:9-10. We should here observe that the use of images in worship is not always idolatry. Hence this second commandment is not to be confounded with the first, for it was assumed in the worship of the golden calf that the true God, who brought Israel out of Egypt, was honoured by means of the image. It has been persistently claimed by many religious leaders that the use of images in worship may be very helpful; they serve to concentrate the mind, and so prevent distraction of thought in one’s devotions. They deepen impressions, and so intensify and enliven the forms of worship. But all history shows that such employment of images in worship begets superstition, and turns the thought of the average worshipper more upon the creature than the Creator. The narrative of chapter 32 sets forth the unquestionable fact that the image-worship there described brought down the penal wrath of God upon the people. Such a method of promoting religious devotions is therefore fraught with great danger, and a perfect law required this prohibition of the use of graven images in worship.



Verse 5 

5. Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them — This confirms the view expressed in the last verse, that idolatrous images are contemplated, not any and all productions of art. Images of Deity, whether under the form of man, or beast, or bird, or the luminaries of the sky, have ever proven a temptation and snare; and for a people just delivered from Egypt, where almost every object in nature was thus deified, such a most emphatic and particular prohibition was demanded. Jehovah therefore proclaims himself a jealous God, and only the shallow sentimentalist will find fault with such a designation of the God of Israel. In the nature of things he cannot undeify himself by giving his glory to another, and his praise to graven images. Isaiah 42:8. This would be as impossible as it is for God to lie. Here are closely brought together three divine names, JEHOVAH, ELOHIM, and EL. The Almighty and Eternal Being who bears these titles cannot allow his place and name to be taken by another any more than the faithful husband can allow adultery in his wife. This imagery is frequent in the Old Testament, and all idolatry is regarded as spiritual adultery. 

Visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children — Here is testimony to a law of heredity stamped upon the human race. Mankind are constituted a living, self-perpetuating organism, and one may, by hateful opposition to God, bequeath a curse upon his posterity which will extend unto the third and fourth generation. The word עון, iniquity, means the inherent badness of a perverted moral nature. This is the characterizing quality of them that hate the God of holy revelation. As an idol is a deceptive nothing, (1 Corinthians 8:4,) so all who make and worship idolatrous images are virtually the same as those who love and make a lie, (Revelation 22:15;) and history shows how the iniquity of idolatry has been wont to propagate itself through many generations. Nor is idolatry the only mortal curse that is wont to be thus entailed. But this Scripture is not to be construed, contrary to Ezekiel 18:20, to mean that children will be punished for their parents’ sins. Guilt cannot be entailed. The child may, physically and mentally, suffer evil consequences because of a parent’s sins, but no guilt of theirs is or can be justly imputed to him who had no part in the sin. The following table, by Lummis, of distinctions between natural consequences and punishment puts the subject in a clear light, and furnishes in itself a valuable study.

Distinctions to be made between Natural Consequences and Punishment.
	1. All proper punishment must be deserved.
	Natural consequences may not be deserved.

	2. Punishment follows intentional wrong doing only.
	Consequences follow both intentional and unintentional wrong doing.

	3. Punishment follows wrong doing after judgment pronounced.
	Consequences may follow immediately after the wrong act. 

	4. Punishment is suspended the moment pardon has been declared.
	Consequences may follow indefinitely after pardon has been granted

	5. Punishment ceases when the penalty inflicted has been fully borne.
	Consequences follow as really after the penalty has been suffered as at any time after the wrong doing

	6. Punishment is visited only on the guilty.
	Consequences extend equally to the Innocent.

	7. Punishment is limited by justice.
	Justice is not applicable to consequences.

	8. Punishment comes directly from the will of the ruler.
	Consequences result directly from the constitution of things.

	9. Punishment is retributive.
	Consequences are admonitory

	10. Punishment can only belong where guilt or remorse has been felt.
	Consequences may exist where remorse is impossible — for example, upon dumb animals.




Verse 6 

6. Showing mercy — Or, doing kindness. His lovingkindness and favour are never withheld from the good and obedient. 

Unto thousands — Some would understand generations here, as after third and fourth in the previous verse. So superabundant is Jehovah’s kindness that he gladly will extend it to the thousandth generation of them that love him and keep his commandments. The expression, however, is best understood as general in its fulness of meaning. His kindness toward the loving and obedient is for all and for ever. Comp. Exodus 34:6-7.



Verse 7 

THE THIRD COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:7.

7. Thou shalt not take the name — If Jehovah is God alone, and if all artificial attempts to produce a likeness of him deserve such fearful visitations as the preceding verses show, it follows that his name should be held in highest honour. The Jews have a tradition that the whole world trembled when this commandment was proclaimed, and Eben Ezra, as quoted by Kalisch, enhances the seriousness of the prohibition by the consideration that, while other crimes, as murder and adultery, cannot be committed at any time, “he who has once accustomed himself to use superfluous oaths swears in one day to an infinite amount, and that habit at last becomes so familiar to him that he scarcely knows that he swears; and if you reproachfully ask him why he swore just now he will swear that he has not sworn, so great is the power of the habit; and, at last, almost his every assertion will be preceded by an oath.” The import of the commandment is seen in the three words, name, take, and vain. The word name in such texts comprehends all that is in the being and nature of God; not merely the title by which the Deity is designated, but all and every thing which is indicated by the various names, attributes, and perfections of the one true God. To take the name is to lift it up, put it into prominence. Compare the expression, “raise a false report,” in chap. xxiii, 1, where the Hebrew word is the same, ( נשׂא .) To get the full meaning here intended we must at the same time consider the qualifying adverbial phrase in vain, ( לשׁוא .) To lift a name in vain is to make a vain or false use of it; to employ it in a manner damaging to truth and piety. The Hebrew phrase is by many exegetes translated for falsehood, and so is nearly equivalent to לשׁקר, in Leviticus 19:12 : “Thou shalt not swear by my name falsely, neither shalt thou profane the name of thy God.” The prohibition contemplates, not only all vile blasphemy, but also, doubtless, all irreverent use of the divine name, and accordingly comprehends perjury also, as when “a man vows a vow unto the Lord, or swears an oath to bind his soul with a bond,” and then breaks his word, or profanes it by failing to observe his oath. Comp. Numbers 30:2. Hence the strictures of Jesuson this subject, Matthew 5:33-37, where see Whedon’s notes. The great remedy of all this is: “Swear not at all,” (Matthew 5:34; James 5:12,) but rather “sanctify the Lord God in your hearts.” 1 Peter 3:15. 

Will not hold him guiltless — Will not treat him as innocent, and allow him to go unpunished.



Verse 8 

THE FOURTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:8-11.

8. Remember the sabbath day — The word remember here cannot properly be pressed to mean the recalling it to mind, as if something old, and, for that reason, liable to be forgotten. It cannot be fairly adduced as a proof that the Sabbath was observed by the patriarchs. It means rather: Be ever mindful to observe the day. In the parallel in Deuteronomy (Exodus 20:12) we find the word keep employed instead of remember. So in Exodus 13:3, Moses says to the people: “Remember this day, in which ye came out from Egypt.” Nevertheless, the word may well have suggested that the Sabbath was an ancient institution and worthy to be remembered, and this is specifically brought forward in Exodus 20:11. See also note on Exodus 16:23. As the word sabbath means rest, so the main idea associated with it in the Scriptures is that of cessation from ordinary labour. See further on Exodus 20:10. 

Keep it holy — That is, treat it as sacred, hallow it. This is the positive side of the commandment, whereas the negative comes out more clearly in Exodus 20:10. The Israelites were wont to sanctify the Sabbath day by offering double offerings, (Numbers 28:9-10,) and by renewal of the twelve cakes of show-bread in the tabernacle. Leviticus 24:5-9. It would appear from 2 Kings 4:23, that at a later time the people were accustomed to resort to the prophets on the Sabbath to obtain instruction.

The adaptation of such a day of rest and devotion to cultivate the spiritual nature is evident.



Verse 9 

9. Six days shalt thou labour — Here is a positive commandment, as explicit as that which enjoins the sabbath rest. No man is at liberty, before God, to spend his days in idleness and inactivity, and the healthfulness and full vigour of the physical constitution depend as much upon bodily activity as does the soundness of the religious life demand a weekly day of rest.



Verse 10 

10. Thou shalt not do any work — The kinds of work incidentally noticed as coming under this prohibition were gathering manna, (Exodus 16:27-29,) plowing, and gathering of harvests, (Exodus 34:21,) kindling fires, (Exodus 35:3,) collecting wood, (Numbers 15:32-36,) selling articles of commerce, (Amos 8:5,) bearing burdens, (Jeremiah 17:21,) treading wine-presses, and carrying on traffic. Nehemiah 13:15-22. From this it is evident that the commandment was understood as forbidding all sorts of ordinary work, and was to be applied to all members of the house, and even to the cattle, that is, the beasts of burden. The stranger, that is, the foreigner who settled in any of the cities of Israel, must also observe the sabbath law. The holy day, however, was not to be a day of gloom and sadness, but one filled with all such delights as would bring the heart into closer fellowship with Jehovah. Isaiah 58:13-14.



Verse 11 

11. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth — Here is a direct reference to what is recorded in Genesis 1:1 to Genesis 2:3, where see notes, and also pages 63 and 64 of the Introduction. Those writers who maintain that the Sabbath was a purely Mosaic institution find no little embarrassment in explaining away the obvious import of this verse. Both here and in Genesis 2:1-3, God’s rest at the close of the creative week is made a reason for the sanctifying of the seventh day. Other reasons are also given, as in Deuteronomy 5:15, where the deliverance from Egyptian bondage is mentioned as an additional ground for its observance. That a seventh-day rest is necessary to the highest good of man may be argued from the following considerations: (1.) From this explicit commandment of the decalogue. Its position among other moral laws of universal obligation shows that it is something more than a mere temporary Mosaic institution. (2.) The typical example of God’s resting from his work, here given as a reason for this law, implies that the seventh-day rest is an ordinance old as the creation of man. (3.) This is confirmed by traces of it in the weekly divisions of time among several ancient nations, (see on Exodus 16:23,) and especially among the ancient Babylonians and Assyrians, who had their “day of rest for the heart.” (4.) Because of its association with Israel’s deliverance from Egyptian bondage, (Deuteronomy 5:15,) and the severity with which its violation was punished. Numbers 15:35; 2 Chronicles 36:21. (5.) Christ’s words in Mark 2:27, confirm all the above, and show it to be a law of the highest good for man, grounded in the needs of his physical and moral nature. (6.) The remarkable fact has been often proven and illustrated by fair trial, that both man and beast will do more and better work by observing one rest day in seven than by continuous labour in violation of the sabbath law. (7.) The sabbath rest, properly utilized, is admirably adapted to promote the culture of all that is highest and best in the spiritual nature of man.



Verse 12 

THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:12.

12. Honour thy father and thy mother — This commandment belongs properly to the “first table,” as we have shown above, for it inculcates a form of piety as distinguished from morality. “For a considerable time,” observes Clarke, “parents stand, as it were, in the place of God to their children, and therefore rebellion against their lawful commands has been considered as rebellion against God.” The death penalty was enjoined for him who smote or reviled his parents. Exodus 21:15; Exodus 21:17. The proverb (in Proverbs 30:17) shows how execrable the dishonouring of parents was considered: “The eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his mother, the ravens of the valley shall pick it out, and the young eagles shall eat it.” See also the apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, Exodus 3:1-16. The filial relation best represents the true relationship of man to God as his author and preserver, and, accordingly, he who disrespects its sacredness exhibits one of the most notable marks of impiety. But loyalty and devotion to parents tend to cultivate reverence for God, and for rulers, ministers, and teachers, who hold positions of responsibility and are set to guard the public weal. It is worthy of note that in Leviticus 19:3, this law and that of the sabbath are united together thus: “Ye shall fear every man his mother and his father, and keep my Sabbaths.” These two are the only commandments of the decalogue which are expressed in positive form. 

That thy days may be long — The apostle calls this “the first commandment with promise.” Ephesians 6:2. It is the only one in the decalogue which has a specific promise attached to it. 

The land which the Lord thy God giveth thee is here to be understood first of the promised land of Israel, the land of Canaan. Comp. Deuteronomy 4:26; Deuteronomy 4:40; Deuteronomy 30:18; Deuteronomy 32:47. But in the wider scope which this commandment has, as being grounded in the nature of the family, and so alike binding upon all men, it is to be understood of the land or country of any and every individual. “Filial respect,” says Cook, in The Speaker’s Commentary, “is the ground of national permanence. When the Jews were about to be cast out of their land, the rebuke of the prophet was that they had not walked in the old paths, and had not respected the voice of their fathers as the sons of Jonadab had done. Jeremiah 6:16; Jeremiah 35:18-19. And when in later times the land had been restored to them, and they were about to be cast out of it a second time, the great sin of which they were convicted was that they had set aside this fifth commandment for the sake of their own traditions. Matthew 15:4-6; Mark 7:10-11. Every other nation that has a history bears witness to the same truth. Rome owed her strength, as well as the permanence of her influence after she had politically perished, to her steady maintenance of the patria potestas. (Maine, Ancient Law.) China has mainly owed her long duration to the simple way in which she has uniformly acknowledged the authority of her fathers.”



Verse 13 

THE SIXTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:13.

13. Thou shalt not kill — Better, thou shalt not commit murder. This first commandment of the second table corresponds noticeably with the first of the previous table, as a reference to Genesis 9:6, will serve to show: “Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God made he man.” The murderer, therefore, is regarded as one who wickedly destroys God’s image in man, and so most basely assaults God himself. Suicide is, accordingly, prohibited by this commandment. The Hebrew legislation everywhere enhances the sacredness of human life. All the precepts in Exodus 21:12-30, aim to guard life from violence. If any man by carelessness or neglect occasioned the death of another, he brought blood-guiltiness upon his house. Deuteronomy 22:8. A murder by an unknown hand would pollute the very land in which it was committed until suitable expiation were made. Deuteronomy 21:1-9. Our Lord took up this law for special treatment, and taught that he who cherished anger against his neighbour was guilty before God of the spirit of murder. Matthew 5:21-24. John also enlarges on this same profound idea. 1 John 2:9-11; 1 John 3:12-15. As the not having any other God instead of Jehovah is at the basis of the laws of the first table, so the not hating one’s neighbour is at the basis of all those of the second. Hence the two great positive commands, inclusive of all others: first, thou shalt love God with all thy heart; and, second, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. According to Numbers 35:31, no satisfaction was allowable for the life of a murderer but the extreme penalty of the law. No commutation and no pardon could be granted to one clearly convicted of murder. The shallow sentimentalism of modern life has in numerous places cried out against this law, and sought to class it with barbarities which ought to be set aside. Also some learned and thoughtful men, holding the notion that civil government is merely a “social compact,” or that the object of penalty is solely to prevent crime, and is not based upon moral desert, have advocated the abolition of capital punishment. But it is shown that where another punishment has been substituted for the death penalty, capital crime has increased, and states which have tried the experiment have found it a failure, and have restored the severer law. Those who oppose the death penalty for murder often exhibit far more sympathy for the criminal than for his victims. The biblical doctrine is clear and decisive: (1.) He who takes a human life forfeits his own, and so deserves death. (2.) The common safety and public good demand that the just penalty be speedily executed. (3.) The New Testament, far from conflicting with the Old on this point, confirms it by representing the civil magistrate as God’s minister, bearing the sword to be a terror to evildoers, and to execute wrath upon them. Romans 13:1-6. The words of our Lord, often quoted as inconsistent with capital punishment, have no reference whatever to the execution of righteous laws upon the guilty, but to man’s personal and private relations. To explain such precepts as those of Matthew 5:38-45, as indicating the true methods of civil government is preposterous in the extreme, and, if thus practically applied, would overthrow all righteous government and law. Equally absurd is it to appeal to Romans 12:17-21; for if the officers of law and justice should proceed with murderers, thieves, and other criminals as there enjoined, it would be a direct encouragement for all sorts of evil doers to multiply their nefarious deeds. All these fallacies of exegesis arise from confounding private and personal relations with the administration of public justice. With one who is incapable of making and holding these distinctions in mind, it would be idle to argue the question of capital or any other punishment by the State.



Verse 14 

THE SEVENTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:14.

14. Thou shalt not commit adultery — Next to the criminal blood-guiltiness of him who assaults God’s image by destroying human life is that of him or her who violates the sacredness of the marriage bond. He who created man in his own image created them male and female, (Genesis 1:27,) and declared that a man and his wife should be regarded as one flesh. Genesis 2:24. Comp. Matthew 19:3-9; Mark 10:2-12. Weighty and suggestive, also, are the apostle’s words upon this sacred relation, in Ephesians 5:23-33. A sound scriptural view of the sacredness of the marriage relation exhibits the essential criminality of bigamy and polygamy. Although these abominable evils forced themselves into the domestic life of patriarchs and other distinguished men of Old Testament times, the law of God and nature has ever frowned upon them, and pursued them with a curse. Our Lord showed clearly, in the passage above cited, that these sins had been tolerated because of the people’s perversity, and in spite of the original law and commandment. He not only re-announced the ancient law, but gave it a broader scope and deeper significance by declaring, “that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.” Matthew 5:28. He accordingly includes fornication and all sensual uncleanness under this prohibition, and also limits the right of divorce to the one cause of a breach of the marriage bond. Matthew 5:32. The Jewish commentator Kalisch observes: “It requires scarcely any proof to show the honourable position which the woman occupied in Hebrew society. From the very creation of the woman, who is a part of man himself, and for whose sake he shall leave his father and his mother so that both be one flesh, down to the glorious picture of the virtuous wife in the last chapter of Proverbs, the whole Bible breathes the highest regard for female excellence, and assigns to the weaker sex that sound and noble rank which forms the just medium between its Oriental degradation and the exaggerated gallantry of the romantic epochs.”



Verse 15 

THE EIGHTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:15.

15. Thou shalt not steal — Next to the rights of life and person stands the right of property. The crime of theft may include, besides the secret removal of another’s property, all acts which in any way impinge upon the property interests of one’s neighbour. Clarke specifies rapine, theft, petty larceny, highway robbery, and private stealing, and national and commercial wrongs, and adds that “the taking advantage of a seller’s or buyer’s ignorance, to give the one less and make the other pay more for a commodity than its worth, is a breach of this sacred law.” Manifestly, all theories of “socialism” and “anarchy” which tend directly or indirectly to take from man the products of his own genius, enterprise, and toil, or to appropriate them to purposes other than those which he may rightfully desire, are fundamentally inconsistent with this law. In like manner are all monopolies and combinations which conflict with the liberty and rights of individuals, and so oppress the poor labourer, to be condemned under this prohibition of the decalogue. He who loves his neighbour as himself, and does unto others as he would have others do unto him, will not allow himself to be a partaker in such wrongs.



Verse 16 

THE NINTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:16.

16. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour — The law which guards the property of a man is appropriately followed by one which guards his good name. it concerns the words rather than deeds or acts of men. The most direct and flagrant example is that of one who swears to a known falsehood before a judicial tribunal. This is perjury, and is properly punishable as a great crime. Comp. Deuteronomy 19:16-19. But this law also comprehends such whispering, slandering, backbiting, lying, and evil speaking generally as is contemplated in Leviticus 19:16 : “Thou shalt not go up and down as a talebearer among thy people;” also Exodus 20:11 of the same chapter: “Ye shall not lie one to another.” “Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord.” Proverbs 12:22. It is a high and holy law which requires us “to speak evil of no man,” (Titus 3:2,) and to put away from us “all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, with all malice.” Ephesians 4:31. Comp. also James 4:11. Only when it is necessary to defend innocence and promote the public good should one bear true testimony against his fellow-man to blight his character and expose his wrong; but never should one, at any place or under any circumstances, utter a false word against him. Jehovah abhors the deceitful man as he does those who are guilty of capital crime. Psalms 5:6.



Verse 17 

THE TENTH COMMANDMENT, Exodus 20:17.

17. Thou shalt not covet — The word חמד, here rendered covet, occurs some twenty times in the Hebrew Scriptures, and is commonly translated by desire. One may, of course, properly desire and long after every thing lawful and good, but no one can look with desire and longing upon any possession of his neighbour’s without violating this commandment. While the preceding commandments contemplate more directly the outward acts of men, this aims at the heart as the fountain of unlawful desires. The specification of house, wife, servant, ox, and ass simply indicates the general scope of the law, and shows, as the concluding words more explicitly teach, that human desire should be restrained so as not to settle upon any thing whatever which is the rightful property of one’s neighbour. This tenth commandment evidently passes beyond the province of human legislation, and reminds us that we are here in the presence of a divine law, and of a Lawgiver who can discern the secrets of the heart. It strikes at the source of all crimes and wickedness, “for from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness.” Mark 7:21-22.



Verse 18 

18. The people saw the thunderings — Hebraic mode of expression. Comp. Revelation 1:12 : “I turned to see the voice that spake with me.” On the sublime scenes here described see notes on Exodus 19:16-20. Such an awful theophany could not fail to inspire all who witnessed it with a profound fear of Jehovah, and they naturally shrank away, and stood afar off. To effect this wholesome fear was one object of theophany and the commandments.



Verses 18-21 

THE EFFECT ON THE PEOPLE, Exodus 20:18-21.

These words form a transition from the decalogue to the legislation which was given through Moses. The statements are considerably amplified in Deuteronomy 5:22-33.



Verse 19 

19. Let not God speak with us, lest we die — Comp. Deuteronomy 5:25-26. This sentiment accords with the prevalent belief of the ancient Hebrews, that the immediate vision of God must produce death. See notes on Genesis 16:13; Genesis 32:30, and Judges 6:22.



Verse 20 

20. Fear not — That is, as the context shows, be not terrified so as to think God is angry with you and is about to visit you with death. The purpose of this theophany, and of the words out of the fire, is to prove you, to test your loyalty and readiness to obey; and, furthermore, that his fear may be before your faces. A profound reverence for Jehovah, constantly maintained in the heart, is the mightiest safeguard against sinning. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Psalms 111:10; Proverbs 1:7; Proverbs 9:10.



Verse 21 

21. The people stood afar off — As stated in Exodus 20:18. After Moses had gone up unto the thick darkness where God was, the people returned to their tents as they had been instructed. Comp. Deuteronomy 5:30. It would seem from Exodus 19:24, that when Moses at this time drew near unto the divine presence, Aaron accompanied him. In the profound and various symbolism by which God revealed himself through the Mosaic legislation, it was fitting that his own divine person should be hidden in thick darkness, ( ערפל,) and no manner of likeness or similitude of Deity be exhibited to any eye. So, later, in the construction of the tabernacle, the most holy place, the immediate throne-chamber of Jehovah, was made in the form of a perfect cube, and veiled in darkness. Comp. Exodus 25:22 ; Leviticus 16:2; 1 Kings 8:12. Jehovah thus signifies that his power and wisdom and ways are wrapped in mystery, and cannot be searched by mortal eyes.



Verse 22 

22. The Lord said unto Moses — In what manner God communicated these statutes to Moses the reader is not informed. From Numbers 12:6-8, it appears that Moses was honoured with a distinctness of spiritual access to God as was no other prophet. It was not a seeing of God’s face, (Exodus 30:20,) but often came through visible symbols, like the burning bush, (Exodus 3:2,) and a passing form of glory, (Exodus 33:21-23; Exodus 34:6,) which made his face to shine with supernatural light, (Exodus 34:29-30.) These special theophanies did not exclude the ministration of angels, and the excellency of the Mosaic legislation, when viewed as a whole, exhibits so many marks of divine origin that we hesitate not to accept the literal truth of the statements of this verse. 

I have talked with you from heaven — Reference to the supernatural promulgation of the ten commandments. That speaking from heaven shook the earth. Comp. Hebrews 12:26. It was the entering in of a higher Power into the history of men, marking a distinctive crisis in the progress of heavenly mediation, and utilizing the elements of nature to deepen the impressions of the words that were spoken.



Verses 22-33 

THE BOOK OF THE COVENANT, Exodus 20:22 to Exodus 23:33.

Here follows a collection of sundry laws which were compiled by Moses, and doubtless represent the oldest written legislation of the Pentateuch. This compilation probably constituted “the book of the covenant” which is mentioned in Exodus 24:7. Kalisch classifies the laws under three heads: (1.) Those touching the rights of persons, Exodus 21:1-32; (2.) Those touching the rights of property, Exodus 21:33 to Exodus 23:14; and (3.) General moral laws. Exodus 22:15 to Exodus 23:19. These are followed by sundry exhortations. Exodus 23:20-33. The various precepts, however, are scarcely susceptible of such a classification, or of any systematic arrangement. They take a wide range, and deal with some twenty-eight distinct subjects. Beginning with a prohibition of idolatrous images, (23,) we have laws touching the construction of altars, (24-26,) the relations of servants and masters, (Exodus 21:1-11,) personal assaults and injuries, (12-27,) goring oxen, (28-32,) losses of cattle, (33-36,) cattle-stealing, (Exodus 22:1-4,) cattle feeding in others’ fields, (5,) kindling destructive fires, (6,) stolen or damaged trusts, (7-15,) seduction, (16-17,) witchcraft, (18,) lying with beasts, (19,) idolatrous sacrifices, (20,) treatment of foreigners, (21,) treatment of widows and the fatherless, (22-24,) loaning money, (25,) pledges, (26-27,) reviling God and rulers, (28,) devotion of firstlings, (29, 30,) abstinence from torn flesh, (31,) perversions of honour and justice, (Exodus 23:1-3,) favour toward enemies, (4-5,) judgment of the poor, (6,) maintaining justice, (7, 8,) oppression of strangers, (9,) sabbath laws, (10-12,) other gods, (13,) three annual feasts, (14-17,) sacrifice and offerings, (18, 19.) This body of legislation is followed in Exodus 23:20-33, by a number of prophetic promises, designed to encourage and strengthen the hearts of the people. Many of the laws and precepts here collected together were doubtless older than the time of Moses, but as Israel was now becoming a body politic, and about to occupy a prominent place among the nations, such a body of laws as was contained in this book of the covenant required formal codification.



Verse 23 

23. Make with me — As if to place by the side of me as images and representations of my nature. 

Gods of silver — This is, for substance, a repetition of the second commandment. See notes above, on Exodus 20:4. It receives a new emphasis from the fact that Jehovah himself had now spoken from heaven.



Verse 24 

24. An altar of earth — Having repeated the prohibition of gold and silver images of Deity, he most appropriately passes first to give some general directions for altar-building. These had probably been observed in the construction of altars by the patriarchs, as Noah, (Genesis 8:20,) Abraham, (Genesis 12:7; Genesis 13:18,) Isaac, (Genesis 26:25,) and Jacob, (Genesis 35:7,) but, like other ancient usages set forth in this collection, they are now written down as a part of the book of the covenant. An altar of earth is one constructed of turfs or sod, and was most convenient and suitable for a wandering people. Jehovah would have his altars builded in the most simple form, and thus avoid any occasion of attempts at architectural display in them. Burnt offerings and peace offerings are here mentioned as representative of all sacrifices of sheep and oxen which would be offered on an altar. This is the first mention of peace offerings, but the language of Exodus 24:5, implies that they were not now for the first time offered; the distinction between them and burnt offerings was already known to the people. The burnt offering was wholly consumed upon the altar, but only a part of the flesh of the peace offering was thus consumed; the other portions were eaten by the worshippers, and the sacrifice was made the occasion of a joyful feast. The “burnt offering and sacrifices” which Jethro offered (Exodus 18:12) appear to have been of both these kinds; first, the burnt offering, which was offered whole, and then the peace offering, at which Aaron and all the elders of Israel feasted together. 

In all places where I record my name — There is nothing in these words which requires us to suppose a simultaneous plurality of altars in Israel, nor any thing to forbid our supposing that Jehovah might have recorded his name in several different places at the same time. But the most obvious meaning is, that successive altars are contemplated. During the journey to Canaan, and until some central seat of national worship should be ordained, there would be occasion for the erection of altars in divers places, just as the patriarchs had done in their wanderings to and fro. But this law expressly forbids their setting up altars anywhere they pleased by limiting them to such places as were consecrated by some memorable revelation or act of Jehovah. There is therefore no conflict between this law and that of Deuteronomy 12:4-14, which provided for one central sanctuary. After such a place should be chosen “to cause his name to dwell there,” no other spot would accord with the expressed limitations of this ancient law, for there only would he record his name.



Verse 25 

25. If thou wilt make me an altar of stone — Such an altar would be as simple and easy of construction as one of turf, and more so in places where stones abounded. But to preserve its simplicity, and to deter from attempts to imitate the sculptured embellishments of heathen altars, they were forbidden to make use of hewn stone, or to wield a graver’s tool upon it. The natural stone, untouched by art or man’s device, was most like the earth itself, and most appropriate for the sanctity and simplicity of the altar-service. Any attempt to cut or carve the stones would be a polluting of holy things. The framework of acacia wood, overlaid with brass, was a subsequent and special provision for the altar of the tabernacle. See Exodus 27:1-8.



Verse 26 

26. Neither shalt thou go up by steps — That is, by an elevated staircase or means of ascent which would indecently expose the person of the one who offered the sacrifice.

21 Chapter 21 

Verse 1 

1. The judgments which thou shalt set before them — As distinguished from the words spoken directly from heaven. Judgments are here to be understood as decisions of law, or judicial statutes and regulations to govern in the administration of justice. These were the rules of judgment by which the rights of individuals were to be maintained and civil order secured.



Verse 2 

2. Buy a Hebrew servant — In the time of Moses slavery existed among all the nations, and commonly in most oppressive forms. The Israelites themselves had just escaped a bondage of serfdom in Egypt. The Hebrew patriarchs had owned many slaves who inter-married and begat children, and these were regarded as the property of the patriarchal chieftain. Comp. Genesis 14:14. The Mosaic legislation was adapted to mitigate the evils of the system, and provided for universal emancipation. Leviticus 25:10. This verse shows that a Hebrew might be bought and sold, but under definite restrictions. It appears, (1.) That a Hebrew might sell himself, voluntarily, for a term of years not exceeding six, (except in the case specified in Exodus 21:6.) (2.) He might, on account of poverty, feel obliged to sell himself (Leviticus 25:39) even to a foreigner.

Leviticus 25:47. (3.) One might sell his daughter to be a maidservant, (Exodus 21:7,) or one might be sold for theft, (Exodus 22:3.) (4.) Captives taken in war might become the possession of the conquerors, (Deuteronomy 20:14; Deuteronomy 21:10-14; Numbers 31:1; Numbers 31:8,) and, (5.) Hebrews might purchase bond-servants of the heathen, and treat them with greater rigour than was allowable with any of their own brethren.

Leviticus 25:44-46. But stealing and selling men were punishable with death, (Exodus 21:16,) and the rendition of fugitive slaves was strictly forbidden. Deuteronomy 23:15-16. The Mosaic law does not authorize the involuntary sale of any one except for crime. 

In the seventh he shall go out free — Furnished also with liberal gifts. Compare Deuteronomy 15:13-14. This humane provision made it impossible for any Hebrew to become involved in unwilling bondage. Such a provision adopted by any slaveholding people would speedily abolish all holding of human beings in unjust bondage.



Verse 4 

4. If his master have given him a wife — This condition involved certain rights of family and household possession. It contemplates the patriarchal family, in which servants were born, and may also have had in view the fact that the wife in the case supposed might often be a bondmaid acquired from among the heathen, whose legal term of service would not expire before the jubilee. “This may appear oppressive, but it was an equitable consequence of the possession of property in slaves at all.” — Keil.


Verse 6 

6. Unto the judges — Hebrews, unto the gods: here meaning the local magistrates. Comp. Psalms 82:6; John 10:34. 

His master shall bore his ear — On this Michaelis has the following observations: “In order to guard against all abuse, it was necessary that the transaction should be gone about judicially, and that the magistrate should know it. It was the intention of Moses that every Hebrew who wished to continue a servant for life should, with the magistrate’s previous knowledge, bear a given token thereof in his own body. He thus guarded against the risk of a master having it in his power either to pretend that his servant had promised to serve him during his life, when he had not, or, by ill usage, during the period that he had him in his service, to extort any such promise from him. The statute of Moses made the boring of the ears in some degree ignominious to a freeman; because it became the sign whereby a perpetual slave was to be known. And if the Israelites had, for this reason, abandoned the practice, Moses would not have been displeased. Indeed, this was probably the very object which he had in view to get imperceptibly effected by this law: for in the wearing of earrings superstition was deeply concerned.” — Commentaries on the Laws of Moses, vol. ii, p. 178. London, 1814.



Verse 7 

7. Sell his daughter — This might occur because of extreme poverty and want. Nehemiah 5:5. The verses following show that this kind of a sale was contemplated as essentially a betrothal; but they also serve to exhibit the inferior position in which women were held as compared with men. They might be sold by their parents for maidservants, and so take the place of concubines in the family of the purchaser. But this statute was attended by the following provisions: (1.) A maidservant, thus acquired, was not to obtain her freedom in the seventh year, like the men-servants of Exodus 21:2. (2.) She could not be sold into a strange nation. (3.) She might be redeemed, either by her father, were he able, or by another Hebrew who desired her for a concubine. (4.) Her master might betroth her to his son, and in that case she was to be treated by him as a daughter. (5.) Her rights as a concubine were not to be changed by his taking another woman into the same relation. (6.) If her rights were withheld she was entitled to freedom. On the whole these laws, though far below the standard of Christian ethics, were mild and tolerant for the time.



Verse 8 

8. Please not her master — Hebrews, if she be evil in the eyes of her master. If he discover some defect in her, or find her less attractive and useful to him than he had expected. 

Dealt deceitfully with her — The purchase implied the pledge of marriage or concubinage, with its legal rights. These involved obligations which, if not met, exposed to the charge of deceitful dealing.



Verse 10 

10. Her duty of marriage — עונה, cohabitation and associated conjugal rights.



Verse 11 

11. These three — Most simply, the three things mentioned in the previous verse; namely, food, raiment, and cohabitation. Others understand the three things to be, (1) letting her be redeemed, (2) betrothing her to his son, (3) allowing her the rights of marriage named in Exodus 21:10.



Verse 12 

12. Smiteth a man, so that he die — This is a general law for intentional murder, and demands the punishment declared in Genesis 9:6. See also notes on Exodus 20:13.



Verse 13 

13. Lie not in wait — That is, intending to take life, and planning, like a hunter, to insure the death of his victim. 

But God deliver him into his hand — As when one is slain by the accidental blow not intended for him, as in the case supposed in Deuteronomy 19:5. Such unintentional homicide could not justly be treated as the crime of murder. 

A place whither he shall flee — Such “cities of refuge” were afterward appointed. See Numbers 35:9-15, and parallels.



Verse 14 

14. Take him from mine altar — The cases of Adonijah and Joab, as read in 1 Kings 1:50; 1 Kings 2:28, are illustrations of the prevalent notion that the altar was a place of security from violence. This law aims to take away from the presumptuous murderer all hope of protection from the holy place.



Verse 16-17 

16, 17. Stealeth a man — Note that manstealing was placed on the same plane with the crime of murder. Cursing a parent was also treated as a capital offence.



Verse 18-19 

18, 19. He die not, but keepeth his bed — Observe in this statute the careful purpose to maintain equity and right. He who smote and injured his fellowman in personal contest was responsible for all losses or damage resulting therefrom.



Verse 20 

20. Smite his servant — Many writers assume that foreign bondservants, not Hebrew servants, are intended here; but the law itself does not so discriminate. The reason given in the next verse, namely, that the servant is his property, evidently led to a distinction in the punishment of this kind of manslaughter. It was assumed that no man would wilfully destroy his own property by killing his slave. It was considered a master’s right to chastise his servant, or his maid, with a rod, and if death resulted from the excessive severity of the punishment it would be accidental rather than intentional. In case death resulted the man was to be surely punished, but the measure of the penalty is not prescribed; that was doubtless to be left to the magistrates to determine.



Verses 22-25 

22-25. As the woman’s husband will lay upon him — The Hebrews threw every possible safeguard about the fruit of the womb, and an injury of the kind here specified was treated as a very grave offence. If death resulted it was punished as a capital crime, and life for life was demanded. If, however, other and less serious damage followed, the punishment was to be proportioned, according to a rigorous law of retaliation, (lex talionis.)

The woman might be injured in eye, tooth, hand, or foot, or by means of burning, (branding by a hot iron,) or some other wound or stripe, purposely or accidentally given, or the unborn offspring might be harmed in some of these ways, and a corresponding injury was accordingly to be inflicted upon the offender. The lex talionis, or law of retaliation, which appears in this passage and in Leviticus 24:19-20; Deuteronomy 19:21, is one of the most simple and ancient conceptions of righteous retribution. It has often been condemned as barbarous, but it is grounded in the intuitions of justice, and asserted itself in the legislation of many ancient nations, as the Romans, Greeks, and Indians. “It would seem,” says Michaelis, “that Moses retained the law of retaliation from a more ancient, and a very natural, law of usage.” It would naturally tend to prevent personal injuries, and all must see and acknowledge that when a man speedily receives in his own person the same damage he wilfully inflicted on another, he but receives his deserts and has no ground to complain. But, like the law which authorized the nearest kinsman of a murdered man to avenge his death, this law was liable to be abused. It gave too much room for the gratification of personal bitterness and hatred, and hence, mainly, the reason of our Lord’s words in Matthew 5:38-39. The New Testament teaching, as has been so often explained, does not condemn the Mosaic law as unjust, but warns against the feeling of personal bitterness and revenge which is so likely to arise from a sense of injury. That should rather be crucified by a doing good for evil where the public welfare will not suffer thereby.



Verse 26-27 

26, 27. Eye of his servant — Here again we note that the male or female servant was reckoned as not enjoying the same natural rights as freemen. The lex talionis did not apply to them, but they were allowed their freedom as a compensation. But we should observe how the provisions of this statute, as well as those of Exodus 21:20-21, must have tended to mitigate the wrongs of slavery, and protect the lives and persons of slaves, in a way unknown to the laws and customs of other ancient nations.



Verses 28-32 

28-32. If an ox gore a man — This statute further guards the sanctity of human life. A potent object-lesson lay in the command that the murderous animal’s flesh shall not be eaten, for it was to be regarded as polluted with the curse of a human life destroyed. Even the owner of such an ox might suffer the death penalty if he had knowingly permitted him to run at large after being duly admonished of the animal’s vicious habit. This penalty might, however, be commuted for a sum of money, which was, doubtless, left to the magistrates to determine. The valuation fixed by the law as the price of a slave thus killed was thirty shekels of silver. Comp. Zechariah 11:12-13; and Matthew 26:15; Matthew 27:3-4.



Verses 33-36 

33-36. The provisions of this section must commend themselves as both wise and prudent. Caution, forethought, and most equitable dealing were hereby inculcated.

22 Chapter 22 

Verse 1 

1. If a man shall steal — Moses knew full well that prohibition would not prohibit crimes of any sort without a rigid administration. The eighth commandment (Exodus 20:15) required for the good of society such further enactments as here follow. 

Five oxen… four sheep — These varying penalties are apportioned according to a relative magnitude of the loss. While the crime of theft is in itself essentially the same, whether more or less be stolen, considerations of value and loss naturally enter into all wise legislation touching the measure of penal fines to be prescribed.

Hence it was provided, further, that if the stolen animal were found alive, the fine would only be double instead of fourfold or fivefold. The killing or selling of the stolen animal would also, generally, imply a more determined purpose to do wrong than when the animal was kept alive.



Verse 2 

2. No blood… for him — The thief who breaks into a house in the nighttime is commonly none too good to commit the foulest deeds. There would be no telling all his purposes; and, if slain in the act of such a crime the slayer was not to be looked upon as guilty of murder.



Verse 3 

3. If the sun be risen upon him — If he commits his crime in the daylight, his movements and purposes are generally so apparent that an attempt upon his life would be utterly unjustifiable, and punishable as wilful manslaughter. 

He should make full restitution — This, of course, supposes his apprehension and conviction. The satisfactory restitution might often require more than the mere return of stolen goods. These goods might be damaged by the seizure, and the affright and trouble occasioned by the crime ought not to go unnoticed. So if the thief had not wherewith to make full recompense he was to be sold for his theft, and so, by bondservice, make due compensation.



Verse 8 

8. Whether he have put his hand unto his neighbour’s goods — The magistrates would carefully examine if there were any evidence of fraudulent appropriation of the goods, and if none were found, such an oath as is mentioned in Exodus 22:11 would be taken as a release for the suspected party. The loss in that case would fall upon the owner.



Verse 12 

12. If it be stolen from him — Hebrew, from with him, that is, from a place where his immediate oversight would naturally prevent such seizure. In this case the loss would be regarded as due to his carelessness. Comp. Genesis 31:39.



Verse 15 

15. If it be a hired thing — If the owner let it out for money in advance or to be paid, that payment was to be taken as the sole compensation in the case.



Verse 18 

18. Not suffer a witch to live — Those who practised the magical arts were regarded as usurping the realm of Deity, and, by some mysterious league with wicked spirits, opposing themselves to the fundamental principles of true religion. Hence they were, in logical accord with the Israelitish faith, to be treated as capital offenders. Comp. Leviticus 19:26; Leviticus 19:31; Leviticus 20:27; Deuteronomy 18:10-11.



Verse 24 

24. I will kill you with the sword — Observe here that Jehovah is the governor and judge over all, and will, sooner or later, punish all evildoers and them that forget mercy. The magistrate bears not the sword in vain if he maintain justice and defend the weak; but if he fail in these high responsibilities, God’s own hand will interpose and bring deserved retribution.



Verse 25 

25. A usurer — Or, a creditor, here regarded as a rigid exacter of interest. The tenderness enjoined in regard to loans to the poor was adapted to cultivate compassion and brotherly feeling. But it was not designed to favour the indolent and vicious.



Verse 27 

27. Wherein shall he sleep — The outer garment was used by the poorer classes of the East as their sole covering by night. Hence the kind consideration of the law.



Verse 28 

28. Thou shalt not revile the gods — Rather, God. Our version follows the Sept., Vulg., and other versions, and conveys the idea that even the gods of the heathen are not to be reviled. Others understand the reference to be to judges, but this seems sufficiently comprehended in the words ruler of thy people, which immediately follow. This verse associated God and the civil ruler in a very noticeable way. The latter is, according to Romans 12:4, God’s minister, and a becoming respect and reverence for the civil magistrate is one way of honouring God himself.



Verse 29 

29. First of thy ripe fruits, and of thy liquors — Literally, thy fulness and thy tear thou shalt not delay. The first full or ripe produce, and the droppings of oil and wine as pressed from the fruit, are intended. The offering to God of firstfruits and firstlings was a custom of most remote antiquity, (comp. Genesis 4:3-4,) and a most appropriate exhibition of gratitude and of a sense of dependence. 

The firstborn of thy sons — See notes on Exodus 13:2.



Verse 30 

30. Seven days — Comp. also Leviticus 22:27.



Verse 31 

31. Torn of beasts — Such meat was likely to be left unfit for eating by the violent death of the animal, and the failure to pour out its blood. It exposed to the liability of eating flesh with the blood, which was most imperatively forbidden. See Leviticus 17:10-15.

23 Chapter 23 

Verse 1 

1. Raise a false report — This law guards against slander, and all circulating of slanderous utterances. It is supplemented by the admonition of Exodus 23:7, and is comprehended in the ninth commandment, (Exodus 20:16,) where see note.



Verse 2 

2. Speak in a cause — Literally, answer in a controversy (suit at law) to turn away after many, to pervert. This law, like that of the preceding and the following verse is mainly directed against giving false testimony in judicial proceedings, and so perverting justice and truth.



Verse 4-5 

4, 5. Enemy’s ox… bring it back — This statute embodies the essence of our Lord’s command to “do good to them that hate you,” (Matthew 5:44,) and furnishes a most admirable illustration of it.



Verse 7 

7. Righteous slay thou not — By false testimony against them. If an innocent and righteous man is convicted and suffers the death penalty on account of the testimony of a lying witness, that witness is guilty of his death.



Verse 8 

8. Take no gift — That is, as a bribe. The marginal references show how repeatedly this sin is condemned in the Scriptures.



Verse 9 

9. Not oppress a stranger — This command is repeated from Exodus 22:21, with some addition, and shows that the foreigner was entitled to protection from judicial wrongs as well as other forms of oppression. Israel should not forget how the heart of a stranger feels.



Verse 11 

11. The seventh year… rest — This provision for a sabbatic year is one of the most remarkable enactments of the Mosaic legislation, but we have no evidence that it was ever observed by the nation. It is repeated in fuller form in Leviticus 25:1-7, and is there associated with the law for the fiftieth year jubilee. The far-reaching and ennobling influences upon a people of the faithful observance of this law must needs be very great. It would (1.) teach that the land was God’s rather than the people’s. (2.) It would afford a rest to the soil, which would be materially helped by remaining fallow one year in seven. (3.) Inasmuch as it has been repeatedly proven that a man will do more and better work by resting one day in seven, it is at least presumable that, by proper care in cultivation, and one year’s rest in seven, the soil will yield as much or more than when no sabbatic year is observed. (4.) It would help to bring all classes of the people into closer sympathy, and remove some of the incitements to anarchical socialism. (5.) It would tend to cultivate the best sentiments of humanity and regard, alike for man and beast. (6.) It would afford extraordinary advantages for mental and moral culture. (7.) It would beget a most beautiful confidence in the providence of God. No people’s faith in God, not even ancient Israel’s, seems ever to have been sufficient to attempt the observance of this law. Hence the judgment of seventy years’ exile and desolation, “until the land had enjoyed her sabbaths.” 2 Chronicles 36:21. Even the resolution to observe the seventh year, after the exile, (Nehemiah 10:31,) does not appear to have been kept. Here is a decisive argument against critics who dispute the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch on the ground that the laws therein recorded were not observed before the exile. We have no historical evidence that this law was ever observed. 

Rest and lie still — The parallel passage in Leviticus 25:4, shows that this was intended to stop all sowing and cultivation for the year; not, as some have supposed, that the tilling should go on as usual, but the crops be left to the poor. The thought, rather, is, that the poor of thy people may be allowed free appropriation of such products as grew without sowing and cultivation. No land-owner should that year claim the natural products of the soil for himself.



Verse 12 

12. The seventh day — See note on Exodus 20:8.



Verse 13 

13. No mention of the name of other gods — “In order to eradicate idolatry, with all its far-spreading roots, the idols shall not only be banished from the hearts, but also from the lips; they should not even be alluded to or mentioned, much less worshipped. And as it was forbidden to use the name of God falsely or disrespectfully, (Exodus 20:7; Exodus 22:28,) thus the heathen deities should entirely disappear from the language.” — Kalisch.


Verses 14-16 

14-16. Three times… a feast unto me in the year — These three great annual festivals, ordained for Israel, are here called the feast of unleavened bread, the feast of harvest, and the feast of ingathering. They are more fully described in other passages, but when the entire arrangement for the three is considered as a whole, it exhibits a magnificent scheme of national festivity, naturally and beautifully connected, and wisely adapted to serve as a great national bond. “Whoever has a thorough knowledge of these festivals,” says the learned Ewald, “will be persuaded that they have not arisen by slow degrees from the blind impulse of external nature, nor from the history of the people, but are the product of a lofty genius.” These festivals were arranged on a system of sevens, as if growing out of sabbatic ideas. The feast of unleavened bread is more commonly known as the passover, instituted at the Exodus, and described in Exodus 12:1-28; Exodus 12:43-51; Exodus 13:3-10, where see notes. It was to be a feast of seven days’ duration, and to commence on the fifteenth day of the first month, (Abib,) that is, after twice seven days from the beginning of the year. This occurred at the time when the firstfruits of the barley harvest could be waved as an offering before Jehovah. Leviticus 23:10-12. 

The feast of harvest was observed seven weeks after the offering of the wave-sheaf of the passover, that is, on the fiftieth day thereafter, (Leviticus 23:15-21,) whence it obtained also the names of “Pentecost,” (Acts 2:1,) and “the feast of weeks.” Exodus 34:22; Deuteronomy 16:10. This was the time of the wheat harvest, so that passover and Pentecost enclosed the harvest season, which in Palestine extends from March-April into June-July. The feast of in-gathering is more commonly known as “the feast of tabernacles,” (Leviticus xxiii, 34-41; Deuteronomy 16:13-15,) and occurred in the end of the year, that is, of the agrarian year, “after thou hast gathered in thy corn and thy wine.” Deuteronomy 16:13. This end, or going forth, ( צאת,) of the year, (in Exodus 34:22, called the תקופה, circle of the year,) occurred in the seventh month, (September-October,) which was observed as the sabbatic month. Its first day was signalled by the blowing of trumpets, (Leviticus 23:24 ; Numbers 29:1;) the tenth, was the great day of atonement, (Leviticus 16:29-34; Leviticus 23:27-32;) after which, on the fifteenth, (the day following the twice seventh from the feast of trumpets, which opened the sabbatic month,) the feast of tabernacles commenced and continued seven days, and the eighth was also consecrated as a sabbath. Leviticus 23:39. The sounding of the trumpet on the tenth day of the seventh month of the fiftieth year (the one following seven times seven years) was the proclamation of the year of jubilee, and of “liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” Leviticus 25:10. Thus all the great Hebrew festivals were linked by a system of sevens, and form one complete plan.



Verse 17 

17. Three times in the year — That is, at the three festivals just mentioned in Exodus 23:14-16.



Verse 18 

18. Not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leavened bread — Literally, upon leavened bread. This refers especially to the sacrifice of the passover, as is seen by comparison of Exodus 12:15; Exodus 12:18-20. So also the fat of my sacrifice is best understood as the fat and choice portions of the paschal lamb, nothing of which was allowed to remain until the morning. Comp. Exodus 12:10, and Exodus 34:25.



Verse 19 

19. House of the Lord thy God — Observe that here, in this oldest Sinaitic legislation, one common sanctuary is contemplated for all the people. 

Seethe a kid in his mother’s milk — Compare chap. 34:26, and Deuteronomy 14:21. The boiling of a young kid in the milk of its own mother would seem an outrage upon the laws of nature, in violating the sacred relationship of parent and offspring. Some writers have, not without reason, supposed that a contemporary superstitious practice of this kind existed among the heathen, and led to the enactment of this law. Thomson says that the Arabs are nowgiven to the practice of stewing a young kid in milk, mixed with onions and hot spices, and they call it “kid in his mother’s milk.” He observes, as the opinion of the Jews, “that it is unnatural and barbarous to cook a poor kid in that from which it derives its life. Many of the Mosaic precepts are evidently designed to cultivate gentle and humane feelings; but the ‘kid in his mother’s milk’ is a gross, unwholesome dish, calculated also to kindle up animal and ferocious passions.” — The Land and the Book, vol. i, p. 135.



Verses 20-22 

20-22. I send an Angel before thee — On the nature of this Angel see note at Genesis 16:7. An angel who had in him Jehovah’s name, and could pardon transgressions; who was not to be provoked, but observed with reverence and obeyed; who was to go before Israel, keep them in the way, and bring them into the blessed land of promise — He must assuredly be a personal manifestation of Jehovah himself. The same divine Being was symbolized in the pillar of cloud and fire, (Exodus 13:21-22.)



Verse 23 

23. The Amorites — On the names and location of these tribes see notes and map at Joshua 3:10.



Verse 24 

24. Utterly overthrow them — Not only are the first and second commandments of the decalogue here virtually repeated, but the further command is given to destroy idolatry by iconoclastic violence.



Verse 25 

25. Take sickness away — This promise to give health and blessing is in accord with Exodus 15:26, where Jehovah calls himself Israel’s healer. Great temporal abundance and a long life passed in divine favour are held up as ideals of excellence.



Verse 27 

27. My fear — Such awe and terror as resulted from the report of God’s terrible doings among the nations. Comp. Deuteronomy 2:25; Joshua 2:9-11.



Verse 28 

28. I will send hornets before thee — There is no necessity to explain this literally, and there is no evidence that any such miracle as the driving out of the Canaanites by swarms of hornets occurred during the entire history of the conquest of Palestine. There are, indeed, divers accounts of certain ancient tribes being driven out of their lands by armies of wasps and other noxious creatures; and the armies of locusts which occasionally sweep through those countries are a most destructive plague. But a comparison of Deuteronomy 1:44, Joshua 24:12, Psalms 118:12, and Isaiah 7:18-19, will show that this expression was employed metaphorically to denote any marked interposition of God to discomfit the enemies of his people.



Verse 29 

29. Lest the land become desolate — And so the promised Canaan be turned into a howling wilderness instead of being a land flowing with milk and honey. 

Beast of the field multiply — As was actually the case long afterward by depopulating the cities of Samaria after the deportation of the northern tribes of Israel. 2 Kings 17:25-26.



Verse 30 

30. Until thou be increased — Here it is assumed that the Israelitish people at the time of the exodus were not sufficiently numerous to occupy the whole of Palestine. For the results which followed the failure to exterminate the heathen tribes, see Judges 2:20 to Judges 3:6, notes.



Verse 31 

31. Thy bounds — These boundaries indicate the entire extent of territory which any people supposed to be in complete possession of Canaan would naturally control. The Red sea they had left behind them; the sea of the Philistines, that is, the Mediterranean, which bordered on the Philistine territory, formed the western boundary, the Arabian desert lay on the south and south-east, and the river Euphrates formed the eastern limit. This extent of territory actually came under the dominion of Solomon. 1 Kings 4:20-25; comp. Joshua 1:4. 

Thou shalt drive them out — Israel’s conquest of Canaan was a mission of judgment as well as a fulfilment of promise and prophecy. They were sent into the land to destroy peoples ripe for judgment, rather than to convert those looking and waiting for redemption. See Genesis 15:16, note.



Verse 32 

32. No covenant with them — To enter into any treaty with a hopelessly depraved and heaven-doomed people, or with their gods, was to trample under foot their own covenant with Jehovah, and treat with contempt these Sinaitic laws.



Verse 33 

33. They shall not dwell in thy land — The reason given is apparent. Israel’s mission and the Mosaic dispensation were not a ministry of evangelization, but of conservation of fundamental principles of divine truth. The idolatries of the world and the hardness of human hearts made it necessary first to call a select people out from the nations, and train that peculiar people so that in fulness of time there might go out from them into all the world the saving light and truth of God’s holy revelation.

24 Chapter 24 

Verse 1 

1. He said unto Moses — That is, after having given unto him the judgments recorded in the book of the covenant, and before he went down to communicate them to the people. Moses had gone into the thick darkness to receive these laws, (Exodus 20:21,) and now, before he returned to the people, (Exodus 24:3,) he is instructed to bring with him, when he comes up into the mountain again, Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel. These persons, namely, Moses’s brother and the two oldest sons of the latter, and seventy of the most distinguished representatives of the people, (comp. Exodus 18:25,) would thus stand between Moses and the people.



Verses 1-11 

RATIFICATION OF THE COVENANT, Exodus 24:1-11.



Verse 2 

2. Moses alone shall come near the Lord — Here was a symbolical outline of what was afterward formally fixed in the Levitical code. Moses represented the highpriest, who went alone into the most holy place, (Leviticus 16:17,) and these others the ordinary consecrated priests who might minister in the holy place, and at the altar, while the people were required to remain in the distance.



Verse 3-4 

3, 4. Moses came and told — After receiving the laws as so many words of the Lord, he put them in writing, and thus codified the judgments (comp. Exodus 21:1) which were to govern the people. Whether he wrote all the words of the Lord before he descended from the mountain, or after he appeared again among the people, is not said. We most naturally suppose that they would have been written in the mountain, but the order of this narrative seems to imply that he first reported them orally to the people, who answered with one voice, and pledged obedience.

Thereupon he wrote all the words, occupying, perhaps, a part of the night in this labour, and rose up early in the morning of the following day to ratify and seal the covenant by appropriate offerings and a reading of the laws from the book in which he had written them. 

Builded an altar under the hill — In accord with the directions of Exodus 20:24-26. 

Twelve pillars — Significant of the tribal divisions of the nation, and their common interest in the covenant. Comp. Joshua 4:1-9.



Verse 5 

5. Sent young men — Moses, who appropriately officiated as the priest, employed young and vigorous men, selected from the tribes, to assist him in preparing and offering the sacrifices. The Levitical arrangements for sacrifice were not yet established. 

Burnt offerings, and… peace offerings — Comp. note on Exodus 20:24. “The burnt offerings figured the dedication of the nation to Jehovah, and the peace offerings their communion with Jehovah and with each other.” — Speaker’s Commentary.


Verse 6 

6. Half of the blood… in basins, and half… on the altar — As the same drops of blood could not be sprinkled both on the altar and on the people, the whole was divided into two parts, part for the altar and part for the people, and yet the two portions were regarded as one blood, serving to seal this holy covenant between Jehovah and his people. The blood which was sprinkled on the altar symbolized the life of Israel consecrated to Jehovah; that in basins, which was “sprinkled on the people,” (Exodus 24:8,) served to intensify in them the solemn conviction that they were set apart to be a holy nation. It was the seal of union with God, a covenant of blood.



Verse 7 

7. Read in the audience of the people — This would seem to have been the earliest instance of a public reading of Holy Scripture. Comp. Nehemiah 8:1-8.



Verse 9 

9. Then went up Moses — Immediately after the sacrifice and sprinkling of the blood they would all proceed to feast upon the flesh of the peace offerings; but Moses and Aaron, and the others mentioned in Exodus 24:1, ascended some distance up the mountain, and ate and drank (Exodus 24:11) where they had a nearer view of the glory and majesty of the Sinaitic theophany. It would seem from Exodus 24:16 that they continued thus together for six days, and on the seventh Moses went into the midst of the cloud, where he remained forty days, (Exodus 24:18,) receiving instructions concerning the tabernacle, and the holy ministrations which were now to be ordained.



Verse 10 

10. They saw the God of Israel — Not his face, (Exodus 33:20,) nor even his similitude, (Deuteronomy 4:12; Deuteronomy 4:15,) but some impressive symbol of his presence, most awe-inspiring in its majesty. It is vain to presume to tell the exact form of the glory which these elders saw; no description of it is here given, but our thought of it is enhanced by the statement that there was under his feet as it were a paved work of a sapphire stone. This accords with what Ezekiel saw in vision, (Ezekiel 1:26,) a kind of tesselated pavement, brilliant as the sapphire stone, upon which the symbol of Deity appeared to stand. This pavement, for clearness, was like the body of heaven; that is, like the blue substance of the heavens above.



Verse 11 

11. He laid not his hand — Hebrews, He sent not forth his hand. No stroke of divine wrath was sent forth from that sublime display to destroy the Israelitish nobles. It was the common belief that such a vision of God must needs destroy the beholder, (comp. Genesis 32:30; Judges 6:22; Judges 13:22; Isaiah 6:5,) but these chief men of Israel not only thus saw God, but they did eat and drink in presence of the awful sight. They ate in solemn reserve the sacrificial meal of the peace offerings by which the covenant had been sealed.



Verse 12 

MOSES’S ASCENT INTO THE MOUNT, Exodus 24:12-18.

12. Tables of stone, and a law, and commandments — This may be rendered, Tables of stone, even the law and the commandment, and would then most naturally denote the decalogue graven on tables of stone. Ewald understands the reference to be to the decalogue, and also to other laws and commandments which were to be given. The rabbinical interpretation is, that only the tables of stone refer to the decalogue, while the law here means the written law of Moses, and the commandments the oral law which was handed down by tradition, and afterward embodied in the Talmud. As Exodus 24:12-18 serve for an introduction to chapters 25-31, in which so many commandments are given touching the tabernacle and the priesthood, and as Exodus 32:15, shows that Moses returned with the two tables in his hand, we may best understand that these words refer to other commandments besides those of the decalogue. Moses was called up to receive not the tables only, but also other revelations. 

Teach them — All the laws, and the entire revelation, were to be taught to the people.



Verse 13 

13. His minister Joshua — This intimate companion of the great lawgiver, destined to be his successor, was admitted into holiest relations with him. See notes on Exodus 17:9, and Joshua 1:1, and comp. Exodus 32:17; Exodus 33:11. Whether he went with Moses “into the midst of the cloud,” (Exodus 24:18,) we are not expressly told, but that is the legitimate inference.



Verse 14 

14. Tarry ye — Moses appeared to know that he would be absent from the camp some time, and hence the instructions here given to the elders. 

Aaron and Hur — Comp. Exodus 17:10; Exodus 17:12, notes. It would seem that Moses and Joshua parted from the elders on the spot where they ate and drank together, (Exodus 24:11;) in which case it is of course to be understood that the elders would return to the camp and abide in their tents as usual until Moses returned. Possibly, however, as Keil supposes, Moses and the elders went down again to the camp together after the covenant meal.



Verse 16 

16. Glory of the Lord abode upon mount Sinai — Compare the theophany as described in Exodus 19:16-20. Whether the six days here mentioned were subsequent to Moses’s departure from the elders or previous to it, is a question not easily determined by the text. Either supposition is possible. The order of statements in the narrative does not determine the question, for in Exodus 24:13-14 we observe that Moses’s direction for the elders is spoken after it is said that he and Joshua went up into the mount. In the note above, on Exodus 24:9, we have given preference to the view that the sacrificial feast was prolonged for six days, during which time all that is recorded in Exodus 24:3-11 occurred. During this solemn sealing of the covenant it was appropriate that the cloud should cover the mountain, and that on the seventh day Moses should be called to go up and receive the further revelations.



Verse 18 

18. Forty days and forty nights — We naturally compare with this Exodus 34:28, and Deuteronomy 9:18. Also the fact that Elijah spent the same length of time at this mountain without food, (1 Kings 19:8,) and Jesus fasted in the wilderness of his temptation forty days. There appears a symbolism about this number. The spies were forty days searching the land of promise, (Numbers 13:25,) and that generation was condemned to wander in the desert forty years, (Numbers 14:34,) to humble and prove them. Deuteronomy 8:2. In all these instances the period was one of great trial and discipline, as well as of gracious evidences of God’s mercy and truth.

25 Chapter 25 

Verse 1-2 

OFFERINGS FOR THE SANCTUARY, Exodus 25:1-9.

2. Bring me an offering — Hebrews, take for me a terumah. The terumah ( תרומה ) was thought of as a gift or offering that was lifted up to the honour of God. The word is often translated heave offering, as in the margin. Comp. Exodus 29:27-28; Leviticus 7:14; Leviticus 7:32; Numbers 15:19-20; Deuteronomy 12:6; Deuteronomy 12:11; Deuteronomy 12:17. Here it is used in the general sense of offering, or oblation, and what every man contributed toward the sanctuary was to be given willingly with his heart. No compulsory oblations were to be accepted for this new house of Jehovah, but only such as each man’s heart impelled him to bestow. And so in typical form it was indicated that God builds his spiritual house of willing souls. Comp. Romans 12:1; 1 Peter 2:5. How willingly the people responded is seen in Exodus 35:21-29; Exodus 36:5-7.



Verse 3 

3. Gold, and silver, and brass — Sceptics have been fond of asking whence the Hebrews in the wilderness could have obtained such quantifies of the precious metals as the tabernacle required. It is not difficult to answer: (1.) They probably possessed some of the treasures which belonged to their ancient fathers, and of which they had not been despoiled in Egypt. (2.) They obtained great quantities of gold and silver from the Egyptians on their departure from their land. See Exodus 12:35-36, and notes on Exodus 3:22, and Exodus 11:2. (3.) Much spoil of the Egyptian army probably fell into their hands at the Red sea. See Exodus 14:30, note. (4.) They doubtless obtained much spoil of the defeated Amalekites, (Exodus 17:8-13.) (5.) Finally, we are not to imagine that in the Sinaitic peninsula the Hebrews were cut off from all communication with other peoples. Great caravans frequently traversed these deserts, (comp. Genesis 37:25; Genesis 37:28,) and doubtless then, as in a later time merchantmen of “all the kings of Arabia, and of the governors of the country,” (1 Kings 10:14-17,) carried to and fro with them large quantities of precious metals; and these, as well as other material needed for any of their purposes, could have been obtained by the Israelites.



Verse 4 

4. Blue, and purple, and scarlet — The exact colours, tints, or shades denoted by the Hebrew words thus translated it is now hardly possible to determine with absolute certainty. The same may be said of the names of colours in all the ancient languages. The use of these different colours in the tabernacle probably served not only for the sake of beauty and variety, but also to suggest thoughts of heavenly excellence and glory. The three colours here named have always and everywhere been regarded as appropriate for the persons and palaces of kings. Blue, as the colour of the heaven, reflected in the sea, would naturally suggest that which is heavenly, holy, and divine. Hence it was appropriate that the robe of the ephod was made wholly of blue, (Exodus 28:31; Exodus 39:22,) and the breastplate was connected with it by blue cords, Exodus 25:28. It was also by a blue cord or ribbon that the golden plate inscribed “Holiness to Jehovah” was attached to the high priest’s mitre, Exodus 25:31. The loops of the tabernacle curtains were of this colour, (Exodus 26:4,) and the children of Israel were commanded to place blue ribbons as badges upon the borders of their garments, (Numbers 15:37-41,) as if to remind them that they were children of the heavenly King, and were under the responsibility of having received from him commandments and revelations. Hence, too, it was appropriate that a blue cloth was spread over the holiest things of the tabernacle when they were arranged for journeying forward. Numbers 4:6-7; Numbers 4:11-12. Purple and scarlet, so often mentioned in connexion with the dress of kings, have very naturally been regarded as symbolical of royalty and majesty. Judges 8:26; Esther 8:15; Daniel 5:7; Nahum 2:3. Both these colours, along with blue, appeared upon the curtains of the tabernacle, (Exodus 26:1,) and upon the vail that separated the holy place from the most holy. Exodus 26:31. A scarlet cloth covered the holy vessels which were placed upon the table of showbread, and a purple cloth the altar of burnt offerings. Numbers 4:8; Numbers 4:13. 

Fine linen — Hebrews שׁשׁ, shesh, believed to be an Egyptian word, translated by βυσσος in the Septuagint, and applied to an Egyptian fabric made of fine flax, and having a peculiar whiteness. Joseph’s vesture, when made ruler in Egypt, was of this material. Genesis 41:42. It was used for the curtains and vails of the tabernacle, and for the garments of the priests. Exodus 26:1; Exodus 26:31; Exodus 26:36; Exodus 28:5-6; Exodus 28:8; Exodus 28:15; Exodus 28:39. 

Goats’ hair — A very solid fabric was woven of the hair of the goat, and was the most common material used for the covering of tents among the nomads of the East.



Verse 5 

5. Rams’ skins dyed red — “These skins may have been tanned and coloured like the leather now known as red morocco, which is said to have been manufactured in Libya from the remotest antiquity.” — Speaker’s Commentary. Others have explained the words as meaning simply skins of red rams. 
Badgers’ skins — Besides the mention in Ezekiel 16:10, the word תחשׁ, here translated badger, occurs only in connexion with the curtains and coverings of the tabernacle. The Sept. and Vulg. seem to understand it as the name of a colour, hyacinthine. The Targum and the Syriac translate it by the word ססגונא, which Levy explains (Chald. Worterbuch) as a red-spotted beast. Kitto’s Cyclopaedia maintains that it was probably an animal of the antelope tribe, but could not have been the badger, which is not found in Asia so far south as Palestine and Arabia. It is probably best understood of a kind of seal which is said to be found in the waters about Arabia. “The word bears a near resemblance to the Arabic tuchash, which appears to be the general name given to the seals, dugongs, and dolphins found in the Red sea, (Tristram,) and, according to some authorities, to the sharks and dog-fish. (Furst.) The substance spoken of would thus appear to have been leather formed from the skins of marine animals, which was well adapted as a protection against the weather. Pliny speaks of tents made of seal skins as proof against the stroke of lightning, (Nat. Hist., 2:56,) and one of these is said to have been used by Augustus whenever he travelled. The skins of the dolphin and dugong are cut into sandals by the modern Arabs, and this may explain Ezekiel 16:10 .” — Speaker’s Commentary. 
Shittim wood — The wood of the acacia tree, a very hard and durable kind of tree which abounds in the Sinaitic peninsula.



Verse 6 

6. Oil for the light — This, according to Exodus 27:20, was to be pure olive oil and beaten. 

Spices — Such as are more fully described in Exodus 30:22-25. The various things for which the anointing oil was used are mentioned in Exodus 30:26-33. 

Sweet incense — See more fully Exodus 30:34-38.



Verse 7 

7. Onyx stones — Already mentioned Genesis 2:12. These, and the other precious stones set in the breastplate, are mentioned more fully in Exodus 28:17-21.



Verse 8 

8. A sanctuary — This word, מקדשׁ, has occurred but once before this place, namely, in Moses’s song, (Exodus 15:17,) where a general prophecy is made that the chosen people shall be established in the mountain of Jehovah’s inheritance, the sanctuary in which Jehovah purposed to dwell. This name applies to the entire structure about to be described, and designates it as the holy place where Jehovah would graciously dwell among his people, and reveal to them his holiness and his truth.



Verse 9 

9. The pattern of the tabernacle — This is most positively represented throughout this entire narrative (comp. Exodus 25:40; Exodus 26:30; Acts 7:44; Hebrews 8:5) as given to Moses by divine revelation. The notion that it was a fiction of the priests, invented nearly a thousand years after the time of Moses, puts such a withering stamp of falsehood upon this straightforward narrative that it must fail to commend itself to any serious student of history. But when we study out the details, and picture the whole pattern before our eyes — when, further, we consider the striking symbolism of the various objects, and their adaptation to body forth the profoundest truths touching the relations of God and man — we are convinced that the pattern originated not with man, but with God himself. How God showed Moses this model of the tabernacle we are not told. It may have been imaged before him in clear outline, like the sight of the burning bush; or, in a dream of the night it may have been definitely pictured before the soul. We have no need, however, with the rabbins, to suppose that he saw heaven opened, and a material tabernacle there, in form and substance like what he was commanded to make.



Verse 10 

10. Shittim wood — Its material, observes Stanley, “was not of oak, the usual wood of Palestine, nor of cedar, the usual wood employed in Palestine for sacred purposes, but of shittim, or acacia, a tree of rare growth in Syria, but the most frequent, not even excepting the palm, in the peninsula of Sinai.” The size of the ark was about three feet nine inches long, and a little over two feet in breadth and height. Its probable form is best illustrated by the adjoining cut.



Verses 10-22 

THE ARK OF THE COVENANT, Exodus 25:10-22.

he description of the tabernacle begins with the most sacred object, which, in addition to the above title, bore the several names of the Ark of the Testimony, (Exodus 25:22,) or simply the Testimony, (Exodus 27:21,) the Ark of Jehovah, (Joshua 3:13,) the Ark of God, (1 Samuel 3:3,) the Ark of the strength of Jehovah, (Psalms 132:8,) and the Holy Ark. 2 Chronicles 35:3. This occupied the most holy place in the sanctuary, and symbolized the deepest mysteries of redemption. The monuments of Egypt have been found to bear images which strikingly resemble the ark here described. This no more conflicts with the statement that the tabernacle of the Hebrews was modelled after a heavenly pattern than does the fact that numerous other revelations embodied in well known forms of human thought conflict with their heavenly origin. Other nations and other religions have their altars, and sanctuaries, and ceremonials; but this does not hinder Israel from appropriating like objects to symbolize their holiest mysteries. In like manner, the new revelations both of Mosaism and of Christianity did not invent a new language for their use, but appropriated and adapted old ones. Moses’s acquaintance with the learning and wisdom of the Egyptians made him the more competent, under God, to fashion such objects as served the purpose he had in hand. Not so much the mere outward form as their arrangement and religious lessons give evidence of a heavenly origin.



Verse 11 

11. A crown of gold round about — Rather a rim, moulding, or border around the top, as shown in the cut.



Verses 12-15 

12-15. Rings… staves — The position of these is seen in the cut, and the whole, as wont to be carried by the priests, is shown in the following cut.



Verse 16 

16. Put into the ark the testimony — Hence the name “Ark of the Testimony,” (Exodus 25:22.) This testimony was Jehovah’s declarations from the mount, which were afterward written by God’s finger upon two tables of stone (Exodus 31:18.) They were to be deposited in the ark as a monumental witness of the will of God.



Verse 17 

17. A mercy seat — Hebrew, capporeth; the cover or lid of precisely the same dimensions as the length and breadth of the ark. Exodus 25:10. On its symbolical significance see note at the end of chap. 40.



Verses 18-20 

18-20. Two cherubim — The exact form of these is nowhere described, but their position in the two ends of the cover of the ark, and the stretching forth and covering the mercy seat with their wings, may be seen best illustrated in the cuts. It is not necessary to suppose that the cherubim described in Ezekiel 1:5-14, conformed in all details with those of the tabernacle. The probable form of the cherubic type as there given is seen in connexion with our note on 1 Kings 6:23, and also in McClintock & Strong’s Cyclopaedia, article Cherubim, from which the adjoining cut is taken.



Verse 22 

22. There I will meet with thee — Here, as also in Exodus 29:42-46, we have an intimation of the main idea, symbolized in the tabernacle, namely, the union and communion of Jehovah and his people.



Verse 23 

THE TABLE OF SHOWBREAD, Exodus 25:23-30.

23. Two cubits — While the height of it was to be the same as that of the ark, (Exodus 25:10,) the length and breadth were each half a cubit less. The form is represented in the adjoining cut.



Verse 24 

24. Crown — Rather, moulding or rim, as in Exodus 25:11.



Verse 25 

25. Border — An enclosing framework, running round the table underneath the top and designed to strengthen the whole by holding the legs firmly in place. To this border there was also fastened a golden moulding like that which adorned the top of the table. Exodus 25:24.



Verses 26-28 

26-28. Rings… staves — These are exhibited in the cut, and serve the same purpose as the like in the ark Exodus 25:12-15.



Verse 29 

29. The dishes — Probably large deep plates used for the purpose of carrying the showbread to and from the table. 

Spoons — Or, perhaps, cups, small hollow vessels used sometimes, according to Numbers 7:14, for holding incense. 

Covers… bowls — These were vessels for holding the drink offerings, as appears from the words which immediately follow, to pour out withal, (margin,) wrongly translated to cover withal. The Speaker’s Commentary renders this part of the verse thus: “And thou shalt make its bowls and its incense-cups and its flagons and its chalices for pouring out, (the drink offerings.)”



Verse 30 

30. Showbread before me always — The showbread (Hebrews פנים לחם, bread of faces,) was so called from its being designed to lie as a meat-offering continually before the face of Jehovah. The manner of making this bread, and of arranging it upon the table in two piles of six cakes each, is described in Leviticus 24:5-9, and is also shown in the above cut. The twelve cakes or loaves undoubtedly represented the twelve tribes of Israel as offered in holy consecration perpetually before Jehovah.



Verse 31 

THE GOLDEN CANDLESTICK, Exodus 25:31-40.

31. A candlestick — This is to be thought of as an elaborately constructed lampstand, furnishing places for seven lamps, (Exodus 25:37.) Like the cherubim it consisted of beaten work, (comp. Exodus 25:18,) that is, elaborately wrought by some hand process. 

Shaft — Rather, the base, or pedestal. 

Branches — Rather, the main stem or shaft, rising up from the pedestal, 

Bowls — These appear to have been the flower-shaped cups into which the spherical knops, next mentioned, were set, and both the cups and the knops were further connected with flowers, or blossoms, all together serving the purpose of ornamentation. All these were to be wrought out of one and the same piece, so as to form a complete whole.



Verse 32 

32. Six branches — Having described the main shaft or stem ( קנה ) which was to rise up out of the base, he next mentions the six stems ( קנים ) which were to come out of the sides of it. These, with the central shaft, furnished at their tops the places for the seven lamps.



Verse 33 

33. Three bowls — Returning now to a further description of the ornamental bowls or cups ( גביעים ) mentioned in Exodus 25:31, the writer describes them as made like unto almonds, probably meaning like almond blossoms. Also a knop and a flower were to be wrought into each of the six branches that come out of the candlestick. In this verse, and in the two following, the word candlestick is to be understood more particularly of the main shaft or stem of the lampstand, a part being named for the whole.



Verse 34 

34. In the candlestick — That is, in the main shaft of it. 

Four bowls — Four cups like those in each of the branches just described in Exodus 25:33. These, like those, were to have their knops and their flowers. The position of these knops is stated in the next verse.



Verse 35 

35. Under two branches of the same, according to the six branches — That is, immediately underneath the point at which the side stems, or branches, proceeded out of the main stem there was a knop, each connected with its cup, (bowl, Exodus 25:31, note,) and its flower, (Exodus 25:33.) This leaves us to infer that the fourth bowl (Exodus 25:34) was above, between the two upper branches and the top of the main stem. Thus is explained the position of the four bowls of Exodus 25:34.



Verse 36 

36. Shall be of the same — The entire lampstand was to be wrought out of one piece of pure gold, that is, as in Exodus 25:31, so that the completed work should form one solid piece.



Verse 37 

37. Seven lamps — One for each of the side stems or branches, and one for the central shaft. 

They shall light the lamps — Or, cause the lamps to go up, that is, they shall elevate or place the lamps (the lighted, shining lamps) in their position, that they may give light over against it, that is, opposite the place where it stood, the opposite side of the room.

The above description of the golden candlestick is somewhat obscure. The exact form of the shafts, or branches, and the knops and flowers is left to conjecture, nor can we determine from what is here written whether the central shaft and the six branches were all carried up to the same height, and whether the branches proceeded out of the shaft at right angles or formed a curve in their upward turn. No dimensions are given, and we can judge of its size only by supposing that its height would have been as high, and probably somewhat higher, than the table, and its breadth between the two outer lamps at least two feet. Josephus (Ant., 3:6, 7) describes it as having a shaft rising from a single base and spreading itself into as many branches as there are planets, including the sun among them. Its seven heads terminated in one row, and all stood parallel to one another. A conspicuous object among the spoils of Jerusalem pictured on the Arch of Titus at Rome is a figure of the candlestick, with its central shaft and six arms. It is not certain that this is an exact copy of even the one captured at the fall of the temple, for the Roman artist may have modified some of its parts; but in its main outline it doubtless truly represents the original. The two additional cuts herewith given exhibit two slightly different models, the one showing all the lamps on the same level, and the other at various elevations. Either of these will illustrate the statements of the text commented on above. Here is seen, first, the pedestal or base (shaft of Exodus 25:31) from which rises the main shaft with its four knops and associated ornamentation, (Exodus 25:31; Exodus 25:34-35,) and from which three pipes branched out on each side, one above the other, and formed so many arms to hold the lamps. Each of these branches had three bowls or cups (Exodus 25:33) along with knop and flower, as the central shaft had four, placed as described in Exodus 25:35. Most writers believe that the seven lamps were all elevated to the same level, which is probable, but not made certain by what is here written. That they were all in a row, or in the same plane, as shown in all these cuts, is evident from Exodus 25:32, where the six branches are described as coming out of two sides of the main shaft.



Verse 38 

38. Tongs… snuffdishes — The one for snuffing and trimming the lamps, the other for holding the burned snuffings when removed from the wicks. These latter were a small sort of fire-pans or ash-pans. Comp. Exodus 27:3. The exact form of these is nowhere described.

26 Chapter 26 

Verse 1 

1. The tabernacle — The word here is המשׁכן, and denotes more strictly the board structure described below, Exodus 26:15-30, but came to be used of the entire structure, including the curtains. These golden plated boards were to be securely covered above, and the coverings are first described. 

Ten curtains — Or, hangings, so called, according to Gesenius, from their tremulous motion. Of the fabrics and colours of which they were made see Exodus 25:4, notes. Here it is noted that the fine linen was twined, or twisted. The material, in various colours, was twisted or woven together, by the most skilful workmanship, and upon the whole cherubim of cunning work, that is, figures of the cherubim, the skilful work of a weaver, were to be embroidered. These highly ornamental curtains were to form the visible ceiling of the sanctuary.



Verse 2-3 

2, 3. Length… eight and twenty cubits… breadth… four cubits — Hence, when coupled together in two great pieces of five curtains each, they would form a great tent cloth twenty-eight by forty cubits (about 42 x 60 feet) in dimensions. This would be ample for covering the mishcan of boards, described below. Exodus 26:15-30.



Verses 4-6 

4-6. Fifty loops… fifty taches — The two great curtains were to be united together by hooks and eyes, for the taches of gold were evidently clasps, or hooks, adapted for easy coupling of the two large pieces. Thus united it would be one tabernacle, that is, one immense tabernacle cloth. For the manner in which these curtains were put up and arranged, see note at the end of the chapter.



Verse 7 

7. Curtains of goats’ hair — For the use of this material for tents see Exodus 25:4, note. 

Covering upon the tabernacle — Literally, for a tent ( אהל ) over the tabernacle, ( משׁכן .) This then was to form a regular tent cover, while the one just previously described was to serve more for interior ornamentation.



Verse 8 

8. Thirty cubits… four cubits — There being eleven of these, if joined like the others described above, there would be a great tent cloth thirty by forty-four cubits (45 x 66 feet) in dimensions, two cubits by four (3 x 6 feet) greater than the other. Comp. note on Exodus 26:2; Exodus 26:4.



Verse 9 

9. Five curtains by themselves — The expression by themselves seems evidently to mean the same as “together one to another” in Exodus 26:3. These eleven breadths were to be coupled together like those ten in two great pieces, and the putting five in one and six in the other would provide that their places of union by loops and taches (Exodus 26:10-11) would not, when spread over the roof, coincide with those of the tabernacle cloth of ten curtains. 

Double the sixth — So that half of it would hang over in the forefront of the tent. Comp. on Exodus 26:12.



Verse 11 

11. Taches of brass — Corresponding with the goats’ hair, as gold with the fine linen. Exodus 26:6. 

Couple the tent together — So that the tent cloth or cover would be united by the coupling into one immense tent cloth after the manner of the tabernacle cloth as shown in Exodus 26:6.



Verse 12 

12. The half curtain that remaineth — One half of the sixth curtain was to be doubled or folded in the front, and this would allow another half curtain to hang over the back side of the tabernacle (mishcan) but the exact manner of its adjustment is not described.



Verse 13 

13. A cubit — The length of these curtains being thirty instead of twenty-eight cubits, like the former, (Exodus 26:2,) provision was thus made for their extending one cubit on each side of the tabernacle beyond the tabernacle cloth.



Verse 14 

14. A covering — To be placed still above the goats’ hair tent-cloth, as an additional protection. 

Rams’ skins… badgers’ skins — See note on Exodus 25:5. Whether these extra coverings of skins were coextensive with the entire roof, we are nowhere told, but in the absence of specific information we are hardly justified in the conclusion that one or both of them served only for a coping. No doubt the common customs of adjusting tent cloths among a nomadic people were presupposed, and definite information on some matters of detail was considered unnecessary.



Verse 15 

15. Boards — Planks hewn out of shittim wood, and so prepared that they could be arranged standing up, that is, set upright to form the framework of the tabernacle.



Verse 16 

16. Ten cubits… a cubit and a half — About fifteen feet long and a little over two feet wide. The thickness is not given. The acacia trees now found in the Sinaitic desert are said to be not of sufficient size to make boards of this measure. If this be true, it may be observed (1.) that nothing requires us to suppose that every board was made out of one piece of timber. Skilful workmanship could as easily make such boards out of many pieces as it could make the golden candlestick out of many small pieces of gold. (2.) It is probable that the ancient growths of those regions were far greater than those which are now seen.



Verse 17 

17. Two tenons — Small projections from the bottom of each board to set in the sockets mentioned in Exodus 26:19.



Verse 18 

18. Twenty boards — From this we learn the length of the mishcan or tabernacle of boards, namely, thirty cubits, (45 feet,) since each board was a cubit and a half wide. Exodus 26:16. 

South side southward — Or, Negebward toward the right. The person is supposed to face the same way as the structure, namely, to the east, in which case the south would be to his right.



Verse 19 

19. Forty sockets — Or bases; since two of these were to be placed under each board to receive the two tenons. Comp. Exodus 26:17. They were evidently of the nature of morticed blocks of silver, which formed a continuous foundation for the board structure, and would serve to separate and keep the lower ends of the boards from the ground.



Verse 22 

22. Westward… six boards — The tabernacle was to face eastward, toward the rising sun, and that side of the board structure was left open, to be enclosed only by curtains. Exodus 26:36. But the west side, or end, was to be securely fastened with boards, as were the north and the south sides, (18, 20.)



Verses 23-25 

23-25. Two boards… for the corners — The exact form and purpose of these boards it seems impossible to determine with absolute certainty. They were to be somehow coupled together at base and top unto one ring. Some have thought that the two westward corners consisted of two boards so fastened together at right angles as to make one double piece from top to bottom. This of course would add one board, a cubit and a half less the thickness, to the length of the tabernacle. Another solution is, to suppose that the boards for the two corners were to be made double (Hebrews twins) and clasped together with rings beneath and above, so as to form one united piece just double the width of the other boards. Thus the eight boards which filled up the west end would be equal in width to ten other boards, and make the breadth of the tabernacle one half its length. But according to Philo (Life of Moses, 3:7) and Josephus, (Ant., 3:6, 3,) and all Jewish tradition, the dimensions of the tabernacle were thirty by ten cubits, and this corresponds with the relative measures of the Solomonic temple. 1 Kings 6:2. It is better, therefore, to suppose these corner boards to have been composed each of two narrow boards coupled together at right angles, and made to lap around the northwest and southwest corners. By joining the two pieces so as to allow one half a cubit of each corner board to fill out the supposed ten cubits interior breadth of the tabernacle, we have a simple and reasonable explanation. The six boards made nine cubits of this breadth, and the two corner boards supplied the other cubit. Thus also, as Dr. James Strong has observed in his recent work on the Tabernacle, “the whole angle would be greatly strengthened, as well as ornamented, by the overlapping on the lower side.” The west end, accordingly, was made up of eight boards, and each of these, corner boards as well as the rest, had two sockets, like those on the north and south sides. Josephus says: “As to the wall behind, where the six boards together made up only nine cubits, they made two other pillars, and cut them out of one cubit, which they placed in the corners, and made them equally fine with the other.”



Verses 26-29 

26-29. Bars — The description and design of these are easy to be understood. “They held the whole firmly together,” says Josephus, “and for this reason was all this joined so fast together, that the tabernacle might not be shaken either by the winds or by any other means, but that it might preserve itself quiet and immovable continually.” These bars of shittim wood, as well as the boards, were overlaid with gold, and were made to pass through gold rings or staples, which were fastened in each board as places (Hebrews, houses) for the bars. They were five in number for each side and for the western end, the middle bar in the midst of the boards on each side reaching from end to end. Whether these bars were to be on the outside or inside of the boards is not stated, and both views have had their advocates. Most probably they were on the outside, as thus, in putting up and taking down the structure, there would be less occasion to invade the holy places. As the middle bar extended the whole length of the wall of boards, it is naturally inferred that the other four did not, and hence the general conclusion that there were but three rows of bars on each side, the upper and lower row consisting of two bars, each running half the length of the middle bar.



Verse 30 

30. Thou shalt rear up the tabernacle — The making and erection of the tabernacle involved a great many details which are not here recorded; but as Moses was shown the fashion thereof, (Hebrews its judgment,) he understood perfectly what was judged, and ordered to be, the appropriate arrangement of each part.



Verse 31-32 

31, 32. A vail — פרכת, a separation, a dividing curtain to separate the two inner apartments of the sanctuary. Exodus 26:33 . The material and workmanship were to correspond exactly with those of the tabernacle curtains. Exodus 26:1. The relative position of the four pillars, with their hooks of gold and their four sockets of silver, is left indefinite. But their position and distance from each other must have been different from the five pillars of the doorway. Exodus 26:37.



Verse 33 

33. Hang up the vail under the taches — What taches are here meant? The only use of this word has been to describe the gold and brass hooks which were to couple the tabernacle and tent curtains. Exodus 26:6; Exodus 26:11. If these are referred to, the gold taches of Exodus 26:6 would be most naturally understood, and the vail that separated the two holy places would have hung directly under the coupling of the great tabernacle-cloth. This again would indicate that the sanctuary was divided into two rooms of equal size, which appears to be contrary to all tradition. There seems, however, no insuperable objection to making these taches identical with the hooks mentioned in the preceding verse. There is nothing in the immediate context to suggest the taches of the tabernacle curtain, mentioned Exodus 26:6; so that, if they were intended, there should have been added here some qualifying word. In the absence of such word the most natural reference seems to be to the hooks ( ווים ) just mentioned. The innermost room formed by this dividing vail was the appointed place for the ark of the testimony, (see Exodus 25:10-22, notes,) and was known as the most holy, or, more literally, the holy of holies. Like “the oracle,” the corresponding apartment in the temple, it has been commonly supposed to have been in the form of a perfect cube, (see 1 Kings 6:20, note,) and this is believed to have prompted the description of “the holy Jerusalem” in Revelation 21:16.



Verse 35 

35. Table… candlestick — For description see Exodus 25:23-37, and notes. They were to be set over against each other, that is, on opposite sides of the holy place, the table on the north side, and the candlestick on the south side. The golden altar of incense, which was to stand between, in front of the vail, is mentioned further on, in connexion with the laws for offering incense. Exodus 30:1-10.



Verse 36-37 

36, 37. Hanging for the door — A pendent curtain, or covering, of the same material as the vail (31) and the tabernacle-cloth, (Exodus 26:1,) but wrought with needlework. So this was the work of an embroiderer, ( רקם,) that of a weaver, ( חשׁב .) This was to hang on five pillars, while that within hung upon four, but as this was to be for the door of the tent, not of the mishcan, or board structure, it may have been larger than the other. Its hooks, like those of Exodus 26:32, were of gold, but the sockets were to be of brass; those within, of silver.

The plan of the tabernacle as above described, and the adjustment of curtains and coverings, have long been a perplexing problem for interpreters. Perhaps it is too much to expect that now, after the lapse of so many centuries, every detail of its construction can be restored so as to clear up all the statements of this narrative.

Taking first the structure of boards, as it has been described in Exodus 26:15-25, there can be little doubt as to its main features. Its general appearance must have been such as is exhibited in the cut at Exodus 26:26-29.

The next difficulty is concerning the place and purpose of the tabernacle curtains described in Exodus 26:1-6. According to some writers they were spread over the board structure like a pall over a coffin. Supposing the breadth of this structure to have been ten cubits, (see note on Exodus 26:23-25,) this covering, being twenty-eight cubits long, (Exodus 26:2,) would have reached over the two outer sides unto about one cubit from the base, for the boards stood ten cubits high. Exodus 26:16. The goats’ hair covering, being two cubits longer, (Exodus 26:8,) would, when spread over this, have reached completely to the base. This certainly makes a very simple and natural arrangement, but is open to several serious objections. (1.) The ornamental curtains would have been concealed from view, except, at most, the one third which would be visible as a ceiling over the interior. This objection, however, may be offset by saying that, like the most holy place, they were not designed to be seen, and the “cunning work” upon them was but a fitting indication for the interior and symbolical purpose which they served. (2.) The coverings spread flat over the top must, especially by reason of the great weight of the skins, have become soon depressed and so sunken in as to hold pools of water rather than prove a protection against the rain.

Another theory is, that this ornamental curtain was arranged to hang down on the inside of the boards, and so form an ornamental tapestry for the walls as well as for the ceiling. But (1.) a purpose so special would seem to have required more particular definition in the narrative. (2.) This would have entirely concealed the golden-plated boards. (3.) It would also, like the theory just stated, have exposed the roof to the depression and dampness necessarily consequent upon such a flat surface of curtains.

Mr. T.O. Paine represents the two sets of five curtains as coupled together at the ends, (Exodus 26:3,) and hanging double and in festoons on the inside of the boards, at about the height of a man’s head, four cubits, above the floor. His view is in the main adopted by Dr. James Strong in his recent (1888) work on the Tabernacle. But (1.) there is no more ground for making these curtains run in festoons around the interior walls than there is for making the goats’ hair curtains hang in the like form, for both sets are spoken of in the same general way. Such a totally different purpose of the two sets of curtains would certainly have demanded more notice than we can find in the text of the sacred writer. (2.) Such an arrangement, moreover, would not only have concealed a large portion of the boards, but also, hanging in folds, the colours and “cherubim of cunning work” must have been so hidden from view that no one could distinguish or trace their outlines. Strong’s adjustment of the curtains, however, largely obviates this last objection.

A theory proposed by Fergusson, in Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, (article “Temple”) assumes that the tabernacle must have had, “as all tents have had from the days of Moses down to the present day,” a ridge and a ridge pole, and he supposes that the angle formed by the two sides of the roof was a right angle. The ornamented tabernacle curtain, being the first thrown over the ridge pole, and fastened at the sides, would have served as a lining to the rest, and have formed with its colours and cunning work a visible roof, or ceiling, over the entire structure. Over this as a protecting covering were thrown the other curtains described above. He thinks, however, that the seal skins were used only “for a coping or ridge piece to protect the junction of the two curtains of rams’ skins, which were laid on each slope of the roof, and probably only laced together at the top.” This view is not without objections, but it helps to solve some of the difficulties of the problem. The cuts show the plans of Paine and Fergusson in their main outlines. On the symbolism of the tabernacle, see at the end of chapter 40.

27 Chapter 27 

Verse 1 

THE ALTAR OF BURNT OFFERINGS, Exodus 27:1-8.

1. Altar of shittim wood — The acacia wood formed a hollow framework, (comp. Exodus 27:8,) which was portable, and designed, doubtless, in accord with Exodus 20:24-25, to be filled with earth or rough stones whenever it was set up for use. 

Height… three cubits — About four and one half feet, so that no steps or any considerable ascent would be necessary for the officiating priest. Comp. Exodus 20:26.



Verse 2 

2. Horns — Probably resembling the horns of cattle. These were so set into the four corners of the acacia framework as to appear to be of the same as if growing out of it.



Verse 3 

3. Pans… shovels… basins… fleshhooks… firepans — These several vessels were all requisite in the service of the altar, for taking up and removing ashes, receiving the blood of victims, adjusting the pieces of flesh, and carrying coals of fire.



Verse 4-5 

4, 5. A grate of network — The design of this is not made very clear by the statements of these verses. The compass of the altar is commonly supposed to have been a projecting border or framework running around the outside, and affording a place for the officiating priest to stand, or pass around, when arranging the fire or the victims offered. Accordingly, this network grating has by some been explained as reaching from this border to the ground, and so being beneath it, (Hebrews, from below.) It would thus serve as a support for the border. Others have imagined that it extended horizontally beyond the border, and served to catch coals or any thing else which might fall from the altar. Others, however, have located the grate inside of the altar, so as to serve for a sieve through which ashes might fall, as through a fire grate, into a hollow place within the altar, from whence they were removed by means of the shovels. In this case the four brazen rings at the corners were for the purpose of easily lifting the grate out, or setting it in its place. There appears nothing by which to determine which of these views is correct. If the rings mentioned in Exodus 27:7 are identical with those upon the net, then the first view named above would be the most natural explanation. But as the staves to fit into those rings are mentioned as for the altar, while these were for the net, we are not justified in assuming that they were identical. But while the exact location and purpose of this grating are not certainly fixed, the general form and appearance of the altar probably resembled the preceding cut.



Verse 9 

COURT OF THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 27:9-19.

9. South side southward — See note on Exodus 26:18. 

Hangings — These, which were to serve for a fence about the sanctuary, were of the same material as the tabernacle-cloth, (Exodus 26:1,) and the inner vail, (Exodus 26:31,) and the front curtain, (Exodus 26:36,) but without the cunning work and colours inwrought on them.



Verse 10-11 

10, 11. Twenty pillars — Thus allowing for five cubits (7.5 feet) between each pillar. These pillars were connected by means of hooks and fillets of silver. The fillets were the poles, or rods, upon which the linen hangings were to be suspended, and were fastened to the pillars by means of the hooks of the pillars. The hangings were also probably attached to the rods by means of some kind of hooks.



Verses 12-18 

12-18. Breadth of the court — The court was one hundred cubits long and fifty broad, (150 x 75 feet,) and its linen fence five cubits high. The gate of the court was twenty cubits wide, and the hangings of this part differed from the rest by being embroidered like that of the door of the tent. Exodus 25:36. An outline of the court and the tabernacle, with the altar and laver, is shown in the annexed cut.



Verse 19 

19. All the vessels — The vessels here referred to are not, of course, those mentioned in Exodus 25:38-39, but the instruments for such more common service as the putting up and taking down of the structure would require.



Verse 20 

THE OIL FOR THE LIGHT, Exodus 27:20-21.

20. Pure oil olive beaten — See this passage as repeated in Leviticus 24:2-3. This oil for the light of the holy place was to be obtained, not by pressing the olives, but by beating or bruising them, by which means the finest quality of oil was produced. 

Cause the lamp to burn always — According to Exodus 30:7-8, and Leviticus 24:3-4, the lamps were to be dressed each morning, and lighted each evening, so that the light was perpetual; the light of the sun sufficiently finding its way within the tent by day, and the lamps of the golden candlestick (Exodus 25:31-37) burning all the night. Comp. 1 Samuel 3:3, note.



Verse 21 

21. Without the vail — Outside and in front of the vail described Exodus 26:31-33. 

Before the testimony — In front of the most holy place, in which the ark of the testimony was set. The mention of Aaron and his sons, in connexion with this service, leads naturally to an account of the institution of the Aaronic priesthood, which follows in the next chapter.

28 Chapter 28 

Verse 1 

1. Take thou unto thee Aaron — Or, Bring thou Aaron thy brother near to thee. Moses, as the divinely chosen minister and mediator between Jehovah and the people, is the proper person to formally institute a new law and order of priestly ministrations. Nadab and Abihu have been already mentioned, (Exodus 24:1; Exodus 24:9,) and in Leviticus 10:1-2, we read of their sudden destruction for offering “strange fire before Jehovah.” The four sons of Aaron are mentioned in the genealogy of chapter 6:23. Eleazar succeeded his father, and the priestly robes were transferred to him in Mount Hor. Numbers 20:24-28. He in turn was succeeded by his son Phinehas. Compare Exodus 6:25, and Joshua 24:33; Judges 20:28. The descendants of Ithamar subsequently attained precedence, (see note on 1 Samuel 1:9,) and representatives of both these sons of Aaron appear to have held office in David’s time, (see note on 2 Samuel 6:17; 2 Samuel 8:17,) but the deposition of Abiathar by Solomon (2 Kings 2:35, note) restored the line of Eleazar.



Verses 1-43 

THE HOLY GARMENTS OF THE PRIESTS, Exodus 28:1-43.

The institution of the Aaronic priesthood and the ceremonials of their induction into office, their dress, and the duties of their office, are explicitly referred in this and following chapters to the time of Moses. The theory which maintains the post-exilian origin of this “priest code” is obliged to treat this entire narrative as unhistorical, and has gone to the extreme of teaching that the structure and cultus of the Mosaic tabernacle must all be relegated to the realm of fiction. How this reverses and revolutionizes all history and tradition, and introduces difficulties greater than those it seeks to explain, must be apparent to the un-biassed student of these sacred books. That the Levitical priesthood was instituted by Moses, and that Aaron and his sons were consecrated first for the holy services of the tabernacle, are facts most reasonable and supposable in themselves. No other period in all the history of Israel was so appropriate for the establishment of such a sacerdotal cultus, and no man, under God, could have been better qualified to set in order the offices and work of this ministry than Moses, whose Egyptian training must have made him familiar with the cultus and mysteries of the great temples of the Nile.



Verse 2 

2. Holy garments… for glory and for beauty — As the entire sanctuary service constituted a system of object teaching to impress lessons of God’s truth and holiness and his relations to his people, it was eminently proper that the vestments of the ministers of the sanctuary should have noticeable harmony with the holy and beautiful places and services. Hence, the figures of clean robes and beautiful attire to signify the righteousness of the saints.



Verse 3 

3. Wise hearted — Those gifted with the genius and skill for such artistic work as is here contemplated. The spirit of wisdom is here and in Exodus 31:3, shown to be a gift of God, and those who possessed the tact and knowledge for making appropriate garments for the priestly office were to be regarded as divinely qualified for just such kind of service.



Verse 4-5 

4, 5. These are the garments — In these two verses the principal articles of the priestly dress are mentioned, and the materials which were to be used in making them, but the fuller description of the several articles is given in the sequel of the chapter.



Verse 6 

6. The ephod — This was the most conspicuous garment of the high priest, and was made of the same material as the tabernacle-cloth and vail, (Exodus 26:1; Exodus 26:31,) but was interlaced with gold threads, the cunning work of the weaver. According to Wilkinson the Egyptian monuments exhibit coloured costumes woven with what appear like threads of gold.



Verse 7 

7. Two shoulderpieces — Hence the ephod is called, by the Septuagint translators, επωμις, and the Vulgate, superhumerale, a garment to be worn upon the shoulder. It evidently consisted of two pieces, joined at the two edges, that is, at the two upper ends, or edges, which were fitted to come together at the top of the shoulders, as may be seen in the cuts on the opposite page.



Verse 8 

8. The curious girdle — By means of which the two pieces of the ephod were to be fastened about the body. These were of the same material as the rest. Comp. Exodus 28:6.



Verses 9-12 

9-12. Two onyx stones — Hebrews, stones of shoham. Some render beryl, others, sardonyx. These were to have graven on them the names of the twelve sons of Israel; according to Josephus (Ant., 3:7, 5) the elder sons’ names were on the right shoulder, so that the younger must have been on the left. Thus arranged according to their birth, if we are guided by Genesis 29, 30, they would have been as follows:

RIGHT. — LEFT. 

Reuben — Gad 

Simeon — Asher 

Levi — Issachar 

Judah — Zebulun 

Dan —Joseph 

Naphtali — Benjamin.

The engraving of the names upon the two stones was to be after the manner of a signet, or seal, and the stones themselves were to be set upon the shoulders of the ephod for stones of memorial, continually admonishing the wearer of them that he acted as the consecrated representative of the twelve tribes of Israel, and not for himself alone. The stones were to be set in ouches of gold, or rather surrounded with textures of gold. According to Josephus, “there were two sardonyxes upon the ephod at the shoulders to fasten it, in the nature of buttons, having each end running to the sardonyxes of gold that they might be buttoned by them.” The vacant space (e) in the cut indicates the place where the breastplate (described Exodus 28:15-29) was to be worn.



Verse 13-14 

13, 14. Ouches… chains — These were designed in some way to fasten the ephod and breastplate together, (comp. Exodus 28:25,) and so serve to introduce the description of the latter.



Verse 15 

15. Breastplate of judgment — This is not to be thought of as a military breastplate of metal, but as a very richly ornamented fabric, made of the same material as the ephod, upon which it was to be fastened by rings and chains of gold. Exodus 28:22-25. Its probable form is shown in the cut, which is taken from McClintock and Strong’s Cyclopaedia. It was called breastplate of judgment from its holding the mysterious Urim and Thummim, (Exodus 28:30,) by which the judgment of God was sometimes ascertained.



Verse 16 

16. Foursquare it shall be… doubled — Being a span, that is, half a cubit (about 9.5 inches) in length and breadth, the doubling or folding of it would form a kind of bag, adapted to contain the Urim and Thummim.



Verse 17 

17. Four rows of stones — These were in-wrought into the costly fabric in settings or fillings, so as to form a splendid piece of work. The names of these stones, which follow, (Exodus 28:17-20,) are sufficient to show that this ornamental breast-piece of the high priest must have been prepared with the greatest possible care and skill. It is hardly possible to identify the Hebrew names of all the stones. The student should consult the larger Bible dictionaries on the several words, where all that is known upon the subject is gathered together.



Verse 21 

21. Names… according to the twelve tribes — As the names on the two onyx stones were to be according to their birth, or generations, (Exodus 28:10,) this arrangement according to the tribes may denote a difference.



Verses 22-28 

22-28. Chains… rings — This description shows in minute detail the manner in which the breastplate was securely fastened to the ephod. Josephus says that “whereas the rings were too weak of themselves to bear the weight of the stones, they made two other rings of a larger size, at the edge of that part of the breastplate which reached to the neck, and inserted into the very texture of the breastplate, to receive chains finely wrought, which connected them to the tops of the shoulders with golden bands, whose extremity turned backward and went into the ring on the prominent back part of the ephod; and this was for the security of the breastplate, that it might not fall out of its place.”



Verse 29 

29. For a memorial — Comp. Exodus 28:12, note.



Verse 30 

30. The Urim and the Thummim — Volumes have been written upon the significance of these mysterious words, but no one has succeeded in clearing the subject of its mystery. This verse shows that they should not be identified with the twelve stones mentioned above, (17-20,) but that they were something additional put in the breastplate; that is, according to the simplest import of the words, given or placed in the fold implied in the language of Exodus 28:16. This seems to have been in the form of a case or bag fitted to receive these special treasures. That they were some material things, like small pieces of wood or stone, is the most probable inference, but not a word have we anywhere from which we may judge of their form or size. They were formally delivered to Aaron along with the breastplate when he was consecrated to the high priest’s office, (Leviticus 8:8,) and were employed in asking counsel or judgment from Jehovah in respect to the going out or coming in of the children of Israel. Numbers 27:21. That they thus served to determine important movements may be inferred from 1 Samuel 22:15; 1 Samuel 23:9-12; 1 Samuel 28:6; 1 Samuel 30:7-8; 2 Samuel 2:1; but in what form or manner answers from Jehovah were obtained no one is able now to explain. They no longer existed after the exile, except as traditions of the past, and as possible means for solving difficulties which might again be restored to Israel in the good providence of God. Ezra 2:63; Nehemiah 7:65. Comp. Hosea 3:4.

The Hebrew words are in the plural, and according to their simplest etymology mean lights and perfections. The Septuagint translates by words in the singular, meaning revelation and truth. They have been conjectured to have been small images, like the teraphim of patriarchal times, (see Genesis 31:19,) and granted to the Israelites as a substitute for these, which they had persisted in retaining for purposes of divination. Thus it is supposed divine wisdom accommodated itself to the weakness and superstitions of the people, but after the word of prophecy arose in Israel these lower forms of communication gradually ceased. Josephus (Ant., 3:8, 9) evidently identified the Urim and Thummim with the twelve stones above described, and says that they indicated the divine will or favor by giving out a brilliancy and splendour that were not natural to them at other times. Later rabbinical writers held that letters were inscribed upon these stones, and the divine answer was given by means of the letters, which became luminous one after another, so as thus to spell out words. Others have maintained that the high priest, when inquiring by these stones, was wont to stand in the holy place before the vail, and fix his gaze intently on them until he was seized by the spirit of prophecy, and distinctly heard the divine revelation proceeding from the glory of the Lord. According to Michaelis, (Commentaries on Laws of Moses, vol. i, p. 261,) the Urim and Thummim were “three very ancient stones, which the Israelites before the time of Moses used as lots, one of them marked with an affirmative, a second with a negative, and the third blank or neutral.” Without adopting this particular view of the number and marking of the stones, many later writers have adopted the opinion that they were employed in some form of casting lots. Certainly, the casting of lots to ascertain some matter of uncertainty is often referred to, (comp. Leviticus 16:8; Numbers 26:55; Joshua 18:8; 1 Samuel 14:41-42,) but in such a way as not to suggest that inquiry through Urim and Thummim was thus performed, but rather the contrary. For why should such casting of lots have been resorted to if the Urim and Thummim already existed, and were given for the same purpose and were employed in the same manner?

It is manifest that all these notions of the form and use of the mysterious stones are purely conjectural, and no degree of certainty or authority attaches to any one of them. All that the Scripture affirms is, that they were some objects put in the breastplate of judgment, and were upon Aaron’s heart when he officiated in the holy place before the Lord. As the prophet received the divine revelation in a vision or in a dream, and as Moses was honoured by receiving it in still more open ways, (Numbers 12:6-8,) it is not improbable that the high priest was granted special and extraordinary revelations through some visible media, and as the anointed minister of the holiest places bore these sacred signs and media as witnesses of the judgment of the children of Israel upon his heart before the Lord continually. They were a perpetual sign and symbol of his being a chosen medium of communication between God and the people.



Verses 31-35 

31-35. The robe of the ephod — A garment distinct and separate from the ephod, and to be worn underneath it. Being all of blue it would appear as a becoming groundwork for the richly ornamented and variously. coloured breastplate with its precious stones. The hole in the top of it, in the midst thereof, was simply an opening, neatly bound by the weaver’s skill, through which the head was put, thus permitting the garment to come down and rest upon the neck, breast, and shoulders. In this same manner the habergeon, or military coat of mail, was made to fit about the neck and shoulders. See the cut at 1 Samuel 17:5. Linen habergeons of this form are said to have been common in Egypt. This robe was woven so firmly about the hole of it as to be not easily rent, and it seems to have been without sleeves. The skirts of this robe (not merely the hem of it, as the common version) were to be ornamented with pomegranates of blue, and of purple, and of scarlet, running like a rich border around the lower part, and bells of gold were to be placed between the pomegranates, so that a bell and a pomegranate alternated with each other round about. The bells were designed to assure those without that their officiating minister was about his holy work, and when the sound was heard they knew that he was performing his duties in proper attire. The sound indicated both when he entered and when he came out of the holy place. A failure to wear this robe (as also the linen breeches, Exodus 28:42-43) would have been on the part of the priest a wanton contempt shown to the holy place and its service, and would have exposed him to the judgment of death.



Verses 36-38 

36-38. A plate of pure gold — This was the most notable feature of the mitre, or turban, and is, therefore, mentioned here before the blue lace and headdress, although in Exodus 39:28; Exodus 39:30-31, the mitre is first mentioned. This golden plate bore the inscription HOLINESS TO THE LORD, and, being attached by a blue lace so as to be upon the forefront of the mitre, it would appear as if set as a jewel upon Aaron’s forehead, and signifies that he, as high priest and atoning mediator in all matters of oblation and sacrifices, was set forth to bear the iniquity of the holy things. He, as the representative of a holy nation and consecrated people, sanctified unto God by remission of their sins and in the symbolism of all their holy gifts, was, while discharging the duties of his office, always to wear upon his forehead this symbol of the redemption and consecration of Israel. So intense was the conception of the holiness of Jehovah that even the holy things which the children of Israel consecrated were thought of as still containing some elements of iniquity, and this golden signet on Aaron’s forehead was a continual acknowledgment of this, and proclaimed the merciful provision by which the iniquity might be borne away and forgiven.



Verse 39 

39. The coat of fine linen — This appears to have been an undergarment, or body coat, made of the same material as the mitre, namely, of fine linen, to be worn next to the skin, and fitted closely about the body by a girdle of needlework. An approximate representation of the high priest in full costume is exhibited on the next page.



Verse 40 

40. For Aaron’s sons — The ordinary priests are here to be understood. The foregoing elaborate description of the high priest’s dress leaves little to be said about the garments of the common priests. Their coats, or under-garments, were also fastened on by girdles, (comp. Exodus 28:39, note,) but their bonnets, or caps, were a headdress of different make from the mitre of the high priest. Keil supposes these bonnets to have been in the form of an inverted cup, and to have been plain white cotton caps. These articles of dress were to serve not merely the common purpose of clothing, but especially for glory and for beauty, and to enhance the sanctity, dignity, and importance of the priestly office. The priests were Jehovah’s consecrated ministers, and should be clothed in becoming attire for such holy service.



Verse 41 

41. Put them upon… anoint… consecrate… sanctify — The formal consecration of Aaron and his sons is more fully given in chap. 29, and Leviticus 8, where see notes.



Verse 42 

42. Linen breeches — The Hebrew is from a root which means to conceal. They were a garment for concealing the nakedness, short drawers reaching from the loins even unto the thighs, and were, on peril of death, to be worn by Aaron and his sons whenever they ministered in the holy places. The word בר, here rendered linen, is not the same as that so rendered above, שׁשׁ in Exodus 28:39; Exodus 28:15; Exodus 28:8; Exodus 28:6; Exodus 28:5. The material intended is not certainly known, but would seem, from Exodus 39:28, to be something much resembling the linen, or byssus, if not a peculiar texture of the same material.

29 Chapter 29 

Verse 1 

1. To hallow them — To consecrate and set them apart to minister unto Jehovah in the priest’s office. It was a solemn and appropriate ordination, and adapted to deepen in the minds of all the holy and responsible nature of their work in the sanctuary. 

Bullock… two rams — The purpose of these is detailed in great fulness in Exodus 29:10-28, and the corresponding passages in Leviticus 8.



Verse 2 

2. Bread… cakes… oil — The manner of preparing the vegetable offering is described in Leviticus ii, where see notes. The distinction between the cakes and the wafers was in the thinness of the latter, the unleavened bread being made up in two different forms.



Verse 4 

4. Wash them with water — Comp. Leviticus 8:6; Leviticus 16:4. Cleanness, purity, symbolizing holiness, was important to be observed, and is made emphatic in this ceremony.



Verse 5-6 

5, 6. The garments — These, so fully described in the foregoing chapter, were to be formally placed upon the priest’s person as a part of the ceremony of consecration. Comp. Leviticus 8:7-9. 

The holy crown — The graven plate of gold described in Exodus 28:36-38; Exodus 39:30-31.



Verse 7 

7. The anointing oil — The composition of which is described in Exodus 30:23-25. Compare the allusion in Psalms 133:2.



Verse 10 

10. Cause a bullock to be brought — Rather, as the Revised Version, thou shalt bring the bullock, that is, the bullock mentioned in Exodus 29:1. This was to be a sin-offering for Aaron and his sons. Comp. Leviticus 4:3-12, notes. 

Put their hands upon the head — Thus symbolically confessing their sins and transferring them to the substituted victim. See notes on Leviticus 1:4; Leviticus 4:4.



Verse 12 

12. Put it upon the horns of the altar — Thus sanctifying the altar itself that it might in turn sanctify the offerings put thereon. 

Pour… beside the bottom of the altar — Thus the substituted lives went out in blood under the altar, (comp. the “souls under the altar” in Revelation 6:9,) and made atonement for human lives. Comp. Leviticus 17:11.



Verse 13 

13. Fat… caul… kidneys — See notes on Leviticus 3:3-4.



Verse 14 

14. A sin offering — On the nature of which see notes on Leviticus 4:3-12.



Verses 15-18 

15-18. Take one ram — While the bullock served as a sin offering, this was to be a burnt offering unto the Lord. As in the one case, so in the other, the symbolical putting their hands upon the head of the victim was performed by Aaron and his sons, but the blood was sprinkled round about upon the altar, and the whole ram was burned upon the altar. Leviticus 1:3-13; Leviticus 8:18-21, notes.



Verse 19 

19. The other ram — This appears to have been a peace offering, not to be wholly consumed upon the altar, but portions to be given to the priests. It is called in Exodus 29:22; Exodus 29:26-27, and Leviticus 8:22, “the ram of consecration,” literally, ram of the fillings, alluding either to the filling of their hands or to the completion of their consecration. Rams were to be selected from “the herd” and were not commonly brought by individuals for peace offerings, (Leviticus 3:1;) but they were used for national peace offerings of the people, (Leviticus 9:4; Leviticus 9:18,) and by the Nazarites (Numbers 6:14) and the princes of Israel. Numbers 7:17. So, too, this was viewed as an exceptional peace offering, fitted to an extraordinary occasion.



Verse 20-21 

20, 21. His blood… right ear… thumb… toe — Thus this peace offering for the priests served an exceptional purpose in consecrating them to their holy office and work. Their ears were thus consecrated to listen to the commandments of Jehovah; their hands to a faithful discharge of sacred functions, and their feet to an obedient walking in the ordinances of the house of God. The sprinkling of the blood, and also the anointing oil upon the garments of Aaron and his sons, was a like consecration of these to the holy services of the priesthood. Also, as in the burnt offering, the blood was sprinkled about the altar.



Verses 22-25 

22-25. A wave offering before the Lord — This was a constant accompaniment of peace offerings, (comp. Leviticus 7:14, note,) and as a symbolical act was an acknowledgment of God’s rule in all the world around. (See below.) Ordinarily “the wave breast and the heave shoulder” were assigned to the priests to be eaten, (Exodus 29:27; Leviticus 7:34-35,) but on the occasion of the consecration of Aaron and his sons, after the ceremonial of waving was performed by them, Moses received them of their hands, and offered them, with the several portions mentioned in Exodus 29:22, and the unleavened bread (Exodus 29:23) for a burnt offering, for a sweet savour before the Lord. So that in this ceremony of induction into office the priests appropriately consecrated every thing, by a symbolical act, unto Jehovah.



Verses 26-28 

26-28. Be thy part — As the officiating minister on this extraordinary occasion, Moses was to receive the breast of the ram of Aaron’s consecration. And here it is enunciated as a statute for ever, that the breast of the wave offering and the shoulder of the heave offering shall belong to the priests as their lawful portion of the peace offerings. These were evidently regarded as choice portions of the animal. The distinction between the wave offering ( תנופה ) and the heave offering ( תרומה) is indicated by the Hebrew names, the former signifying horizontal motion to and fro, the latter vertical motion, perpendicular to the horizon. These constituted a double form of symbolical consecration, in adoration to Him who rules in all and over all.



Verse 29-30 

29-30. The holy garments — Those described in Exodus 28:2, ff. These were to be transmitted to Aaron’s sons after him. When Aaron died in Mt. Hor they were put upon his son Eleazar. Numbers 20:28. Seven days were to be devoted to the various ceremonies of consecrating a high priest, as in the original consecration of Aaron. Exodus 29:35. See on Leviticus 8:35. These seven days must have included one sabbath, and the rabbins say: “Great is the sabbath day, for the high priest entered not upon his duties, after his anointing, until one sabbath day had passed over him.”



Verses 31-37 

31-37. Eat the flesh of the ram — The ceremony of consecration, continuing for seven days, afforded opportunity for divers acts of worship, and for feasting upon the flesh of the peace offerings. This latter the priests were to do at the door of the tabernacle; and of the portion dedicated to them, and regarded therefore as specially holy, no stranger, no one outside the priestly family, was permitted to eat. No portions either of the flesh of the consecrations or of the bread which remained over unto the next day after they had been consecrated, were permitted to be eaten, but must all be burned. So, too, the altar of burnt offerings was to be cleansed, anointed, and sanctified on each of the seven days, probably by such forms of consecration as are mentioned in Exodus 29:12; Exodus 29:20.



Verse 38 

THE CONTINUAL BURNT OFFERING, Exodus 29:38-46.

38. Two lambs… day by day continually — In immediate connexion with the consecration of the altar, the main purpose for which it was established is now indicated, namely, the offering of continual sacrifices, meat offerings and drink offerings.



Verse 39 

39. Morning… even — As regularly as the sun was wont to rise and set, so regularly were these sacrifices to be offered unto the Lord. Even is the same expression in Hebrew as between the two evenings in the margin of Exodus 12:6, where see note.



Verse 40 

40. A tenth deal of flour — The tenth part of an ephah is probably meant, which was an omer. See Exodus 16:36, note. Compare Numbers 5:15. Supposed to have been about three pounds in weight and not far from three quarts in measure. The hin was a liquid measure containing a little more than a gallon. The flour mingled with the beaten oil (Exodus 27:20) constituted the meat offering, on which see notes at Leviticus 2, and the wine is here expressly called a drink offering. This was a form of worship old as the days of the patriarchs, (see on Genesis 35:14,) and consisted in a devotional pouring out the wine as an oblation before or upon the altar of burnt offerings. It was not to be poured out on the altar of incense, (Exodus 30:9.)



Verse 43 

43. There I will meet — Here is enunciated the main thought that underlies all the symbolism of the tabernacle and its holy services. It was the visible sanctuary, where Jehovah signified the conditions on which it was possible for him to dwell with man, and permit man to dwell with him. The sanctification of Israel was to be secured through these consecrated forms of mediation, and was the highest ideal revealed amid the symbols. For what is it that shall be sanctified by my glory? Not the tabernacle or tent, as both the Authorized Version and the Revised Version supply in the text, nor the altar, as others have supposed; for both these are expressly named in the next verse as a distinct conception; but the children of Israel just mentioned, here conceived as a unit, and hence the use of the verb in the singular number. Israel is to be sanctified by meeting with Jehovah, and thus entering into the divine glory by the means ordained for that very end.

30 Chapter 30 

Verse 1 

THE ALTAR OF INCENSE, Exodus 30:1-10.

1. An altar to burn incense upon — This was to be one of the pieces of furniture belonging to the holy place, (Exodus 30:6,) and the description of it would have been appropriate in connexion with the table and the candlestick, (Exodus 25:23-37,) but seems to have been reserved for this place in order to stand in connexion with the consecration and sacrificial ministry of the priests. 

Shittim wood — The same as that employed for the table (Exodus 25:23) and the ark, (Exodus 25:10,) the boards of the sanctuary, (Exodus 26:15,) and the framework of the altar of burnt offering, (Exodus 27:1.)



Verses 2-5 

2-5. Horns… rings… staves — In these respects it was fashioned after the manner of the greater altar in the court, and also of some portions of the ark, (Exodus 25:12-15.) The crown of gold round about is to be understood of a rim or moulding, as that of the ark. See note on Exodus 25:11. The probable form of this altar is exhibited in the annexed cut.



Verse 6 

6. Put it before the vail — Thus it seems to have had a more direct relation to the most holy place than either the table of showbread or the golden candlestick. The offering of incense was symbolical of the prayers of saints, (Psalms 141:2; Revelation 8:3-4,) and the people were accustomed to pray without when the priest was offering the incense. Luke 1:10. The priest, standing before this altar of incense, would have the ark directly in front of him, within the vail, the table of showbread at his right, and the candlestick at his left.



Verse 7-8 

7, 8. Perpetual incense — Like the continual burnt offering, this burning of incense of spices was to be repeated every morning, and also at even, or between the two evenings. See on Exodus 29:39. It was to correspond with the dressing and lighting of the lamps. The composition of the incense is described in Exodus 30:34-38.



Verse 9 

9. Strange incense — Offered with fire other than that which God ordained, on account of which impiety the two elder sons of Aaron were destroyed. Leviticus 10:1. This altar of incense being set apart for a special use, no burnt sacrifice, nor meat offering, nor drink offering, was to be offered thereon. The offerings made on the great altar, in the court without, effected reconciliation with Jehovah; the incense offering represented a closer approach to the divine glory, based upon previous reconciliation; and hence a bringing of the same offerings within, before the vail, as those offered without, would have been a confusion of distinct symbolical services.



Verse 10 

10. Once in the year shall he make atonement — The absolute holiness of Jehovah was further enhanced in the minds of the people by the thought that altars and holy places would after a time be liable to contract some defilement, and hence the solemn purifications of all once in the year, on the great day of atonement. See on Leviticus 16, where the ceremonies of this day are given in detail.



Verses 11-16 

RANSOM OF SOULS, Exodus 30:11-16.

The fundamental idea in this ransoming of souls by a tax of atonement money was, that thereby every Israelite of twenty-five years old and upward would be obligated to contribute somewhat to the erection of the sanctuary. With this exception all the offerings for the tabernacle were given as willing contributions of the heart, (Exodus 25:2.) The silver thus contributed was used for the sockets of the sanctuary, (Exodus 38:27.)



Verse 12 

12. That there be no plague — A failure to contribute this poll tax exposed to the judgment of God. Such failure would imply a serious want of interest in the worship of Israel, if not open contempt.



Verse 13 

13. Half a shekel — No large amount; perhaps about fifty cents of our currency. The exact weight of the silver shekel is no longer known. The shekel of the sanctuary is commonly supposed to have been larger and heavier than the common shekel. Gerah is the Hebrew name of a bean or berry, and like our word grain came to be used for a small weight. 

Offering — תרומה, heave offering. See Exodus 29:27 .



Verse 15 

15. The rich shall not give more — This apportioning the same amount to rich and poor showed that in the meeting of Jehovah at the sanctuary all stood upon the same level. It is well to have some forms of offering which will impress this lesson. In making an atonement for souls the rich have no advantage over the poor.



Verse 16 

16. A memorial — A constant reminder of their being covered and shielded from plague by complying with this command.



Verses 17-21 

THE LAVER, 17-21.



Verse 18 

18. Laver of brass — According to Exodus 38:8, it was made of the mirrors of the women who were wont to assemble at the entrance of the tabernacle. The purpose of this laver was mainly for the priests to wash themselves when they entered upon their holy work; also for the washing of inwards and legs of victims. Leviticus 1:9. Its form is not described, but it rested upon a foot or pedestal, and the adjoining cuts represent two possible forms according to which it may have been constructed. For the temple there was a brazen sea resting upon twelve oxen, and also ten lavers resting upon as many bases. See notes and cuts at 1 Kings 7:23-39. The laver was to be placed between the tabernacle… and the altar, probably as indicated in the cut of the tabernacle and court on page 522.



Verses 22-24 

THE ANOINTING OIL, Exodus 30:22-23.

23, 24. Principal spices — That is, spices of the best quality and highest value. 

Pure myrrh — Rather, as Revised Version, flowing myrrh. This was a sort of gum which exudes spontaneously from the bark of a tree that is found in Eastern Africa and Arabia. The tree somewhat resembles a thorn tree, and is described in Johnson’s Travels in Abyssinia as “a low, thorny, ragged-looking tree, with bright green trifoliate leaves. The gum exudes from cracks in the bark of the trunk near the root, and flows freely upon the stones immediately underneath. Artificially it is obtained by bruises made with stones.” That which is obtained by bruising the tree is of inferior quality to that which flows forth of itself.

Sweet cinnamon — Or, spicy cinnamon. This was probably an article of commerce brought from India and Ceylon by Midianite or other Arabian merchants. It consists of the inner rind of a tree that belongs to the laurel family, and is obtained by peeling off the outer bark, and securing the interior part of it by an instrument fitted to the purpose. The best cinnamon is said to be obtained from the smaller shoots and twigs of the tree.

Sweet calamus — Or, spicy cane, an aromatic reed that grows in various parts of the East, especially in India, Arabia, and Egypt, and consists of a knotty stalk enclosing a soft pith, which upon being cut and dried affords a rich perfume.

Cassia — According to Gesenius, with whom most authorities agree, “a species of aromatic bark resembling cinnamon, but less fragrant and less valuable, so called from its rolls being split, ( קדד .)” The word rendered cassia in Psalms 45:8 is different, ( קציעה,) but is believed to denote a very similar substance. It will be noticed that the myrrh and the cassia were to be just double the amount of the cinnamon and the sweet calamus, which were compounded together with a hin of olive oil. Probably the essences of the spices were first extracted, and then mingled with the oil.



Verse 25 

25. Compound after the art of the apothecary — In the times after the exile some of the priest’s sons were intrusted with the preparation of the ointment of spices. 1 Chronicles 9:30. As it was made the special care of the high priest to guard it, (Numbers 4:16,) we may naturally suppose that he was charged with the duty of either compounding it himself or employing some competent person to assist him. The original preparation of it would seem, from Exodus 37:29, to have been intrusted to Bezaleel, the architect. Being of a special character, and known as an oil of holy ointment, or a holy anointing oil, it might not be used for ordinary purposes, such as anointing one’s flesh, (Exodus 30:32,) or using it on a foreigner, (Exodus 30:33,) and any attempt to make any other oil like it was strictly forbidden. The ceremony of anointing with oil denoted the setting apart and consecrating to a holy purpose, and accordingly this holy ointment was to be used solely for such consecration of the priests and the tabernacle and its sacred vessels. Exodus 30:26-30.



Verse 34 

COMPOUNDING OF INCENSE, Exodus 30:34-38.

34. Stacte — This is the name used by the Greek and Latin version as representing the Hebrew נשׂ Š, nataph, which denotes something that drops, and is commonly held to be the gum of the storax tree, which is found in Syria, and grows to the height of fifteen feet or more. The gum which exudes from its bark has a fragrant odour, and is mentioned by Pliny as being burned as a perfume in his time. 

Onycha — This word occurs nowhere else in the Hebrew Scriptures. Pliny mentions onyx as a shell which was used in the composition of perfume, and most versions and interpreters have understood it as the winged strombus, a species of mollusk which is said to abound in the Red Sea. The fact, however, that all the other ingredients of this composition were vegetable should incline us rather to think of it as the exudation of some plant or tree. Galbanum is another word not elsewhere found in the Old Testament, but seems to be the same as the Greek χαλβανη, which is found in the Septuagint of this verse, and is the name of the gum of a plant which is found in Africa, Syria, Persia, and India. The Opoidia Galbanifera has been adopted by the Dublin College in their Pharmacopoeia as that which yields the galbanum. Frankincense, so often referred to in the Scriptures as a kind of precious perfume, is here mentioned for the first time. It was the odoriferous resin of some kind of plant or tree of which the ancient writers do not seem to have possessed any specific knowledge. That it was of a white colour may be inferred from its Hebrew name, לבונה, and according to Isaiah 60:6, and Jeremiah 6:20, it was found in Sheba.

Modern botanists identify it with the Boswellia serrata, which grows luxuriantly in the mountainous parts of India.



Verse 35 

35. Art of the apothecary — See on Exodus 30:25. 

Tempered together — Rather, seasoned with salt, after the manner of meat offerings. See on Leviticus 2:13.

31 Chapter 31 

Verse 1-2 

BEZALEEL AND AHOLIAB, Exodus 31:1-11.

2. I have called by name — The artistic construction of the house of God is no ordinary work, and after its plan and dimensions and the most minute details of its furniture and materials had been given to Moses, Jehovah designated a chosen architect, as called and qualified (Exodus 31:3) for carrying out the plans and specifications. This distinguished workman was Bezaleel the son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah. Aaron and Hur had stayed up the hands of Moses during the conflict with Amalek, (Exodus 17:10-13,) and now the grandson of that Hur is made the chief assistant of Moses in the construction of the tabernacle. May not the piety of the grandfather have had something to do with the mechanical ability of the grandson?



Verse 3 

3. Filled him with the spirit of God — There is no need of explaining this as equivalent merely to the phrase “a divine spirit,” or translating “a spirit of God.” The Holy Spirit of God is intended, which quickened all Bezaleel’s mental faculties, and enriched him with such a degree of wisdom, understanding, and knowledge that he was recognized as divinely gifted with the required qualifications for all manner of workmanship which the construction and erection of the tabernacle called for.



Verse 4-5 

4, 5. To devise cunning works — To plan and execute designs; to think out and elaborate such works of art in metal, stone, and wood, and other material, as would be required in the sanctuary, or in connexion with its services.



Verse 6 

6. Aholiab — The grandson of Hur was not to be alone in this responsible work of the sanctuary. A representative of the tribe of Dan was to be associated with him in the labour and responsibility. From Exodus 35:35, and Exodus 38:23, we infer that Aholiab had more particular charge of the textile fabrics, and the weaving and embroidering, but Bezaleel had superintendency of all. With these were associated also others who were wise hearted, that is, skilled to perform similar artistic work; for many workmen would be needed for the preparation of all that was shown to Moses in the mount. With this account of the call and qualifications of the workmen is joined a brief recapitulation (Exodus 31:7-11) of the several articles which have been described in the foregoing chapters.



Verse 10 

10. Clothes of service — These are perhaps best understood of the ministerial official robes of the high priest, described in Exodus 28:6-38, as distinguished from “the coat of fine linen,” (Exodus 28:39,) and the other garments worn in common by Aaron and his sons, (Exodus 28:40-43.) Others understand by these clothes of service the inner curtains of the tabernacle, or the cloth wraps in which the vessels of the tabernacle were bound up when they were carried from place to place in the march to Canaan. The passage might also be translated, “And the clothes of service, even the holy garments for Aaron the priest, and the garments of his sons;” thus making the clothes of service include the holy garments both of Aaron and his sons.



Verse 12-13 

THE SABBATH LAW, Exodus 31:12-17.

13. My sabbaths ye shall keep — How repeatedly the sanctity of the sabbath day is affirmed! In Exodus 20:8-11, (where see notes,) we have it formally enjoined in the decalogue. In Exodus 23:12, it is again set forth in connexion with the law of the sabbatic year, and so again and again throughout the Pentateuch. In Exodus 35:2-3, it introduces the account of the preparations for building the tabernacle, as if resuming the narrative broken off at the conclusion of this chapter to introduce the account of the idolatry of the people at Sinai. Hence it has been supposed that a special reason for the emphasizing of the sabbath law in this connexion was to deter the people from labour on the tabernacle on that day, which in their zeal to complete the sanctuary they might have presumed to do, even in violation of the former commandment. The expression my sabbaths gives emphasis to the thought that the weekly sabbath was a peculiar treasure of Jehovah. 

It is a sign — Old as the creation, (comp. Exodus 31:17 and Genesis 2:2-3, and note on Exodus 20:11,) and a constant reminder that God and his people may enjoy a common rest.



Verse 14 

14. Surely be put to death — It is to be noted that all the commandments of the first table have the death penalty attached to their violation, and so it is taught that the wilful breaking of any of these laws was to be treated as a capital crime. None of them are so regarded under the Gospel. Idolatry, image-worship, blasphemy, sabbath-breaking, and dishonouring of parents are nowhere under a Christian civilization punishable with death. Has God therefore changed? No, but man has changed, and under the discipline of a dispensation “written and engraven in stones,” (2 Corinthians 3:7,)

“the ministration of death” has accomplished its work, and elevated the moral sense of man to a higher plane. With the higher and clearer revelations of divine truth the lower forms of the ancient moral discipline have been superseded. So, too, the avenger of blood is no longer tolerated, and the lex talionis is abolished by the light and methods of a higher civilization. But it would be in the highest degree absurd to argue, that because the ancient penalty of the sabbath law is no more in force, therefore the sabbath itself is no longer binding. Equally absurd is the notion of some modern critics that, because the sabbath law is variously repeated in the Pentateuch, with reasons and penalties in one place which are not found in another, therefore, these laws are of diverse authorship, and contradictory. A legislature may modify, change, or supplement its own action in the progress of a single session; much more may we suppose that the legislation through Moses would have received many supplements under his own immediate direction. Thus every new association or event which could be made to enhance in the people’s minds the sanctity and worth of the sabbath would and should have been utilized for such a worthy end.



Verse 18 

THE TWO TABLES, Exodus 31:18.

18. Two tables of testimony — These were soon broken, (Exodus 32:19,) and others were subsequently hewn, (Exodus 34:1-4.) Their size must have been smaller than the dimensions of the ark in which they were deposited, and sufficiently small and light for Moses to carry in his hand. They were doubtless some two or three inches in thickness, to prevent their being easily broken; but they need not have been one foot square to contain all the words of the decalogue. See, further, note on Exodus 32:15. The fact that they were written with the finger of God is no greater a miracle than that they should have been spoken “out of the midst of the fire.” Deuteronomy 4:12. But the ministry of angels may be assumed as one of the means by which these tables, as well as the utterance of the words, were produced. See note on Exodus 20:1. The expression finger of God is simply an anthropomorphic way of designating the divine agency in the preparation of the tables, and is not designed to teach that the infinite Being has a physical “body or parts.”

32 Chapter 32 

Verse 1 

WORSHIP OF THE GOLDEN CALF, Exodus 32:1-6.

1. Moses delayed to come down — Literally, shamed to come down, that is, put to shame those who were waiting for him. This delay was provided for and suggested in Moses’s charge to the elders, (Exodus 24:14,) but Israel’s faith was not sufficient for the test. Up,
make us gods — The language suggests the excitement and persistency of a mob. Probably a better translation would be, Up, make us a god. The manner in which Aaron complied with their demand shows that the people desired a visible image of God. The religious nature of man, uneducated into a high spiritual conception of God, has always clamoured for some visible sign or representation of the Deity. 

This Moses, the man that brought us — This manner of speech implies not only impatience, but also a measure of indignation. 

We wot not — We know not. Not improbably they began to think that Moses had perished in the fires which they had seen on the top of the mountain, (Exodus 24:17.)



Verse 2 

2. Break off the golden earrings — A strong expression, as if implying that the act involved some measure of violence, or, at least, an effort and sacrifice on their part. The prevailing view has been that Aaron, anxious to dissuade the people from their purpose, proposed this great sacrifice on their part in hope that they would thereupon withdraw their demand upon him to make them a god. This is not an improbable view, and is favoured by Aaron’s apology before Moses in Exodus 32:22-24. But the facts here recorded, as well as Numbers 12, exhibit the moral weakness of Aaron. He did well as Moses’s spokesman, (Exodus 4:14-16,) but sadly lacked the sterling qualities of a great spiritual leader. Specimens of ancient earrings are shown in the annexed cut.



Verse 3 

3. All the people brake off — Kurtz observes that Aaron had “counted upon the vanity of the women and youth, and their love for golden ornaments, and he hoped that in this way he would excite such opposition in the community itself as would suffice to save him from having to offer a resistance which appeared to be dangerous. But he had entirely miscalculated. He knew but the surface of the human heart; the depths of its natural disposition were beyond his reach. All the people cheerfully broke off the golden ornaments from their ears, for they were about to accomplish an act of pure self-will; and in that case there is no sacrifice which the human heart is not ready to make.”



Verse 4 

4. Fashioned it with a graving tool — This is the most natural import of the unpointed Hebrew text, but seems hardly in harmony with the next statement, which is not correctly translated after he had made it, but, simply, and he made it a molten calf. It is manifestly incongruous to speak of forming a molten calf with a graving tool. Hence many critics propose to read חרישׂ, a money bag, or purse, instead of חרשׂ, here translated graving tool, which occurs elsewhere only at Isaiah 8:1, and there means a pen, or stylus. The statement would then be: And he received (the earrings) from their hand, and collected ( ויצר, from צור, to bind or collect together in one mass) it (the gold) in a bag, and made it a molten calf. It is no valid objection to this view to ask, with Keil, “Why should Aaron first bind up the golden earrings in a bag?” For it may with equal force be answered, Why should he not? What better or more appropriate way of receiving and retaining the large amount of gold until it was converted into the golden idol? This, on the whole, is more satisfactory than the view which supplies in thought a wooden mould or model after the word fashioned, for such an idea would have required some clearer form of statement; more satisfactory, also, than to assume that the molten calf was cast over a carved image of wood, or that it was finished up by means of a graver’s tool after it had been cast. On this last supposition, the graver’s work should have been mentioned after, not before, the fusion of the golden ornaments.

According to Joshua 24:14; Ezekiel 20:7-8; Ezekiel 23:3; Ezekiel 23:8, Israel had been contaminated with Egyptian idolatry, and the most natural explanation of the construction of this image in the form of a calf is, that it was modelled after the form of Apis, the sacred bull which was worshipped at Memphis. See note and cut at Exodus 8:26, page 406. It is hardly credible that during their long sojourn in Egypt the leading men of Israel had not become familiar with the worship of the sacred bull. But it is to be noticed that they did not worship the golden idol as an Egyptian god, but exclaimed before it, These be thy gods, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt. The plural here, as in Exodus 32:1, does not oblige us to translate and explain the words in a polytheistic sense. The next verse shows that they worshipped Jehovah under the symbol of a calf, and so violated the second rather than the first commandment of the decalogue. See notes on Exodus 20:4-5. Exodus 32:8 of this chapter shows that they did not thus ignorantly worship, but knew that they were violating one of the commandments.



Verse 5 

5. When Aaron saw — No object of the verb saw is expressed, and we do best to understand what is implied in the words immediately preceding. When he saw the excitement and enthusiasm of the people, and their acceptance of the image as a symbol of their God, he was carried away by the scene, and proceeded further to erect an altar before it, and announce that on the morrow they would celebrate a feast to the Lord. Thus this man, so highly honoured of God, became a culpable partaker in the people’s sin.



Verse 6 

6. Rose up early — It was to be a day of festivity and joy, and they were eager to begin it early. 

Burnt offerings, and… peace offerings — See note on Exodus 20:24. 

Sat down to eat and to drink — Usual words for hilarious feasting. They ate, as was customary, of the flesh of the peace offerings. What they drank is not said, but we most naturally suppose wine, which was so common at jovial feasts. 

Rose up to play — Comp, Exodus 32:19; Exodus 32:25. The meaning most probably is, that from feasting they proceeded to lewd forms of dancing. See note on Genesis 21:9, and compare Herodotus’s account of the rude sports of the Egyptians at certain religious festivals. (Herod., 2:60.)



Verse 7 

INTERCESSION AND PUNISHMENT, Exodus 32:7-35.

7. Thy people, which thou broughtest out — Language of trial for Moses. He is made to feel that he is identified with Israel, and must bear the burden of them on his heart. He is informed of the calf worship to which they have so quickly turned aside, and corrupted themselves, and is made to see that this great sin deserves the consuming judgment of Jehovah. This opens the way for Moses’s first intercession, (Exodus 32:11-13,) which is notably effectual. Then follows another trial, as Moses sees the extent of the people’s sin, (Exodus 32:15-25,) which in turn leads both to punishment and further intercession, (Exodus 32:26-32.) Compare the intercessions of Moses in Numbers 11:10-15; Numbers 14:11-24.



Verse 9 

9. A stiffnecked people — Unmanageable and perverse, like the ox that stoutly resists all efforts to guide or drive him. Comp. the same expression in Exodus 33:3; Exodus 33:5; Exodus 34:9; Deuteronomy 9:6; Deuteronomy 9:13.



Verse 10 

10. Let me alone — Do not interfere, and restrain the punitive outgoing of my wrath by the intercession which I see in thy heart. “Moses had not yet opened his mouth, but God foresaw the holy violence with which his importunity would besiege his throne.” — Bush. 
That I may consume them — Exodus 32:28 shows that about three thousand of the people perished before the consuming judgment that followed hard upon the sin, but Moses’s plea availed to modify the extent of the fearful stroke. Exodus 32:14. The blending of justice and mercy in God’s revelations of himself to Israel is worthy of devout attention. His wrath is a fearful power, and may wax hot against transgressors of his law, and certainly will consume the unrepentant sinner; but he also “keepeth mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,” (Exodus 34:7.) 

I will make of thee a great nation — He intimates that he might destroy all the rest of the nation, and by means of Moses alone raise up the great nation of which the promise to the fathers had repeatedly spoken.



Verses 11-13 

11-13. Moses besought — The intercession of Moses is seen in its graphic outline by the two words of interrogation, Why and wherefore, (the same word in the Hebrew, למה,) and the three verbs in the imperative turn… repent… remember . It consists of solemn appeal and earnest petition. The appeals are of the nature of exclamations of soul-anguish over the thought of such penal wrath after such a triumph as the exodus, and of the reproach which the Egyptians might then exultingly and contemptuously utter. The petitions end with a pleading of the promises made to the great patriarchs.



Verse 14 

14. The Lord repented — See notes at Genesis 6:6; Judges 2:18, and 1 Samuel 15:11.



Verse 15 

15. Moses turned — After his intercession he turned away with an anxious heart, and went down from the mount to encounter in the camp of Israel a still deeper trial. On the two tables see note at Exodus 31:18. Being written on both their sides they need not have been large tablets of stone to contain the entire decalogue, and the fact that Moses carried them in his hand shows that they must have been rather small. The Hebrew text of Exodus 20:1-17, if spread out over four pages, might be written in large, bold characters, and the pages each not exceed a surface of six inches square.



Verse 16 

16. Work of God — They were miracles in stone, and so monumental witnesses of the supernatural origin of the commandments. See on Exodus 31:18.



Verse 17 

17. Joshua heard — Palmer mentions a number of paths leading up the mountain from different points, and speaks of the ravine known as Jethro’s Road as emerging into the valley at the foot of the “Hill of the Golden Calf,” and observes: “Often in descending this, while the precipitous sides of the ravine hid the tents from my gaze, have I heard the sound of voices from below, and thought how Joshua had said unto Moses, as he came down from the mount, ‘There is a noise of war in the camp.’” — Desert of the Exodus, p. 101.



Verse 19 

19. Moses’ anger waxed hot — He who had pleaded so powerfully in the mount (Exodus 32:11-13) now feels the kindlings of a wrath akin to that which moved Jehovah to retributive judgment. Fiery indignation against sin is a passion as pure and worthy of God or man as love for truth and righteousness, for, indeed, the former is begotten of the latter. 

Cast the tables… and brake them — Significant sign that Israel had broken the law written thereon.



Verse 20 

20. Took… burnt… ground… strewed — “We need not suppose that each incident is here placed in strict order of time. What is related in this verse must have occupied some time, and may have followed the rebuke of Aaron. Moses appears to have thrown the calf into the fire to destroy its form, and then to have pounded or filed the metal to powder, which he cast into the brook. Deuteronomy 9:21. He then made the Israelites drink of the water of the brook. The act was, of course, a symbolical one. The idol was brought to nothing, and the people were made to swallow their own sin.” Comp. Micah 7:13-14. — Speaker’s Commentary. In Deuteronomy 9:21, Moses says: “I took your sin, the calf which ye had made, and burnt it with fire, and stamped it, and ground it very small, even until it was as small as dust.” Compare the symbolical act of making the people drink of it with the drinking the water of jealousy prescribed for a woman suspected of adultery. Numbers 5:11-31.



Verse 21 

21. What did this people unto thee — A question of rebuke, the more searching because of the thought that Aaron himself had brought so great a sin upon the people. Aaron’s response and effort at apology, in Exodus 32:22-24, is at best a pitiable plea, and virtually a confession of his own weakness.



Verse 25 

25. Naked — This word, twice employed in this verse, indicates a letting the people loose from all restraint, and giving them over to licentious and dangerous revelling. See the note on פרע, at Judges 5:1 .



Verse 26 

26. Who is on the Lord’s side — A fair call to repentance and loyal return to Jehovah. 

All the sons of Levi — It was most natural that the men of Moses’s own tribe should at once rally to his side, and thus make atonement in part for their complicity in the sin. Simeon and Levi had troubled Jacob with their swords, (Genesis 34:25, compare Genesis 32:30 and Genesis 49:5;) now Levi’s sons win a distinction which was afterward celebrated in song. Deuteronomy 33:9.



Verse 27 

27. Slay every man his brother — Those who were guilty of this breach of the covenant (comp. Exodus 32:33) were liable to the penalty of a capital crime, and hence the order for this fearful slaughter. That this order was not intended or understood to warrant an indiscriminate and wholesale massacre is obvious from what follows. Only “about three thousand men” were slain, (Exodus 32:28,) or one in two hundred of the adult Israelites, (compare Exodus 12:37,) and had these Levitical swordsmen understood Moses’s words literally, they would have felt obliged to slay one another as well as all in the camp. It is not improbable that the three thousand who were slain resisted these Levites, or had refused to drink of the water, (Exodus 32:20,) or in some way persisted in their sin. In going in and out from gate to gate throughout the camp the armed executioners of the order may have been safely left to determine who the most guilty parties were. Many facts, known to these Levites, who had seen the operations of the calf worship from its beginning, may be assumed to have guided them in their work of retribution.



Verse 29 

29. For Moses had said — Thus rendered, this verse is supposed to explain the zeal of the Levites in the slaughter just described. Their zeal and activity were to be a consecration of themselves to Jehovah. But the common version is not in strict accord with the Hebrew text. The margin gives the better rendering. But the explanations of the verse have been various. Translating literally we read: And Moses said, Fill your hand to-day unto (or for) Jehovah, for a man (is or was) against his son and against his brother, and (it was) to give a blessing upon you to-day. The expression “fill the hand” is a metaphor which is used in describing the consecration of persons, (compare Exodus 28:41; Exodus 29:9; Exodus 29:29; Exodus 29:33; Leviticus 8:33; Leviticus 21:10; Numbers 3:3; 1 Chronicles 29:5; 2 Chronicles 29:31,) and is translated consecrate in all the passages here referred to. The allusion in the metaphor appears to refer to some ceremony of giving into the hands of those consecrated some sign or symbol of their office and work. It would be thus signified that their hands were thenceforth to be filled with the duties and obligations of their sacred calling. We need not here understand that these Levites were commanded to bring any special offerings at this time, but that the work which they had that day performed was a consecration of themselves to Jehovah. They had filled their hands with an act which would give them memorable distinction. Accordingly, the verse might be thus paraphrased: Consecrate yourselves this day unto Jehovah. For you have shown yourselves worthy to be his ministers by rising above personal and family considerations when Jehovah’s honour was at stake, (comp. Deuteronomy 33:8-11; Luke 14:26,) for by turning in this case against son and brother you have shown yourselves loyal to Jehovah and worthy to receive his blessing.



Verse 30 

30. On the morrow — After that fearful day of retribution. 

Ye have sinned a great sin — It was important that they should realize the gravity and magnitude of their transgression, and these words of Moses were adapted to impress this upon them. Lest further punishment fall he proposes to go up unto the Lord, and seek, if possible, to make an atonement for their sin. He hopes to cover or expiate their sin by further intercession. Comp. Exodus 32:11-14. He accordingly went up again into the mount, and made supplication before Jehovah there.



Verse 31-32 

31, 32. Oh — אנא, an interjection that expresses mingled sadness and entreaty. The intercession of Moses in these two verses is much briefer but more striking than in Exodus 32:11-13, above. The broken form of expression in Exodus 32:32, where the conclusion, or apodosis, is left to be supplied, is not uncommon in the Scriptures. Compare Genesis 3:22 ; Daniel 3:15; Luke 13:9; Luke 19:42. The willingness of Moses to be sacrificed for Israel’s pardon is paralleled with Paul’s notable saying in Romans 9:3. 

Thy book — The chosen people of God are regarded as enrolled or written in a book before God. As the citizens of a community are enrolled in an official list, or the members of a society are registered as such in a book kept for that purpose, so the righteous are supposed to be registered in the book of life, and such registration witnesses their citizenship in the kingdom of God. Comp. Psalms 69:28; Ezekiel 13:9; Daniel 12:1; Luke 10:20; Philippians 4:3; Revelation 3:5; Revelation 13:8; Revelation 20:15; Revelation 21:27.



Verse 33 

33. Him will I blot out — Only the wilful sinner, who violates the holy commandments and persists in his disobedience, shall be cut off from the people of God.



Verse 34 

34. Now go, lead the people — The people having broken the covenant, Jehovah speaks as though he would have Moses depart from Sinai without having the tables renewed, or proceeding with the erection of the tabernacle, whose pattern had been shown him in the mount. He assures him of the presence of his Angel, as in Exodus 23:20, but declares that the sin of the people cannot go unpunished. But Moses’s persistent intercession and mediation, as shown in the following chapter, led to a renewal of the covenant.



Verse 35 

35. Plagued — This implies that the severe blow ministered by the Levites (27-29) was followed by still other visitations of penal wrath.

33 Chapter 33 

Verse 1 

MEDIATION AND INTERCESSION, Exodus 33:1-23.

1. Depart, and go up hence — This is in substance a repetition of Exodus 32:34. The people have broken the covenant which they promised to keep, (Exodus 24:3-7;) why linger longer at this mountain? Let them now proceed to the land which was promised unto Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, and do the best they can under the curse of violated vows.



Verse 2 

2. I will send… drive — Repeated in substance from Exodus 23:23; Exodus 23:28.



Verse 3 

3. I will not go up in the midst of thee — This distinction between Jehovah and his Angel is not inconsistent with our doctrine of the Angel of Jehovah, as set forth in note on Genesis 16:7. But Jehovah’s Angel might not at all times so bear his name (Exodus 23:21) or exhibit his power as to be a consuming fire in the midst of Israel. He was rather of the nature of a mediator between Moses and Jehovah, and the statement of this verse is designed to enhance the infinite holiness of God. The hardness of the people’s heart is such that some consideration may be shown, (comp. Matthew 19:8,) but the demands of infinite holiness are such that Jehovah here represents himself as withdrawing from the stiffnecked people, lest the immediate gaze of his holy eye consume them in the way. The whole manner of thought is anthropomorphic, for how else could such conceptions be then conveyed to such a sinful people? The mediating Angel may show mercy when holy wrath would destroy; and Israel may have an angel like other nations, (comp. Daniel 10:13,) but lose the special presence of Jehovah himself.



Verse 4 

4. The people heard… mourned — The withdrawal of the divine presence seemed to them to be ominous of evil. Though God’s voice out of Sinai filled them with terror, (see Exodus 20:19,) and they could not endure the nearness of such excessive majesty, the thought that the Holy One is about to forsake them in wrath excites even deeper fear.

Ornaments — See also in Exodus 33:5-6. The putting off of these was a sign of humiliation and penitence. In a time of sorrow and guilt the adornments of the person were strikingly out of place.



Verse 5 

5. I will come up — This passage is better translated conditionally: One moment let me come in thy midst, and I would consume thee. So terrible is the power of the presence of the Holy One. Hence the reason of what is said in Exodus 33:3 above, where see note. 

Put off thy ornaments — As a proof of true penitence.



Verse 7 

7. Moses took the tabernacle — What tabernacle? Surely not the tabernacle the pattern of which had been given him in the mount, (chap. 26,) for this had not yet been constructed. Nor is it satisfactory to assume, as some expositors have done, that this was an old tabernacle or tent, previously employed for purposes of worship, but not before mentioned. More reasonable than either of these suppositions is it to believe that the tent of Moses had hitherto been the central point of the Israelitish camp, and so, par excellence, the tent of Israel. In order now to institute a new and peculiar form of service and of approach unto God, and to carry on his intercession for Israel more conspicuously in the sight of the people, he removes this tent and places it without the camp, afar off from the camp, and because of its changed purpose calls it the Tabernacle (rather, the Tent) of the congregation. Thus would Moses make more conspicuous the lesson that the sin of the people had alienated them from Jehovah, and his presence must be sought unto as something afar off. This tent, furthermore, was now to serve as the place where the symbol of Jehovah’s presence might be seen until the proper tabernacle should be erected.



Verses 8-11 

8-11. These verses show that this tent served a special purpose in the Sinaitic revelation of Jehovah. Into it Moses entered to plead and to receive divine communications, and there Jehovah spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend. The cloudy pillar was a medium of communication, for according to the most correct translation of Exodus 33:9 it was the pillar that descended and stood at the door of the tabernacle, and… talked with Moses. Jehovah spoke through, or out of, the cloud. The speaking with Moses face to face did not involve a sight of God’s face, for he explains in Exodus 33:20 that no man could see his face and live. So he communed with him from the cloud which veiled his glory. All the people were permitted to behold the cloudy pillar in the distance, but only Moses and Joshua entered the tent, and it is said that when Moses returned to camp Joshua tarried behind and departed not out of the tabernacle. The tent was not to be left altogether alone, and so it would seem that Moses’s servant stayed as on guard.



Verse 12 

12. Thou sayest unto me — Allusion to what Jehovah had said in Exodus 33:1 above. 

Whom thou wilt send — Jehovah had assured him of the presence of an Angel, (Exodus 32:34; Exodus 33:2,) but to Moses his nature and way are so wrapped in mystery that he cannot be satisfied without further revelation. 

I know thee by name — When Jehovah said this to Moses is not recorded, but in chapter iii he called him by his name Moses, and showed him great grace and honour.



Verses 12-23 

12-23. In these verses we have the prevailing prayer, in view of which Jehovah’s wrath is turned away, and he again renews the covenant with Israel. The persistent intercession appears to have been carried on in the tent without the camp, and for this special purpose it had been pitched, as if in some measure to realize what was promised in Exodus 29:43.



Verse 13 

13. Show me now thy way — The way thou wilt lead us; the manner in which the guiding Angel will direct our ways, and drive out our enemies before us. 

That I may know thee — Notwithstanding all the communion face to face between Jehovah and Moses, (Exodus 33:11,) this leader of the chosen nation feels that he does not sufficiently know Jehovah. He prays for a fuller, clearer revelation of his nature and his glory. 

This nation is thy people — Jehovah had spoken to Moses of Israel as “the people which thou hast brought up out of the land of Egypt, (Exodus 33:1, comp. Exodus 32:7;) Moses now insists that Jehovah had called this nation as his own. Thus had he called them when he first appeared to Moses at the bush, and sent him unto Pharaoh. See Exodus 3:7.



Verse 14 

14. My presence shall go — Behold how Moses’s intercession prevails! In Exodus 33:3 the Lord had said, “I will not go up in the midst of thee;” but after the penitence of the people, and repeated seeking unto Jehovah in the tent of the congregation, and especially this earnest plea of Moses, the God of Israel is moved to compassion, and promises his presence. The shallow sceptic would fain see in such a representation a changeableness and weakness in the God of Israel unworthy the nature of deity. But the believer sees here an illustration of that wonderful condescension and mercy with which God compassionates the penitent sinner. The mode of illustration, in accord with all these earlier revelations, is anthropomorphic, but the lesson taught is the same as when, in Isaiah 54:7-8, Jehovah says: “For a small moment have I forsaken thee; but with great mercies will I gather thee. In a little wrath I hid my face from thee for a moment; but with everlasting kindness will I have mercy on thee, saith the Lord thy Redeemer.” Some writers have proposed an interrogative rendering for this verse: Shall my presence go, and shall I give them rest? But there appears no sufficient reason for this method of translation.



Verse 16 

16. So shall we be separated — That is, notably distinguished from all the people that are upon the face of the earth, in having the manifest presence of Jehovah among them. If this glorious presence was not to go with them and thus distinguish them from all other peoples, Moses prefers not to go up from Sinai. Here we notice, further, the persistency of Moses’s intercession, and in the next verse we observe how powerfully it prevails with God.



Verse 18 

18. Show me thy glory — Moses grows bolder with every new word of grace from Jehovah, and now, like Jacob at Peniel, (Genesis 32:29, note,) cries out for a revelation of the divine glory. He yearns for a disclosure of the God of Israel more full and glorious than had ever yet been made; something more wonderful than the burning bush, more personal than the devouring fire in the mountain, and more visible to sense than could be had through thick darkness or cloudy pillar.



Verses 19-23 

19-23. Even this great request is in part granted, for these verses contain the promise that, so far as mortal man may be permitted to see the divine glory, Moses shall witness a most sublime theophany. As Jehovah willed to blot the sinful Israelite out of his book, (Exodus 32:33,) and for manifest reason, so he will show mercy on whom he will show mercy, namely, on Moses as an example, who by persistent prayer obtains the gracious favour of his Lord. See Whedon’s note on Romans 9:15. But here appears the statement that no man can behold Jehovah’s face and live. This profound truth underlies the entire divine revelation, and shows the necessity of the incarnation of the Word of God. “No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him.” In harmony with this great truth, Moses is promised a vision of the glory of Israel’s God. He will place him in a cleft of the rock when he again goes up into the mountain, and will pass by so as to exhibit, as it were, his back, but not his face. So shall he behold and hear what will infix forever in his soul the holiest conception of the name and nature of Jehovah. For the fulfilment of this promise, see Exodus 34:5-8.

34 Chapter 34 

Verse 1 

THE TABLES OF THE COVENANT RENEWED, Exodus 34:1-35.

1. Hew thee two tables — The others were, in Exodus 32:16, called “the work of God.”



Verse 3 

3. No man… with thee — As contrasted with Exodus 24:9-13. Not even Joshua accompanied Moses now. He probably remained at the tent of the congregation. Exodus 33:11.



Verse 5 

5. Descended… stood… proclaimed — There was also, according to the next verse, a movement of the sublime theophany as of one passing by. This was the fulfilment of the promise recorded in Exodus 33:19-23, and was, says Clarke, “the second revelation of the name of the God of Israel to Moses. The first revelation was of Jehovah as the Self-existent One, who purposed to deliver his people with a mighty hand, (Exodus 3:14;) this was of the same Jehovah as a living Saviour, who was now forgiving their sins. The two ideas that mark these revelations are found combined, apart from their historical development, in the second commandment, (Exodus 20:5-6,) where the divine unity is shown on its practical side, in its relation to human obligations. Both in the commandment and in this passage the divine love is associated with the divine justice; but in the former there is a transposition to serve the proper purpose of the commandments, and the justice stands before the love. This is strictly the legal arrangement, brought out in the completed system of the ceremonial law, in which the sin offering, in acknowledgment of the sentence of justice against sin, was offered before the burnt offering and the peace offering. But in this place the truth appears in its essential order; the retributive justice of Jehovah is subordinated to — rather, it is made a part of — his forgiving love.” — Speaker’s Commentary.


Verse 6-7 

6, 7. Proclaimed — This appears to have been a supernatural communication, in an audible voice, proceeding out of the theophany, as the ten commandments had been spoken out of the midst of the fires of Sinai. Deuteronomy 5:4. As a declaration of divine perfections it is conspicuously complete, but especially emphatic on mercy’s side. Its impressiveness is abiding, and is felt by every devout reader.



Verse 9 

9. Go among us… pardon… take us — After all the mercy shown, and the assurance of Exodus 33:14, and the fuller revelations that followed, Moses still repeats his cry for the presence of Jehovah among the people. Importunate prayer, and clinging by faith to God! He will not let him go!



Verse 10 

10. Before all thy people I will do marvels — This refers to the unparalleled displays of divine help during the journey to Palestine, at the crossing of the Jordan, and during the conquest and settlement of the land of promise. These distinguished Israel in all the earth, and put the fear of them upon all the nations that saw or heard. Comp. Joshua 2:9; Joshua 2:11.



Verse 11 

11. Drive out — Comp. Exodus 33:2, and Exodus 23:23; Exodus 23:28. The frequent repetition of this promise was important, inasmuch as Israel’s greatest danger was from their heathen foes.



Verses 12-26 

12-26. Take heed to thyself — Here follows a brief resume of the laws previously ordained, and written in the Book of the Covenant, 21-23. They may be resolved into ten precepts, as follows:

1. Thou shalt make no covenant with the heathen. Exodus 34:12.

2. Thou shalt destroy their altars and images. Exodus 34:18.

3. Thou shalt worship no other god save Jehovah. Exodus 34:14.

4. Thou shalt make no molten gods. Exodus 34:17.

5. Thou shalt keep the feast of unleavened bread. Exodus 34:18.

6. Thou shalt redeem all the firstborn. Exodus 34:19-20.

7. Thou shalt keep the sabbath day. Exodus 34:21.

8. Thou shalt observe the three annual feasts. Exodus 34:22-23.

9. Thou shalt not offer sacrifice with leaven. Exodus 34:25.

10. Thou shalt not seethe a kid in its mother’s milk. Exodus 34:26.

We should lay no stress upon this division into ten commandments; for it is possible, by making separate precepts of the firstfruits, (Exodus 34:26,) and the not appearing empty (Exodus 34:20,) to make more than ten; or by combining several very kindred laws to reduce the number to seven or eight. In no case should this recapitulation of laws be identified with the ten commandments mentioned in Exodus 34:28, for these were identical with those in the first tables. Exodus 34:1.



Verse 13 

13. Groves — Rather, Asherah, pillars, wooden images of Asherah. See notes on Judges 2:13; Judges 3:7; and 1 Kings 19:15.



Verse 27 

27. Write thou these words — This narrative very clearly teaches that Moses recorded repeated acts of legislation. The covenant was broken and renewed. A record was made of all the important facts, and such a record, if faithful, must needs have contained various repetitions. Some critics discover different “strata of laws,” but fail to pay proper respect to the fact, that, according to the plain import of the Mosaic narrative, laws were repeatedly given, revised, renewed, and in some instances changed, as the conduct and interests of the people required. The different codes and stages of legislation are not inconsistent with each other, nor of such a nature as to be inconsistent with a Mosaic origin. See our Introduction to the Pentateuch, page 31.



Verse 28 

28. Forty days and forty nights — Comp. Exodus 24:18. So that Moses passed two periods of this length with the Lord in the mount. 

He wrote — According to Exodus 34:1, the writer was God himself, so that these second tables, though hewn by Moses, were, like the first, “written with the finger of God.” Compare Exodus 31:18, with 32:16.



Verse 29 

29. The skin of his face shone — The long communion with Jehovah, and beholding so much of his glory, had set upon the face of the lawgiver a brilliancy that was unearthly. This statement is full of suggestion. It declares the spiritual exaltation of Moses. It shows how God may impart his own glory to those to whom he wills to show great favour. Exodus 33:19. It teaches the child of faith that long communion and intimate fellowship with God transfigures into the image of the heavenly. Since the Hebrew word here translated shone ( קרן )is composed of the same letters as the word for horn, the Vulgate has rendered it was horned, and hence the mediaeval notion represented in Angelo’s famous statue, that Moses had horns upon his forehead.



Verse 30 

30. They were afraid — At a former time (Exodus 20:19) they had said to Moses, “Speak thou with us, and we will hear; but let not God speak with us, lest we die.” Now Moses bears upon his face so much of the divine glory that they fear to talk even with him.



Verse 33 

33. Till Moses had done — Rather, when he had done speaking, etc. Literally, And Moses ceased from speaking with them, and put upon his face a vail. So the vail was not worn while he was speaking, but when he left off speaking, and until he went into the tabernacle. Exodus 34:34-35. “The brilliant light on Moses’s face,” says Keil, “set forth the glory of the old covenant, and was intended both for Moses and the people as a foresight and a pledge of the glory to which Jehovah had called, and would eventually exalt, the people of his possession.”

35 Chapter 35 

Verse 1 

THE SABBATH, Exodus 35:1-3.

1. These are the words — The plan of the tabernacle which had been given Moses in the mount had not yet been communicated to Israel. Moses now assembles all the congregation, and makes known how Jehovah would have them prepare for him a sanctuary.



Verse 2 

2. The seventh day… a sabbath of rest — The purpose of this repetition of the sabbath law was probably to prevent any attempt to carry forward the work of the tabernacle on the holy day. See note on Exodus 31:13.



Verse 3 

3. Kindle no fire — This prohibition is implied in Exodus 16:23, but is here first formally enunciated. The offence recorded in Numbers 15:32-36, looked toward the violation of this commandment.



Verses 5-9 

THE OFFERINGS FOR THE SANCTUARY, Exodus 35:4-29.

5-9. An offering — See notes on Exodus 25:2-7.



Verse 10 

10. Wise hearted — See note on Exodus 28:3.



Verses 11-19 

11-19. The tabernacle, etc. — These different parts of the sanctuary and the sacred vessels are illustrated in notes on chaps. 25-28.



Verse 21 

21. Every one whom his spirit made willing — Were there, then, some who failed to assist in thus providing for the work of the tabernacle? So one may naturally infer from the form of statement here recorded. This would only accord with what is noticeable in all periods of the history of God’s people. In times of highest enthusiasm and self-consecration, there will be found some heartless hangers on.



Verse 22 

22. Both men and women — As if anticipating the New Testament idea, that in the life and fellowship of God there is neither male nor female.

Galatians 3:28. But in the making of this sanctuary, as in building the Christian Church, there is work both for men and women. As there are some kinds of work suitable only for men and not for women, so there are other kinds suitable only for women and not for men. So, too, it may be in the Christian Church. 

Bracelets — The exact meaning of the word ( חח ) thus translated is not certain. It has been rendered by brooches, hooks, chains, clasps, nose-jewel. 
Earrings — See on Exodus 32:2. 

Rings — Probably signet rings. See note on Genesis 41:42. 

Tablets — Occurs only here and Numbers 31:50, and is of uncertain meaning. It has been variously explained, as armlets, necklaces, beads, lockets.


Verse 25 

25. Women… did spin — This appears to have been the business of women among the Egyptians and other ancient nations. The fact that the wise hearted women did this work shows that it was a labour requiring skill.

36 Chapter 36 

Verses 1-38 

BEZALEEL AND AHOLIAB, Exodus 36:30-35.

See notes on Exodus 31:1-11.
SUPERABUNDANCE OF OFFERINGS, Exodus 36:1-7.

5. Much more than enough — Such a result of the willingness of the people to give was a noble exhibition of their devotion to Jehovah, and their purpose to keep their covenant with him. It furnishes a happy offset to the liberality which was too conspicuous for evil in their offerings for the golden calf, Exodus 32:3. When the heart is all aglow with religious enthusiasm, no gifts seem too great or costly to express the measure of devotion.

THE TABERNACLE CURTAINS, BOARDS, AND HANGINGS, Exodus 36:8-38. 

See notes on Exodus 26:1-37.

37 Chapter 37 

Verses 1-29 

THE ARK OF THE COVENANT, Exodus 39:1-9. 

See notes on Exodus 25:10-22. 

THE TABLE OF SHOWBREAD, Exodus 39:10-16. 

See notes on Exodus 25:23-30. 

THE GOLDEN CANDLESTICK, Exodus 39:17-24. 

See notes on Exodus 25:31-40. 

THE ALTAR OF INCENSE, Exodus 39:25-28.

See notes on Exodus 30:1-10. 

THE OIL AND THE INCENSE, Exodus 39:29.

See on Exodus 30:22-38.

38 Chapter 38 

Verses 1-31 

THE ALTAR OF BURNT OFFERINGS, Exodus 38:1-7. 

See notes on Exodus 27:1-7.

THE LAVER, Exodus 38:8.

See notes on Exodus 30:17-21. 

THE COURT OF THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 38:9-20. 

See notes on Exodus 27:9-19.

THE AMOUNT OF METALS USED FOR THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 38:21-31.

21. This is the sum — Literally, the things reckoned, meaning, according to what follows, the weight of the gold, silver, and brass employed in the construction of the sanctuary and what belonged to it. The amount, as summed up, is recorded as: — 

Gold=29 talents and 730 shekels. 

Silver=100 talents and 1,775 shekels, 

Brass=70 talents and 2,400 shekels.

The uncertainty attaching to the exact weight and value of the gold, silver, and brass talents and shekels makes it impossible to determine precisely the gross amount of the cost of the tabernacle. Then, further, the different relative value of a given amount of these metals in ancient and in modern times would greatly affect any estimate. The weight of the metals here mentioned, as estimated in the Speaker’s Commentary, is as follows, in avoirdupois weight:

Gold, — 1 ton — 4 cwt. — 2 qrs. — 13 lbs. 

Silver, — 4 tons — 4 cwt. — 2 qrs. — 20 lbs. 

Bronze, —2 tons — 19 cwt. — 2 qrs. — 11 lbs.

The entire value of these metals, at the lowest approximate estimate in American currency, would be over a million dollars. This estimate of the cost of the tabernacle does not include the large amount of other material for curtains, boards, and pillars, nor take into account at all the value of the labour, which the men and women of Israel gave as freely as they did the gold and silver and other things. On the question whence the Israelites obtained such vast amounts of precious things, see note on Exodus 25:3.

We are not to think of the tabernacle as of a modern Christian Church. The latter, as a house of worship, serves mainly for the comfort and convenience of an assembly of worshippers, and each true worshipper is supposed to have risen in spirit into the profound realities of which the tabernacle and its services were only symbols. Serving the purpose of material symbols of the unseen and eternal, the tabernacle was appropriately made of the most costly materials, for these, with their various values, were, for the time, “object lessons” of the better things to come.

39 Chapter 39 

Verses 1-43 

THE HOLY GARMENTS OF THE PRIESTS, Exodus 39:1-31 See notes on Exodus 28.

ALL BROUGHT TO MOSES AND APPROVED, Exodus 39:32-43.

How long the preparation of the different parts of the tabernacle required we are not told, but the zeal and diligence implied in the willing offerings of the people warrant the belief that the whole would have been completed in a few months. According to Josephus, the whole time they were engaged in this work was seven months. (Ant., 3:8, 4.) As Moses had received by revelation in the mount the plan and pattern of the tabernacle, it was necessary that all the parts should finally be submitted to him for acceptance and blessing.

40 Chapter 40 

Verses 1-38 

THE ORDER TO SET UP THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 40:1-16.

The formality of this command to erect the sanctuary involves an incidental repetition of what has already been described. After the due consecration of all its parts, the tabernacle and all its vessels were to be regarded as “most holy.” Comp. Exodus 30:29. In Exodus 40:10 of this chapter it is said that after its anointing the altar of burnt offerings should be a holy of holies, as if some special sanctity attached to that. Its central position and importance in the order of holy services made it a sort of counterpart, among the vessels of the sanctuary, of what the holy of holies was among the relatively sacred places of the same.

15. An everlasting priesthood — To be perpetuated throughout their generations, until superseded by the office and work of the Priest “after the order of Melchizedek.” See notes on Hebrews 7. Moses proceeded to perform all the commandments here given, (Exodus 40:16,) but the consecration of the priests and special legislation touching the various kinds of sacrifices must have followed the erection of the tabernacle, and is recorded in the Book of Leviticus.



Verses 17-33 

ERECTION OF THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 40:17-33.

17. It came to pass — After all the work of the tabernacle and its furniture was finished, as related in chaps. 36-39. 

The first month — Abib, (Exodus 13:4,) or Nisan, (Nehemiah 2:1,) corresponding nearly with our April. See note on Exodus 12:2. 

The second year — The second year after the exodus. The deliverance from Egypt was an appropriate and memorable epoch in Hebrew chronology — the beginning of years, as Abib was the beginning of months. Compare 1 Kings 6:1. 

The first day of the month — Israel’s first free new year’s day, for the first day of the previous year had found them yet in the house of bondage, and fourteen days of that year passed before they departed from Egypt. About half the year had gone before they commenced the work of the tabernacle, for it was the third month when they reached the wilderness of Sinai, (Exodus 19:1,) and Moses spent two periods of forty days each in the mount, (Exodus 34:18; Exo 24:28,) which was nearly three months more. But six months was ample time for the work; for the tabernacle was no such elaborate structure as the temple of Solomon; and as the zeal of the people showed itself in their offering more than enough material for the structure, so that Moses had even to restrain them from bringing more, (Exodus 36:5-7,) so also the work itself was doubtless carried forward with equal zeal till all was finished. 

The tabernacle was reared up — According to the directions which the Lord had given Moses. Exodus 40:1-6.

18. Moses reared up the tabernacle — We must not suppose that Moses personally and alone did all that is attributed to him in this chapter. He was probably assisted by Aaron and the “wise-hearted men.” Exodus 36:1. But Moses had the oversight and command of all these, and Aaron and his sons were not yet set apart to the priesthood. The word rendered tabernacle here is mishcan, and is used both of the enclosure of boards, and of the ornamented cloth which is described in Exodus 26:1-6. No mention is made of stakes, tent-pins, ropes, ridge-poles, etc., but all these are presupposed or implied in every erection of a tent. The description here given is very brief, and presupposes in the reader’s mind the fuller descriptions which have been given in the preceding chapters. 

Sockets — The silver bases for the boards, (Exodus 26:19-21,) and the brazen ones for the pillars, (Exodus 26:37,) to rest in. These served to hold the boards and pillars in their places, and to keep them from decay. The sockets in which the boards rested probably formed in appearance a sort of plinth around the bottom of their walls. 

The boards — Of shittim or acacia wood. which formed the inner enclosure. Exodus 26:15-25; Exodus 36:20-23. 

The bars — These were also of shittim wood, and made to pass through gold rings, (or staples,) probably on the outside of the boards. Exodus 26:26-29. They were five in number for each side and for the western end, the middle bar in each case reaching from end to end. Both the boards and the bars were overlaid with gold, presenting to the gaze of the beholder, either on the outside or within, a vast golden surface. 

Pillars — Five in number, at the entrance or east end of the tent. Exodus 26:37. There were also four pillars within the tabernacle to support the vail which separated the holy place from the holy of holies. Exodus 26:32; Exodus 36:36.

19. Spread abroad the tent over the tabernacle — The tent here refers to the curtains of goats’ hair, which, in Exodus 26:7, are called “a covering upon the tabernacle.” The Hebrew words are the same in each passage, and designate the tent cloth which was placed over or above the ornamented curtains described in Exodus 26:1-6. It served as a covering and protection for the “curtains of fine linen, and blue, and purple, and scarlet: with cherubim of cunning work.” Exodus 26:1. These latter, according to Fergusson, (see p. 520,) formed the ornamented roof of the tabernacle as seen from the inside. They may, however, have been thrown over the board structure, and drawn down tightly on the outer sides. The objections to a flat roof would not apply to this set of curtains if thus adjusted, inasmuch as the tent of goat’s hair above it would have protected it from rain. 

The covering of the tent above upon it — This was an additional covering made of rams’ skins, dyed red, and sealskins, and spread on the top of the goat’s hair canvas for a further protection from the weather. See Exodus 26:14. These several coverings made the roofing utterly impervious to the rain. 

As the Lord commanded Moses — This expression is here used seven times within the space of fourteen verses, (19-32,) and shows how very careful Moses was to make all things according to the pattern shown him by Jehovah. Compare Exodus 25:9; Exodus 25:40; Hebrews 8:5.

20. The testimony — The two tables of stone on which the ten commandments were written by the finger of God. Exodus 31:18; Exodus 32:15-16. Those first written were broken by Moses, (Exodus 32:19,) but another set was afterward prepared. Exodus 34:4. The decalogue graven on the two stone tablets was called the testimony, because it was Jehovah’s most emphatic testimony or witness against sin — a monumental expression of his will; and it was placed in the ark that it might be a witness against rebellion and sin in Israel. Compare Deuteronomy 31:26-27. When, after the lapse of several hundred years, the ark was deposited in the most holy place of the temple of Solomon, there was nothing in it but these two tables of stone. 1 Kings 8:9. According to Hebrews 9:4, it originally contained also the golden pot of manna and Aaron’s rod that budded, though these latter, according to Exodus 16:34, and Numbers 17:10, were placed “before the testimony.” Most writers have understood “before the testimony” as equivalent to before the ark; but according to the inspired writer of Hebrews it would mean before the testimony itself, that is, the tables inside the ark. For a description of the ark, the staves, and the mercy seat, see Exodus 25:10-22.

21. Brought the ark into the tabernacle — Its place was in the holy of holies, within the inner vail. 

The vail of the covering — The vail described in Exodus 26:31-32, which hung upon four pillars, and served to cover or screen the most holy place from human eyes. 

And covered the ark — That is, he covered it by the vail just mentioned, and so concealed it from the gaze of men.

22. The table — The table on which the “showbread” was always kept. This table is particularly described in Exodus 25:23-30, where see notes. 

Northward, without the vail — As the tent faced the east, the north side would be to the right hand of one entering. The position of the table would thus be near the north-west corner of the holy place, and just in front, or outside of, the vail which hid the holy of holies from view.

23. Set the bread in order — The manner of making this bread, and of arranging it upon the table, is described in Leviticus 24:5-9, where see notes. Whether Moses immediately arranged the bread, lighted the lamps, (Exodus 40:25,) burnt incense, (27,) and offered sacrifices, (29,) as soon as the table, candlestick, and altars were set each in its place, according to the order of this narrative, is not quite clear. But as Aaron and his sons were not consecrated to the priesthood until after the tabernacle was set up, (Exodus 40:12-15,) and so did not wash in the laver until after their consecration, (Exodus 40:31-32,) it is probable that the table, lamps, and altars, like the laver, were not put to their uses until Aaron and his sons were consecrated priests. This, however, was done as soon as the tabernacle was reared up; perhaps on the same day.

24. The candlestick — See Exodus 25:31-37. 

Side… southward — To the left of one entering, opposite to the showbread table. So the table and the candlestick were on opposite sides of the golden altar. See on Exodus 40:26.

25. Lighted the lamps — The lamps were to be kept burning, just as the showbread was to be kept standing, “before the Lord continually.” Leviticus 24:1-4.

26. The golden altar — Not to be confounded with the brazen altar, or altar of burnt offerings, which was placed not in the tent, but outside of it, in the court, Exodus 40:29. The golden altar, or altar of incense, was placed in the holy place before the vail, so that it must have stood between the table of showbread and the golden candlestick. Compare Exodus 40:22; Exodus 40:24, notes. For description of this altar see notes and cut, page 535.

27. Sweet incense — Hebrew, incense of spices, or aromatics. Its ingredients, and the manner of their preparation, are mentioned in Exodus 30:34-36. The incense was, strictly speaking, the perfume exhaled by fire from the compounded aromatics. Incense was used in connexion with the religious ceremonies of most ancient nations. In the tabernacle service it was to be offered morning and evening, (Exodus 30:7-8,) and was a beautiful and expressive symbol of the prayer of saints. Psalms 141:2; Revelation 5:8; Revelation 8:3-4.

28. The hanging — Described in Exodus 26:36-37, where see notes.

29. The altar of burnt offering — This was made of shittim wood, and overlaid with brass, as described in Exodus 27:1-8, and so is to be distinguished from “the golden altar” mentioned in Exodus 40:26, where see note. It was five times larger in breadth and width than the golden altar, and one cubit higher. 

By the door — Before, or in front of the door, Exodus 40:6. It was placed in the open court that surrounded the tabernacle, (Exodus 40:33,) and some distance in front of the tent, so as to leave room between it and the tent for the laver, Exodus 40:33. On the burnt offering and the meat offering, see Leviticus 7:37-38, notes.

30. The laver — A large circular basin, to hold water, in which the priests were to wash their hands and feet. Solomon made for the temple ten lavers, and set them on “ten bases of brass,” (1 Kings 7:27-38,) but this laver of the tabernacle was probably of more simple construction. See Exodus 30:18-21, notes.

33. The court round about — A large enclosure of linen curtains, one hundred cubits by fifty, with a gate or entrance twenty cubits wide. See full description in Exodus 27:9-18.



Verses 34-38 

JEHOVAH’S GLORY FILLING THE TABERNACLE, Exodus 40:34-38.

It only remains that Jehovah manifest his approval of the tabernacle by some visible proof of his presence and abode there. Accordingly, when Moses had approved the work done, and completed what it was intended for human hands to do, the cloud which had accompanied them in their journey from Egypt (see note on Exodus 13:21) covered the tent of the congregation, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. The tent is here distinguished from the tabernacle, and is to be understood as the outer covering of curtains, while the tabernacle proper was the more immediate dwelling within, the mishcan, consisting of the board structure, and the ornamented curtains which were placed upon it. See note at the beginning of chap. 26. So gloriously did the cloud appear above the tent, and so wonderfully did the divine glory fill the interior of the sacred dwelling, that Moses was not able to enter. He had previously approached the thick darkness of Sinai, out of which Jehovah spoke, (Exodus 20:21;) he had witnessed an unparalleled display of the divine glory in the mount, (Exodus 33:19-23; Exodus 34:5-8;) but this theophany was too intense in its splendour to permit even Moses to enter within the holy places where, for the time, the Holy One abode in special presence.

36-38. When the cloud was taken up — This description of the guidance of Israel by the cloud is more fully detailed in Numbers 9:15-23. It appropriately concludes the Book of Exodus, which records the bondage, the redemption, and the consecration of Israel. The great facts written in this book served to make the history of Israel typical of the redemption of mankind; and especially does the image of the cloud and fire, accompanying, by day and by night, all the house of Israel, throughout all their journeys, portray in most impressive form the doctrine of the imminent providence of our Heavenly Father. He is with his people always; and they may read the lessons of the exodus and the tabernacle, and in every generation sing: “The Lord God is a sun and shield: the Lord will give grace and glory: no good thing will he withhold from them that walk uprightly. O Lord of hosts, blessed is the man that trusteth in thee.” Psalms 84:11-12.

SYMBOLISM OF THE TABERNACLE.
The symbolism and typology of the Mosaic tabernacle are recognized in the ninth chapter of the Epistle to the Hebrews, and we may well suppose that a structure designed to serve so important a purpose in the religious training of the chosen nation must have been planned to suggest some grand and precious spiritual truths. (Comp. note on the Symbolism of the Temple at the close of notes on 1 Kings 7.) That it was a symbol of inner and spiritual relationship, made possible between God and man by the blood of atonement, we have already indicated in our introductory note at the beginning of chapter 25, and we take no space to detail the various conjectures by which it is made to represent things which are physical and visible. As shown in the passage above referred to, and especially by the teaching of Exodus 29:42-46, the great idea which centers in the complex symbol is that of JEHOVAH DWELLING WITH HIS PEOPLE. Man is by sin estranged from God, and there can be no reunion and fellowship without remission of sins and a purifying of the spiritual nature of man. This was graciously provided for in the expiatory sacrifices required of every Israelite. The life or soul was conceived as living and subsisting in the blood, (Leviticus 17:11,) and when the blood of a victim was poured out at the altar it symbolized the surrender of a life which had been forfeited by sin, and the worshipper who made the sacrifice thereby acknowledged before Jehovah his death-deserving guilt. There could, accordingly, be no approach to God on the part of sinful men — no possible meeting and dwelling with him — except by the offerings made at the great altar in front of the sacred tent. No priest might pass into the tabernacle until sprinkled with blood from that altar, (Exodus 29:21,) and the live coals, used for burning the incense before Jehovah, were taken from the same place. Leviticus 16:12. Nor might the priest, on penalty of death, minister at the altar or enter the tabernacle without first washing at the laver, (Exodus 30:20-21.) So the great altar in the court continually proclaimed that without the shedding of blood there is no remission, and the priestly ablutions denoted that without the washing of regeneration no man might enter the kingdom of God. Compare Psalms 24:3-4; John 3:5; Hebrews 10:19-22. The blessed and holy dwelling with God, symbolized in the holy places of the tabernacle, were possible only because of the reconciliation effected at the altar of sacrifice without.

The two apartments of the tabernacle, known as the holy and the most holy places, were adapted to represent the relationship between the human and the divine, made possible by the gracious covenant of God with his people. Into the first the priests entered, as the representatives of the people, and their service there was not for themselves alone, but for all Israel, whose relation to God, so long as they kept his covenant, was that of a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Exodus 19:5-6; comp. 1 Peter 2:5; 1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 1:6; Revelation 5:10. As the officiating priest stood in the holy place, facing the holy of holies, he had at his right hand the table of showbread, on his left the candlestick, and immediately before him the altar of incense. Exodus 40:22-27. The twelve cakes of bread (bread of presence) kept continually on the table as before God, most obviously symbolized the twelve tribes of Israel continually offering themselves as an acceptable sacrifice in the presence of Jehovah. The golden candlestick with its seven lamps, opposite the table, was another symbol of Israel considered as the Church of the living God and the light of the world. Then, further, the constant devotion of Israel to God was represented at the golden altar of incense immediately before the vail, and in front of the mercy-seat, (Exodus 30:6.) The offering of incense was an expressive symbol of the prayers of saints, (Psalms 141:2; Revelation 5:8; Revelation 8:3-4,) and the whole multitude of the people were wont to pray without at the hour of the incense offering. Luke 1:10. Jehovah was pleased to “inhabit the praises of Israel,” (Psalms 22:3,) for all that his people may be and do in their consecrated relation to him expresses itself in their prayers before his altar and mercy seat.

The holy place, therefore, with its table and candlestick and golden altar of incense, symbolized the relation of the true Israel to God, made available by the blood of atonement. The holy of holies, on the other hand, symbolized Jehovah’s relations to his people, and profoundly suggested the terms or considerations by which it was compatible for him to meet and dwell with man. It contained the ark, within which were deposited the two tables of testimony — Jehovah’s declaration out of the thick darkness — a monumental witness of his wrath against sin. Over this ark, and covering the tables of testimony, was placed the capporeth, or mercy seat, to be sprinkled with blood on the great day of atonement. Leviticus 16:11-17. Here was a most significant symbol of mercy covering wrath. Made of fine gold, and having its dimensions the same as the length and breadth of the ark, (Leviticus 25:17,) it fittingly represented that glorious provision of infinite wisdom and love by which, in virtue of the precious blood of Christ, and in complete harmony with the righteousness of God, atonement is made for the guilty but penitent transgressor.

The cherubim, spreading out their wings over the mercy seat, and gazing as in wondering adoration upon it, were appropriate symbols of the redeemed and glorified Israel, who shall ultimately behold the glory of God, and dwell in his heavenly light forever. This subject we have treated in the note on Genesis 3:24, page 100 of this Commentary.

The ministration of the high priest on the great day of atonement, as described in Leviticus 16, is declared in the Epistle to the Hebrews to have prefigured the redeeming work of Christ, who, “being come a high priest of good things to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands,… neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own blood, entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us.… For Christ is not entered into the holy places made with hands, which are the figures of the true; but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us.” Hebrews 9:11-12; Hebrews 9:24. The believer is, accordingly, exhorted “to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus.” The way has been opened in the fulness of time, and the glory of heaven itself consists mainly in this, that God and his people dwell together in unspeakable felicity. The many mansions ( μοναι, dwellings, abiding places, John 14:2,) of the Father’s house in the heavens are but the fuller realization and perfection of the believer’s fellowship with God on earth. He who by the grace of redemption dwells in God and God in him (1 John 4:16) has already entered by faith into these holy relationships. He lingers, as it were, a little while in the holy place, until all fleshly vails are rent, and the perfected spirit enters into the holy of holies, and beholds the Prince of Life upon his throne.

